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From the Counter


Michelle Pendergrass,
Editor-in-Chief


Three years ago, I submitted to the first
edition of The Midnight Diner while grieving deeply the loss of my Uncle Ed, who
took his own life on a cold night in February. Two years ago, I was asked on as
editor here and soon after, sang my grandma into eternity. Last year, Coach
hung up his golden spatula and placed the keys to this joint in my nervous
hands and exactly one month ago, my own mother breathed her last as I sang
Amazing Grace over her.


And so life has taken on a new
perspective. As has death.


In life and also here in print
for this third edition, my death cup runneth over. I need a change so I go back
to Independence Days in Grandma’s back yard, BBQ ribs on the grill,
sprinklers, sparklers and fireflies in mason jars.  I go back to lilac bushes blooming,
autumn leaves falling, and mom bundling me up for Chicago blizzards that dump
more snow than imaginable and winds that carry it and drift it up over rooftops
that I climbed and conquered. I go back to rides in Uncle Ed’s Spider
convertible, Hotel California blaring, and Dairy Queen ice cream dripping down
my fingers.


I go back there and get
homesick.


I get homesick and remember
the pain of those years, pain I won’t put to words, but the kind of pain
that breaks a spirited girl’s soul.


Standing at this intersection
of beautiful and ugly I make a quarter turn to face Beautiful Boulevard and
make another quarter turn to stare down The Ugly Highway, then Beautiful then
Ugly.


Turning circles shows me a
glaring truth. Beautiful and Ugly coexist. They intersect. Overlap.


It becomes a matter of
perspective.


The capacity to view things in
their true relations or relative importance.


A few themes arose organically
in this issue. Death. Family. Loss. Loneliness. Pain. Abuse. I can’t help
but think of how God has commandeered my life during these times of
overwhelming grief and pain that come with losing those that had some of the
most influence on my character. And how He also took over this edition of The
Midnight Diner. The Holy Ghost worked in the minds of the authors who penned
these stories long before I knew my mother would fall ill. They were submitted
and published at this moment in time.


Looking back to the days
before we knew of mom’s brain tumor and cancer, a friend and I were at a
writer’s conference. She attended a session by author Sara Miles and
searched me out with a message.


"Prayer doesn’t
cure disease; it heals it, and healing may not be what we think it should
be."


I couldn’t have known
the stories in this issue would center around death and family and pain. I
certainly didn’t expect my mother to die. But, come to think of it, I
didn’t expect to be editor-in-chief of this place or president of
ccPublishing.  I grapple with what I
know, what I do not know, what I can know, and what’s beyond my
comprehension. If God had stood before me and told me, "Hey listen.
I’ve got this plan for you. You’re going to become this important
person in this rinky-dink-but-full-of-potential company and you’re going
to have to do it all while your people drop like flies…" I would
have run for the hills (that He owns). A modern day Jonah, I suppose.


Therefore, what I don’t
know is probably good for me. And Him, I imagine.


But that doesn’t mean
the struggling stops. It also doesn’t stop the healing from occurring.
What matters is the perspective with which things are viewed. Certainly, most
of us don’t expect tragedy. We don’t anticipate our
step-mother’s abuse when Dad is out on the road as in Monster Made. We
don’t set out to overwork ourselves, which in turn, sets a series of
events into motion that we can’t undo like Jon in Flesh and Blood. As
children, we don’t think we’re going to watch our mothers die.
Ever.  Whether peacefully as I did
or tragically as Jonas from The Blood Bay witnessed.


Because we live, we struggle.
Just as Jacob wrestled with God, we grapple with Him and His ways. Sometimes we
walk away limping with dislocated hips, other times, like the bleeding woman of
the New Testament, just touching the hem of His garment heals us.


This healing that does not
always look like we think it should is never more obvious than the story of
Christ and his encounter with the Beautiful Ugly—the Cross. Our healing
comes through his pain, suffering, and from His Father’s abandonment, if
for only that one moment in time. Imagine what it must have felt like to do
everything asked of you—sinless and blameless—


to have your Father turn His back on you while
you’re being beaten and tortured and killed.


Through this horrible death
came a healing, though, that  could
not be accomplished otherwise.


What is presented to you
between the covers is what I believe represents a much different perspective of
fiction written by Christians. It exemplifies those of us who are Pursuing
Christ


on the Fringe.

















 

Chef 's Choice


A Thousand Flowers


Eric Ortlund


"My wife and  I were driving through North Dakota
once. This might be North Dakota now, for all I know. The ‘great
trek,’ she called it. We were driving through a field much like this, all
our camping stuff in the back. I made tapes of our favorite CDs, and we’d
try to listen to the faded recording with the windows down and the wind roaring
in our ears."


The fields opened up on either
side of the car. The sky above mirrored them, blue slate without boundary. My
right calf began to ache as I held my foot on the accelerator.


"We had stopped in some
dirty little town that was trying to pretend it wasn’t," he said,
"or...or the people had forgotten it was dirty just because they had
nothing to compare it to. It seemed like dirt was everywhere—on the long
windows of the car dealerships, on the windows of the restaurants, the cars. We
got gas and I got coffee. The station was so strange to me: the people had put
a lot of work into it, setting out all kinds of condiments and everything else.
Even had the worst-made horror movies for sale that I’d ever seen—no
money put into them."


He paused.


"Aren’t you going
to ask me what kind of horror movies? If there were zombies?"  His voice had something in it that
suggested he was rolling his eyes—and that he wasn’t really tired
or disgusted. Just mimicking my anticipated reaction in its absence.
"Well, there were."


"So we got back out on
the road with the worst coffee I’d ever tasted. I don’t know how
you could come up with coffee that bad even if you tried. Eventually I chucked
it out the window, though I’d always be nervous I’d get a ticket
for littering. The wind just about took my arm off."


I could see out of the corner
of my eye that he was looking out on the endless horizon.


"Anyway, I think it was
just after that that she saw the flowers. A whole field of them—sun-
flowers. Black and bright yellow. And they were all facing the same direction,
looking right toward the sun.


"She pointed it out to
me and said it was kind of scary.


"She was right."
Something came into his voice that almost made me look at him. "There was
something brightly frightening about it, as if some aggressive conformity had
all of them in sway. The field of them was endless.


"This was before
we’d had kids. We’d been married about a year."


I waited for more, but he said
nothing, turning to look out the window. My eyebrows bunched together as my
aching calf finally pushed down on the accelerator.


The engine roared as we sped
along. And it came to me that I had, without realizing it, associated them with
starfish. That is what the waving tentacles around their faces looked like:
starfish arms. And yet, there was a kind of terrible beauty in
them—flowers opening before the sun.


~


After almost, almost telling
me what had happened, he proceeded to spend the rest of the day being a
complete idiot. I was almost certain I knew, but he needed to say it himself.


It was our fifth stop of the
day. You could never tell where the gas would still work and where the pumps
would be dry, so you had to keep looking. He found a bottle of spray paint and
put smiley-faces on store windows. After that, he would knock on each
unshattered store window and ask in a British accent, "Excuse me, sirs,
but may we enter and commit robbery?"  He would repeat it as he sauntered
around, feet crackling on glass, hand waving to knock potato chips and soft
drinks off the shelves. It was bad enough seeing the superficial brightness of
plastic wrappers and pop machines reduced to silence in the darkness and grime
that had settled on every store, but seeing him stomping groceries somehow made
it worse. I had lost count of how many stops we had made when he switched to a
southern accent, and I finally gave him a look that shut him up good. He turned
and went outside. I heard him kicking around while I rummaged through the
convenience store, still looking for things we could really use, like barbed
wire or ammunition that hadn’t been wetted or flashlights with fresh
batteries. I was crouched over, looking under the counter, when I heard him
start to urinate against the wall.


And then I was up and
sprinting out of the store because he was yelling that they were coming, that
those things were coming. I rounded the corner, skidding on the dust and tiny
rocks that made up the store’s parking lot, to see nothing else but his
dunce’s grin as he zipped up. He walked past me, toward the jeep.


I stared at the ground for a
while, biting the inside of my cheek. Then I followed him.


He was the only other person I
had seen for months. It would do neither of us any good if I left him.


~


Sleep was weighing my eyelids
when I heard him speak again. I had driven all day (I did not trust him to
drive), but something in his voice made my eyes flick open. We looked up at a
gigantic splatter of stars, pinpricks in a dark fabric worn and faded with
time. Although we kept our guns loaded next to us while we slept, we had
stopped sleeping in turns long ago; none of them traveled fast, and we
hadn’t seen any this far north for a long time.


"How do you think it
happened?  How do you think it came
about?" I waited a long time before answering.


"I don’t
know," I said, and my voice was as close to friendship as it ever came
with him. "Maybe a meteor hit with something on it that infected us.
Probably some government experiment gone wrong. Red alarms going off in bases
deep under Nevada and white lab coats running around. You’ve see movies
like that. One or a couple of people got infected, and it spread."


More silence. In my weariness,
I felt entombed between hard earth and dark empty sky, but did not find it
unpleasant.


"Why are there two kinds
of them?"


Another pause. He deserved an
answer, but I had nothing to give him.


At the farthest angle of my
vision, I could see the muscles of his neck bunch and start to shake, fists
clenched on top of his sleeping bag. He eyes flared and lips pressed together,
as if some beast inside him was straining within his throat.


~


What I did not know then was
that there were actually three kinds.


~


A few nights later we were
intercepted.


I stared, ignoring the breeze
which passed over the shriveled worms of our sleeping bags and whispered
through the anemone-plumed grass. The thing’s head looked like a cheap
sun-shaped mask: star-fish arms all coming out in a circle. The appendages
waved, but not in the breeze. The thing reminded me of a bent tree, holding
crystal moonlight in sad hands.


The arms were red, not yellow.
(I could see that even in the darkness.) But there was some- thing of the sun
in them all the same.


It hissed at me. I could not
see its mouth, but knew it was there, holding three or four tongues.


"Mouth" was not
the proper word, for they enjoyed none of the things which humans can do with
theirs: talking, drinking, kissing. But it is the only word I had for the hole
with teeth on the lower half of their face, a gap that might have spoken, if
there had been a soul and a heart within. Long veinless red arms suddenly
snapped straight against its sides; the arms on his head uncurled to full
circumference. It hissed again. Whether it was talking to me, I did not know, for
it looked to the side. They walk paths no human can see.


I kept my rifle trained on it.
My companion was lying down behind me, a ridiculous grin on his face. He was
awake—he must have awoken at the sound of my panicked rising—but
was pretending to sleep. I felt the muscles above my eyes bend as my teeth
pressed against each other. Part of me wanted to turn the gun on him, to see if
that would get him to stop pretending. He was like a kid who would rather wet
the bed than get up in the middle of the night and go to the bathroom. But I
did not dare swerve my gun from the flower (no, starfish—not flower)
whose path we had crossed.


I had shot one once, when it
had kept moving towards me; I had so little ammo that I never shot unless I had
to, but that time I had had no choice. Half of its face exploded, starfish arms
flying away and then dropping, with gentle but audible thuds, to the ground.
Red fluid spurted from the coral of the cartilage making up its face, droplets
propelled outwards and splattering the ground. (It still makes my hands weak to
remember what happened next: the tiny droplets of what passed for blood in the
creature slowed and stopped in midair, as if shot in slow-motion and finally
brought to a still frame. Then the adjacent tentacles that remained began to
caress the air, reclaiming the droplets that had been lost and absorbing them.)
I shot the monster in the face again; I heard it fall over as I ran.


Not wanting to see that again
but not wanting to give any ground, I re-trained my gun right at the center of
this dark sun and put a little more pressure on the trigger, but what happened
next...I turned it over and over in my mind the next day, the repetition making
me more sure instead of (as often happens) less confident in my ability to remember
accurately: the thing flinched and turned away just before my finger began to
pull on the trigger. Bullets still devastate their bodies. They know this, and
I certainly knew it at that moment, standing before this intruder to our camp
under the full moon. I am sure it flinched and turned and sprinted away in the
great, precise leaps which their kind makes, face still flared open, because I
threatened him with my gun—but it began to move before I re-aimed. They
walk different paths than ours, are caught on different currents.


His stench had hardly begun to
fade when I slammed the butt of my rifle against the sleeper’s face. He
lay there, gasping, not screaming as I realized I expected him to, for I had
swung in an long arc, and far too fast. His cheek was almost certainly
shattered.


Eyes wide, gasping, panting,
he dug bunched hands into the earth and clawed up dirt that looked black in the
moonlight.


Without saying anything,
offering myself a thousand excuses—I was trying to toughen him up so he
could survive, trying to keep him alive—I sat down next to him to wait
for dawn.


~


He was humming when the
sunlight finally came. He would not look me in the eye, and he kept humming.
His face was a mess.


He fidgeted, eyes darting this
way and that, hands opening and closing on the ground. He sat up, despite the
excruciation of the shattered slivers of glass touching one another beneath his
skin. His back was perfectly straight, the indentation of his prone body on his
faded blue sleeping bag still visible. His hair and the grass around him waved
in random patterns as the wind continued to run through it. I saw a barn behind
the trees under which we had slept.


"I’m going to go
to that barn and try to get supplies," I said. He still would not look at
me.


I turned to go and stopped, an
apology wanting to come out of my mouth. But I said nothing. Sooner apologize
to a dog.


The grass bent under my boots
as I took long strides up and then down the hillock against which we had slept
towards the sagging barn, red paint flaked on its sides.


Sometimes they tried to eat
animals and left messes even more monstrous than themselves. This looked like a
place cows would have pastured before...before...nothing but clichés
came to mind. Before everything.... Before The Thing. Before The Disaster.
Before the TV stopped blaring and no more tanks rolled on the streets or planes
roared overhead to disappear in an instant. Eventually even the radios went
dead, the crackpots and talk show hosts and preachers who finally had a real
problem to rant about. Before the passing of an age.


I had seen a cow once, one
they had got to. I’d been driving for some days by that point, lost
within the endless repetition of gorgeous sunrise and sunset. Many times I
wished I had kept track of exactly what day it was, to render time less massive
and indistinct. Knowing exactly where I was—I knew it was somewhere in
the Midwest, somewhere on the prairies, but nothing more—would  also have eased the distance, as vast as
it was vague. I collected maps with a greed I could not control, but they tore
down and destroyed almost every sign they came across (how did they know what
was a sign and what wasn’t? I have no idea), so the maps were almost
useless.


I had thought that the cow was
dead at first. Its guts had exploded, messy red below black and white skin.
Flies jumped around it in greedy circles. Then I noticed that each time one
alighted on the carnage (I had unwisely slowed to look at it out of my window),
it would not take off again, sinking instead into the deep red.


It started to move—not
its legs or head, but its belly started to try to walk. That was the best way I
can describe what I remembered. I can’t say more, because I was already
picking up speed.


I was gone.


But no cows, dead or alive,
were in the yellow fields swarming around the barn like sharks surrounding the
last survivor from a ship. I heard a grunt from behind me. Turning, I saw my
companion walking off-kilter, as if willing legs to move that had already
despaired. I must have showed some sign of concern, since he spoke to me
through unmoving jaw and lip, "Yes. Yes, I uss do iss." He then
raised his hand and his fist went straight into the zombie’s mouth. I
spun and saw them all around, coming out of the barn, staggering towards us in a
shrinking circle.


You will think that they
looked like the zombies in the horror movies you’ve seen: a bunch of
ragged, moaning, bloody bodies staggering toward us. But the zombies
you’ve seen on your screen had far more humanity than what staggered towards
me then.


"Yes," he said,
his face still broken. "Yes, you go now. Iss is right." Then he
pulled his arm away, the stump already writhing with things uglier than
maggots.


I turned and ran.


~


Many days I walked, eating
where I could. I had left my gun behind.


I met another of those
things—those Starfish heads which he had called Flowers. Right by me it
went, called on a course I was blind to. As soon as it was past me, my legs
started to shake; one never feels the fear of them until they are past. When under
their eyes, something far greater than fear swallows even the farthest horizon.


I followed it.


~


Of their meeting place (if
that was what it was) and what they did there (if they were doing anything), I
can say no more than I understand, and so must say little. The thing I followed
traveled for one day and one night and then moved toward a tangled mass of red
on the horizon, bloody dots weaving among each other on an endless plane of
yellow grass under flat gray clouds. I, unable any more to stagger behind it,
fell into a sitting position with my back against a broken road sign. Exhausted
as I was, my surprise turned my neck upwards to look at the first road sign I
had seen in months. The name of the town that used to exist here I cannot
remember, but I do remember reading on the sign (craning my neck to look as I
sat) and seeing that it proclaimed the place as the geographical center of
North America.


You will ask why I followed
the monster and why I bothered to look at the sign. I cannot answer. I had killed
my one friend: what reason could I have for doing or not doing anything?


During the months spent there,
none ever attacked me, as they had tried before; but the serpentine curling of
the starfish arms never left me. It printed the sky, making the sun into a
flower


which I cowered and trembled beneath. I
wandered, alone, around the outskirts of dead, empty


buildings while they walked in patterns just
beyond the range of my understanding. They would circle each other in greater
and smaller revolutions, with starfish-arms extended, revealing dead gray eyes
and a black pit of a mouth, lined with sharp triangles of bone; and, while they
circled, some inkling of a pattern would steal over me. But then they would
stop, turn to the sky open- faced, start in new convolutions, and I would again
be lost.


That was their appearance:
when their faces were open, bruise-red starfish arms would wave as if in
underwater currents around a crater of a face with two dead gray eyes and a
circular hole beneath. This mouth was a perfect, inhuman circle. And then
sometimes the starfish arms would fold inward, contract like fingers forming a
fist; they were long enough to curl around the inside of the hollow mouth. When
they closed this way, their faces became long and slanted, with just enough
room for their eyes to peer between the collapsed tentacles. You could see the
outline of each separate starfish-arm like the imprint of a hand with sinuous
fingers reaching upwards to the crown of the skull. Human faces speak of their
heart and voice, but what shone on their faces was only the sun, lashing down
on the prairie grass, heedless of the wind that never stopped, burning onto my
retina a brightness which seemed to crash against me like huge waves against a
weak wooden dock. No matter how long I gazed on them, what made me different
from them never seemed to give way; I could never forget what they had lost.


Sometimes sounds would pass
between them, all slinking sibilants, the plurality of tongues in their mouths
making it sound as if three or four enemies were whispering to each other.
Sometimes one would turn to another and the star-fish-sun arms would fold, as
would the arms by his side, shoulders and face collapsing into that perfect
circle of a mouth. Then they would flare open again.


Sometimes they all stood still
and silent for days, eyes upwards.


They hated water. Once, when
the skies finally opened and blessed the earth with rain, I saw them all
huddled and writhing under the sprinkling drops.


One time I was sitting on a countertop
next to a larger window in a decrepit store, stuffing cold corn from a can into
my mouth like an animal. I saw a single zombie shambling toward them through
endless fields of dead yellow stalks under a yellow sun. I could see that its
head had been split open, and the blue sky in between its dead right eye and
nose. It shuffled past the window without looking at me.


I did not try to hide; I was
past fear. The starfish came, unbidden, and circled it. Then it walked away
with them. Perhaps it meant something. I stared at the sky, the sun, then a
single daisy; the afterimage of the sun blurring with the yellow center of the
flower.


Eventually, I followed them.


~


She had two long and seemingly
fresh scars on either side of her neck, running just below her jaw on both
sides. No lines where tentacles were pressed together were visible on her face,
as on the Starfish when they closed their faces. She looked almost human. But
she was also somehow more than the monsters standing around: something unearthly
lit up her jaw and forehead and played along her fingers like electricity. I
cannot say why I thought of her as female, for nothing could have been further
beyond the harmony of man and woman than what I saw; something sharp or angular
in her features, or dexterous about her fingers, perhaps. She had darkish gray
lines streaking from the cavities where her eyes should have been.


She was standing in the midst
of one of their endless spiraling circles. An old telephone pole stood just
behind her, and a small hill just beside that, higher than any of the Flowers
circling her. They kept looking directly at her as they circled her, faces
trained on their center even when the hill obstructed their view. (How were
they able still to look directly at her when they could not see her?)


But something black opened in
the back of my mind when the scars on her throat peeled open in the wind and
began to wave in serpentine perfection around her head, silencing any echo of
humanity. The same gray streaks trailing down from her eyes were still visible
on the ruined crater of her face when she opened like a flower inside the sun.
A single gray tear dripped down one side of her face at one point after her
tentacles had opened. It came to me then how their dead gray eyes looked as if
they were decomposing, about to burst.


Then her tentacles closed
again, forming that cunning parody of a human face with long scars below the
jawline. The same slithering whispers which sometimes passed between them were
growing louder in her mouth, and more complex:  "Yess...yesss...it returns. I see
now. Now I can see. It returns to myself." (The things circling her sped
up for a few paces, opening their tentacles, then slowed, weaving in and out of
their circles.) "It knew that this was the way of it. It knew I would
remember." She turned caverns empty even of dead eyes upward,
starfish-arms flaring open again. "Now, now I finally see. Now it has
been freed."


One of those furthest away
from her suddenly stopped, dropped to its knees, and fell face first in the
grass. Those around it stopped, sun-arms flaming open. Then the hands connected
to that torso pushed down into the grass, setting it upright. Two smudges of
streaky gray fluid were left on the ground where it had fallen. Turning its
face upward, sounds came out of its mouth: "Thllasssee...ethlassee...I
see...I thlass...I see the arms...the sun ..."  I saw a fly buzz and then settle in the
cavity which had once held a gray egg of an eye; I then saw it, motionless,
slide down the thing’s face in a stream of gray.


Another fell, just as the
first had. And another.


I started to stumble away, but
something caught the corner of my eye as I staggered past their circle: a
huddled mass, chained to the telephone pole.


I fell over, choked, watched.


The thing was sitting down,
bent over, less than animal; if gangrene could have lived on itself in the
shape of a human body, it would have looked like that. (The memory of their
kind swarming slowly over my friend pierced me.) As it lolled in circles, I saw
that it was the zombie whose head had been split. Flies swooped around the
canyon of that crevasse. Fluid dripped onto its lap as the head moved.


Then it looked up towards the
sun. Red lacerations started to trace themselves from its neck up to its skull.
As I watched, waving arms began to peel back from the thing’s swollen
neck, floating in currents I could never feel: another sun born into death.
With an audile rustling, the crevasse in the thing’s head healed so that
its tentacles formed a perfect circle around its skull.


"It begins," the
thing in the center said, her sun having again retreated into her mockery of a
human face. "It ends and begins. It becomes one of us, and then will
return to itself."


My eyes closed and I faded
from the world.


~


Darkness, now. Moonlight cast
bright whispers onto the floor through the window next to the mattress I was
lying on. How I had gotten here, who had laid me here, didn’t matter. At
least I was alone.


A garter snake curled its body
on the window next to me...and then lifted itself up off the window sill. Half
a dozen waving snakes followed, all connected to the dark sun at their center,
silhouetted against the moonlight. It climbed through the window and sat next
to me.


"I remember," she
said. "I remember the name of the one I used to be.


"He came to me,"
she said, "a small man who never smiled. I worked in a building in the
center of the city, where the rulers of that place kept the poor who lived
there alive through food and medicine. They streamed in every day, empty in eye
and empty of hand. I never saw any of them, never spoke with them when we
exchanged words. I signed papers and typed messages. He came to me once,
carrying a small case. He said he offered me life without end and power over
others, and knowledge that would otherwise ever be lost to me. Were I to refuse
him, he said, I would die. "We were alone, after the others had gone
home. He threw me to the floor and was lying on top of me. I could not move. He
opened his case and stabbed the arm of the body I once was. I remember now that
I died. The muscle beneath my chest stopped but my eyes stayed open. I remember
now that the body I used to be ate anything that was alive, along with the rest
of them. No thought was within me. Then I changed. I returned to myself. I
opened to the sun."


She closed, then, and although
I should have been far past fear by that point, she was somehow more terrifying
as a human figure sitting in utter darkness than anything she had been before.
I heard her say: "Even in victory, we are generous. I do not know where
my true father is, he who brought me life without end and power. But he will
find me. You may join us. Let me have you."


I staggered upwards and away,
out the window she had come through. From behind me as if from a tomb, I heard:
If you refuse, we will keep all food from you.


~


Falling, now, in a deep pool.
They hate water. But I am lost in it now, just as I have been lost in time, in
space, in my own skin. The sun wavers in ripples above the surface of the
water. I do not try to breathe.


The most beautiful woman I had
ever seen had met me. This is the passing of an age, she said, and if the wind
and sunlight could have laughed with joy, it would not have been more joyful than
the tones with which she addressed me. You have passed through the age, from
the old to what will become new.


Those wandering still remember
what it was to move toward a goal. I had not even been wandering anymore. I had
run from the monster who had been alive, who had been a zombie, and then a
starfish, and had returned to herself; who had embraced death and power, and
offered me the same. I had wandered, more aimless than the birds or rabbits I
occasionally saw, more lost than I had ever been. She met me beside one of the
hundreds of pools I had walked by as I moved from nothing toward nothing. Even
though I was standing, I had to lift my neck up to look into her eyes. Kindness
lined every fold of her face, every curl of her hair. The light seemed to pool
on her skin.


She lowered me backwards into
the pool, smiling as she did so. I fell through an infinity of water, endless,
without boundary. No pool could be this deep, but still I fell. And then I was
breaking the surface again, she helping me up. I held my head down as the water
streamed off me under the warm sun, the wind like perfume in my nose. She put
my hand on the arm of another and gently wrapped my fingers around warm skin. I
looked down and saw I was holding an arm which ended before the wrist.


"I’m so sorry I
did that to you," I said, looking at him, and it seemed that something of
her music had caught my voice.


His once-shattered cheek was
still scarred, and something passed over my heart as I saw the two scars below
each jaw. Looking full upon him (finally able to look, as I had never done
during all our days driving together), I could still see the faint red outlines
of the tentacles which had once lined his face but did so no more.


"Do not let your heart
be troubled," the music on the air said, and it was as if my ribs were
opening like wings. "Your friend has been through fire and death, but I
have healed him, and he will be healed yet again. They are only scars now, and
he will be free even of them on the day that is coming."


"I’m so sorry I
was a coward," he said to me. I put my arms around him and squeezed him.
"I’m so sorry about your wife and your daughters," I said.


"Why didn’t you
ever ask me about them? About what happened? They turned right in front of me
and I had to run. Right in front of me!" Tears came down his face, real
tears from blue eyes, not foul gray water from blindness.


"I didn’t think
you were worth it," I whispered, and the sky was mirrored in the truth of
what


I said. "And I
didn’t think you had the words to admit what you had lost."
"Perhaps you’re right," he said.


I turned to the one standing
in front of us. "They did it to themselves," I said. "We did
it to ourselves. We traded what dim life we had for death, and for a semblance
of power. We stared into the sun until we were blind." I felt the weeks
and years slipping away from me as I made our confession. She nodded to me in
proportions of beauty which no human face can match; I dropped my gaze.


Turning to my friend, I
embraced him again, and wept.


"They are starting to
build a city," the woman said. "They are coming back to themselves,
in a way. There will be no end to its height, and if they finish it, nothing
they put their hand to will be too hard for them." Then she was gone, a
fading point of light beside the sun. Although smaller, she seemed to dwarf our
sun in intensity. The grass and trees seemed to watch as she departed, a
thousand faces all turned in the same direction.


Turning with my friend, I saw
the city she spoke of. Nothing of this sort could have come about before: a
towering black mess of concrete and wood, rising amidst the smoke of so many
fires. Many of the starfish milled around it, some leading zombies into it. I
noticed a few normal humans walking toward the city as well, and things with
feverish tentacles around their heads meeting them and leading them inside.


"I have no idea how to
do this," I said to him, my heart large with the joy of being with him
again, knowing he would never turn away again from fear.


"And yet we must,"
he said, and the truth of it pierced me.


We walked toward the city
together, perhaps to our death. The sun warmed our back and the wind sang in
our ears as we did.

















 

Chef 's Choice


The Blood Bay


Edward M. Erdelac


Jonas stood with his foot on the bottom rail of
the breaking pen fence between Clem and Panos, watching Henry bust a
three-year-old appaloosa the afternoon his daddy, Famous Fallon, rode up with
the bay mare strung behind.


Famous had run out on
Jonas’ mama when he was four years old and it drove her to drink. She’d
often told him this, and his Grandma said it was so.


They’d lived at
Grandma’s outside of Bisbee after that. Whenever Jonas and his mama went
into town for sundries, Grandma gave them extra money to buy two cans of
peaches to sip. Peaches were mama’s favorite. Jonas never did get to
taste them though, as mama always spent all the peach money at Skinner &
Dunn’s Saloon while he waited outside on the boardwalk.


Davey Murdock at school said
two cans of peaches didn’t buy half the whiskey Jonas’ mama drank. He
said things about how she paid for it. The teacher hided Jonas with a switch
for blacking up Davey’s eye.


Sober or drunk Jonas’
mama never missed an opportunity to badmouth Famous Fallon. Grandma said Famous
had left mama for a whore soon as his business begun to pay off, trading her
away like a steady mare for a flighty show filly. It was an apt expression, him
being a horse trader and all.


Last March when Jonas turned
eleven, his mama left him dozing in the shade in front of Skinner &
Dunn’s. He woke to find her chasing a man, cussing him in the foulest
language he’d ever heard.


The man didn’t turn
around and mama went after him into the street, heedless of the mail-
man’s buckboard that ran her down, mashing her up till only her blue
striped dress held her together.


Jonas’ Grandma toted
mama’s share of hate for Famous after that. She cursed him as they knelt
at their bedtime prayers and whilst saying their grace, clutching Jonas’
small hand till her horny fingers left white marks on his knuckles and ireful
tears washed the deep lines in her cheeks.


Grandma told Jonas that Famous
had hired that mailman to run mama down. She said the drunkard mama had chased
into the street used to pimp that yellow headed whore Famous had married.


"They planned it,"
Grandma would wail in a cracking voice. "They planned the whole
thing." Hate ate Grandma up, some said. Jonas found her lying gray and
stiff on the floor of her bedroom one cool morning two months later, a little
spider spinning in her ear.


A neighbor wrote Jonas’
daddy and Famous came to get him.


Jonas and Famous sat across
Grandma’s kitchen table where they had prayed his stock would die. Famous
told Jonas he had stayed away on account of mama and Grandma, not out of any
lack of affection for him. He told Jonas he was taking him back to his ranch,
that he was going to do all he could to "shore things up betwixt
them."


Jonas just sat there, the edge
of the tablecloth bunched up in his fist, hating him enough for three.


So Jonas came to live on
Famous’ horse ranch on the outskirts of Delirium Tremens, in the San
Pedro River Valley. Famous’ pretty yellow headed wife, Claire, was as
kind as could be to Jonas. Jonas figured she had learned courtesy in her
whoring days.


No question, Jonas hated
Claire and Famous Fallon.


He liked the ranch, though. He
liked the open air, and he liked school and the preacher’s daughter,
Carrie Shallbetter. He liked the men who worked for Famous, Clem Dobbs, Henry
DuMotte the flash rider, and the old Greek stable hand, Panos, whose three gold
teeth twinkled when he laughed. And he loved the horses.


Because he took to his new
home so much, Jonas felt guilty when he thought on mama. She was over him
always, like the spider in Grandma’s ear. At night his dreams were full
of iron tires, blood and blue stripes.


"Here comes your
papa," Panos said to Jonas. "Lady Missus!" he called to the
house.


Claire emerged from the
doorway, rubbing her hands on her apron and kicking dust across the yard.


Jonas’ stepmother was
prettier than his mama, he had to admit, with her sunny smile and spun gold
hair, and her buttermilk white skin dashed with freckles. He had never heard
her cuss, nor seen her take a drink. For an ex-whore, she was pretty virtuous.


Show filly, he could still
hear his Grandma hiss, like a nagging ghost. Planned it.


Famous’ gray, Lily
Belle, was unusually skittish. She frog walked through the gate, snorting the
whole time.


Famous swung out of the saddle
and passed Clem the rope of the strange horse he was leading.


"Watch this one,"
he said, meaning the bay. He stooped to kiss Claire’s cheek. "She
took a nip at Lily Belle’s tail on the road."


"Where’d you get
her?" Clem asked.


"Up at
Nearly’s," said Famous. "’Wandered out of the desert so
far as Jane can figure. She couldn’t get her to eat and the stage ponies
won’t take to her."


Jonas looked at the horse
appraisingly. He feigned only mild interest, as he did whenever


Famous was talking.


She was a dappled blood bay
fifteen hands high with black points and strong slate hooves. She had a broad
white blaze across her nose and a skunk-like rabicano salting of white hairs in
her mane and broom tail. Her right eye was pale blue, the other coffee dreg
brown. She was no youngster, but she seemed spry, if a little bony.


"What do you figure on
doing with her?" Clem said. "She’s too old to sell."


"Dunno about her being
that old," said Famous. "She’s ornery as all hell." He
looked at Jonas. "I thought I’d give her to you, if you can get her
to eat."


Jonas looked at Famous. Clem, Claire,
and Panos swapped glances over his head and then did the same.


"Well, why not?"
Famous said to them."He’s frying size. ‘Bout time he had a
horse of his own.


‘Be good for you,"
he said to Jonas.


Jonas looked at the mare with
new interest. Her head loomed over him, rendered a shadow by the noonday sun
burning between her ears like a saint’s halo. It flushed the black from
her salt and pepper hair, painting it glorious gold. The thought that she might
be his twittered him up.


When Famous and Henry had eased
a steaming new colt out of one of the mares last spring, Jonas had expected
that colt would be his, but it caught the strangles and Panos had to put it
down along with the mother. He hadn’t thought much about having his own
horse since then, figuring the opportunity wouldn’t arise again within
the year.


"You sure that’s a
good idea, Mr. Fallon?" Panos asked, looking at the horse."You said
yourself she’s part outlaw…"


"Well, I figure
Henry’s at hand to break her of any bad habits. Anyway, its better the
boy’s first horse knows a little more than he does."


"Who was her last
owner?" Claire asked. "Do we know?"


Jonas could hear the motherly
concern in her tone. It wore on him. "I don’t think anybody’s
gonna come lookin’ for her," Famous said.


"Why not?"


"Well," he said,
rubbing his own ribs as if to work out what came next, "there was a
saddle on her when they found her. It was bloodied up pretty bad."


Claire sucked in her breath.
Jonas gaped at the horse.


"I figure ‘Paches
done for her last rider," said Famous. "That bother you,
son?"


Jonas stared into the
horse’s bright eye, wondering whether she had seen her owner die same as
he had seen his mother go.


"She’s still a
good horse, Jonas," he went on. "But if you’re not keen on
the idea…" "I ain’t afraid," Jonas snapped.


"No reason you should
be," Famous allowed. "Honey…," Claire began, in a
worrisome manner. Famous rubbed her shoulders and winked at Jonas.
"It’ll be alright, sweetheart," he said.


Henry was trotting around the
pen on the tame appaloosa, all broad smiles beneath the brim of his Stetson.


"I didn’t put on
enough of a show for you all?" he called. "Next time I swear
I’ll fall and bust my arm at least."


"You’d do that
just for the attention wouldn’t you, Henry?" Clem said.


"Don’t be sour,
Dobbsy," Henry said. "Anytime you want a lesson in peelin’
I’ll be happy to oblige."


"Come over here,
Henry," Famous called. " Take a look at this horse I brang
Jonas."


Henry clicked his tongue and
eased over toward the fence. The once feisty three-year-old rode docile as a
dog now. Henry took off his hat to wipe the sweat from his bleach white
forehead and guided the appaloosa with one hand. Had he been using a surer
grip, he might have saved himself.


As the horse reached the
fence, the bay mare turned her head to regard it. The appaloosa snorted and
fought the bit with a wild shake of its head that jerked the reins from
Henry’s hand. The next minute he was scrambling for the saddlehorn as it
wheeled about and bolted, bucking wildly.


Henry strained to reclaim the
reins, but the crazed horse hit the snubbing post in the middle of the pen with
a crack, so hard blood spewed from both nostrils and ears.


Henry sailed over the
horse’s poll, his neck snapping when he hit the ground. He lay twisted
like a wrung rag, just as Jonas’ mother had looked when the dust settled
in that Bisbee street. The appaloosa slumped to its knees, its brains
glistening through the fissure split behind its forelock.


Claire screamed and clutched
at Jonas protectively. He pushed her away.


Everybody blamed the bay mare
except for Jonas, who wanted her, and Famous, who wanted him to have her. Jonas
was too young for such a wild animal, Claire said. Panos said the horse was bad
luck, and pointed out some ill omen whorls under her neck, saying they were a
sure sign of it if Henry’s death wasn’t. He said he would have
nothing to do with her and made it plain he hoped she would starve. Clem
allowed that it was just a bad accident, but agreed that the mare would have a
stigma on her as everybody liked Henry. Word traveled fast how he’d died.


It was the biggest funeral
anybody in town had ever seen, full of weepy women in black mantillas and
bleary-eyed nighthawks from outfits nobody had heard of. It made Jonas think of
his mama’s service. The sole mourners there had been himself, his
Grandma, and the minister preaching the evils of whiskey over her shoddy
coffin. Famous hadn’t showed. Not even the mailman or the fella she had
chased into the street ("’Proves what I told you," his Grandma
had whispered to him during the hymn, squeezing his fingers numb.).


Carrie Shallbetter made eyes
at Jonas across Henry’s grave while her daddy read from the Book, but all
Jonas could think about was getting home to see the bay mare. She hadn’t
eaten any of the feeds they’d tried to give her. After two days of
nothing but water she was wasting away.


When they had left for the
funeral that morning, the mare had been tied to the snubbing post. While he
stood waiting for Famous and Claire to come out, Jonas had heard a scraping
sound, and turned to see her stroking the post with her tongue, licking at the
dark spot of dried blood where Henry’s appaloosa had knocked its brains
out.


After the service, Jonas took
the bay mare into the stall in the bronc stable and tried licks, thinking maybe
it was salt she was after for some reason, but it was no use.


"Eat something,"
he moaned. "You gotta eat something, girl. You’re the only friend I
got here." He meant it just then. He felt betrayed by Clem and Panos for
wishing his horse dead and he sorely missed Henry. A lot of times when
they’d walked the horses around the corral to get them used to the bit,
Henry had promised he would teach him to break outlaws one day. That would
never happen now.


Jonas felt bad for not crying
at Henry’s funeral. He’d been too wound up about the mare. He
hadn’t cried at his mother’s funeral either. Though his Grandma had
been fit to be tied, Jonas had buried his face in her shoulder and only
pretended to weep. When they threw the dirt over her, he’d been thinking
of the minister’s words against whiskey and the man she’d chased
into the street and the things Davey Murdock had said about her. In that
moment, Jonas had almost hated her.


He kicked one of the pails of
water and sent it crashing against the wall. "Stupid goddamned
horse!" he hissed.


Where the pail landed in the
corner, a lean rat had been hiding under a pile of straw, hungrily ogling every
grain of uneaten oat. Since the pail cut off its escape route along the wall,
the rat dared the middle of the floor, taking a direct path to some hole
it’d had the foresight to gnaw in the back of the stall.


The darting rodent scuttled
across Jonas’ boot and under the stall gate. Jonas was afraid it would
startle the mare into hurting herself, but when she sighted the sharp nosed
rat, her left fore hoof came up and stomped it squarely in the middle of the
back. It convulsed and squealed. The mare kept her hoof planted firmly as a
cat’s paw and the rat squirmed pitifully.


Jonas had never seen anything
like it. The mare pinned the rat until its flopping and squeaking gradually
waned. In about a minute it was dripping pellets, dead. Then she lifted her
hoof and anxiously moved about the confines of the stall, alternately bumping
her rump on the wall and banging the gate with her head.


Jonas thought she was trying
to dip down and nose the dead rat out, or kick it away. Panos had told him
horses didn’t usually care to keep company with dead things.


"Here," he coaxed,
grabbing the pitchfork and getting on his knees. "I’ll get
it."


The mare laid her ears back
and snorted. She whinnied and worked herself into a frenzy as Jonas gingerly
tried to get hold of the rat. A few times her hooves struck aside the prongs,
but he managed to drag it out.


He laid the pitchfork against
the wall by the door and picked the rat up by its tail. He was about to toss it
across the yard for one of the stray dogs when the mare began to batter her
head so violently against the gate that it rattled on its hinges.


"What is it, girl? What
do you want?"


The mare only shrieked and
bucked all the more, straining against her confinement. Panos and Clem were
right. She was too crazy to be ridden. She’d never be his. Angry tears
leaked out of the corners of Jonas’ eyes.


"You stupid jughead! You
know what’s gonna happen to you now? You know what they’ll
do?"


The horse’s  multicolored eyes bulged. She rammed the
gate again, and her stripy mane whipped about like long grass swept up in a
tornado of fire.


"They’ll butcher
you up for glue and bar soap!"


The mare banged against the
stall door again. A thin cut opened in the middle of the white blaze, red as a
new day rising.


Jonas felt something warm on
his leg. The rat had bled out onto his jeans while he held it.
"Goddammit!" he cussed, looking at the dark stain.


The horse looked about to
explode, her neck stretched over the gate, straining. Blood was dripping down
her nose now.


"Here!" Jonas
screamed. "Here, you stupid bitch!"


He whipped the rat straight at
the horse’s face. Instead of bouncing off her broad forehead, the mare
threw back her neck and caught it in her teeth like a dog snatching up a cast
off soup bone.


Immediately she stopped
thrashing and her mouth began to work, noisily grinding the rat to meal between
her big teeth. Blood spilled over her smacking lips.


Jonas watched, fascinated. She
wolfed the whole thing down in a matter of seconds, tail and all.


Famous and Clem came rushing
into the stable. They had been across the yard cutting out a string of ponies
they were taking to the Bisbee auction in a couple days.


When Famous saw Jonas’
leg and the blood on the bay’s muzzle, he told Clem to get his gun.
"No!" Jonas said, his brain working fast. "No, there was a
rat! It scared her, is all! She banged her head on the stall and cut herself
up."


"What happened to
you?" he demanded, coming over. "Nothing," he stammered.
"She didn’t bite me. It’s rat blood."


Famous crouched down and
checked his leg. Satisfied there was no tear in his pant leg or a wound
beneath, he ruffled Jonas’ hair and looked back at the horse.


"Jonas," he
started, "this horse…." "I got her to eat."


Famous looked at him sideways.


"Really. I did. She just
needed to calm down. She was doin’ fine till the rat showed up."
Then, taking a breath, he started toward the stall. "Look."


Famous drew him back by the
wrist. Jonas pulled away.


"No, look!"


He went to the stall gate,
staring into the wild blue eye of the mare.


If you’re gonna be mine,
it’s got to be now, he thought. If you just wanna be an ornery bitch, I
can’t help you.


There was another pail of
water nearby. He dipped a rag in and raised his hand.


Don’t you bite me!


He slowly, gingerly touched
the cut on her forehead with the rag, dabbing the blood.


She submitted to the
attention, and even went so far as to make a pleased sound deep in her throat
and nuzzle his hand.


"Well goddamn,"
Clem said, shaking his head.


Famous smiled and looked at
Clem as if to say he had told him so.


"Alright," said
Famous after a bit. "Claire’s just about got supper on. You come
into the house and get washed up. Clem’ll finish up with that."


"I wanna do it,"
Jonas snapped over his shoulder. Then, easier,
"Please…daddy?" It had the effect he wanted. He could
practically feel the man glowing. "Alright…son. Don’t take
too long. Come in when you’re finished."


"I’ll bring you
something for that cut," Clem said. The two men turned to leave.


Famous stopped.


"How’d you manage
to do it?" Jonas shrugged.


"She just needed
time."


"I guess," said
Famous, nodding to himself as he left. "Sometimes the horse picks the
rider."


~


Every night afterwards, Jonas
dreamed of the bay mare.


He dreamt she was one of three
who pulled the rich chariot of an old time king. The king dropped tangles of
wailing babies, the children of his enemies, into a bloodstained manger. Their
mothers screamed as the ravenous horses dipped their long faces like pigs at a
trough.


He saw a man all in lion skins
pull the king down and throw him to his own horses. He awoke screaming, feeling
the horses gnawing his own guts.


Another night he dreamt he saw
the animals galloping free across wide, green hills. He saw, or he was, a
soldier in bright bronze and leather, picking out the bay mare as the best of
the bunch, roping her for his own. She pulled his chariot then. He dragged the
bloody body of a hated enemy (in Jonas’ dream, it was Davey Murdock)
around and around a corpse-strewn battle- field before a huge, walled city.


Jonas lived lives behind his
eyelids. He saw ages of war in faraway places. Through it all, the bay was there.
He was always her rider, whether a helmeted Spaniard spitting savages two at a
time on his lance or a whooping, painted Indian shaking dripping scalps at the
moon.


He felt overwhelming affection
for her. Through squalls of bloodshed, when men and animals would buck or cut
and run, he knew she would be there beneath him; no sword or bullet or scent of
slaughter made her flinch. She was his, and he was hers.


In the hours between dreams,
Jonas became a confident rider, to the delight of Famous and


Claire and even Clem, but not
to Panos, who maintained his mistrust of the mare.


Jonas took the feed she was
allotted and buried it back of the trash heap at night. At first he used what
money he had left from his Grandma to buy meat from the butcher’s in
town, which he fed to the mare down by the river where no one could see. The
money didn’t last long.


He fed her such stray cats and
dogs as he could bait and catch, but eventually no more would come near their
place.


He soon had himself a dilemma.


Jonas was thinking hard about
what to do when he led her into the stable and found Famous waiting for him.


"You’ve been
scarce," Famous said. "Just out riding."


"I mean ever since you
got that horse. You’re a stranger."


He shrugged, unsaddling her.
He’d always been a stranger, hadn’t he? "Want some
help?"


"I got it."


"Ought to think about
putting her in with Lily Belle," he observed. The mare had been off by
herself in the bronc stable all this time.


Jonas shrugged. "I
guess."


"Sorry I haven’t
been around to help you out with her. ‘Been so damn busy getting ready
for Bisbee. I meant to make an appointment with the farrier, maybe get her
teeth rasped. They look a little sharp. But you know, since Henry…hell,
none of us are the buster he was."


"Yeah."


"I know you liked him a
lot." "Yeah."


Famous walked around the
stable, rubbing his sides. "What’d you name her?"


Jonas hadn’t. He felt
like he didn’t have the right to name her any more than he had the right
to name the Queen of England if she wandered up. He felt she had a name, she
just hadn’t told it to him yet.


"Blondie," he said
lamely. "How come?"


"She looks it in the
sun, sometimes." Famous nodded.


"Panos still says
she’s bad luck." He looked at the mare. Jonas shrugged.


"I wanted to take you to
Bisbee this year," Famous began, " but well, with Henry bein’
gone…I


got to go instead. I don’t wanna leave
Claire with just old Panos for company…" "I don’t mind
stayin’,’’ Jonas said.


"No?"


"Nope."


It was true. He didn’t
know how he’d manage to feed the mare on the trail with Famous and Clem
around all the time anyway. This way he could keep on like he was for a while
longer, till he figured something else out.


"You and Claire’ll
have a good old time," Famous said. "She’s lookin’ forward
to it. She told me last night she’s planning to fix a pie for you every
week till we get back. Act surprised, though. It’s supposed to be a
secret."


"I’d like peach
pie," said Jonas.


"I’ll let her
know." He patted Jonas’ shoulder and went to the doorway.
"Why don’t you fix up the stall next to Lily Belle’s for
Blondie? Get her used to it."


"I will," Jonas
said. "Hey, daddy?" "Yeah?"


"Where’d you and
Claire meet?" Famous leaned in the doorway.


"She was a schoolteacher
in Tucson." "She was always a schoolteacher?" "Yeah. I
told you that."


"I forgot."


~


Famous and Clem left for
Bisbee before dawn the next morning. That afternoon Panos hitched up the buggy
and Claire let Jonas drive her into town.


Along the way she chatted him
up about school. He half listened, gave half answers.


They went into the mercantile.
Carrie Shallbetter came out with the reverend and smiled at him.


When Claire got all she wanted
to and gave him the sack to carry, she pointed out a bag of hard rock candy on
top.


"That’s for the
reverend’s daughter. You take it with you on Sunday and ask her if she
wants some after church. Be sure and ask her daddy’s permission.
Nothing’ll ingratiate you more with a young lady and her family than hard
rock candy and manners sweet to match," she said.


As he put the groceries into
the buggy, she said, "Now I’ve got one more thing to pick up and
then we’ll head home. You wait here till I call for you."


He watched her go off down the
boardwalk. He picked up the bag of candy. Two cans of peaches were tucked underneath.
He felt like throwing the candy into the street, but he put it in his coat
pocket.


"Jonas?"


Claire poked her bonnetted
head out of Fitzsimmons’s shop and waved him over.


Jonas went inside and found
Fitzsimmons and her both smiling ear to ear. There was a handsome, brand new
black saddle on the counter.


"A new horse ought to
have a new saddle," Claire said.


Jonas stood in the doorway.
The saddle was stamped with flying eagles and curlicue designs, and the
polished leather gleamed like oil. It was a saddle worthy of the bay mare.


"Well go on,
Jonas," said Mr. Fitzsimmons, chuckling. "You don’t expect
your ma to carry it herself do you? Not after she was good enough to foot the
bill."


Jonas looked at Fitzsimmons,
then at Claire. He could feel his face heat up. "She ain’t my
ma," he said, and stomped out.


~


Panos found Jonas sitting in
the stable next to the mare’s stall, cracking candy between his back
teeth.


"I oughta yank your
britches down and beat your little ass blue," he growled. Jonas sucked the
red from the candy.


"What the hell’s
gotten into you?" the old Greek said. "Miss Lady’s laying on
her bed crying her sweet eyes out. You could’ve at least drove her
home."


"Felt like
walking," Jonas said.


Panos spat and turned his bushy
browed glare on the mare, standing quietly in her stall. "Your daddy
never should’ve given you this goddamned nag."


"Don’t call her
that," Jonas said, looking Panos in the eye for the first time.


"We should’ve put
her down that day Henry died," the old man muttered, and stalked out.
Jonas finished the candy and bridled the mare. She needed to be fed, and with
Claire busy bawling there’d be no supper, no scraps of beef to sneak.


He climbed onto her back, not
bothering with a saddle, and gave her a nudge with his heels. She seemed to
respond to the angry fire in his chest, and beat the earth down hard beneath
her hooves. They went like an arrow into the desert. Her frothy, swelling
flanks wet the insides of his legs. Her mane whipped against his cheeks as he
bent low against her.


When they were far from the
ranch he dropped the reins, tore open his shirt, and let the wind snatch it
away so that the flying grit in the air attacked his bare skin.


He threw out his fists and
squeezed her between his skinny knees. He yelled loud and shrill, a boy’s
wild scream, his lungs in savage contention with the rushing wind. He wanted to
turn around and ride through Delirium Tremens like the bullet of an angry
angel, burning up every- thing he passed. He wanted to run down Fitzsimmons in
the street as mama had been run down. He wanted to trample Claire under the
bay’s hooves as she lay in Famous’ bed, smash Panos into a greasy
paste. He’d ride for Bisbee then, overtake Famous and Clem and the
mailman, and that drunkard mama had chased out of Skinner & Dunn’s,
hell, even pound the grave mounds flat over mama and Grandma, smash and burn
the whole bunch like a low flying meteor plowing up a sizzling furrow in the
earth, leaving everything in its wake black and smoking. Let the bay mare
gobble them all down like a hungry goddess come to eat the world. He
couldn’t love the living, and the dead wouldn’t let him go. There
was only the bay mare.


Jonas wanted to ride that
horse until their own flesh and blood and guts melted away, until they were
just a handful of black bone and ash. The glowing embers that remained would
inter- mingle and be carried by the momentum of their going, up like on a gust
of high hot desert wind, up into the empty night sky to there flash out like
roaring, dying stars in the cold, lonesome black.


The horse cut left and let out
a scream to match his own. Jonas clung to her as she galloped after a fretful,
darting white form that flew out from under a creosote bush, yowling its
distress.


It was a tawny, big eared
coyote out hunting mice. It bolted at the sight of them, but she easily
overmatched its speed. Her nose shot down like a hawk’s beak and caught
up the howling coyote by the nape, lifting it from all four paws and snapping
its neck with one shake of its head.


She drew to a stop, her
madness staunched like a flaming bough plunged into a bucket of blood. Jonas
lay full on her back, the cooling sweat from his belly soaking his jeans and
pooling in his boots, mixing with the loam foaming white on her dark coat. His
limbs hung limp and spent. He whispered loving words into her heaving withers
as she savagely grunted between bites.


~


It was late when Jonas led the
mare into her stall and staggered into the house to collapse on his bed, his
jeans and skin crusted with grit and blood.


He was drifting off into
another dream of slaughter when he heard the mare nicker and sat up.


He put on his coat and crept
barefoot through the quiet house and out onto the porch. The stable he had just
left dark was all aglow.


Panos turned when he heard the
stable door creak open.


The old Greek had his shotgun.
The one he’d used on the colt and her mother last spring. "I
thought you were asleep," he said. "I meant to wait till you
were."


Jonas’ heart quickened
as he saw Panos turn the gun on the mare. He took the pitchfork from where it
rested against the wall and rushed.


The prongs sank to the cross
bar in Panos’ back and drove him against the stall gate. Panos fumbled
the shotgun and dropped it.


The old man gripped the top of
the gate and wheezed, looking up into the face of the blood bay mare.


It seemed as if she bent her
head to kiss the old man, but at the last moment her jaws opened and clamped
over his face. Panos screamed. It was a muffled sound, quickly overcome by the
sharp crackling of bone as his jaw collapsed and blood coursed down his throat.
His eyes bugged. She threw back her head and lifted him off the floor with her
powerful neck. She shook him as she had the coyote and his whole skeleton
undulated like a bullwhacker’s whip snapping in the air. The pitchfork
popped from his back and fell away. She slammed him twice across the stall
gate. The third time his limbs hung loose and rubbery as plough lines and his
knees scraped the floor. He swung like a pendulum from her muzzle, three rivers
of dark blood oozing from his back and flecking the straw.


She backed up and pulled him
most of the way over the gate, until only his feet protruded over the edge.
Jonas heard the crackling and wet sucking of her feeding. He glimpsed pink and
stark red beneath the door.


Jonas sat down in the hay and
put his back against the wall. He hugged his knees and thereon rested his chin.
His eyelids were heavy.


Xanthe, he thought as he dozed
off. That’s your name, isn’t it?


He did not dream.


~


In the morning, Jonas got up
early and went to the house to wash and change his clothes. When he came into
the kitchen, his nostrils filled with a delicious, sweet smell unlike any
he’d ever known.


Claire was dappled in white
flour, her shirt sleeves rolled and her sunny hair escaping from a bun in wiry
strands. She smiled. Jonas stood in the doorway and smiled back.


"It’s gonna be a
little while till it cools. I can’t put it on the sill. Sand gets into
everything around here." She said, and gestured to the fresh baked pie.
"Hope you like peach."


"I never had it,"
he said. Her smile fell.


"But I’m sure
I’ll love it." She smiled again.


"Well good."


"I’m gonna go
check on Xanthe." "Who?"


"My horse."


"Oh. I thought your
daddy said you called her Blondie." "Be right back."


~


Jonas opened Xanthe’s
stall. Her coat was stiff with blood, the white blaze black with it.


He stroked her chin and
whispered to her, cheek to cheek. "You ain’t still hungry are
you?"


The mare flicked her ears.


"I thought so," he
chuckled. "Yeah, you can always eat, can’t you? Come on."


He put Henry’s old
saddle on her, tied up his bedroll and bags and strapped Panos’ shotgun
across the cantle.


He mounted and eased her
across the yard, clomping right up onto the porch. He blasted the front door
off its hinges with the shotgun. Horses were not known to easily abide setting
foot indoors. Panos had told him that. Xanthe didn’t mind.


They each partook of their
favorite meals, and then took the trail south toward Polvo Arrido and Mexico.


~


Famous and Clem came home from
Bisbee a week later and noticed the open door to the bronc stable. Famous made
a note to scold Jonas about leaving it open, though of course not too harshly,
as it was the first time he’d done it. While Clem took the new horses to
their stalls, Famous found the remains of Panos, knowing him by his three gold
teeth.


He backed out of the stable
with a rising gorge. When he saw the front door and the black hoof prints
scattered across the porch, he went running, wiping his mouth with the back of
his hand and choking out Claire’s name through the taste of bile and
breakfast beans.


A minute later Clem heard the
shot that signaled his inheritance of Famous’ Horses.

















 

Chef 's Choice


The Clockworks of Hell


Brian J. Hatcher


Gary answered the phone on the first ring.
"Union Missionary Baptist Church. Pastor Waid speaking."


"Is it true you
can’t get into Heaven if you blaspheme the Holy Spirit?"
"Hello, Dad."


"Lucky guess."


Gary leaned back in his study
chair. "Still trying to get the atheist church to teach you the secret
handshake?"


"You’re confusing
us with the Masons, Son. No secret handshake. Least I don’t think
so." "It exists but you choose not to believe in it. How
apropos."


Dad laughed. "Here I
thought you’d lost your sense of humor."


"With your hilarious
religious comedy phone calls to look forward to?" "I
shouldn’t call?"


"Where else would I get
anecdotes for Sunday School? But you usually call me at home." "I
tried," Dad said. "Left three messages on your answering machine."


"Is everything
okay?"


"Fine. I just wanted to
invite you up to the house."


"We have plans for
Thanksgiving, right?" Gary asked.


"You don’t have to
wait six months. They’re stocking the lake this weekend."
"Dad, I can’t. I’m new at this church and things will be
hectic for a while." "All summer?" Dad asked.


"I don’t
know."


"Why don’t I come
down?"


"Dad, there’s no
point driving all the way here just to stay a day or two."


"You taste my home
cooking, you might not let me leave. And we can hang out on your day off.
Christians rest on Saturday, right?"


"Jews, Dad."


"Fine, when are you
off?"


"I don’t have a
set schedule," Gary said. Dad sighed. "Here we go again."


"What?"


"When was your last day
off?" "Dad—."


"How about the last
night you got eight hours sleep?" Dad asked. "Thought so. Afraid
God’ll let your church fall apart if you don’t keep an eye on
it?"


"Sure, let God handle
it. You atheists, that’s your answer for everything."


"Go ahead, make jokes on
your way back into the hospital. Bad enough when you were younger. Now
you’re Christian and want to be a martyr. When will you realize your best
is good enough?"


"It’s not like
that."


"Come up this summer.
We’ll go out on the lake for a couple of days. I’ll get you back in
plenty of time for Sunday."


"Maybe."


"Don’t make me
come down there. You think you know hell, Preacher Man? Watch me raise
some."


"I’ll come up.
Promise. A fishing trip sounds fun, assuming you don’t spend the entire
time quoting Dawkins."


"What kind of father
would I be if I didn’t try to broaden your horizons?"


"Not the kind I know.
Hey, I’m visiting a church member in an hour. We’ll talk
later." "Call me. Soon."


"I will. Bye,
Dad."


As Gary hung up, Brother
Harris knocked on the half-opened door. "Pastor? You busy?"
"No, come on in." Brother Harris walked in and they shook hands.
"I’m not forgetting an appointment, am I?"


"My crew finished early,
and I thought I’d come by and clean the church. I’m sure you have
plenty else to keep you busy."


"I appreciate the
help," Gary said. "I’m looking for a custodian to replace
Brother Branson so we don’t have to do this every week. I guess I should
meet with the Deacon Board to discuss that, and Sister Travis."


"What’s to
say?"


"I know I haven’t
been out of seminary that long, but I’ve never had anyone walk out of a
sermon before."


"Sister Travis was
looking for an excuse. Nothing would’ve made her happy except Pastor
Grant coming back. As for Brother Branson, he’s been custodian for twenty
years. It’s time for a younger guy to take over."


"So you don’t
think my hellfire and brimstone sermon on Sunday had anything to do with
it?"


"It’s not a head
deacon’s place to tell his pastor how to preach. Yes, the sermon was,
well, a bit louder than we’re used to. But you have to preach the message
God’s laid on your heart. The congregation will either stick with you or
they won’t."


"I want to see new faces
in the pews, not lose the ones we already have."


"Pastor," said
Brother Harris. "Church for you is all day, every day, but it isn’t
that way for the rest of us. But even the people who only pick up their Bibles
on Sunday need a church they can call home. They need a pastor who’ll
meet them where they are. If you can do that, they might eventually meet you a
little bit where you are."


"You’ve given me
something to think about." Gary checked his watch. "Do you mind if
I leave you here? I’m visiting Sister McCaughey before she goes into the
hospital."


"How’s she
doing?"


"Not good. Keep her in
your prayers."


"I will. And your Dad? I
didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I heard you talking to him. Is he all
right?"


"He’s
lonely," Gary said. "Mom died years ago but Dad’s still
having a hard time adjusting. I just realized their wedding anniversary is next
week. I didn’t think about that." "It must be tough for him,
having nothing to put his faith in."


Gary nodded. "Maybe one
day."


"I’ll pray for
that, too," said Brother Harris. "Why don’t you go home after
visitation? I’ll lock up here."


"Okay. Thank you."


"It’s what
Christians do, Pastor."


Gary slipped on his suit
jacket, grabbed his Bible, and headed out to the car. He slipped the key into
the ignition but didn’t start the engine. Gary took a moment to pray,
asking God to comfort Sister McCaughey and guide his church. He prayed for his
Dad. Gary understood loneliness and regret. He wished his Mom were still alive,
too.


~


Sister McCaughey’s pain
furrowed her brow occasionally, but she still kept her spirits up. She offered
Gary something to eat, but he asked her instead to sit down and rest.
"Don’t run yourself ragged on my account."


"You know what the Good
Book says, Preacher. Always be mindful of guests. They might be angels."


"I’m hardly an
angel," Gary said.


Sister McCaughey sat down on
the couch next to Gary. "Yes you are. I prayed God would send us someone
strong in His word and He sent you."


"Thank you,
Sister."


"Your first sermon, I
swear, I hadn’t heard preaching like that since the old tent revival
meetings Papa took me to when I was young. Not to speak poorly of the dead, but
Pastor Grant didn’t have the passion for souls you do."


"I’m sure he did
the Lord’s work."


"He wasn’t always
mindful, Preacher. But the Lord’s work never leaves your thoughts. Here,
I have something I want you to see." Sister McCaughey opened a large
jewelry box on her coffee table and pulled out a gold pocket watch. She handed
it to Gary. "Papa was a watchmaker. There isn’t another like it
anywhere."


"It’s
fantastic." The watch clacked like a metronome. Gary could feel the
movement of the clockworks in his palm. Elaborate filigree covered both sides,
reminding him of delicate flames. On one side, an unfurled scroll had been
engraved with a bit of text in strong block letters. "Luke


12:30."


"You know that verse,
Preacher?"


"But God said unto him,
‘Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee: then whose
shall those things be, which thou hast provided?’ Your father’s
quite a craftsman. I can’t figure out how the watch opens, though."


"It
doesn’t."


"Then how does it tell
time?" Gary asked.


"It’s not for
telling time, Preacher. It’s for telling the times." "I
don’t understand, Sister."


Sister McCaughey leaned back
onto the couch. "Papa was a godly man. As a watchmaker, he understood
time better than anyone. Because God is timeless, he would tell me, when we
gave our time, moments of our mortal existence, we gave a gift that even God
couldn’t give."


"That’s an elegant
thought. Is that why he made this?"


"Papa heard a sermon
once about the number of lost souls who die every day. It inspired him to make
it."


"Like a memento
mori."


"What’s that,
Preacher?"


"It’s Latin. It
means an object that reminds us we all die."


"It’s a reminder,
but not of our deaths. Papa called it his ‘Brimstone Timepiece’.
Every tick represents a soul dying and going to Hell. Papa kept it with him
until he died. I’m sure you of all people understand why. That’s
why I want you to have it."


"Sister, that’s
very kind but I can’t accept it. As long as you’re alive, it
belongs with you."


"I have no false hopes,
Preacher. The doctors tell me I have a 45 percent chance of getting through
surgery. Know what I told ‘em? ‘Beats 35 percent.’ I’ve
lived a long time. Maybe too long. I’m just an old woman homesick for
Heaven."


"The church still needs
you, Sister. So do I."


"That’s in
God’s hands now. But please, let me do you this one service before the
Lord takes me home. I have no children, and I can’t think of anyone who
would honor the Timepiece or Papa’s memory more."


"I’ll tell you
what," said Gary. "I’ll hold on to it. When you get out of the
hospital, Lord willing, I’ll give it back. Until the Lord calls you home,
you shouldn’t give your father’s watch away. Agreed?"


"It’s a deal.
Though I have a feeling you won’t be giving it back. But it makes me
happy to know you’ll have it. The Timepiece will be a treasure to you,
Preacher. It’ll become your second heart."


~


Gary called the church when he
got home. No answer. Maybe he should go over, just to make sure.


No. God wasn’t going to
let the church fall apart. Joking or not, Dad was right about that. Gary read a
few chapters of Galatians, took a shower, prayed, and then went to bed.


He woke up after midnight,
restless for a reason he couldn’t explain. Had he forgotten some- thing?
Wasn’t he supposed to go back after visitation and clean the church? No,
Brother Harris took care of that. What, then?


It was this: slowly coming
into focus from the periphery of his senses, a strange sound Gary was not
accustomed to. A steady and rapid ticking.


Gary turned on the lamp and
climbed out of bed. He fished through the pocket of the trousers he’d
left on the dresser and pulled out the Brimstone Timepiece. Gary had slipped it
into his pocket when he left Sister McCaughey’s. He’d almost
forgotten it.


Gary turned it over in his
hands. The ticking seemed louder in the stillness of the room. He sat it on the
nightstand and went back to bed.


Gary slept, but not soundly,
and his dreams were troubled.


~


At first, Gary kept the
Timepiece with him because he worried he might misplace it. He would take it
out of his pocket several times a day, let his fingers trace the engravings,
and then wind the stem before putting it away. Gary could feel the
Timepiece’s vibration in his pocket even if he couldn’t hear it.
But he never stopped hearing it. How Sister McCaughey’s father had
calculated the number of souls cast into Perdition was not altogether clear,
but the Timepiece ticked two to three times a second, which seemed about right.
It told Gary nothing he didn’t understand on an intellectual  level, but he’d never considered
the sheer numbers, the constant streams of souls falling into Hell like drops
of rain from a Heaven they would never know. Although the ticking troubled him,
and Gary sometimes considered leaving the Timepiece at home, he felt guilty
wanting to put it out of earshot and thus out of his mind. Gary was a minister
of truth. If he couldn’t face that truth, how could he hope to catch some
of those drops and keep them from falling?


The Brimstone Timepiece marked
each fallen soul, unrelentingly, and each night Gary found sleep more
difficult.


The following Sunday, Gary
preached on Matthew 13:45-46 and the Parable of the Pearl of Great Price. After
the service, Gary met with Brother Harris. "I think I managed to keep the
preaching down to a dull roar."


Brother Harris smiled.
"And you pounded the pulpit only twice. I’m impressed."
"Didn’t want people to think I was falling asleep."


"I wanted to talk to you
about that. You do look like you haven’t been sleeping well. Are you
alright?"


Perhaps Brother Harris had
heard more of Gary’s conversation with Dad than he’d let on.
"I’m a little tired, but everything’s fine."


"Pastor," asked
Brother Harris, "do you hear something ticking?" "Yes, I do.
All the time."


~


The doctors scheduled Sister
McCaughey’s surgery for Wednesday morning. Gary stopped by Raleigh
Memorial Hospital Tuesday afternoon.


"She’s  asleep," said Chandra the
attending nurse. "Her 
pain’s  getting worse
and Doctor


Lanzalotti prescribed a
sedative so she could rest."


"Can I go in and pray
with her?" Gary asked. "I know she won’t be awake, but
she’d still want me to."


"Okay, for a little
while. Mrs. McCaughey is sharing a room with another patient, so try not to
disturb her."


Chandra led Gary to Room 421,
and then left him alone with Sister McCaughey. A drawn curtain separated her
from the other patient. The sedative had Sister McCaughey sleeping soundly.
Only the slow swelling of her chest gave the appearance of life. Gary took
Sister McCaughey’s hand and prayed. Just as he had with Mom, years ago.


Then, it had been a different
prayer. Gary had prayed for forgiveness, for more time to tell Mom the truth of
his soul, the truth he had been afraid to tell her. But she never woke from the
coma and died without ever knowing Gary had prayed for her.


A small sob wafted from the
other side of the room. Gary pulled back the curtain. In the bed behind it laid
an elderly woman, very frail and thin. Her breathing was shallow and raspy,
assisted by a respirator and an oxygen tent. A violet bruise crept along her
arm from the I.V. Her face was blue with veins and furrowed, and seemed to be
falling in upon itself. She shivered under the thick blankets and her eyes
opened. "Danny?" Her voice was barely above a whisper.


"No, ma’am.
I’m Pastor Gary Waid from the Union Missionary Baptist Church. Do you
need anything? Do you want me to call the nurse?"


"I want to go
home."


"I’m sure you will
soon," Gary said.


The woman shuddered again and
looked at him as if she’d caught him in a lie, and perhaps she had. Her
eyes misted with tears. "I don’t want to die."


"Ma’am, if
you’ll let me, I’d like to pray with you."


A man pushed the curtain aside
and stepped between Gary and the bed. "Who the hell are you?"


"Pastor Gary Waid, Union
Missionary Baptist Church." He stuck out his hand, which the man
didn’t take.


"Are you all right,
Mama?" asked the man. "Danny, this man came to see me."


"I heard." The man
turned to Gary. "We need to talk in the hall." "Danny?"


"This will only take a
minute, Mama."


Gary stepped into the hallway,
the man behind him. "Listen, Danny, is it?" Gary asked.


"First of all,
it’s Mr. Beausoleil to you. Second, what right do you have going around
pushing your religion down people’s throats?"


"I take it you’re
not a religious man." "Nothing gets by you, does it?"


"All I was doing was
comforting your mother."


"Of course you
were," said Mr. Beausoleil. "A sick woman in a bad situation, a
little scared. How could you resist? It’s practically the Bible
thumper’s goddamn mating call. But if Mama wasn’t so sick right now,
she’d have already told you where to get off. Well, I’m here and
more than happy to do that for her, so go peddle your snake oil somewhere
else."


"Regardless of what you
believe, God led me to her for a reason."


"Nothing led you to a
damned thing except a misplaced sense of entitlement. Mama doesn’t need
that crap. She needs rest so she can get well and out of here, and I’m
going to make sure she gets it."


The Timepiece throbbed against
Gary’s thigh. He fished it out of his pocket. He heard the ticking, felt
the urgency, and he understood. God was testing Gary’s dedication to
winning souls. He vowed not to let this soul miss Heaven.


"I was wrong about
you," Gary said. "I thought you were just some run-of-the-mill
atheist. A poor misguided soul who likes to think he’s too smart to
believe in God. But it’s more than that. You’re a coward.


"You think your
mother’s going to get better? You’ve seen her condition, but you
refuse to see the truth. Denial is your answer for everything, and right now
you have that luxury. But she doesn’t. That woman is staring into the
face of Eternity and she knows it. She needs to make peace with God. And
that’s why God led me to her. Play games with your own soul if you want,
but don’t drag her down with you. Trust me, one day you’ll regret
it."


"So, is this the part
where you pass the collection plate?"


"No," Gary said.
"This is the part where I pray with your mother and she finds the peace
you could never hope to give her."


Mr. Beausoleil stepped between
Gary and the door to 421. "That’s it, sermon’s over. Time for
you to get lost."


"I’ve not been
lost for many years," Gary said. "And I’m not going anywhere.
Not while that woman’s immortal soul is at stake."


"If I were you,
I’d be more concerned about my mortal ass!"


"Excuse me
gentlemen," said Chandra, who came up from behind the desk.
"What’s going on?"


"I want Mama moved where
she won’t be harassed."


"Mr. Beausoleil, we
don’t have any private rooms available."


"Do whatever you have
to," said Mr. Beausoleil, " but I don’t want that man
anywhere near her."


"Why don’t we ask
your mother what she wants," Gary said. Mr. Beausoleil clenched his
fists. "You take one step—!"


"Gentlemen,
please," Chandra said, stepping between Gary and Mr. Beausoleil.


"Code Blue, Room
421," came over the loudspeaker. Chandra bolted into the room, followed
by other medical personnel. They pushed back the curtain and began to
resuscitate Mrs. Beausoleil.


"What’s
happening?" Mr. Beausoleil asked.


Chandra stopped him at the
door. "We need to keep this area clear." She closed the door. The


Timepiece still throbbed in
Gary’s palm.


Too late.


After a few minutes, the door
opened and the room emptied. Chandra put her hand on Mr. Beausoleil’s
arm. "I’m sorry." Mr. Beausoleil dropped his head and wept,
but Gary could not pity him.


"Are you crying because
she’s dead," asked Gary, "or because she’s in Hell
right now thanks to you?"


The punch came so quickly,
Gary hit the floor before he knew why. Somehow, he managed to hold on to the
Brimstone Timepiece.


Hospital security cleared the
hallway. An orderly led Gary to a private examination room and bandaged the cut
over his left eye. After the orderly left, a police officer came
in."Pastor Waid? I’m Officer Weingarten. I’m here to escort
you to your car."


"Is that necessary? If
you think Mr. Beausoleil is dangerous, why don’t you just arrest
him?" "You don’t understand," Officer Weingarten said.
"The hospital would like you to leave the premises."


"What? Why?"


"We can talk about it
outside."


"Are you arresting
me?" asked  Gary. "If I
need to. Do I?"


Gary grabbed his jacket, and
Officer Weingarten escorted him to his car. Gary unlocked the door and got
inside. Officer Weingarten put his hand on the car door before Gary could close
it, and leaned toward him. "You need to call the hospital first before
you show up again," Officer Weingarten said."If they decide to let
you back on the property, I’d suggest you bring your manners with
you."


"I didn’t do
anything wrong."


"You don’t think
so? You’re a lucky man. Because if you’d said to me thirty seconds
after my Mom died that she was burning in Hell, I’d have damn near killed
you." Office Weingarten  shook
his head. "For chrissake, just go home."


Gary could see Officer
Weingarten in his review mirror, watching, until Gary drove away.


~


Brother  Harris’s  car was  parked  in 
the  driveway  when Gary came home Friday night.
Brother Harris stepped off the porch and met Gary as he got out of his car.
"Pastor? I’ve been looking for you all day. What happened to your
eye?"


"It’s fine. It
offended someone else." "Where have you been?"


"I’ve been
downtown preaching. I started a street ministry yesterday. Bringing the Word of


God to the lost. I came back
to pick up some more tracts." "In the middle of the night?"


"Sin never rests,"
Gary said.


"Pastor, I got a call
from a friend at the police station. He told me what happened at the
hospital."


"Yes. That poor old
woman. I can’t tell you how many times I replayed that evening in my
head. I don’t know what I could have done differently, but I don’t
understand why God would have brought me there if I couldn’t save
her."


"What about Sister
McCaughey?" "Sister McCaughey?"


"Her surgery was
yesterday."


"Yes, of course,"
Gary said. "How is she?"


"There were
complications. She’s scheduled for another surgery next week. I went to
visit her today. She asked about you."


" Tell her I’ll
pray for her."


"Pastor, let’s go
inside and talk. You look like you’re about to collapse." "No
time. I need to get back downtown."


"We need to sit down and
talk," said Brother Harris. "I have some concerns, and frankly
you’re not doing a lot to ease them."


"What are you talking
about?"


"I’m talking about
our church’s reputation."


"You should be glad the
church is finally getting one." "Don’t you think
this’ll hurt our ministry?"


"We can’t care
what other people think. If we busy ourselves in the Lord’s work, the
world will always see us as a threat. It’s going to get worse, but we
must remember we serve God above all else."


"I see," said
Brother Harris. "I’ve talked with the Deacon Board. We’d like
to have a meeting with you tomorrow morning. Can you be at the church around 9
a.m.?"


"I’ll be there.
And I’m not indifferent to the Board’s concerns. Change is
frightening. We’re at the crossroads. But if we choose the right path,
the Lord will bless us in so many ways. It’s an exciting time for our
church."


"We’ll see you
tomorrow. Good night, Pastor." Brother Harris got in his car and drove
away. Gary went inside. The red LED on the answering machine blinked in the
darkness. He


flipped on the light and
pressed the message button.


"Mr. Waid? This is St.
Mary’s Hospital in Richmond, Virginia. Your father’s been admitted
with chest pains."


~


Dad  was sitting up and  smiling in his hospital bed, but the
smile faded when he saw Gary. "What happened to you?"


"I thought you had a
heart attack."


"And driving here gave
you a black eye? You look like you’ve been through hell." "I
thought I lost you," Gary said.


"It’s only my gall
bladder. I might need to have it removed, but it’s no big deal either
way. I’m fine."


"No you’re
not," Gary said. "While I was driving up here, all I could think
about was how I thought I had more time. I always seem to make that mistake.
But that next tick could very well be yours."


"What are you talking
about?" "I’m talking about your soul."


"They’re not
taking that out, Son. Just my gall bladder." "This is no time for
jokes, Dad."


"I see. So you want to
talk about this? Fine. You know, as much as I don’t understand why you need
an imaginary friend telling you how to live your life, I could at least see the
value of it if that made you happy. But it doesn’t. You hardly smile
anymore, and when you do, it seems more like an accident. You’ve never
preached to me. Now that you’ve decided to, what do you have to offer me?
A chance to be as miserable as you are? I always thought you went on this
religious kick because of your Mom’s death, because you needed to believe
she was floating on some cloud somewhere. But you can’t even find peace
in that, can you?"


"I was a Christian
before she died. And she isn’t on some cloud." "I know,
that’s just a metaphor."


"That’s not what I
meant." "Don’t," said Dad.


"It’s true."


"Why?" Dad asked.
"Because she refused to jump through some arbitrary spiritual hoop?
Don’t you see how ridiculous that is?"


"She’s in Hell
because I didn’t minister to her. I won’t let that happen
again."


"You listen to me. Your
Mom was a good woman and she loved you very much. There’s nothing about
her that deserves eternal punishment, and I don’t know how a loving God,
or a loving son, could believe differently. Even if it were true, I’d
rather be damned with her. If your Mom’s not good enough for God, then
your God’s not good enough for me."


"Dad!"


"No, I’ve listened
to all this I’m going to. I love you, Son, but I can’t look at you
right now. I’m going to be fine, so there’s no reason for you to
stay."


"I’m not
leaving," Gary said. "Go home, Son."


"I can’t! I have a
duty to God, to your soul."


"Then you can take your
duty and your God, and you can all go to Hell!" "Dad, no! You have
to listen to me!"


When the nurses couldn’t
calm Gary down, they called security. The police said they wouldn’t
arrest Gary, providing he left peacefully.


For the second time in a week,
Gary was escorted off hospital property.


~


At first, Roger Harris thought
a homeless man had wondered into the Pastor’s Study. The man knelt before
the desk, praying.


"Can I help you?"
Roger asked.


When the startled man looked
up, Roger barely recognized him as Pastor Waid. His grimy clothes didn’t
smell of liquor. Just filth and degradation.


"You missed the deacons
meeting," was all Roger could bring himself to say. Pastor Waid stood to
his feet. "Meeting?"


"Three weeks ago. Where
have you been?"


"Preaching. On any
street corner I could find, to anyone who’d listen."


"Everyone’s been
looking for you. Your father’s worried. He’s been staying at your
house." "Who’s been leading the services?"


"I have, for now."


Pastor Waid sneered.
"I’m sure the congregation finds your sermons
quite—unthreatening." "What happened to you?"


"You should know. It was
your doing. I should have seen you for the serpent you were the moment you told
me to temper God’s message. From the very beginning, you’ve tried
to destroy my ministry."


"You left your
ministry," Roger said.


"I was driven out,
because of my passion for souls." "Where was your passion for your
congregation?"


"Where was their passion
for God?" "What is that ticking?" asked Roger.


Pastor Waid opened his hand.
It held a tarnished gold pocket watch. "Every tick of the clock is a soul
going to Hell. Because of negligence, laziness, because of your precious desire
to get along. But I won’t let that happen. I preach the Word, of
God’s love, of Jesus’s sacrifice. And I won’t stop, even if I
am the only one who will."


"You are not the only
one. And you’re not responsible for the entire world. Jesus bore the sins
of men, but He never asked you to bear their guilt. You can’t save
everyone."


"So I should do nothing?
I have to save as many as I can." "And how many  souls have you saved?" Roger  asked.


The watch trembled in Pastor
Waid’s hand. "I can’t make it stop," he said, on the
verge of tears. "No matter how much I preach, no one will listen, and it
keeps ticking. Hell is full of souls and it keeps ticking. I thought it was two
or three times a second, but then I listened closer. Now I can hear the ticks
between the ticks. And the ticks between those. And beneath it all, the
screams. The screams of Hell."


"Pastor, let us help
you."


"Help me? Since
I’ve been here, this church has done nothing but try to get rid of
me." "This church has done nothing but pray for you every single
day since you left."


"Then God heeds your
prayers as much as mine," said Pastor Waid. "He’s forsaken
me. I came here hoping to find Him again. Maybe I am crazy. There’s
nothing here for me."


"That’s not true.
Everything you think you’ve lost, we can help you can find again. Why
don’t you stay? I’ll come back, and we’ll get you cleaned up
and something to eat."


"Christian charity? Why?
You hate me almost as much as I hate you." "Even if I did hate you,
I’d still help you. It’s what Christians do, Pastor."


Pastor Waid pulled the chair
out from behind the desk and sat down. He stared at the pocket watch and said
nothing.


Roger left the Pastor’s
Study and closed the door behind him. He needed to clear the chapel, then
he’d have the choir director call 911 while he went back to keep an eye
on Pastor Waid. He had to be quick. If Pastor Waid took off, Roger doubted
anyone would ever see him again.


Roger went into the chapel.
The congregation had filtered in and taken their seats in the pews. Roger stood
behind the pulpit. "Ladies and gentlemen, something’s come up.
I’ll let you all know about it later, but we need to cancel the Sunday
morning service for today."


"Not before I’ve
had my say."


Pastor Waid came in through
the side entrance. Roger met him at the bottom of the platform, but Pastor Waid
pushed by him. He went up on the platform and stepped behind the pulpit.


"I have one last sermon
to deliver to you," said Pastor Waid. "You won’t need your
Bibles. But then you never did."


Roger tried to figure a way to
get Pastor Waid off the platform, short of physically dragging him off,
something he didn’t want the congregation to have to witness.


"Imagine if God said to
you, ‘I am taking away your salvation. You will all spend eternity in


Hell.’


"But that would never
happen, you say. Oh, but how I wish it would. How I’ve prayed for that
very thing, every single day, prayed God would take His mercy from you. But God
won’t hear my prayers. We shall never receive the Hell we deserve.


"I deserve it, too. I
had the gift of salvation, and I hid it. I never told my mother because I was
ashamed of what she would think of me. So God opened wide the mouth of Hell and
swallowed her whole. Then He placed His judgment upon me. He said unto me,
‘You remained silent, and now your voice shall be lost in the wilderness.
You let her go to Hell, and now you must watch as others follow her and you
shall be powerless to stop them.’


"God turned His back on
me. I am nothing, a powerless preacher who can’t even move my own
congregation to save their friends and neighbors from the fire.


"How can you ignore
those poor souls falling into Hell? Can’t you hear them screaming in the
flames? Your friends, your family? I hear them all. I can’t stop hearing
them! And the loudest screams in Hell come from my own mother! My mother is in
Hell, and I hear her screaming! I—I hear…"


Pastor Waid collapsed behind
the pulpit. Roger ran over to him. "Pastor! Can you hear me? Someone call
an ambulance!" Pastor Waid sobbed, and Brother Roger held
him."Pastor. It’s okay." When the paramedics arrived, they
evacuated the church. Roger stayed behind to help them


with Pastor Waid until they
loaded him into the ambulance. He was catatonic, but his hand still clutched
the pocket watch. "She’s screaming," he kept saying.
"She’s screaming."


~


As Roger opened the doors for
Wednesday service, Sister McCaughey was standing outside. "Sister, what
are you doing here? You should be home resting."


"My place is at the
church. Especially since God has blessed me with so much. I’m not in pain
anymore. Even the doctors said it’s a miracle from God. I wanted to thank
Preacher Waid for his prayers. Is he here?"


"No, Sister,"
Roger said. "He hasn’t been at the church for some time."


"Where is he?"


"He’s in the
hospital."


"How terrible! Why
didn’t you tell me?"


"You’ve been so
ill, and I didn’t want to worry you." "Have you seen
him?"


"Many times,"
Roger said. "This morning his father and I went to visit him. We prayed
together. It’s a blessing that he can pray again."


"When will he come
back?"


"I don’t know. But
when he does, he won’t be our pastor anymore." "I don’t
understand," said Sister McCaughey.


"It’s complicated,
Sister. There’s not a lot I can say about it, except that he’s
better off serving the Lord in another way."


"I should go see
him."


"I don’t think the
hospital would allow it. He’s still very sick, and will be for a long
time. His father and I are the only ones allowed to visit him right now. That
reminds me." Roger took the gold watch from his pocket and handed it to
Sister McCaughey. "This is yours, isn’t it? Gary was to give this
back to you when you got out of the hospital."


"But I never meant for
Preacher to return it. Will you take it back to him for me?" Roger shook
his head. "He doesn’t need it."


"No, I’m sorry but
you’re wrong," said Sister McCaughey. "I’m sure he
needs it more than ever. That Preacher would even consider giving up the
ministry is proof of that. What does he have to comfort him now?"


"Comfort?"


Sister McCaughey held up the
watch. "When  Papa made the
Brimstone Timepiece, he thought the world had become another Sodom and
Gomorrah. Thank the Lord he didn’t live to see the way things are now.
Such a burden it is, to see the world awash in wickedness, to wonder if God has
somehow abandoned us. Preacher seldom smiled, did you notice? I know why. He
felt that same burden."


Sister McCaughey twisted the
watch stem between her fingers. It started ticking. The sound still made Roger
cringe.


Sister McCaughey smiled.
"Every tick says, God is still on His throne and evil is punished.


What a comfort that is to
know, don’t you agree? I listen, and with every tick I say, amen."



 


 
















 

Monster Made


Kevin Brown


[Note:
The following are transcribed entries from Evidence #021031B, an 8 ½ x
10 Mead


Notebook
found at the Samra Nytelli murder scene, October 12th 2009. Entries are dated
June


1st, 2007-October 12th
2009, and marked A-V.]


A. When
I 10 mother by marriage try to kill me. She push me down stair and I sleep two
weeks very many days. I wake up in doctor and doctor and father and mother by
marriage all say I fall down stair hurt head. Tell me accident and I say
accident and everyone happy I not sleep more long. When I 10 mother by marriage
try to push me down stair kill me but no and happy that I say accident. I no
say I remember.


B. I not
always talk write this way. I sleep after hurt head wake up talk write this
way. Doctor say fall down stair make me talk this way. Say brain like balloon
too big for head. Tell me


take speak lesson speak
better. Speak teacher tell me write [indecipherable] take speak lesson everyday
speak better. Even I talk this way thought is clear but doctor and father and
mother by marriage not know this. If mother by marriage no know, not kill me,
and if no kill me give me time kill her.


C. I
like watch monster movie very much. Favorite. The Frankenstein and a Wolfman.
Favorite. I watch all day [indecipherable]. Mother by marriage call me monster.
Say I speech like the Frankenstein. Say I freak like the Frankenstein. Say she
wish freak still no wake up. I like the Frankenstein very much. He no talk
right but have feeling inside and only want to kill people when hurt him. Him
lonely and want friend but no. Me too. I like a Wolfman. He have monster
secret, not want to kill but have to. Me too.


D. Kill
mother by marriage make father sad. Not want to make father sad. Love father.
Love mother too but dead. Now mother by marriage. Father never home drive big
truck much. Father never home, always mother by marriage. Mother by marriage
drink drunk and never feed and slap hard, but no hurt no more. Anger. Mother by
marriage bring home man not father. Go room. Anger. Each day go to speak lesson
alone because no take. Cold and rain. Run to speak lesson, run home many miles.
Love run. Speak teacher tell me TIME TAKE A TERRIBLE TOLL ON INTENSITY
INTENTION. Say practice many. Tell me DON’ T DANCE DURING DINNER. Say
practice many. Difficult. Practice many and easy. Learning better. Change.


E.
Birthday. 13. Father get baseball ball [indecipherable].  Love. BEST BIRTHDAY BASEBALL BALL AND
BASEBALL BAT. Easy.


F. Mummy
on tonight the TV. Not like the Mummy so much like like the Frankenstein and a
Wolfman. Not feelings inside so much. Like the Frankenstein  feelings and talk, because he feelings
and talk like me. Like a Wolfman feelings then change to killer like me. The
Frankenstein and a Wolfman and me.


G.
Doctor is happy of progress. Says, "Learning so quickly." PRACTICE,
PATIENCE, PERSISTENCE MAKE PERFECT. He never see someone work so hard so much.
IM-PROVE-MENT, he say, and tell me to repeat. I say no and tell him,
CHANGE-ING.


H. Legs
strong from running speech lessons every day. When mother by marriage asleep
from drunk or from man I exercise arms with wash clothes bottle. Raise many
times and stronger.


I.
I’m happy today so much. Hair grow on under arm and in pants like
Wolfman.


J. STARE
AT SLEEPING STEPMOTHER WHILE STANDING IN THE STORM. Stepmother, now. Not mother
by marriage. Sometimes I stare at stepmother while she drunk sleep. Stare and
angry. She hit me more when drunk. Make me take shirt off and [indecipherable].
Have head pain and will not go away. Head pain and stare and angry at
stepmother then exercise arms with laundry bottle. Raise it many times.
Stronger.


K. I
watched a new Frankenstein with his wife and cry. Has wife who thinks he a
monster and says, "Lonely." Thinks he a monster like me and I tell
him on the TV do not be lonely. "I’m your friend," I say. I
cry. Drunk stepmother sees and laughs and tells me I am a stupid little freak,
I should have died in the basement. "Or at least be locked in it,"
she says, but I do not give attention care. I watch the favorite Frankenstein
and cry with my friend.


L. Miss
my father. He comes home one time per week and leaves again. He reads me
stories and I cry and tell him about the new Frankenstein and cry again. Wish
he would hate the step- mother like me. He will not. Want to tell him
stepmother drinking all day and with the other man all day and hit me more but
do not. Want to tell him when she hit me and I am 12 I would cry but I am now
13 and do not. Only smile at stepmother. No more feeling of pain. Only anger
and am stronger now, because I can run to speech therapy in 20 minutes and lift
the laundry detergent 100 times. Getting strong with feelings inside and hair
on my arms. Changing like the Wolfman. Becoming ready almost. Feeling strong in
mind and body and speech and headaches are worse, like Frankenstein  electricity in my brain bringing me
alive.


M. I can
run to speech therapy in 15 minutes. I can lift the detergent bottle 200 times.


N. When
the stepmother hits me harder and I smile, she looks at me different. Like the
women look at the Wolfman. I like when she hits me because the headaches go
away. She calls me psycho, monster, freak. She spits alcohol in my face and I
taste it on my lips and it is bitter and I hiss and BLOOD BOILS BENEATH THE
BATTERED BODY, and I can run to speech therapy in 10 minutes and lift the
detergent any bottle 300 times.


O. At
speech therapy, I hug the doctor and tell him thank you. I need him no more.
The change is nearly complete, but I still run there and back each day. Faster.
Faster. Faster. I lift my father’s toolbox until I can no longer. So
strong. I can snap necks. I can strangle beasts. I can tear bodies to bits.


P. My
father was home for two days this week. We played baseball and I hit the ball
so hard. He says my speaking has gotten so much better. Then, he left.


Q.
KINDNESS CAN’ T KEEP KILLERS FROM KILLING, CAUSE KILLERS KILL FOR KICKS.


R. I can
run for miles and miles. I can lift the world. I can do anything. I cut myself
to scar the same places as the Frankenstein monster. My voice is deep and
growly like the Wolfman and there is hair all over my chest and arms and legs
and face.


S. I


T. Am


U.
Ready.


V. This
is my final entry. I hope all who reads this will appreciate the power of will.
I hope they see that sticks and drunken stepmothers cannot kill the spirit.
Cannot halt the drive, drench the fire of determination. I hope my dad will not
be sad, but will know I did this for us. And I will use his gift, my baseball
bat, to do it. I am strong and fast and it will find its mark and find it well.
I hear her now in the kitchen. She’s making a drink. I smell it seeping
through her pores. I hear her vibrations sweeping across the follicles in my
ears. I can already taste her hot bitter blood in the crevices of my tongue.
But I will let her have her drink. I will let her have her man, then have her
nap. I will give her this, because I have a heart, I have a soul. Because I
have feelings.


I am not a monster. 


[END OF RECORD]



 
















 

Beneath Its Weight


Michael Dean Clark


Ricky sat in the holding cell with his head
down, sliding his hands over each other in continuous circular motions. The
heel of his right foot slipped in and out of his de-laced shoe as it pumped up
and down on the end of his leg. Otherwise, he sat still on the edge of the bunk
along the beige wall farthest from the solid steel door, his eyes squeezed
shut.


A few feet away, six other
guys of various ages and levels of hygiene milled around the cell while they
waited for their ride from the courthouse back to the jail, looking at each
other just long enough to show they weren’t punks but not long enough to
have to prove it. Their movements were calculated, stalking, the kind that kept
their backs from being turned to danger, which was apparently everywhere in the
small space they shared. Every few seconds, one of the others would look at the
massive kid on the bed and shake his head before recalling that his attention
should be elsewhere.


They kept looking, though,
because they knew what he’d done. In places like this, it was one thing
to be hard. It was another to be crazy.


All movement ceased when Ricky
bolted upright and exhaled as if breaking the surface of the pool after
swimming from end to end in one breath. Everyone else took a step back. They
weren’t stupid. He was huge. Unstable. And he shot a girl in the face
because she broke up with him. In the silence, they waited and tried to figure
out how they’d deal with the guy if it came to it. He walked to the cell
wall and put his head against the cool cinder block.


Collectively the cons exhaled
and watched slack-jawed as the kid’s slumped shoulders began to rise and
fall in jerking sobs. They looked at each other and smiled predatory teeth.
None of them were first-timers. This guy was a cherry. Only cherries cried in
front of anyone else.


"Hey, kid, you want a
tissue?" asked a guy everyone called Custer. Ricky ignored him, and the
grin on his lips stretched under its rat-stache frame.


Custer was no cherry. He was a
third strike. His career of incarceration began early with a nickel stretch for
sexually assaulting his high school guidance counselor when she asked him what
he saw himself doing after high school. Unfortunately for him, it happened on
his eighteenth birthday, so he’d served his sentence at Corcoran where
he’d learned the meaning of sexual assault first-hand and on a regular
basis. All of his subsequent crimes jumped the gender track and earned him true
molester status.


Seeing Ricky cry was arousing.


"C’mon man, I got
it in my pocket. Take it."


Slowly, Ricky looked at
Custer, who was smiling even more broadly, his shirttail pulled through his
zipper and his hips pumping in Ricky’s direction. He could only hold the
laughter a split second, but as soon as he saw Ricky’s eyes trail down to
his punch line, Custer broke down. The others laughed along with him without
taking their eyes off the kid.


For his part, Ricky did very
little. Slowly, his eyes slid upward to hold Custer’s for a second and
then he turned back to the bunks. Flushed with the prospect of this guy ending
up his prize, Custer stepped toward him. Ricky yanked free one of the support
bars connecting the two beds and continued the arc of his swing straight
through the bridge of Custer’s nose.


In less than thirty seconds, three
sheriff ’s deputies were in the cell, drawn by Custer’s high-
pitched screams. Pulling the cell door open, they found him rolling around on
the floor, blood spilling from his hands, which were cupped over a gaping hole
in the middle of his face. The rest of the prisoners stood on the wall, looking
back and forth from the writhing mess on the floor to Ricky, who sat quietly on
the edge of the bed, his right foot sliding in and out of its shoe again and
the bloody support bar resting lightly in his left hand.


"Dupont! What the
hell’d you do?" one of the guards yelled at Ricky as the other two
dragged out Custer, now alternating between moaning and gagging on the blood
pouring into his throat. The teenager stood to his full six-foot-six-inch inch
height and looked at them calmly, the knots of muscle in his arms and shoulders
supple and relaxed. One of the deputies pulled a can of mace from the clip on
his belt while the other two rushed back into the cell to flank him, batons
raised. He just stared at them.


"I need to die,"
he said. They were the first words he’d said since officers found him
sitting on the hood of his girlfriend’s tiny Toyota MR2 in the Mira Loma
High School parking lot. Her blood damp on his shirt and her body still slumped
behind the wheel, Ricky Dupont turned and laid himself limply over the car with
his arms extended behind him when they pulled up. The move looked so practiced
the arresting officer was shocked later when he learned Ricky’d never
been arrested before.


"What?" asked the
lead deputy, leaning his head around the slim black aerosol can as if it were a
shield between him and the giant murderer.


"I need to see Bishop
Thompson so I can die."


And that was it. Calmly, he knelt
down on the floor, placed his hands on his head, and crossed his legs behind
him. The incident report described Ricky as "eerily docile" from
that point on, even when a guard took a full beer league softball baton cut at
his right kidney.


~


Bishop James Thompson was
staring  through  the 
family photo  on his dresser
when the ringing of the phone reminded him that he was no closer to knotting
his trademark gold tie than he had been five minutes earlier. He let the two
sides fall against his starched white dress shirt and listened as the phone
rang to a stop.


Three days had passed idly. He
knew the delay was upsetting Alice, but how could she expect him to find the
words to bury their only child?


Pulling the loose tie from his
neck, James let it slip through his fingers to the floor and walked the thirty
steps from the bedroom to the living room table where his cell phone sat. He
passed eight separate photos of Meka: four by herself, three with her mother
and one with his mother, Macy. None with him.


There was, however, the cover
of his latest New York Times bestseller: Affluence  Only Education: Accepting the Challenges
of Stepping into God’s Abundance for You. He sighed, thinking of the
professionally posed portrait of Alice, Meka, and him on the inside of the
book’s jacket. It was the last picture he’d taken with his
daughter. Etched in the frame was his catchphrase: "Boldly seize what God
has to give you and you’ll find there’s always more."


No one knew he’d stolen
it from a sermon given by a Congolese Catholic priest right before he and fifty
parishioners huddled in his sanctuary were dragged into the streets and hacked
to pieces by a mob of their neighbors. But people from the CEO of the
country’s largest pharmaceutical company to the President himself had
quoted it and cited Thompson as an inspiration. None of those people had called
since Meka was killed. Instead, they sent form grief letters written by
assistants and slid under their pens for signatures.


"You have one new
message, and seven saved…" he pressed ‘1’ to skip the
information he already knew.


"Bishop Thompson,
Lieutenant Ross with the San Diego Sheriff ’s Department. I have some
information I need to pass along regarding the man who shot your daughter.
Could you call me as soon as you get the chance? My number is…"


Acid rose in James’s
throat and he hung up, pocketing the phone and walking into the kitchen for no
other reason than to move before his feelings grabbed control. Alice was at the
sink and not


the bank where she said she’d be.


"Who was on the
phone?"


"I thought you were
going to the bank." "I did and came back—a half hour
ago." "Oh."


"So?" she said,
turning impatiently. "So what?"


"The phone?"


"Oh, yeah, it was the
Sheriff ’s department." "What did they want?"


"I don’t know,
something about some information about Ricky or some..."
"Don’t you think you should call?"


"I need to work on the
service. I’m almost there, but I just need to…" "You
need to let Marcus do the memorial."


"I said I’m almost
done," he said as they escalated toward another meltdown. "I just
need to pick a couple more songs and look up some verses. Then we can let
people know."


Alice looked at him
skeptically, the red rim around her eyes bright against her coffee with cream
skin. Stepping toward him, she watched James for a second. They stood at
opposite ends of their painfully massive kitchen—one  of the aspects of their equally massive
home they’d always loved—and stared at one another.


"Alright  then, I’ll  start calling people and get the word
out that we’re  doing the
service tomorrow."


"Whoa, hold up,"
he said, his eyes narrowing."We don’t even know if the church
is…I mean…


tomorrow?"


"Marcus said any day we
need it, the church is ours. Tomorrow would fit under the category of
‘any day.’ So, let’s put our baby girl to rest."


She turned her back and put a
period on the discussion.


~


Minutes after Ricky destroyed
Custer’s face, he was taken to one of the Otay Mesa Central Jail’s
solitary confinement  cells. During
the entire transfer, he’d remained silent to the point of placidity. Once
inside, he pushed his hands through a slot in the locked door and one of the
four escorting deputies unlocked his handcuffs. Ricky turned to the window and
caught the attention of the guard with the keys.


" Tell ‘em I need
to see Bishop Thompson. Then this can be over."


"Listen, Dupont, the
message has been sent. But I wouldn’t hold my breath. You really think he
wants to see you?"


"You think I want to see
him?" Ricky asked, his tone sinking. "I loved her too."
"Then why ask for him?"


"Because it
doesn’t matter what I want. Doesn’t matter what he wants either. It
only matters that I tell him what God wants him to know."


"So, now you speak for
God?" Vasquez asked, laughing


Stepping back a stride, Ricky
pulled the white prison-issue cotton t-shirt off his massive torso and closed
his eyes. The guard’s mouth slacked open as words etched in individual
branded scars across his chest stretched and contracted with the movement of
his shoulders.


The love I bear is far too
great


My knee is bent beneath its
weight.


" Tell him he needs to
step into his lie and make it truth," Ricky whispered.


He leaned down until his
forehead touched the cold slickness of the floor and began rocking back and
forth, tears pooling in the space left uncovered by his eye sockets. Vasquez
listened to his sobs as he walked away and could still hear them as he told his
supervisor Ricky needed to be put on a suicide watch.


~


"Ross."


"Yes, ah, Lieutenant
this is James Thompson returning your call about Ric—" he paused,
"—


about the boy who killed my
daughter."


"Oh," there was a
rustling of pages in a notebook being turned. When he spoke, his voice was flat
with the distaste of his task. "Let me start by saying I’m sorry to
have to pass this along, but you need to know what…" another
rustling of paper, "the Dupont kid has done."


You mean other than kill my
only child, James thought. Instead, he asked, "What is it?"
"He wants to see you."


"Who, Ricky?"
"Yes sir."


James leaned back in his chair
and rubbed  his eyes. He sat silent
and noticed that Ross’s tone had changed when he spoke again.


"Listen, Mr. Thompson,
this is where I’m supposed to tell you that you don’t have to come
down here. That you don’t owe him anything. But…"


"But what?"


"I should say all that,
and, for the record, I have. But this isn’t normal."


"In what way? He killed
my daughter. He’s a murderer. How is this different for you?"
"There’s more you should know. Earlier he shattered another
man’s nose with a metal bar." "So I should go see him?
Lieutenant, I’m really not hearing anything that—"


"—it’s what
happened next. The officers who restrained 
him said he was almost frighteningly calm. And then, he asked to see you
so he, and I quote, ‘can die.’"


"He can do that on his
own."


"I understand. And
yet…this is all he’s said. He hasn’t talked to investigators,
his lawyer, the judge at his arraignment, or the other guys in lock up. In the
last four days, he has asked for you twice so you can forgive him and allow him
to die. And that’s it."


James reeled in his chair.
After a moment, he realized he was slashing a scar into the giant calendar on
his desk with the gold Cross pen in his hand. Standing, he paced the small
space of his home office.


"Again," he said,
struggling so hard to control his tone his words were choked, "this is
not my problem. Let him suffer like Meka did right before he pulled the
trigger. In fact, tell him I said that."


"If that’s what
you want. But there is one more thing he asked us to tell you. Frankly,
we’ve been trying to figure out what it means. Maybe you can tell
us."


"What is it,"
James said, ready to be off the phone.


"He said you need to
step into your lie and make it truth. That mean anything to you?" James
fell silent. He clawed at his tie with his free hand, pulling askew the
meticulous double


Windsor it had taken him all
morning to tie. He thought about reaching for the glass of iced tea on the
coaster to his left, but the message wouldn’t travel the path to his
hand.


"Mr. Thompson? Sir? Are
you okay?"


"No, no I’m
not…" How could Ricky know? "What does it mean?"


"It means…"
he paused, considering whether or not he was crazy. With no clear answer, he
continued. "…it means I’ll be there in an hour."


~


Getting out of the house was
easier than James anticipated, primarily because Alice was away. He grabbed the
keys to the Town Car and shot out of their gated community without even slowing
to make eye contact with the guard in the booth. The familiar sights of the 805
Freeway as it wound south toward the Q and San Diego State’s massive
campus blurred as he racked his brain for an explanation.


The images of the night the
prophecy was spoken returned to him as he raced down the freeway. Dr. Jenkins
falling from his chair. Dropping to his knees to start CPR and screaming for
Alice to call 911. Loosening his mentor’s collar to slide his fingers
against his neck and finding no pulse.


Then Jenkins’ eyes shot
open and he sucked in a deep breath. After a mad fit of coughing, he stared at
James incredulously.


"You are blessed and
cursed of God, my son." "What?"


"I just had a vision, a
message you need to hear."


"You just had a heart
attack Dr. Jenkins. You need to rest until the ambulance gets here."
"Boy, don’t tell me what I need." His pain-creased  eyes shone startlingly white in his dark
face, the utter belief in them holding James silent. "I saw it James. I
saw it.


"I saw you, and I saw
piles of gold and silver bricks stacked higher than your head and all of
‘em were calling out to you ‘Amen, Amen.’" Dr. Jenkins
rocked back and forth as he spoke, his breath rasping and his sentences
punctuated with hallelujahs. "God says you will prosper and touch many
more lives than I have."


James inhaled deeply. Dr.
Jenkins had marched with Martin. His church had 1,200 members. "Then I
saw you walking down a long hallway of bricks, all white and stripping the
clothes from your back. By the end you were naked and beaten to tears. As
successful as you will become, you will lose even more—" the sound
of the ambulance pulling into the driveway cut him off. James looked at the
door and then back at Dr. Jenkins. An intense light burned in the older
man’s charcoal eyes and he grabbed James’ arm.


"Pour everything into
His plan. He wants you to be willing to lose it all. Step into His promise and
make it truth."


The EMTs burst in and knelt
beside Dr. Jenkins. Over their shoulder James looked him in the eye.


"Whatever comes,
I’ll do what He wants me to."


Dr. Jenkins never knew that
James had been lying. He died in the ambulance.


~


Sitting in  the 
jail’s  cramped
visiting  room, James obsessively
smoothed the crease of his slacks. He wanted to be cold. He wanted to be
measured. He wanted to know how Ricky knew what he had never told anyone else
—not even Alice or Marcus.


The clank of the door opening
from behind shot him lurching from his seat. He had not counted on the officers
bringing Ricky in from that direction. As the guards led him in, James shook
his head. A week ago, this kid was crying on his doorstep, begging to see Meka
so they could work things out. James’s eyes stung. He’d always
liked Ricky and now it felt like his greatest failure.


"Are you sure?"
Vasquez asked James, eyeing Ricky with the memory of the words etched in his
skin still vivid.


"I’m sure officer."


Vasquez was unconvinced, but
stepped Ricky over to the seat across from James and pushed him into a seated
position. Careful to keep his eyes on the prisoner, he looped a third chain
through a stout iron ring embedded in the floor and around the cuffs on his
wrists. Giving a hard tug, he stood and walked to the door.


"We’ll be right
outside. Let us know when you’re ready to leave. Then they stepped out of
the room and the door clanked shut, leaving Ricky and James alone and silent.


James paced the edge of the
room slowly before coming back to his seat. Each step brought anger and blame
in equal parts until sitting down was all he could do. He stared at Ricky and
waited, determined not to speak first. But after three minutes of silence he
broke down.


"So, you called this
meeting." "No, Meka did."


"Get her name out of
your mouth. You got no right ..." he grunted, the wind knocked physically
from him.


Ricky looked up for the first
time. His eyes still held the soft innocence Alice used to say would get him in
trouble, but they were bloodshot and rimmed with dark bags. What got James,
though, was how still the kid was, the only movement his foot bouncing up and
down.


"I know. But this
isn’t about her. It’s about what you need to do." "And
what’s that?"


"You’re supposed
to forgive me and live up to your word."


James stared at him, mouth
open. It was all he could do not to rip the stool from the floor beneath him
and beat Ricky to death with it.


"Boy, that’s not
my responsibility. That’s His work. "’Blessed are those who
forgive, for they will be forgiven?’" "What do I need to be
forgiven for?"


"You already know the
answer to that."


"So, God had you kill
Meka to teach me a lesson," James said, laughing at the sheer insanity of
the words that still hung between them. But even as he said it, the feeling of
his fraud spread across his chest.


Ricky’s eyes drooped at
the corners and he looked sad, like he was the one who’d lost. "God
doesn’t kill to prove a point. It’s a promise, a promise you
made."


"I’m no Abraham. I
was not asked to make this sacrifice. I’ve had enough." James moved
to leave, but before he could, Ricky stood up and snapped the chain holding him
to the floor. He grabbed James by the shirt and pulled him close, holding him
in a gentle vice.


"God follows through
with all of us," he said softly. "We need to be crushed to feel
forgiven."


Before James could say
anything, the door burst open and the guards spilled into the room, their
batons repeatedly crashing into Ricky’s arms and back. He held on, never
breaking eye contact, not even flinching at blows that sounded like baseball
bats against a sack of flour.


James’s body started to
shudder. He nodded, eyes still focused on Ricky.


"I will," James
said. It was all he could get out, all he could promise. But it was true, even
if he didn’t know how that kind of truth was possible. Ricky relaxed his
grip and they slumped to the floor, limp as rags.


"I loved her," he
said, and closed his eyes. Crawling to his knees, James wiped tears from his
cheeks and watched Vasquez check Ricky’s pulse. Beyond them, the other
guards panted and tried to tuck away their batons with shaky hands. After a
moment, Vasquez looked up.


"He’s dead,"
he said.


"I’m not so
sure," James said, standing and walking out of the room. Vasquez watched
him go, thinking he looked like the oldest man he’d ever seen.



 


 
















 

Lonely Places


Kevin Lucia


Now


Incense-heavy air swirled
around the small hunting cabin. From across a wooden table, green eyes burned.
Derek Barton didn’t want to be here, but he’d nowhere else to go.


"What’s happening
to me?"


A leathery voice creaked.
"Somethin’ powerful, boy. Old Magic powerful."


Fear slithered in his guts.
Rumors called Clive Hartley many things — brujo, shaman, even zombie
— but he’d never believed them. Now, however? "People say you
know about this kinda shit. Ya gotta help me."


Hartley leaned into hissing
lantern light. "Somethin’s growin’ inside ya. It’s in
yer eyes." "Please."


A pause. " Tell
me."


He shuddered as pieces of
himself fell away inside.



 

Last Night


"Quiet! We’re
gonna get busted!"


Derek Barton grunted. He
worked the crowbar in the door-frame of Handy’s Pawn & Thrift, which
sat on a cracked gray strip with nothing but the pawn shop, Salvation Army,
empty lots and a Great American Grocery. No one came here after eight, not even
police. They patrolled Main Street and the bars on the other side of town.


He jiggled the crowbar. Wood
groaned.


"Shit!"


"Shut the hell
up!" Despite the cool night, beads of sweat dotted his brow. Liquor now
sloshed in his belly, made him dizzy. He closed his eyes and breathed deep.


Eddie Bannister said,
"Fuck, man. Let’s ditch."


He opened his eyes and scowled
over his shoulder at Eddie. "Don’t be a pussy. This’ll only
take a minute."


Eddie’s thin face
pinched. "What if there’s an alarm?"


He pushed the crowbar. The
door bowed. "Dumbass. An alarm? For this shit hole? If there was, it
woulda gone off by now."  He
was making that up, but it sounded good enough.


"C’mon, Derek. We
get caught, I’ll lose my job for sure."


"So? You work at the
fuckin’ Tastee-Freeze."  
He levered the crowbar once more, hard. Another sharp whine, then
something cracked. Metal tinkled to the ground. The door swung open and banged
against the siding.


"Shit! Let’s go,
before..."


He whirled. "No. Fuckin’.
Way. You said you were up for this. In or out, dickhead? Time’s
a’wastin’."


Silence fell. Eddie swallowed.
"We split it, right? Down the middle?" "Absolutely."


Wide-eyed, Eddie nodded.
"O-okay."


He grabbed Eddie’s arm
and pulled him towards the doorway. "Let’s go."


~


After twenty minutes, they
stood nearly empty-handed. The old register had been easy, but only offered up
a hundred dollars. Not enough. Nothing valuable here, either. Mostly junk.


With each shelf ransacked,
bile thickened in Derek’s stomach. Unexpected guilt, too. Old Man Handy
treated everyone square, minded his business. When Derek’s father had
made him quit hockey and he hawked his gear here, Handy hadn’t said a
thing, just paid up.


He swallowed and thought about
how Pa used to come home drunk, sit on his chest while he cowered in bed, stick
an old .38 under his chin and click the trigger, saying, "Yer
nothin’." Click. "Nothin’, hear me?"


He just wanted to get out, so
he could be something, anything than what he was...Loser. Thief. His Pa’s
son.


He panned the store with his
flashlight until something caught his gaze in its beam. There. In back. A
trunk. "Eddie!"


Footsteps trotted over.
"What?"


In minutes, they broke the
trunk’s rusty latches with the crowbar, but they opened it to nothing but
mounds of musty clothes and dirty rags.


He sighed. "Fuck me
sideways." "Man, we should split."


He hated it, but Eddie was
right. "Fuck this." He pushed off the trunk’s clutter.
Something like a static shock passed through the fabric and jolted his hand.
"Damn!"


"What’s
wrong?"


He examined his palm,
expecting to find it cut. It wasn’t, but it glowed an angry red and
tingled, however, as if he’d touched something hot. "Dunno.
Something under here." He grabbed a bundle and unwrapped the rags under
his flashlight.


Roughly the size of his palm,
it was an ugly wooden head, strung on a rawhide necklace. Its lips grinned
blood red, pointed teeth painted in jagged black lines. Ghostly, pale yellow
eyes bugged, lizard-like, on opposite sides of the head, staring from under
painted eyebrows. Worst of all was its full head of hair, because that’s
exactly what it felt like: dry, rustling old human hair.


It felt warm, seemed to get
warmer as he held it. He shivered. For some reason he wanted to wear it, feel
its warmth against his chest, and there...he heard something beating softly,
far away.


Drums. Voices. A song? Someone
singing with drums beating, over and over. Something hissing and buzzing, too,
in time and rhythm like maracas....


Eddie reached for it.


He jerked back. "Get the
fuck off !" "The hell’s wrong with you?"


"Hands off, dumbass.
This was my idea, remember?"


"I just wanna look at
it." Eddie’s voice grated harsher than normal. Something bright
flashed in his eyes. "What’s that on its forehead?"


He brushed back the fake hair
with his thumb. Sure enough, something was etched into the wood, two dots under
a gently curved line. He rubbed it. A pulsating heat gripped him.


Drums. Buzzing and hissing.
Singing, or maybe voices screaming together...Ia! Ia! Ia..!


"Hey. Derek."
"What?"


"I’ll let you keep
all the cash for that thing."


His fingers closed over the
charm, not caring about anything, now, except this warmth spreading through
him. He met Eddie’s hungry, burning gaze. "No deal. Keep the cash.
This is mine."


Eddie’s eyes flashed
again. "Give it."


He tensed, ground his teeth,
bit off clipped words. "Fuck. Off. Bannister." Silence. Hot,
throbbing silence.


Eddie reached again but he
dodged, grabbed the crowbar with his free hand and slammed it against
Eddie’s temple. Eddie screamed, the air misted red as he swung again ...


And again.



 

Now


"That’s not all,
aye? There’s more."


Derek bit his tongue. He
wanted to scream. Giggle. Puke. He wanted to push away from the table and this
crazy redneck witch doctor and run into the woods, screaming.


He didn’t. He sat there,
trembling, frozen...though he sensed drowning would be far better.
"Lookit me, boy."


He swallowed and gazed into
those green eyes. He was surprised to find something like sympathy there.


"I can’t help ya if
you don’ tell me everythin’."



 

Morning


His stomach clenched. A hot
knife carved a path along his intestines. Gasping awake, he scrambled  off the couch in his apartment above
Chin’s Pizza on Main Street, stumbled to the bathroom, fell before the
toilet and vomited.


With a lurch he spewed clumps
into the bowl. Next came bile, then dry heaves. His eyes swelled shut and his
head pounded. Tears washed his cheeks. Finally, nothing remained but gossamer
strands of glistening drool, hanging from his lips.


He wiped his mouth on his
sleeve and flushed the toilet. He didn’t look at the swirling mess. He
closed the lid, stumbled back to the couch, collapsed and closed his eyes.


He couldn’t remember
last night. Strange, hazy thoughts swirled. What happened? I don’t remember
anythin’ after drinkin’ and bitchin’ with Eddie, makin’
crazy plans to ...


... do what, exactly?


He rubbed his unshaven face,
glanced at the wall clock. It was almost two in the afternoon. He’d slept
most the day.


He thought hard. He needed
cash, bad, because he’d gotten fired again last month. Used up most of
his savings paying rent. He’d been drinking his last dollars away with
Eddie last night, jawing about the places on Asher Street they could break
into. They’d debated over Great American Grocery or Old Man Handy’s
place ...


The phone rang. He groaned and
fumbled on the table next to the couch. After several tries, he finally got it.
"Eddie, this better not be you bitchin’ about last night,
‘cause I can’t remember what the fuck we ..."


Soft, feminine sniffing. A
sob.


His irritation dissolved. He
sat up, stomach sloshing, but he held it down. "Shelly? What’s
wrong?"


"He knows, Derek...he
f-found out. About us." "SHIT! How?"


The voice on the other end
broke. "The necklace you b-bought me. At the f-fair last spring? He found
it. I must’ve gotten distracted, left it out somewhere."  Her voice crumbled. "He hit me,
Derek. In the stomach."


His heart slugged. "The
baby...?"


"I don’t know. It
hurts. Sore, but I don’t think..." "Shelly...does he know
it’s me?"


"No. Don’t think
so." "Where’s Cody?"


"He’s at
school." Her voice steadied. "Derek, let’s go. Now. You, me,
Cody...today."


His stomach churned. His car
had thrown a rod last month and of course, he had no cash. Shelly’s old
Escort wouldn’t make it past the next town. Last night’s wild plan
had failed, and ...


Last night. Fog still swirled
there. What happened? Ice tickled his spine. Slowly, he looked down and saw it
on the coffee table. The charm.


Beating drums. Buzzing,
hissing. Hooting cries. Ia! Ia..!


Hunger.


Eddie. What happened to Eddie?
His stomach fluttered. A faint, coppery taste lingered on his tongue, and he
thought of puking again.


No. No, no, no, no.


Trembling, he looked down at
the clothes he’d worn and slept in last night: jeans, Timberland boots,
red flannel over a gray T-shirt, all stained dark red. Shriveled bits of
something peppered his boots and shirt.


His mind twitched. Drawn by an
irresistible fascination, his gaze slid back to the charm. "Fuck
me..."


"What?"
Shelly’s voice pierced his fog. "Derek, listen. He got called into
the lumber mill. Probably the only reason he didn’t...but he said
he’d be back. To t-teach me a..."  She broke down.


He couldn’t speak. He
knew what kind of lessons she meant; lessons the guy she’d met at her
strip club three years ago excelled at. She’d been a desperate mother,
thought she could tough the lessons out in exchange for the cash waved in her
face.


Until she’d met Derek.
Someone who’d grown up with the same lessons. Someone who


understood what she’d
endured better than anyone ever could.


They’d waited. Planned.
Now...it had all fallen apart, because he was a worthless loser who
couldn’t hold down a job longer than two months. Because he was nothing.


Click. "Nothin’."


Shelly’s voice brought
him back."I’m packing the car, getting Cody, then leaving. I
c-can’t take this anymore."


Wild desperation pushed
against his dead limbs. "Shelly, we’ll never make it with no
cash...I can’t...something’s wrong..."


"I love you. Hurry."  She hung up. The phone slid from his
hand and hit the floor with a plastic rattle.


He stared at the charm. Its
yellow eyes swelled and stared at him. He picked it up. Its heat pulsed against
his hand. He stood shakily to a knock on his door and a harsh voice.


"Barton? Derek Barton?
Police.


"Need to talk to you
about Eddie Bannister."


~


The carnage painted in the
Polaroids spread on his rickety dining room table sickened Derek. He wanted to look
away, but the glistening portraits held him hostage. If Deputy Shackleford
hadn’t told him this was Eddie, he’d never have guessed.


He thought of how hard
he’d puked this morning.


Shackleford towered over him,
thumbs hooked under his gun belt. He and Derek had gone to school together. His
old man had worked with Derek’s for years, went out drinking with him,
too. Shackleford had been a football star. He had been nothing, something his
Pa reminded him of whenever he could, with his fists or belt, or that cold .38,
jammed under his chin, late at night.


Click. "Nothing."


Shackleford reached out and
tapped a Polaroid. "Folks saw you and Bannister at the Inn last
night." Derek looked up. "Said you left together, late. This
morning, Old Man Handy opened his store and found...well, quite a mess."


Shackleford’s smile made
his legs watery. "You may’ve been the last person to see Bannister
alive. Know anything about this?"


He swallowed and looked back
at the photos. The charm burned in his pocket. He’d only had a few
minutes to change clothes. After hastily scrubbing his bloody hands and face
while Shackleford knocked, he’d struggled into clean pants and a new
shirt, both of which felt snug, like he’d grown several inches overnight.
Then he kicked off his boots and jammed the charm into his pocket, though what
he wanted most was to feel it against his skin ...


"So? How’d
Bannister get chewed to hell in the middle of Handy’s pawnshop?


"What?"


Shackleford’s smile
grew. "That’s the preliminary from Doc Newcomb at Utica Memorial.
Bannister’s gut trauma is consistent with an animal feeding, according to
the good doctor."


He swallowed. His throat
tightened and his stomach spasmed. Shackleford’s tangy, sweaty scent
filled the room. He felt in his pocket and clutched the charm as the deputy
leaned closer. "You know what I think? I think you and Bannister got
drunk last night, went to rob the place but ended up fighting over the cash.
You jumped him, crushed his skull, cut him up with a knife or something."


His nostrils flared and he
inhaled deeply of Shackleford’s smell.


" Took your time
answering the door. Maybe you were changin’ bloody clothes. Should I


check your laundry?"


He gripped the charm
tighter."You need a...a w-warrant." His throat burned, his jaw
ached. "Maybe you tried to run, gave me probable cause." The smile
faded, eyes flinty. "Maybe you jumped me and I had to beat you down. In
fact...maybe I should restrain you now, just in case." Desperate fear,
spiced with anger, gripped him. The deputy removed handcuffs from his belt


and leaned over to grab his
wrist. Hunger swelled inside. The charm burned in his pocket, and he heard ...


Ia! Ia! Ia!


Everything seemed to
stop...even Shackleford...as he rasped, "No."


He lunged upwards, jaws
snapping,  and latched onto Shackleford’s  exposed neck. Teeth sawed through flesh.
Shackleford’s screams gurgled into wheezing rasps. His teeth ripped
muscle into bloody strips, and still the drums beat and the voices cried.


His  face swelled. Enormous pressure
stretched his cheekbones. Blood spurted 
from Shackleford’s neck, covered his face, streamed down his
throat. He tore out a chunk of Shackleford’s neck, chewed once, then
swallowed. The deputy’s twitching corpse flopped to the floor.


Muddied thoughts swirled in
his head. He needed to run. Think. Plan. Find help. Get to...Shelly...before he
killed her. First, the body. Shackleford, the...meat. He needed to...needed to
...


He fell upon Shackleford. The
scent of blood and meat incensed him. Pressure throbbed behind his
blood-painted  face. His stomach
surged briefly, then ached with hunger pains he’d never known.


Time passed. Slowly, he
stopped, fought to clear his mind. He took one last bite, swallowed it with a
snap. He sat back on his haunches, breathed deep and looked into the hallway
mirror.


He screamed. The voices
screamed with him. Ia! Ia...Ithaqua!



 

Now


"Lemme see it."


Derek fumbled in his pocket
and withdrew the charm. It still pulsed warmly. He hated relinquishing it. Even
as Hartley took it, jealousy twisted his heart. He can’t have it!  It’s mine!  Ia, Ithaqua!  It’s mine!


He rubbed  his face. It no longer felt stretched,
but when he moved his jaw, it still clicked, like he’d grown extra
hinges. Mostly, he looked normal again, but that didn’t matter. He
remembered well what he’d seen in his apartment’s mirror.


Something tall, with
spidery-limbs that had stretched and ripped his clothes. Gray, rubbery skin.
Long, flat face. A gaping jaw that hung impossibly low, ringed by jagged teeth
dripping with blood and tissue...and wide-set, yellow eyes.


Something lean and hungry.
Something evil.


"Not evil."
Hartley caressed the symbol on the charm with a withered thumb. "Old,
aye. Not evil."


He swallowed. His throat still
hurt. "What is it, then?"


A ghost smile flickered.
"A bit of the Old World. There’s lot’s of ‘em,
scattered all over." "But what the hell is it doing to me?"


Hartley held up the charm.
"This here charm’s filled with an Old One. Algonquin pr’ bly,
by its sign. Maybe Mississauga. It’s workin’ its will on ya."


He massaged his jaw. It still
hurt from how it had stretched when he’d attacked Shackleford. "How
the hell did something like that end up here?"


"Algonquians mostly
squatted up North in Canada, Mississauga ‘round Poughkeepsie. Close


‘nuff to here. Maybe got
traded, pawned off after bein’ handed down a few hundred years. Who
knows? Yer not the first to run into an Old One."


"So what happens now?
What the fuck is happening to me?"


"My Algonquin’s
rusty, but I think this here symbol means ‘he in lonely places always
hungers’." Hartley offered a flat grin. "Ye know  all about the hunger, I’m
guessin’."


His guts twisted as he thought
of Eddie...and Shackleford. He squirmed. It was probably his imagination, but
his clothes fit even tighter than before, his legs and arms sticking out
several inches from the cuffs and sleeves. "And?"


Hartley dangled the charm from
its strap. "I’m guessin’ this is an old conjure for what they
used to call a ‘Wihtikow’, roughly translated as Wendigo. Some
dialects even call it Ithaqua..."


Ia, Ithaqua!


"...god of the wastes.
Either way, it’s a thing of great power and hunger."
"These...things...whitaka..."


"Wendigo. Ithaqua.
Whichever’s easier."


"Whatever.
They...uh...eat ..."


"Ayuh." Hartley
nodded. "Anythin’, livin’ or dead. They never stop
feedin’, though. Always hungry."


"And I’m..."
"Yep. ‘Pears so." "How? Why?"


Hartley shrugged. "A
Wendigo spirit...or Ithaqua...is nat’rally attracted to those who
hunger." His eyes narrowed. "You hungerin’ for
somethin’, boy?"


He opened his mouth...but
stopped. What did he hunger for? What did he...want? Respect. To be
something...different.


Anything else. Just different
than his old man. He closed his eyes and breathed. "Aw, shit."
"Aye. Have ye worn it, yet?"


Thin hope flared. "No!
Not yet. I want to, though. Bad."


Hartley smiled.
"There’s a chance. Ye haven’t pledged it yer soul,
yet." "What happens if I do?"


Harley smiled, eyes burning.



 

Later


Derek stood on Bassler Road,
before a small, dingy mobile home outside town. It had been a short trip
through the trees and their snapping branches, and he’d run with uncanny
speed, darting through brush with barely a rustle. His feet anticipated every
rut and dip in the ground. He smelled his way on the breeze, smelled
her—the fresh scent of her hair and skin. He smelled her fear also, which
meant he was there.


He’d come too late.


Click. "Nothin’,
here me? Yer nothin’."


Swirling odors overwhelmed
him. Shelly’s fear and pain. Aggression, hate; all burning, spicy odors;
and here he stood, pulsing with them. Even from here, he heard the cries.


A scream, a meaty smack.
Broken glass tinkled, and a shrill, young voice cried, "Mom!"


He sprinted up the driveway,
leaped onto the trailer’s leaning porch, and slammed through the screen
door. There was abrupt silence, except panting and breath whistling through a
swollen nose. Shelly cowered on the floor, hugging Cody.


"You?
Un-fucking-believable."


There he stood, looming over
Shelly and Cody, left fist slick with Shelly’s blood and snot; twisted,
fat little face sneering at him, just as it had every day of his life until he
got big enough to fight back.


Dad. Dear old fucking dad.


His old man swung to face him,
beer belly jiggling around first, stretching his stained yellow undershirt to
its limits. Clutched in his other hand, Derek saw it, dreadful and gleaming:
The .38; the same one Pa had stuck under his chin, night after night.


The hammer clicked and snapped
his focus back. His old man pointed the gun at his head and waddled towards
him. "So you’re the one? More balls than you ever showed, for
sure."


Derek glanced at Shelly. Brown
hair spilled over her face, limp strands plastered to her cheeks with sweat and
blood. Her eyes darted back and forth between him and Pa.


Pa stepped so close; Derek
could smell his sweaty aggression, as he had for so many dark and lonely
nights, growing up. "So now. Young rooster thinks he can diddle the old
man’s prize hen? That it?"


He said nothing, just
swallowed and reached into his pocket...but pain and stars burst in his eyes
when the .38 slammed into his temple. The floor rushed up to meet him. His
forehead cracked against wood. Pressure built inside his skull as his old man
bent over him. " Teach ya a lesson about touchin’ what’s
mine, boy..."


No.


Snarling, he lunged upwards.
His jaws latched onto a mouthful of cloth and flesh at the old man’s
belly. Pa screeched a high, shrill note. He bit down and twisted. With a jerk,
he ripped a mouthful of fat and cloth away. Blackish blood squirted from a
ragged hole in Pa’s undershirt as he gurgled and crumpled to the floor.


He spat out wadded, bloodied
cloth and chunks of flesh, slumped forward and breathed into his hands.
Pa’s blood tasted sour. Impure. Bad. On the floor, Pa curled into a
shivering fetal ball.


Derek grunted and wearily
stood.


Shelly and Cody had crawled
into the den. She stared at him, trembling...scared. Of him. Maybe more than
she’d ever been of Pa.


He bent, grabbed the .38 and
tossed it to Shelly. It landed at her feet. Next, he pulled out his wallet,
tossed it next to the gun, grabbed Pa’s wallet, added it to the pile.


"You packed?" She
nodded, eyes wide. He could only imagine how his blood-streaked face looked.
"Go. Quick."


She collected the wallets,
jammed them into her back pockets, palmed the .38 and slid it under her belt.
She stood and pulled Cody up. The boy stayed a half-step behind, eyes
unblinking. She opened her mouth. For a second nothing came out, until,
"Are you..."


"No. Gotta finish
this." He toed Pa’s moaning form, then met Shelly’s gaze. She
nodded and shuffled for the door. When near him, she stopped, reached out...but
pulled back at the last moment. He didn’t blame her.


She searched his eyes and
swallowed. "I’m sorry."


"Me too."


Cody looked at him for several
seconds but said nothing. Something lingered in the boy’s gaze. Sadness,
but not fear, and something else. He wasn’t sure, but he thought...maybe
...


Shelly pulled Cody out the
door.


He closed his eyes. Something
stirred deep within. He opened his eyes and looked down at his wheezing father.
He’d almost screwed up. He’d forgotten what he’d done with
the charm before leaving Hartley.


Reaching under his shirt, he
pulled it out. Newspaper wrapping scratched his skin. Dim heat pulsed through
newsprint. He stood that way for several minutes, thinking hard. Had he done
this for Shelly? Or himself?


Didn’t matter. It was
time to be something. Finally.


He tore the newspaper away.
The charm blazed and filled him with something wonderful and powerful and
awful. Reverently, he pressed it against his skin.


Something inside him rushed
towards a crescendo. Bones and joints popped, ligaments snapped. Glorious pain
filled his limbs as they stretched and grew. Facial plates cracked, the skin on
his cheeks ripped. The world blossomed into a rich miasma of blood, meat and
sweat. He turned and grinned, jagged teeth and jaw clicking.


He took his time. Pa screamed.


For a long time.

















 

The Ocean Thief


Colin McKay Miller


The man who put the ocean in a book put it in
there when no one was looking. How he did this, no one knows, because someone
somewhere is always looking, but that’s what he said. People expected
this man to not be a man at all, or the book to be bigger than the earth,
opening its large pages to absorb all that water, but both appeared normal.
What normal meant when it came to the ocean, however, had changed. Beaches kept
going, the sand getting deeper where the ocean used to push it down. All sea
life was gone, sucked into the pages, seaweed and all. Those in boats and
submarines had to call to get helicopters to come pick them up. They had not
noticed the ocean draining around them; they did not know how they got left out
of the book. Naval forces disbanded. Fishermen went back to being men. The
desert of the ocean was a popular vacation spot until people realized they
didn’t need any more deserts.


The man who put the ocean in a
book was not old and wise like people thought either. They couldn’t tell
where he was from, not by appearance or speech. He could speak many languages,
but with each new language he spoke, a new accent seemed to shift his origin.
When he spoke French he sounded South African. When speaking English, he
sounded Japanese. Another argued that he sounded more Korean than Japanese, but
that wasn’t the point.


Most thought him quite stupid
to put the ocean in a book to begin with, but everyone thought him foolish for
showing people that it was he who had done so. Someone will kill him and pour
out that book, people said, but no one killed him and no one could pour out the
book. Most people were afraid, but a man in Germany—a great big strongman
who could pull a train with his teeth—said he would take the book if the
author of the ocean did not give it to him. Some argued about this name. He
shouldn’t be called the author of the ocean, they said. He’s the
thief of the ocean; that’s what he is. They argued about what to call him
because they could not explain him. History tells the same story: What people
don’t understand they debate, but soon even the debaters lost interest.


The author of the ocean held
out the book, with two fingers on top and his thumb underneath, but the German
could not take it. He pulled and tugged and even put those great teeth around
the binding, but the book would not budge. Finally, the author of the ocean
told the German to hold out his hands, and as he did so, the author of the
ocean placed it gently on his fingertips. When the author of the ocean let go,
the book slammed to the ground, crushing the German’s fingers underneath.
Though he screamed and flailed, the strongman could not get his fingers free.
The author of the ocean said, "What did you expect? The whole ocean is in
there."


After that, no one tried to
take the book. One time, the author of the ocean opened the book to a small
American girl, told her to dip her arm in, and as she did so, she laughed as
the saltwater splashed up to her elbow, but she was quickly pulled away by her
mother, the drops falling from her fingertips. No one could explain this. This
unexplainable thing sat down next to all the other unexplainable things in the
universe, and like those things, people got used it and went back to living
their lives as they did before.


People learned how to survive.
They had to. Impossible technologies became possible. More water was created
from the water they had. Now people peed into filters, but it was considered
impolite to offer recycled water to anyone who wasn’t related. Old
problems went away; new problems arose. Many people died, but the status of
those left behind shifted. Despite the novelty, life was the same, though the
ocean was never replaced.


When the ocean first went into
the book, people wanted to know why. Some said it was the earth dying, others
said it was God, but even the reasoning behind the judgment was debated. Some
said it was because people didn’t take care of the environment. Others
said it was because people didn’t take care of Israel. One man, clad in a
silver spacesuit made at home with his elderly mother, said aliens had pulled
the ocean inside of Mars and that all that was left to do was follow.
Regardless, the author of the ocean would not explain why he took the ocean. He
did not say whether or not he would return it. In general, the author of the
ocean did not answer questions, not even the ones asking if he was God. The
author of the ocean preferred to read his book all over the earth. The pages
appeared blank, but he knew what was in there. He said he liked to travel, but
no one knew how he got around so fast.


One day, a crowd of people
found the author of the ocean sitting underneath a tree. He had fallen asleep
reading his book as he often did, but in the heat of the summer he had lain on
his back, the book casting a shadow over his face, and there it rested. People
approached, bold in his slumber. No one could move the book or the author of
the ocean, but his head was not crushed as the German’s fingers were. His
body did not decompose, but no one cared to debate about this. Finally, there
was one thing the people agreed upon, one thing that was clear: The man who put
the ocean in a book had drowned.

















 

Hanlon’s Folly


Chris Mikesell


My cherry pie was down to crust and the clipped
edges of a few imperfectly removed stones bleeding red into a pool of melted
vanilla. Dixie’s wasn’t a bad diner, nor Bayerton a terrible town,
as places go. But, like the pie, I’d had my fill for now. I was swirling
coffee grounds in the bottom of a ceramic mug, trying to divine my future, when
the counter stool next of mine filled in. I had to turn halfway around on
account of my blind side to get a look at him: youngish sandy-haired man, hazel
eyes, still clean-shaven at lunchtime, Mitch embroidered chest-high on his blue
coveralls. Like with most, he met my glance, then turned his attention to
whatever was convenient. Dixie’s menu in this case.


"Hey, ol’ timer.
What’s good here?"


Since the only thing at hand
was my dessert plate I said, "Pie’s homemade," by way of not
quite answering his question. Truth was my burger plate had been halfway
decent—the patty a little gristly, the bun fresh yesterday, the fries a
shade too pale—but while the food might have been wanting, the price
wasn’t. Lunch at Dixie’s was about Bayerton’s only draw for
travelers on the Pacific Coast Highway; the smell of grilled onions got you in
the door, the prices kept you coming back. Rumor had it the diner was being
subsidized by the local chamber of commerce so Larry Dix could keep his prices
where he’d set them back in the Seventies. If you can believe stories
second-hand, they were afraid folks’d make for the cafés out of Cambria
and San Simeon if the price of coffee rose above fifty cents,
all-your-bladder-can-hold. But you get what you pay for. Based on the grounds
at the bottom of my cup it’s a wonder my filter still worked at all.


The counter girl, Rosie, came
over for the newcomer’s order: Coke to drink, bacon-cheese, onion rings,
slice of lemon meringue for dessert. "Mr. Kessler,"—the name
she knew me by—"want a warm-up on that coffee?" She fished my
ticket out of her apron when I declined.


"Hey, that house falling
down on the north edge of town," Mitch said as Rosie turned to go.
"It worth fixing up?"


Miss Rosie shrugged and moved
off to the gleaming stainless steel pass-through window where she spun the
order ticket around to Larry Junior.


Mitch swung off his stool without
so much as a toodle-oo, settled into the overstuffed banquette at a window
booth. His van, the only unfamiliar vehicle beyond the plate glass of the
diner, advertised "renovations and custom windows, industrial and
residential" along the side panel. The place he’d mentioned was
more than a spec-job. Probably dismiss it altogether after taking a closer
look. Still...I checked my wristwatch, more of habit than having somewhere to
be. I was itching to go, but staying put to tell the story would be all right.
In the long-term, a view that was rapidly becoming synonymous with "the
short-term" the older I got, it might even do a couple pieces of good.


As Rosie bustled by with a
tray of chili sizes and patty melts, I said, "Rosie-bird, believe I will
have a refill, over by the window." I wrested my bones up, dropped a ten
with my check—five for the grub, five for Rosie’s college
fund—on the worn Formica counter, and grabbed my cup. Rosie still beat me
to Mitch’s table with his order.


"Hanlon place," I
said, sliding across the empty seat. Intentionally misinterpreting his what
the—, I continued, "That house north of town, the Hanlon place.
Best leave it be."


Mitch none too subtly
dart-glanced for an empty table. Today everything was full—even the two
stools we’d vacated at the counter had filled in. Window booths are a
rarity at Rosie’s during the lunch rush; despite my intrusion he should
have counted himself lucky. As if I wasn’t the biggest
disappointment  of his meal, he
turned his attention to his anemic rings and the wilted lettuce and limp bacon
on his burger. Smelled like heaven, but while I could’ve warned him about
the presentation outright, some lessons you have to learn for yourself.


"What’s left of
the Hanlon place doesn’t do it justice. Before the fire in
’72—well before the fire it had been majestic, the envy of the
county. Three stories of white that, come summer, watered the eyes to see it.
The door, in amethyst purple, had been Mrs. Hanlon’s idea. ‘Want my
man to come home like a king, through his royal door, and into his
castle.’ She was a one to dote on her husband,  was Jessie. Zeke Hanlon was overseer for
the biggest of the Bayer family’s farms. Being the bossman for the
children and grandkids of the town founders, Hanlon did well for himself and
his own, three boys and the wife who treated them like princes."


Rosie arrived with coffee as
flat brown as the mouth of the glass pot she poured from. I took a long swallow
while Mitch bit deep into his burger. Mustard, ketchup, and silver-white grease
dripped and pooled on his plate.


"Of course nothing good
can last forever," I continued, "and when the Lord decided to end


Zeke’s run of fortune it
was by delivering Jessie her great reward fifty years sooner than she’d
business collecting it. Zeke gave in to drink, lost his prime job, saw his boys
turn horse-faced in adolescence. Finally lost his mind when the youngest,
Sammy, got himself a closed-casket funeral courtesy one of the big Bayer
combines."


"Unbelievable,"
Mitch said, wiping a smear of red from his face. He threw the napkin beside his
plate, grabbed another from the dispenser and put it in his lap.
"I’m eating here, y’mind?"


"Sorry. Skip ahead a few
years and the house had fallen to disrepair, and folks took to calling it


‘Hanlon’s
Folly.’ The door, once brilliant, turned a bruised purple. You half
expected it to fade—" I caught myself about to add some fool thing
like ‘to that dingy yellow-green, cross between a four- minute hardboiled
egg yolk and rotten apple meat,’ and interrupted myself with a sip of
coffee. "But it never did. The rest of the house, termite-bored  plank walls and madhouse window panes,
sunken chimney, and a patched roof like a mothworn crazy quilt, dulled to a
splotchy gray. On foggy mornings, and evenings when the sea breeze blew in
thick, the house itself disappeared save for the door. Evidence the Hanlons
were still there, Zeke and the boys at first, then just Zeke as the boys, David
and Asher, left one after the other. Through it all, the door stayed.


"Round’ bout the
time Ash Hanlon left they say Jeffrey Bayer took it to mind that the Hanlon
parcel would be good for farming. ‘They say,’ and if you look me in
the eye you’ll see I believe it. So began the plot to defraud the poor
crazy drunkard. His mind was already gone, but they—the Bayers and their
partners through business and marriage, the Denhams and the Pitts—were
determined to break him body and soul as well."


The bell above the diner
entrance jangled and we both glanced up. One of the counter stools sat empty.
Then Mitch picked up his burger again and continued plowing through. It was
hard to make out, but around a mouthful of meat it sounded like he said,
"Go on."


" Tainted his well, and
laced the staples in his pantry with sawdust. Granted, Zeke’s booze was
only a grade above turpentine to start, but they mixed in wood alcohol
nonetheless. His soul they saw to by dressing Delia Pitt up as his late Jessie
and having her wander the treeline behind the house, calling his name."


"That’s
low," Mitch said, pushing his final onion ring across his
ketchup-streaked plate. "But why—"


"Why not buy their place
now? I’m getting there. The plot against Zeke would’ve worked but
for two things they hadn’t thought of. The second was that his heirs
would keep paying the property tax on the abandoned homestead rather than sell
for a fast buck. But the first thing they didn’t allow for was Zeke
catching wise just as his right foot was about to follow his left into the
grave. Religion took hold, somehow. He gave up the drink and turned his back on
Jessie’s ghost till she stopped visiting. His food and water still left a
lot to be desired, but his system had adjusted to the impurities by then.
Must’ve made the Bayers madder than Dick Nixon on Reckoning Day to see
the man who’d towed their line, professionally and otherwise so many
years, suddenly dig his heels in. Fortunately for them they still had an ace in
the hole, and they fixed to send Zeke down to Camarillo for his aberrant
behavior—the intake supervisor there happened to be a shirt- tail
relation of the Denhams who’d rubberstamp any paperwork they sent his
way. Get Zeke com- mitted, declare the property in arrears, and one easy-peasy
transaction with David Hanlon later, Mr. Jeff Bayer would own fifty more acres
of arable land."


Rosie came over to top off my
coffee and drop off Mitch’s dessert. Outside, an elderly couple
window-shopping the frozen-in-the-1960s storefronts passed by, and I ducked my
head down to avoid their gaze. Mitch inspected his thick slab of lemon meringue
pie, egg white froth half-slid off the neon yellow custard beneath. I suspected
it tasted a notch above its presentation, but I wouldn’t be the one to
say: citrus has burned my stomach forever, it seems. He dug in happily enough,
though. I let him get a couple bites in before I started up the story again.


"They came for Hanlon in
the middle of the night: two sheriff ’s cars, under-sheriff Dale Denham
in the lead. Got Zeke out of bed and frog-marched him down the stairs. Outside
the house. Jim Prest, as big a Denham toady as you can imagine, was about to
slap the cuffs on Hanlon—for his own benefit, of course, so’s he
wouldn’t hurt himself, you understand—when Dale says to Zeke,
‘Better run. Get while you can.’ Good advice if you take into
account what was waiting for him down in Camarillo. Bad advice if you reckon
that a fugitive from justice suited their purposes just as well as a mental
case. Nothing but terrible advice if you knew Dale Denham was the sort
who’d shoot you in the back for a kindness. Given the choice between a
corpse and a crazy man, the powers that be would take the one with zero chance
of escaping and telling tales that might be believed.


"Hanlon, though,
didn’t know or cared less, and skedaddled for the trees after the first
cuff had gone on and Jim Prest shifted to get at his other wrist. The
scattergun blast hit Zeke in the shoulder, knocked him down, but he was on his
feet before the deputies caught up to him. On the far side of the treeline,
however, Sheriff Wayne Pitt and three freshly-deputized relatives were waiting.
A bloodhound yowled from the backseat of one of the two cars parked out on the
road, the rear windows fogged and streaked with dog slobber.


"‘Not smart,
Zeke,’ Pitt said as his nephews forced Hanlon to his knees.
‘Running through the woods in the dark. Likely to lose an eye, doing
that.’  The story goes that
the sheriff swung the butt of his shotgun across the right side of
Hanlon’s face, the narrow edge catching him just shy of the bridge of his
nose, shattering bone and the—" I remembered the texture of
Mitch’s pie topping and stopped.


"What?" Mitch
said.


Maybe the meringue
wasn’t as creamy as it looked. "Half blind, Zeke set to screaming.
The sound of his cries set dogs howling a mile ’round if the
story’s to be believed.


"‘What’s
that?’ Pitt said, barely audible over the bay of the bloodhound. ‘A
noise like that no one’d credit if you hadn’t lost both
eyes.’ And he chocked the long gun back on his shoulder again.
"Suppressing his howls of pain to mere sobs, Hanlon leaned forward, protecting
his remaining eye as best he could. The deputies let him drop face-first in the
pine needles.


"‘That’s
better,’ Pitt said. ‘Stay down till Dale comes to book you for
resisting an officer. I hear the food’s better for violent offenders over
in Atascadero anyway.’


"He stayed put. At least
until the other cars made the half-mile drive around Hanlon’s woods.
Then, while Pitt and Denham and the rest were laughing about Zeke’s
condition, he up and ran, sprinting just inside the trees where the cruisers
couldn’t follow. He was bleeding heavy, though. Left a trail easy enough
to follow on foot without loosing the hound dog.


"Flashlight beams soon
coursed after him, erratically lighting his path. Out on the road, one of the
sedans kept pace. Hanlon hit the break where the road swung around his woods,
and just ahead of the car, cut over to the Wexler property. Wexler’s were
a banking family out in the valley those days who had a hundred-plus wooded
acres terminating in a bluff overlooking the Pacific. They retired a few years
back, harvested the trees, and are spending their declining years puttering
around their dream house and hobby farm—probably noticed it on your way
into town. Back then, though, their woods were heavy, thicker than
Hanlon’s, and the pursuit slowed as Zeke made his way through.


"The trail of blood
finally ended at the bluff. Just stopped at the edge, hot red on the stones,
dark purple in the dirt, a pool of it big and round as a manhole cover. Seems
he must have spent a couple-three minutes there pondering his fate. Certain
death on the rocks a hundred feet below versus the uncertain-though-likely
death pursuing him through the woods. By the time Sheriff Pitt arrived on the
scene, Hanlon’d made his decision. Later they brought in the bloodhound,
which stopped at the edge of cliff and whined rather than doubling-back through
the woods after another blood-scattered rabbit trail. More or less confirmed
the obvious.


"‘Well, guess
that’s that,’ Dale Denham reportedly said, as if that settled the matter.
And I’m sure for all concerned, it seemed it had.


"Million-to-one chance
Hanlon could have survived the fall. Compound it several orders of magnitude
higher that he could have avoided being dashed on the rocks, or drowned, or who
knows what—eaten by a shark, maybe—should he have had the chance to
swim for safety. Still, without a body the state wouldn’t declare Hanlon
dead immediately, and his son David kept up with the property tax until he and
Ash inherited outright.


"About four months after
Zeke Hanlon fell from the cliff outside Wexler’s woods, his house caught
fire. Strip of wallpaper curled onto the gas stovetop according to the fire
marshal—a Bayer, naturally. At the front of the house, the purple door,
treated steel it turns out, stood for a while. Then it fell in, or was kicked
in, leaving most of the purple door frame behind. A hollow mouth yearning to
swallow anyone foolish enough to step inside, down through the ruined floor-
boards into the cellar.


"The Hanlon
place," I said, draining my cup to the dregs for the final time,
"was once the pride of Bayerton. Someone with more time and money than
sense could fix her back up, outshine the Wexler’s by country mile.
Nowadays Zeke’s boys’d probably sell if the offer was right. But
some- body with sense, someone like that would heed the silent screams of
Bayerton’s sins from that yawning purple doorframe, and look for greener
pastures elsewhere."


Decades-suppressed anguish
coursed through my arms and chest as I lurch-dragged my way to the edge of the
vinyl seat. I stood up, fixing Mitch with my good eye for an uncomfortable
moment, my gullet thick with the coppery taste of wounded memories. Then I took
my cup over to the counter, said a fare-thee-well to Rosie till the next time,
and drove out of Bayerton for another week.


Breathing the freedom of the
salt-tinged air on the coast highway, I pushed back a tear for the town
dwindling in the rear-view. Paroled, that’s all I was. "Like a dog
to its vomit," as the Good


Book says, I couldn’t
keep away.



 


 
















 

Flesh and Blood


Greg Mitchell


Spencer drove, as always, and  Jon sulked in the open-top Jeep’s
passenger seat, swatting at insects and coughing up dust. The road was
half-washed out, and the Jeep nearly shook to pieces rebounding  off the huge holes in the path. Jon
usually spent his time en route double-checking his load-out, but feared that
doing so in this tumultuous Haitian terrain would end the day with a bullet in
his head. He resigned to crossing his arms, sighing heavily, and shooting
Spencer some rather dirty looks.


"Think you can take it
easier there, Spence?"


Rashonda Spencer—a
dark-skinned goddess packing twin Colts in the shoulder straps under her
civilian dark denim jean jacket—smiled his way, her white teeth sparkling
against ebony skin. "Relax. We’re almost there."


"You got comm from
Z?"


"He’ll be there, I
said. Don’t worry." "He tell you much about this hunt?"


Spencer shook her long,
braided locks that were currently gathered in a ponytail. Her expression was
grim and sympathetic. "I know what you know."


"Great," Jon
growled. "That’s what I was afraid of."


Jon had never been to Haiti
before. From what he’d seen of it in the last twenty-two hours, he was
fairly certain he never wanted to visit again. The very fact that he was here
at all was entirely due to an old debt he owed Zabuto LeBeau. Jon was not the
type of guy who forgot debts, especially ones earned during wartime. Zabuto had
pulled him out of the path of a raging Wendigo in Montana two winters back, and
Jon wasn’t about to leave Zabuto twisting in the wind now.


Especially when family was
involved.


Jon had already lost the only
family he ever had and he knew scars like that didn’t heal. If he could
spare Zabuto from something like that, he was determined to do it.


~


The Jeep settled to a
sputtering stop outside an old house. Jon hopped out, relieved to be on his
feet again, and dusted the gathered dirt off his worn jeans and cowboy boots.
He brought his sunglasses out of his leather jacket, gave them a good flick,
and perched them on his weathered face to block out the intense sun.


"Hotter’n hell out
here," he mumbled, sweat beading up on his forehead.


Spencer stood statuesque at
his side with her hands clasped behind the small of her back. "Always the
professional one, huh?" Jon huffed.


She offered him a sidelong
glance and a crooked grin, never breaking her posture. "Someone has to be
in this little outfit."


Jon looked up and regarded the
house. Well, the dwelling place. It didn’t look like a house so much as a
load of loose boards and spit where someone decided to crawl in and sleep. Pots
full of half-eaten slop lay in the sun-drenched yard, now a convention of
maggots and flies. A few stray dogs sniffed at Jon and Spencer, until Jon
snarled at one of them, reaching for his Desert Eagle.


"Back off, Fido."


The dog snorted and lumbered
away.


Jon looked back to the shack
as the screen door opened. Zabuto LeBeau, a lean and muscular black man with a
shabby beard, stumbled out, rubbing his cornrows wearily.


"Jon," he sighed,
"Glad you made it."


Despite his tough-guy front,
Jon Arbigast crossed the distance and embraced Zabuto, patting him hard on the
back. "All you had to do was ask, compadre."


They parted, and Zabuto
noticed Spencer. "Rashonda…" he greeted her. Spencer extended
a friendly hand and Zabuto shook it professionally.


"You really don’t
know what this means to me," Zabuto said, his voice weak. Spencer nodded
warmly. "We’re here to help."


Zabuto gestured back towards
the shack, his eyes sagging, and he looked ten years older than twenty-eight.
"She’s in the house. Come on. I’ll show you."


~


The shack smelled of rotted
animal carcass and strange herbs. More mangy mutts dug around in doorless floor
cabinets, taking off with scraps. Pails in the living room held stagnant water
that had poured through the ruined roof during the last big rain. Jon held back
the bile rising in his throat, and even Spencer’s cool was momentarily
shaken as she muffled a gag with the back of her gloved hand.


Zabuto led the way solemnly,
and Jon took closer stock of the room’s decorations. Everywhere he looked
he saw candles and jars of colored powder. Chicken feet hung from twine in
every doorway. A large painting of the Black Madonna of Częstochowa. The
scarred Black Madonna looked down on him, holding the Christ child in one hand
and a dagger in the other, poised to strike.


Jon spoke in a low voice to
Spencer, "It’s Vodou."


At his words, Spencer, too,
noticed the paraphernalia.


Zabuto came to an opening
covered only by a thin sheet, and raised a hand to push the drape aside.
"Back here," he said, lifting the veil as Jon and Spencer slipped
inside.


The little room held only a
naked mat on the floor and a bookshelf cluttered with more candles, cloth
sacks, a ceremonial dagger, and a small statue of the Black Madonna. On the mat
sat the sickliest old woman Jon had ever seen. She wore a dingy white slip and
sported a matching do-rag on her bald head. Her face bore the wrinkles of great
age, her teeth had long since fallen out, and her eyes were listless and dead.


Zabuto carefully approached
the woman and mumbled something to her in French. Jon never learned the
language and stood by feeling out of place. Despite her skeletal appearance,
the old woman had enough life in her to answer back, also in French, her voice
little more than a whisper. She was surprisingly alert for someone who looked
ready to enter death at any moment.


Zabuto retorted something,
growing louder. Frustrated. Just when Jon wondered if they were ever going to
get a clue what was being discussed, Zabuto turned to face the two gunslingers,
his soft, grey eyes troubled. "She says she doesn’t want you
here."


Jon looked to Spencer, gauging
her reaction to the news, but, as with everything, she took it in stride. She
didn’t seem surprised, indicating she had understood at least some of the
French conversation.


"Well, we didn’t
travel all this way for nothin’," Jon snapped, agitated.


Zabuto sighed. "I know.
We need your help. Whether arriver-grand-mère wants to admit it or
not."


Jon regarded the old woman
again, who now rocked back and forth, staring into nothingness. Zabuto pushed
past the duo and headed beyond the curtained doorway. He jerked his head and
Jon and Spencer followed him outside.


"Wanna tell me what’s
going on, Zabuto?" Jon asked while crossing his arms, fighting the urge
to huff and puff. "My butt’s tired from sitting in that Jeep all
the way over here and if I don’t shoot something soon, I’m
gonna—"


"Easy, Jon,"
Spencer admonished. "Let’s hear what he has to say."


Zabuto rubbed his eyes, his
whole body trembling, and began, "A couple weeks ago, one of the women in
town gave birth. The child was stillborn."


Spencer nodded, though Jon
ground his teeth, ready to cut to the big finish. "A day or so after
that, another woman gave birth."


"Stillborn, too?"
Spencer asked wisely.


Zabuto nodded. "Another
woman had a miscarriage."


Finally, Jon had heard enough
build-up. "Okay, so what does that have to do—?" "They
think it’s her," Zabuto blurted, upset. "They think
she’s doing this."


The young man paced,
scratching his unruly beard—a beard Jon knew he usually kept perfectly
trimmed. "She’s old," Zabuto continued. "A hundred and
twenty-one years old, to be exact."


Jon balked.


"For most of that time
she’s been the mambo of this village, paying tribute to the loa, bringing
good fortune. She knows a little hoodoo, too. Uses it to heal the sick."


"They think she’s
betrayed them," Spencer said.


"Yeah…"
Zabuto looked to Jon. "It’s bad. They…they’re talking
about killing her."


Zabuto sat down on a plastic
milk crate, his face empty and distraught. "She’s the only family


I got left. I…"


Spencer put an encouraging
hand on his shoulder. "What do you think it is?"


"I did some recon work.
Asked around. Followed the trail. I’ve heard talk of a pig-man roaming
the town at night."


Jon leaned against the wall
and inclined his head. "Zoothrope?"


Zabuto shook his head.
"I don’t know. Could be. I’ve also heard talk of a boar
god." Jon snickered. "Boar god?"


"Yeah," Zabuto
replied, facing Jon. "The French brought over stories of Moccus."
"Some equate him with the Greek god Mercury," Spencer added
automatically. Jon regarded her with surprise. "You’ve heard of
this guy?"


"I read, Jon,"
Spencer cracked a playful grin. "All right, how do we kill it?"


Zabuto and Spencer traded
hesitant looks. Finally, it was Spencer who answered, "It’s a god,
Jon. I don’t think we can kill it."


"Shoot anything enough
times, it dies," Jon grumbled. "If  it doesn’t, torch it. Fire kills
everything."


Spencer rolled her eyes, while
Jon uncrossed his arms to gesture with his hands. "I don’t get it.
Don’t get me wrong, here, Z, we’re glad to help. But you’ve
done your homework and you’re a good hunter. Why bring us in?"


"Jon," Spencer
reprimanded.


"No, it’s okay,
Rashonda," Zabuto sighed, standing to his feet. "You’re
right. I could take this on my own. But…I’m scared, Jon. And not
just because my great-grandma is in trouble."


Jon softened, his gruff
fading. "What is it, then?"


"This pig-man that the
town says they saw? I think it’s the same thing that got my Grandma


Hattie."


Now Jon understood. Spencer
glanced his way, her eyes asking for an explanation. But Jon wasn’t ready
to go into all of it right now. Not in front of Zabuto. He was suffering
enough.


Solemnly, Jon declared,
"All right. Let’s do it."


~


That night, Zabuto patrolled
the streets of the nearby village, while Jon took a position in the
surrounding  tall grass. The kid
wasn’t wired with a mike and that made Jon uneasy. He didn’t like
not being in contact with his point man, but he had only come prepared for two,
not three. And besides, Zabuto insisted he go out alone in radio silence. He
thought it would be easier to blend in that way, to not spook the spook they
were chasing.


Jon marveled at his
friend’s condition. Zabuto was usually so together, never flinching in
the face of anything. Sure, he wasn’t Spencer. Spencer was like a machine
when it came to the hunt, but Zabuto kept his cool all the same. He had a quiet
confidence that kept him rock solid no matter what they faced.


But this hunt was changing
him. Now the young hunter’s shoulders sagged, slowing him down as he
walked through the shantytown, as though an invisible weight had been draped
across his back. Even his face was pale, his cheeks sunken. Jon made a mental
note to make sure Zabuto got some food in his stomach later.


Now, despite the fact that
Zabuto was supposed to be tracking a spook, he seemed languid and distracted.
That’s what happened when family got involved. Jon supposed he
didn’t have that problem anymore. Not after what happened to Beth and
Brian…


His wife and boy were long
gone, now. It was his fault, he was convinced. A car wreck had claimed their
lives, but they were only in that car because Beth was leaving him. He’d
sacrificed his marriage because he couldn’t give up the hunt. Little did
he realize he’d be sacrificing his eight- year-old son’s life right
along with it.


Now Jon just had Spencer. That
would have to be enough. Tapping his ear mike, Jon whispered, "Spence,
you read?" "Copy that," she replied, her voice even and cold.


Jon knew the set-up. He looked
up into the small hills on the other side of the village, assured that Spencer
was up there somewhere with her sniper rifle, keeping vigilant watch over the
whole playing field. She was fire support, as always, while Jon waited closer
to the potential action, ready to spring in should Zabuto need backup on the
ground. It was a tense waiting game and


Jon didn’t like to wait.


Seeking to fill the unnerving
silence, he asked Spencer, "See anything?" "If I had,
don’t you think I would have reported in?"


He could almost hear her
smirking on the other end of the comm. "Yeah, okay. Sure."
"You’re worried about him, huh?"


"Zabuto’s had a
rough life." "Yeah?" Spencer perked up.


Jon nodded to himself, deeming
this as good a time as any to reveal the whole story. "When he was three,
he was with his dad in a gas station hold-up. His father tried to be a hero and
got himself shot. After that Zabuto went to live with his Grandma Hattie down
in New Orleans. I used to visit Hattie whenever I was in town. She helped me
out on a couple jobs. She knew her hoodoo, too, just like her ma. Zabuto was
kind of a punk back then. Boostin’ cars, getting into trouble. Stupid
stuff, you know?"


Jon leveled his eyes, watching
Zabuto, feeling sad all over again for the kid. "A couple years back,
Hattie was killed. Way Zabuto tells it, it was some ‘thing’. After
that, he started asking me a lot of questions about hunting. About the things
we go after. Soon, he started taking his own jobs. What happened to Hattie
really lit a fire under him."


"I didn’t
know," Spencer said.


"Guess this is full
circle for him. Man’s lost his whole family." "Haven’t
we all?" Spencer asked, pain in her voice.


Jon reddened. "Which
means we just gotta hang on tighter to what we’ve got." "Jon,
about that…"


He tensed, watching Zabuto
round a corner. The young hunter was getting out of sight and


Jon moved in the tall grass to
keep up. Spencer’s voice crackled softly in his ear. "Moccus."


"What about him?"
Jon grunted, shifting into a better position, scanning the areas left in


Zabuto’s wake. He was
determined not to let the hunter fall into a surprise attack from behind.
"Some lore says Moccus is a psychopomp. A ferryman."


"What’s your
point?" Jon hunkered down, keeping his gun ready, feeling his hackles
rise.


"My point,"
Spencer snapped back, "is that if he is a ferryman, there’s not a
whole lot of good we can do here. You can’t kill a Reaper. It’s
tragic, but maybe it’s just these people’s time."


"That doesn’t mean
the old crone’s gotta die for their superstitions, though."


"No," Spencer
agreed."It doesn’t. But what do you think you’re going to
accomplish here? You looking to kill Death?"


Jon hesitated. If that were
possible, he would have done it long ago. Then Beth and Brian


would still be here. Angered
by his impotence, he snarled. "What 
does anyone know about Moccus, huh? All this Vodou, it’s just a
mish-mash of religions and cultures and old wives’ tales that changes
with every region. How can you trust any of it?"


"Why, Jon, I never
figured you for a proponent of organized religion."


Jon rolled his eyes.
"I’m not. I’m just saying that behind all of these talks of
God and gods, you’re gonna find just some creature built up by people’s
hokey beliefs."


"Come on, you
don’t believe in God? At all? After everything we’ve been
through." Jon paused. "Especially after everything we’ve been
through."


Zabuto rounded another
alleyway and disappeared from Jon’s sight. The older hunter spat out a
curse, stood with creaking bones, and moved through the brush once more, trying
to keep his visual.


When Jon reached his new
position, though, Zabuto was nowhere to be seen. He tapped his mike.
"Spencer, you got eyes on Z?"


"I don’t see
him."


Jon cursed again. "Well,
find him! He’s not in any shape to—" A shrill cry split the
night.


Jon froze.


Then he sprang into action.


He  raced through the tall grass, clomping
through mud, nearly tripping in the mire. Simultaneously, he brought out his
Desert Eagle and held it aimed and ready. "I’m moving in,
Spence!" he roared.


"No spook
spotted," she reported back, her breath hurried. Another cry. A
woman’s cry, wailing. The sounds of struggle.


Jon pushed his way in between
the small shacks and the impoverished faces that stared back at the graying
white man with the gun. They shrank in fear, retreating into their homes. Jon
helped them along by waving them back with his gun. "Get inside! Get
down!"


He absently realized that they
had no idea what he was saying, but he hoped the urgency in his foreign-tongued
command would suffice.


Emerging into the alleyway
where he last spotted Zabuto, he heard a crash and a gunshot. "Spence,
where is he, for God’s sake?!"


"I don’t know!
I—"


The sound of another gunshot
echoed in the hovel to Jon’s right. With a burst of speed, he hurled his
foot into the door in a storm of splinters and leveled his pistol, prepared for
anything.


Anything but what he saw.


A young mother clutched a
small child as the two huddled in the corner of the room. Zabuto hung upside
down in the grip of a shadowed thing, his Colt discarded on the floor below.
And the thing that held him ...


It was huge.


The beast stood at least seven
feet tall and looked equal parts bone and raw meat, slicked down with blood and
mud. Its head was undeniably that of a black Creole pig. The eyes were
lifeless, and for a moment Jon thought the intruder was simply wearing a pig
head for a mask- of-sorts. But when the pig-monster hurled Zabuto across the
room, jettisoning him through the wall of the house and into the street
outside, Jon knew no man could be that strong.


"Hold it!" Jon
shouted, though in hindsight he wondered why. He never intended to capture any
of his quarry. Only to kill. He fired twice. Two solid iron rounds dug deep
into the thing’s chest, no doubt penetrating its heart.


If it had a heart.


The thing bent forward and
squealed, it’s dumb jowls jiggling with rage. Jon roared right back, balled
his hand into a tight gloved fist, and slugged the creature right in the snout.


The thing snorted and backed
away, leveling its dead pig eyes on Jon. The hunter spotted a marking on the
beast’s head. A brand of some sort, burned into the pork, but before he
had a chance to process what it might mean, the pig-man leapt out of the house,
bounding into the night.


Jon breathed deep and turned
to mother and child. "You okay?"


She wailed something in
French, waving a string of rosary beads as if in defense. He hurried outside,
where Zabuto rolled on the ground, trying to get his bearings. Jon hooked an
arm under the younger hunter and helped him into a seated position. "You
all right?"


Zabuto did not look all right.
He looked as though he were about to die from exhaustion.
"It…"


"It was huge,
wasn’t it?" Jon chuckled. "Biggest damn skinwalker I’ve
ever seen. Had to be a skinwalker, right? Wearing pigskin like that?"


"Jon!" Spencer
hollered, racing towards them, awkwardly gripping her rifle. "Are you
okay? Where is it?"


"Gone," Jon
wheezed, still catching his breath. "It was a skinwalker. Iron
didn’t work. We’re gonna have to switch to silver rounds, I reckon.
Or if it’s not total transformation, we’ll have to try and separate
the man from his magic skin and torch the blasted thing."


"No," Zabuto
interrupted, his eyes darkening. "No, it wasn’t a
skinwalker."


Jon swiveled to Zabuto in
surprise and aggravation at being contradicted. " Wanna fill me in
then?"


"It’s a
Rawhead." Zabuto coughed, standing up. He winced and gripped his side as
though a rib were broken somewhere in there. "It was made."


"How can you be
sure?" Spencer’s brow furrowed.


Zabuto stared at her, his skin
waxy and his color paling. "That brand on its forehead…I’ve
seen it before."


~


Creole black pigs squealed and
snorted in the back yard pen, running every which way. Zabuto led the other two
hunters to the wire fence, a sad frown marring his otherwise handsome face.


"Look." He pointed
to the backside of a scurrying pig. "There."


Sure enough, branded on the
flesh of the pig—on all of them—Jon saw the same brand as
he’d seen on the Rawhead.


"She offers them as
sacrifices to the Black Madonna," Zabuto explained sorrowfully.
"I…I


should have seen it."


With deliberate effort, the
young man looked to the back door of the house. His great-grandma’s
house.


"It’s
hoodoo," Zabuto said." Taking leftover hog parts, using blood,
spit, and mud to put them together. Throw in some country magic and
you’ve got a Rawhead."


"Like a flesh
golem," Jon added, knowing full well what a Rawhead was. He’d just
never heard of one in Vodou before. "Ready to do your bidding."


Zabuto pulled out his pistol
and cocked it. "She’s gotta be in there now. Waiting for it to
report in."


"Unless we’re too
late," Spencer offered gently, the betrayal that Zabuto was feeling not
lost on her either. After all, Jon reckoned, if this was the same kind of
creature that killed Hattie back in New Orleans, then ...


Zabuto nodded, took aim, and
advanced on the shack. "We’d better hurry, while we’ve got
the shot."


Jon watched the young hunter
take off for the house and shot Spencer a worried glance. She frowned in reply,
before following Zabuto. Jon cursed under his breath, readied his firearm, and
headed in.


Zabuto took point, crouching
low under the shack’s  window,
peeking in, but careful to remain unseen. Inside he spotted his great-grandma
huddled around an altar, lighting incense and white candles. Jon peered inside,
too, and whispered to Zabuto. "All right, Zabuto, we hit the front on
your mark."


The three hunters advanced on
the front door. Jon and Spencer instinctively pressed their backs to either
side of the entrance, prepping their sidearms, ready for any surprises the old
woman might have in there. Jon gave the nod to Zabuto, telling him they were
all-set, but the young hunter just stood there, frozen, his brow furrowed in
worry.


In fear.


But not the fear of facing a
monster. No, Jon knew what that looked like. He’d seen it in the faces of
many greenhorn hunters. Zabuto was afraid, all right, but what he feared was
the terrible truth that lay beyond the door.


Finally accepting the path
before him, Zabuto reached out and boldly opened the door. Inside, the old
woman craned her head a quarter-inch and mumbled something in French.


More French. Jon rolled his
eyes.


Zabuto said something back to
her, equally foreign to Jon, and raised his voice. The crone replied and Zabuto
now crossed the threshold of the house, shouting. Jon and Spencer stayed
outside, biding their time and keeping a lookout for the Rawhead that was sure
to return home at any second. Jon whispered across the gap to Spencer.


"You gettin’ any
of this?"


Spencer leaned her head
towards the opening and closed one eye in concentration. "I think…
she says she used to make offerings to…Ezili Dantor—The Black
Madonna. She’s the loa of motherhood. A giver of life and protection. The
Creole pig is her favored offering."


Zabuto raged more, slurring
out a volley of French, and Jon fought hard to shut out the noise and focus on
Spencer’s translation.


"But she says Ezili
stopped answering her prayers…" Spencer trailed off, listening some
more. "She…she fears death. Now she says she’s found a new
god who will answer her prayers. One who has…recently returned to the
mortal plane…"


The old woman grumbled inside,
calm and unbothered, while Zabuto cursed and hurled a jar across the room,
shattering the glass.


Spencer relayed, "The
Rawhead is a vessel for Moccus’ essence. She’s been offering souls
to him, in exchange for long life. Not a lot, though, for fear she’d be
discovered. Just a…" more listening, "…just every
couple years, a couple stillborn babies here, a sick child there…each one
bartered for another year or two."


Jon scrunched his face,
mulling over his thoughts. "What d’you suppose pig-god’s
gonna do now that we’ve interrupted his supper?"


Spencer glanced at Jon, caught
by his words. "Oh." "Yeah," Jon replied  in a huff.


"Well, we’d
better—"


Jon’s eyes widened ever
so slightly. " Too late."


Spencer followed his gaze, turned
around, and beheld the Rawhead at the edge of the yard, snorting furiously.


"Inside!" Jon
shouted.


Spencer ducked inside and Jon
covered her, stepping backwards with his pistol aimed. The Rawhead twitched its
floppy ears, squealed, and stomped forward. Jon slammed the door shut as Zabuto
whirled on his friends.


"What—?"


"Gonna have to cut the
family discussion short, Z. Your granny’s pig-headed friend is
back." Spencer was already rummaging around on the bookshelf, shuffling
through the old woman’s


candles, trinkets, and jars of
powder, on a mission.


"Spence!" Jon
hollered over his shoulder, watching through the window as the Rawhead marched
closer. "Could use a hand!"


"I’m giving
one!" she shouted back, undeterred in her pursuit.


The old crone said something
in a resigned  voice that caused
Zabuto to retort heatedly. Spencer "ha’d" in accomplishment
and grabbed a glass jar full of a white sand-like substance. She screwed off
the top, stuck in a finger to scoop up a few grains, and stuck them to her
tongue. Her eyes brightened. She raced to the door, dropped to her knees, and
poured a thick line of the stuff along the crack in the doorway.


"Salt!" she
shouted in exhilaration. " Trust me."


As soon as the last of the
line was formed, there came a terrible crash from the other side of the door as
the Rawhead threw its weight against the wooden obstacle. Spencer yelped and
fell backwards on her butt, but quickly regained her cool, pouring out small
lines of salt on the windowsills, too, until the jar was all but empty.
"This’ll hold," she said with certainty.


When she finished, she joined
Jon and Zabuto at the front window. The Rawhead stepped back, spread his arms
wide and roared.


"That’a’way,
Spence!" Jon laughed, clapping a hand of approval on Spencer’s
shoulder.


"Like iron, salt has a
negative effect on spiritual energies. That’ll buy us some time, but how
are we supposed to stop a Rawhead?" Spencer asked.


Jon grew quiet and Spencer bit
her lip. She looked to Zabuto, as if hoping that a lifetime spent with a
Vodou-practicing grandma would give him special insight. Jon joined her in
watching the man. Zabuto stared out the window without a word, his eyes dulled
and reddening around the edges as he faced the Rawhead. Jon gripped his arm, firm.
"Hey. You in this?"


He turned to face Jon’s
piercing eyes and muttered, "Jon, that’s the thing that killed my
grandma." Zabuto stared accusingly at his great-grandma. "She sent
it. She killed her own daughter…just to hide what she was doing."


Spencer shot a scornful look
at the old mambo with them. Jon’s weathered face sagged. "Fight
now," he told Zabuto, sharing his hurt, thinking of a time when he had to
carry on after he’d lost everything he cared about. "Cry later."


Zabuto stiffened, all emotion
vanishing from his face. "What do we do?"


Outside, the Rawhead snorted
and squealed. Then stomped. And stomped. Louder and louder, until finally the
three hunters pressed their faces to the dirtied windowpane in confusion. The
beast nearly marched just outside, kicking up plumes of dust that slipped
beneath the crookedly hung door.


Each of the Rawhead’s
thunderous steps further disturbed Spencer’s carefully poured line of
salt inside the doorway.


They hadn’t outsmarted
the pork chop, after all.


Jon cursed, then switched to
auto-pilot. "Spence, you and Z hold the fort," he ordered, racing
towards the back of the house.


"Where are you
going?" Spencer shouted after him.


"I got a plan!" he
barked over his shoulder, disappearing out the back door.


As soon as he was out of
sight, the Rawhead let loose a shrill cry and rammed the door, exploding into
the house in a torrent of wooden shrapnel. Zabuto and Spencer shielded their
eyes, then immediately fired their pistols into the monster. They knew there
was little hope that their iron rounds would undo the beast, but prayed they
might be enough to repel it until Jon filled them in on his brilliant Plan B.


Gunshots clapped and echoed in
the small living space, coupled with the hog-thing’s angry roar. Zabuto
and Spencer fired until empty.


"I’m out!"
Zabuto shouted, falling back to eject the empty clip and slap in a new one.
Spencer wasted no such time. As soon as her firearm clicked in surrender, she
discarded it


without hesitation, reached
around to the small of her back, and pulled out a fully loaded Beretta. With
one deft hand, she aimed it straight into the hog head’s mouth and opened
fire.


The creature fell back, dazed,
but unharmed. Spencer pulled the trigger again and again, her confidence
beginning to falter. "Any time, Jon!" she called.


"Move!" Jon
bellowed from behind her. He rushed past Spencer, using her fire as cover, and
extended a hot branding iron. With a growl, he hefted it high and brought its
glowing-red end down on the Rawhead’s forehead, right over the brand.


Flesh sizzled and the clean
mark on the monster’s head melted into a garbled mess. Without a cry or
rebuke, the Rawhead collapsed to the floor for what it was, loose pieces of
bone and meat, Moccus’ spirit no longer bound in the pig-suit.


Jon stood over the pile of
remains, breathing hard and glowing with a savage smile. Spencer cautiously
joined him, examining what was left of the Rawhead.


"That’s it?"


Jon rasped, "It’s
like a golem, right? In golem lore, you remove the mark on the forehead. I
thought if we took that hot iron from the pen out back and put it to that brand
up on his noggin, maybe whatever hoodoo the old woman’s got on him would
be broken."


"Maybe?" Spencer
raised a single eyebrow. "Hey, it worked, didn’t it?"


Spencer smiled, holstered her
weapon and clasped her hands behind her back, professional


again. "Not bad,
Arbigast."


Jon flushed with exhilaration,
looking around the room. "Hey, Zabuto, where—?" Zabuto was
kneeling over the body of his great-gramma on the floor.


The old woman was dead and
Zabuto looked on the verge of hot tears. Spencer and Jon moved to his side, but
kept a respectable distance.


"Moccus is gone,"
Zabuto spoke quietly, "But he took her with him. Punishment, maybe, for
failing him. Or for using him."


The young hunter stood, taking
one last pained look at the dead mambo, and walked out onto the front porch.
Jon and Spencer traded meaningful looks and followed him. Zabuto simply sat on
the porch, his hands draped over his knees, watching the quiet fields beyond
the house.


"She was the last family
I had left," Zabuto sighed as Jon and Spencer joined him. He exhaled,
trying to make sense of it all. "It’s like I’m cursed or
something, you know?"


"We do," Spencer
replied without hesitation.


Zabuto looked up to face her
and saw the conviction in her eyes. She had lost people, too. And Jon.
"Yeah. Yeah, I guess you do, don’t you?"


"That’s why we do
this," she said. Her voice was cold, but somehow caring at the same time,
a sentiment that could only be shared by victims of like tragedy.


"If Death follows
us," Jon added, with a smirk, "we might as well lead it to the
things that need killin’."


Zabuto tried to smile, but
could not. Just sank a bit deeper and went back to looking out over the moonlit
countryside.


Jon scratched the back of his
ear, an uncomfortable wince on his face. "Look, ah, Zabuto. Spence and I
have been talking it over for awhile now and...well, we’re thinking about
putting a group together. A small group, just us and some other hunters that we
can count on. Safety in numbers and all of that."


"What he’s trying
to say," Spencer stepped forward, bemused at her counterpart, "is
that you’re not alone. Family is more than blood."


Zabuto sat silently a moment
longer, then stood, dusting his jeans. When he turned around to face the two
hunters, he seemed a changed man. The color had returned to his face and his
eyes were crisp and vibrant again. "Yeah. I’d like that."


Jon coughed up a laugh, then
stuck out his bloody gloved hand. "Well, put ‘er there, partner."
Zabuto shook on it, a grin lighting up his face like daylight breaking through
a long,


dreary night.

















 

Preacher Man


Libby Cudmore


Part
One: Derringer


I don’t trust the
Preacher Man. I don’t trust him from the instant he gets out of the cab
in front of the Warren orphanage, black overcoat slung over his shoulder,
paperback Bible in hand. He looks too young, maybe early thirties, hardly old
enough to handle a houseful of screwed-up kids. I dry dishes and watch out the
window as the cab driver sets down his hard shell suitcase on the porch and he
pays him in crumpled bills out of a cracked leather wallet. I stack the last
bowl in the cupboard and eavesdrop on his conversation with the redheaded nurse
in the hallway. Since the last headmaster hit the bricks, the city sent a
steady stream of overworked nurses through the house while the state
frantically searched for someone to take over the least-wanted job in town.


There’s almost no point
in hiring a new headmaster. Fifteen years ago Warren converted the empty church
into a dumping ground for kids left to the kindness or otherwise of strangers,
but these days, with only a handful of kids left, it’s barely worth the
cost of keeping the electricity on. What used to house thirty beds and a
handful of cribs is now nine beds and a single crib, the office, the
Headmaster’s bedroom, the kitchen, the dining room and the den. I’m
a leftover from that last full class; I got here when I was seven, gave no one
my real name or my sad-sack story. These walls have too many sad-sack stories
and mine would be like trying to whisper over sirens. I’m nineteen now; I
should have left at eighteen to become a beat girl or a lap-girl or a
late-shift waitress at Mary’s, but, even with my stringy hair and small
tits, I’m still too pretty to work the midnight shift. Besides,
I’ve known too many names on the fourth page of the paper under the
headline Dead Hooker Found in Alley. The only real choice is to stay here;
I’m the only solidarity in the lives of children with gypsy friends and
dead parents. I’ve been sixteen for three years now and no one cares
enough to catch on.


"Who’s
that?" Lydia asks, jumping up from her chair. She doesn’t like
being more than five feet from me, not since she showed up two months ago after
her mother’s pimp beat her head in while Lydia pissed herself in the
closet. It’s only been in the last few nights that I’ve convinced
her to sleep in her own bed. At least she helps put the plates away.


"I don’t
know," I say. "You want to go find out?"


She nods and scampers out of
the room. When she doesn’t return, I follow her presumed path to the
playroom, where the Preacher Man has the kids seated at his feet and his
illustrated Bible open. Lydia pushes ahead to the front, staring up at him with
wide grey eyes. He smiles down at her and tousles her hair.


"Make yourself at
home," I mutter to Saul. He’s the oldest after me, my unofficial
second-in- command. He just shrugs and keeps listening to the story of
Noah’s Ark, like he’s never heard it before.


Jennie and Heather are staring
from the back of the room with that stupid glazed look teenage girls get when
they fall instantly in love. Brittany is asleep in the sling around Heather,
but that doesn’t stop her from swaying back and forth.


"Don’t you have homework
to do?" I sneer. Jennie curls her lip and Heather rolls her eyes. I


give them that look and they
sulk off.


The Preacher Man looks up at
me and smiles with a genuine kind of warmth I haven’t seen since my dad
died. I can’t help but smirk back. This’ll be too easy.


"What do you think,
Derringer?" Heather asks on her way out the door. "You think this
one will stick around?"


I shake my head and turn into
the hallway. "I think I’ll have his head by the end of the
week."


~


After dinner, when everyone
breaks for the TV, I leave a stack of dirty dishes in the sink and take
Brittany to the back hallway to rock her to sleep. She’s at that stage
where she won’t go down easy, and the back hallway, mostly unused, is the
only place where the floors didn’t squeak. And yet somehow, the Preacher
Man manages to find me.


"Dinner was
delicious," he says. "You’ve done a really good job taking
care of these kids." "Yes, I have," I say before turning back
to the whimpering baby. "Shh, Brittany, shh."  As


cringe-inducing as the
baby’s cry can be, I’ve come to almost enjoy this new bedtime
ritual. I like Brittany’s warm pink skin, her weight against my shoulder,
the maternal comfort swelling in my chest.


"I can take her, if you
want," he offers, reaching out his hands.


"No, you
can’t." I kiss the baby’s fuzzy head and hold her closer, as
though he’s going to rip her out of my arms. "She doesn’t
like strangers."


"I won’t be a
stranger for long," he says.


"Yeah, because
you’ll be out the door in a week." Brittany starts to fall asleep.
So does my arm. I hum softly, a lullaby my dad used to sing.


He leans against the doorframe
and folds his arms. "What makes you say that?"


"No one sticks around
here," I say. "The city burns you out, the kids burn you out, you
get tired and move on to something easier."


His smirk is like something
the devil painted on his face. "That sounds like a challenge."
"You think this is a game?" I turn my back and glare at him over
Brittany’s head.


"I didn’t say
that," he counters. "But I think you’re ready to chase me out
of here without letting me give this place a shot."


I turn around and let out the
breath burning in my chest. I don’t like admitting that he’s right;
I’m embarrassed that he picked me out so quickly. "Why would a guy
like you even want this job in the first place?" I demand. "It
doesn’t pay very good and you’re stuck raising a bunch of brats no
one else wants. You some kind of creep?"


"I’m here because
my church sent me," he answers. "I’m here because these
children need someone to watch over them. Just because they lost their parents
doesn’t mean they’ve lost their family."


More logic I can’t
argue. After a moment of silence, he clears his throat and changes the subject.
"Derringer’s an interesting name—is it a nickname?"


"Nope." By now
anyone who knew my real name from my folder was long gone. I only answer to the
nickname my dad gave me—my 
little pistol, he used to say. My little gun street girl. At thirteen,
in between headmasters, I sneaked into my file and retyped the forms so that my
name read Derringer, no last name, just Derringer. I’ve gotten puzzled
stares from social workers, but no one cared enough to investigate further.
It’s no longer a nickname, it’s my identity.


He smiles, that same warm
smile from this afternoon. "I like it. I think it suits you."


The hallway can’t go on
forever and I have to turn back to him. "I’m so glad it makes you
happy," I snarl. By now Brittany is asleep and I have an out. I carry her
upstairs and tuck her. In the boy’s room I find Saul and Nicholas reading
car magazines, Harley in the corner playing with his action figures.
"Lights out in an hour," I tell them. In the next room I give the
same message to the girls—Heather and Jennie are giving each other
manicures and Lydia is coloring in the corner.


He’s waiting for me in
the living room, reading the newspaper. I pick up the cardigan I’m
knitting and turn on the TV to the new episode of Murder by Law. He’s
smart enough to wait for a commercial before he tries to pick up the
conversation. "I understand that you’ve been here a long
time," he says. "You’ve been sixteen for, what, three years
now?"


I clip the needle on my wrist
and hope he doesn’t notice my break in cool. "Are you threatening
me?"


"Not at all," he
says with an easy smile. "I’m not going to tell anyone because I
could use your help. I need you to stick around—let’s face it,
I’ve got a lot to learn. These kids look up to you, and this transition
will go a lot easier if you’re on my side."


"And if I don’t
cooperate?"


"I’ll pray for you
to change your mind."


He couldn’t have
irritated me more if he said he’d kick me out on my ass. I know I
can’t win this round by direct methods; I’ll have to try a
roundabout way. "Their day starts at six," I recite. If that
doesn’t scare him off, nothing will. He keeps listening."You have
to be up and ready by five, cooking breakfast. The older ones leave for school
at seven-thirty, you walk Harley and Lydia to the elementary school at eight
and meet them at two-thirty. In the interim, you clean the house. Saul, Heather
and Jennie get in at three-thirty. Nicholas is a math tutor, so he comes home
at five. Dinner at six, bed by eight and ten, respectively. It doesn’t
sound like much, but trust me, between the laundry and the grocery lists and
the tantrums and the bedtime stories and homework help, it’s more than
enough."


He stands up. "Up by
five? Guess I’d better get some sleep. You should too." At the door
he pauses and adds, "Goodnight Derringer."


I turn with my mouth agape and
he winks. "Lydia told me," he says. "I just wanted to see if
you’d tell me yourself."


~


I don’t set my alarm. If
the kids don’t have breakfast, they’ll come and wake me, giving me
the leverage I need to send him packing. It’s nine when I wake up and
find him folding sheets in the laundry room. Brittney, the baby, gums her
teething ring in a playpen at his feet, while Harley and Lydia play in the
corner with a cardboard box and the felt farm animal puppets I made last
summer.


"Good morning," he
greets me with a smile. "How did you sleep?" "Fine," I
answer, rubbing my eyes. For all I know, I’m still unconscious.


"There’s still
oatmeal in the slow cooker," he says. "And when you’re
finished with breakfast, if you’ll bring me your sheets, I’ll throw
them in the wash."


I don’t know what to
say. The grateful part of me is quashed by my refusal to believe that my day of
rest had finally  come. "If
you’re running the washer, I can’t get a shower," I snarl.
Immediately I regret my snark. I’m not used to anyone making me
breakfast, let alone being this cheerful so early in the morning.


If I hurt his feelings, he
doesn’t show it. "This load will be done by the time you finish
break- fast," he says. "Don’t worry, I washed them in cold
water—you can take as long and as hot a shower as you want."


I go to the kitchen before I
say anything else obnoxious and help myself to oatmeal and coffee from the
percolator on the stove. A few minutes later he comes in, Brittney in hand,
Lydia and Harley toddling behind him. He pours himself a cup and asks,
"Mind if we join you?"


"Sure," I say,
pretending  to busy myself with the
newspaper. I’m not ready to apologize yet. He and I don’t talk. He
tells the kids a story about Adam naming the animals and Brittney


falls asleep in his arms. Our
silence goes on for half an hour before he stands and whispers,
"I’ve got laundry to fold."


I may not trust him yet, but
he’s won this first battle. I stand and set down the paper.
"I’ll help."



 

Part
Two: Salvation


I catch the Preacher Man
putting on his black overcoat one Thursday night in early December, after
he’d tucked Harley and Lydia into bed. "Where are you going?"
I demand. It’s too late to go to the grocery store and I know for a fact
we have milk.


He gives me a smile that makes
me uneasy when I know it isn’t intended to. "I thought I’d
try preaching at the bars on Torte Street," he says. "I’ll be
late, so you don’t need to wait up for me."


Something’s not right,
but it’s not as though I can hold him back. He says goodnight and walks
off, whistling what could be a drinking song as easily as it could be a hymn.


~


I can’t sleep. I put
away the dinner dishes, I set the table for breakfast and stare out the window
into the city streets. More snow. It’s pretty while it lasts, but it
never lasts long.


I’ve finally gotten so
use to the space that he occupies that his absence leaves a tangible hole.
He’s been here two months and he hasn’t mentioned street preaching,
unless he was going out after I went to bed. I try to remember the sound of a
door closing in my dreams, a pair of muddy boots by the door in the morning.
Nothing comes to mind


The clock chimes two and he
still isn’t home. I read a chapter in a novel I found in a recently-
donated box of dead girl’s sweaters. I knit a potholder out of the leftover
yarn from my cardigan. I cross into the den to work on the miles of mending and
the endless buttons to be sewn back on, work usually monotonous enough to put
me out cold. Not tonight.


Glancing out the window, I see
a figure stumbling up our walk, and when the mandarin porch light cuts across
his face, I realize it’s the Preacher Man. I should have known. Preaching
indeed, preaching to Bacchus! I bite the inside of my mouth to keep from
crying. I’m ashamed that I believe him, furious that I let him stay on
past my one-week promise.


He beats me to the hallway,
leaning against the wall as though it’s all that holds him up."Help
me," he gasps.


I grab his jacket with the
intent of making good on my threat and my hands come back bloody. His glassy
eyes roll halfway into his head and he pitches forward into my arms.
"Derringer... ." he pleads thickly. "Please...."


Blood drips between my breasts
and I try not to collapse under his weight. There’s no liquor on his
breath. This wasn’t a bar brawl, he was attacked. Now I’m glad he
got to the door before I did or else I’d have the impossible task of
explaining to six traumatized children why there’s a dead Preacher on our
front porch.


I get up under his shoulders
and we stagger down the hall. He moans with each step; I hope he’s not
loud enough to wake the children. He struggles to breathe, but as long as
he’s breathing, we’re okay. I guide him onto his bed and leave him
alone for only a moment while I dig around in his bathroom the first aid kit.
For every step I’m gone, I fear he’ll be lost by the time I get
back.


I peel off his jacket and
something heavy hits my foot. I bite back a word that didn’t seem right
in the presence of a preacher and kick whatever it is aside. I unbuckle his
belt, take his wallet out of his back pocket and unlace his boots, trying to
make him more comfortable while I prepare myself for the worst part.


I slowly open his shirt. I
suppress a gag at the sight of the wound, a long cut stretching from his
shoulder to the bottom of his ribcage, fringed with thick black clusters of
dried blood. I remove the silver medallion from around his neck and notice
it’s a pendant of the Blessed Gregory. His chest is a mess of scars, most
of them smaller versions of the one he sports now, white as clean pavement
against his flushed skin.


"I’m going to call
an ambulance," I say. I’m not expecting him to respond, but I hope
he does, just to give me a sign he hasn’t died on me yet.


"No!"  He flings his hand onto mine. "No
doctors, no ambulance."


"You need stitches!"
The wound is too deep for gauze and tape and I don’t know how much longer
I’m going to be able to look at it without passing out.


"You know how to
sew."


"This isn’t a
battlefield!" The man is breaths away from the boneyard and we’re
arguing about who gets the dubious honor of patching him up. "You need a
real doctor."


"One of the morphine
junkies on the third shift?" He coughs and blood from his busted lip
dribbles down his chin. "I’ll take my chances on your handiwork.
Just sterilize the needle with iodine, it’ll be fine." He squeezes
my hand. "Please."


What am I supposed to do? His
eyes are too desperate and if I don’t act soon, he’ll die before
the ambulance gets here. Besides, the sirens will wake the kids, and I
haven’t yet figured out how to explain this as it is.


I douse a gauze pad in iodine
to wipe away the dried blood and he lets out the most animalistic strain of a
scream I’ve ever heard. Instinctively, I brush damp strands of hair off
his face. My good intentions do him no good; my hand graces a bruise on his eye
and he nearly breaks his teeth trying to keep quiet.


"You’ll be all
right," I murmur, like he’s one more kid with a scraped knee. If
words are sedatives, mine are about as soothing as ice water on
frostbite."This is going to hurt like hell, but you’ll be all
right."


He hisses in a breath when the
needle breaks the skin, but compared to what he’d probably been through
earlier, I bet it feels like a happy ending at a back-alley massage parlor. I
keep waiting for my hands to tremble, but I’m as relaxed as if I’m
basting hems on Christmas dresses. I tie off the knot and although he looks
like a comic book zombie, it’s a vast improvement. I get him a drink of
water and he thanks me hoarsely.


There’s no saving that
shirt. I pick it up with the intention of hiding it at the bottom of the
garbage can when I notice what it’s covering—a revolver. The
revolver that dropped on my foot.


I pop open the chamber. Three
bullets are missing and the rest go into the palm of my hand. What does a
preacher need a gun for? Protection, maybe but the missing bullets and the
scars add up to something else.


He must see me fondling his
piece. "Derringer ..." he gasps. "Derringer, please...please
don’t tell the kids. I’ll explain later, but please, please
don’t say anything to the others."


"Get some sleep,"
is all I say, reaching over and turning off the lamp. I sit in the chair across
from his bed, holding the revolver in my hand and never closing my eyes.


~


I lie to the kids for the
first time since I arrived, telling them that the Preacher Man has pneumonia
and it’s very contagious, so he’s quarantined in his room. They buy
it. I’m sure some of the older kids think he’s suffering from the
gin-bottle flu, but nobody asks me any more questions and I don’t offer
up any more answers.


I put the little ones down for
a nap and slip away to check on him. He sleeps, hissing when he breathes too
deeply. He wakes when I start to close the door and reaches for the empty glass
beside his bed. I scoop it up and filled it in the bathroom sink. He drains it
in one swallow.


"How are you
feeling?" I ask, even though I was pretty sure the answer isn’t
going to be good. "Awful," he confirms. "What did you tell
the kids?"


"I said you had
pneumonia—figured it would give you a few days of bed rest and explain
why you had trouble breathing. It’s gotta hurt like hell to take a deep
breath."


"It does," he
agrees. "But it’s not like I can stop, right?"


"Why didn’t you go
right to the hospital?"


He reaches over and squeezes
my hand, his palm is the sun and I’m a cherry Popsicle. I’m melting
quickly, but he speaks before I can spill all over him. "If I
didn’t come back you’d never forgive me," he says. "All
I could think of was getting home to you kids, if I was here, I’d be all
right. With every step I prayed for the strength to take one more. I
didn’t want you thinking I’d abandoned you." He coughs. No
blood this time. "I know it hasn’t been easy here, and I’ll
have to be dead to walk out."


I feel awful about mistrusting
him in the first place and stammer for words to thank him with.
"I’m not ready to lose you just yet," I say, sounding more
sentimental  than I intended to be.
I try again. "Do you want a shirt?"


"Sure," he says.


I pull a black button-down off
the hanger. My fingers grace his shoulders and trickle along his collarbone as
I help him dress. He’s the first man I’ve ever touched and I
surprise myself by savoring the rush of blood to my fingertips. I yank my hands
away and turn the subject back to him. "What happened to you?"


"I got jumped," he
answers as he buttons. "I was preaching at Mickey’s and two thugs
jumped me while I was walking home. A passing police car scared them off, but
not before they took my wallet and left their mark."


He’s lying. I know when
someone’s twisting my tits and he’s got mine in a brass grip. His
wallet’s on the dresser, only the revolver’s missing from his
story. "What about the gun?" I ask. "There were three bullets
missing. Where’d they go?"


"I only keep the chamber
half loaded—that way, I only have a fifty-fifty chance of hurting
someone. It’s mostly just for show, but I need to know I’ve got the
backup if such a crisis arises. My overcoat was buttoned; I didn’t have
time to reach for it."


I believe him even less.
"Finish your soup," I snarl, not even trying to hide my disgust.


~


I don’t see him again
until after the kids go to bed, when I go into his room with a bucket of ice
and a contraband bottle wrapped in brown paper. He’s still awake. A
little color’s returned to his face and he’s sitting up as best he
can, pillows piled against his back. His Bible is open on his lap and the glass
of water I left on the bedside table is empty.


"How are you
feeling?" I ask again. "Better—thanks for the soup. How are
the kids?" "They’re in bed." I place a bottle on the
table.


"What’s
that?" "Gin."


A slow grin stretches across
his face. "How did you get your hands on a bottle of gin?"


"I gave a bum ten bucks
out of petty cash and let him keep the change. It’s been awhile since you
took the painkillers, so I brought you some battlefield medicine."


"You’re the best
nurse I’ve ever had," he says.


I drop a couple of ice cubes
into the glass and slosh a generous measure of gin over them. He takes a sip,
tips his head back and kills the rest.


" Take it easy," I
say. "We’ve got all night."


He holds out his glass.
"Pour me another, will you? I’ll torture this one." I oblige
and he sighs. "Join me?" he offers.


"No thanks."


"I didn’t think
so," he says, taking another sip. "But it would be rude not to
offer."


~


He exhales slowly and
sinks  into his pillows, lolling his
head against his shoulder and glancing over at me with a glazed smile. "I
feel so much better," he says, his words paced. "I’m going to
feel like hell tomorrow, but right now, I feel great."


I smile. So far, things were
going exactly as I planned them. I wasn’t entirely sure a man of God
would take the bait, but we’re running out of ice and I haven’t
even started my excavation. "How did you get hurt?" I dig.


"I was preaching at Mickey’s,"
he answers, draining his glass without looking at me. "I got jumped in
the alley on my way home."


He’s good. Even drunk
he’s still lying to me. There’s not much of my five-dollar truth
serum left. "What about the gun?" I try. "Where did those three
bullets go?"


"Chamber’s only
half loaded. Russian Roulette."


I grit my teeth. This always
works the movies. For one second I consider that maybe he is telling the truth,
but something’s missing. I can’t stop thinking about the gun that
blows holes in his story. He’s rehearsed his lie so well that by now he
probably believes he did get jumped walking ever-so-innocently home.


He interrupts my analysis.
"You’re a beautiful girl."


I should hit him. I should
walk away, but it’s been too long since someone’s said I was
beautiful. My father was the only person who ever complimented me in those same
exact words, you’re a beautiful girl. It could be the liquor, but my
father always said, in wine, there is truth.


He’s not going to tell
me anything tonight. I take his glass and cap the bottle. "Get some
rest," I say. "I’ll see you in the morning."


I pace the floor between the
girls’ beds twice before I sit on my own bunk and punch my pillow. He has
me all knotted up, I’ve had crushes on boys before, but this, this is
something else.


Boys in high school always
passed me by. I know the cops on Murder By Law aren’t grinning at me.
I’m plain and I’ve got bigger worries than my wardrobe, so I never
expect anyone to pick me out of a crowd.


I lean over the bed and feel
for my box. Every orphan has a box, some are fireproof lockboxes with a key
they wear around their necks, some are shoeboxes covered with stickers and
tape. It’s an unspoken rule not to ever peek insides anyone else’s
box unless invited to. Our whole lives are inside, when we leave here, this is
all we take with us. In a place where sweaters, books, dinner, affection and
punishment are all shared commodities, it’s important to have
something—a cool- looking bottle or a broken bracelet—that belongs
exclusively to the owner.


I take Alice out of her nest
of magazine cut-outs and pretty pebbles, a couple bank lollypops and a picture
of my dad taken before I was born, and hold her to my chest, feeling half my
age. Alice’s brown yarn hair was thin in places, I’ve sewn her left
button eye on twice and her stuffing is compressed so that she’s almost
flat.


Alice came before the storm.
Maureen took off when the regime changed and for a long time I hated her for
not sticking around to protect us. Maybe it was then, somewhere in my
eight-year- old brain, I decided never to leave this place.


I sandwich Alice between my
palms and curl up under my blanket with my hands between my knees. I rock a
little bit, trying to ignore the wet burning in my eyes and repeat the Preacher
Man’s words over and over until I drift off to sleep.


~


I’m in the middle of
reading to Lydia and Harley when the doorbell rings. I pick up Brittany and
leave them with the picture book and a warning not to tear out the pages.


Standing on the porch is a man
wearing a plain suit and a detective shield. "Is your headmaster
here?" he asks.


"He’s not feeling
well," I answer. "I can tell him you stopped by."


The Preacher Man makes his own
decision. "It’s all right, Derringer," he says. His voice is
barely audible and wincing, he’s only walking with the help of the wall.
His eyes are bloodshot and his cheeks are flushed underneath three days of
stubble, but his hair’s wet, he must have stood long enough to shower.
"Come on in," he greets, nodding me off and gesturing for the man
to follow him to his room. I go back to the den to see that Lydia and Harley
didn’t listen about that book.


~


"Who was your
visitor?" I ask when I brought him dinner.


"Detective Archer
Finn," he says. "He had some questions to ask about the mugging,
and I told him I wasn’t in any shape to come down to the station to make
a report."


I don’t remember
bringing him the phone, nor do I remember him getting up to make any calls. But
I have to give him credit for sticking to his story. I sit on the edge of his
bed and hand him a bowl of potato soup. "You’ve got one hell of a
con job going on here," I say, only half-teasing. "Not this
time," he says. "I’ve pulled them before, just petty street
kid stuff, but not anymore. Not since I discovered there were better paths to
walk."


That wasn’t the answer I
expected to hear, but it might be the first thing he’s told me that I
believe in whole. Looking into his tired eyes and scruffy face, it isn’t
a stretch to imagine him sleeping on a fire escape.


"What denomination are
you?" I ask.


"Does it matter?"
he says. "It’s all the same God. I take a bit from here, a bit from
there. Most street preachers do. After all, it does no good to draw lines
across beliefs when you’re trying to help someone see God’s light.
I have to be able to reach all the lost souls."


"Did you convert anyone
the other night?"


He gives me another slow
smile. "One or two."



 

Part
Three: Preacher Man


The next Friday night, the
Preacher Man asks me to tuck in the children while he worked on Sunday’s
sermon. I go in to find him after I finish putting the kids to bed; I’m
not ready to go to sleep and there aren’t any chores left to do. Maybe I
should have knocked first, but the door’s cracked and I take the liberty
of walking in. He’s sitting on his bed, revolver in hand, loading bullets
into the chamber. Everything adds up in this moment: the scars, the knife
wound, the gun itself.


He looks at me with cold eyes
and then back to the gun in his hand. He doesn’t have an answer for me
and offers no explanation. "You weren’t preaching the night you got
knifed," I say, just to break the silence. "You were on a
hit."


"I was preaching eye for
an eye," he replies, shoving the last bullet into his revolver and snap-
ping the chamber closed.


"Whose eye are you taking
in exchange?"  I take another
step into the room and close the door behind me.


"The eyes of every
bastard murderer in this town!" he cries. It’s the first time
I’ve ever heard him raise his voice. "Every bastard who made these
children orphans! This is for them!"


"Bedtime stories are for
them. Sunday school is for them. This...this is just...absurd!"  I spit out the first word I can think
of. "It does us no good if you get yourself killed, don’t you have
a knife scar to prove that?"


"I’ve got a dozen
scars worse than that and two dozen kills to heal them."  His tone is as icy as his eyes.


I shiver and wrap my arms
around my chest. "So you’re a mercenary," I state.
"Nobody pays me."


"What about that
detective who came to the door when you were recovering?"


"Finn had some
information for me—I take care of the scum the cops leave behind, and in
this town, that leaves a lot of work."


"Who are you going after
tonight?" I ask.


He looks me dead in the eye.
"Freddie Capollo—the man who killed your parents."


If he’s trying to get me
to sympathize, he’s failing. He starts for the door, but I call after
him, "Gregory." He turns back and I continue. "That’s
your name, isn’t it?"


"How did you
guess?"


"Your medallion,"
I point at his chest. "I looked it up. Blessed Gregory of Verucchio was
kicked out of his church and taken in by another order."


"That’s my
story," he said. "From the Loring Home for Boys to the Warren
Orphanage." "Who gave it to you?"


"My mother," he
says. "Right before I left for camp."


He sits back down on the bed
and I sit next to him. "Imagine being called out of Arts and Crafts at
Boy’s Camp and sitting down with two counselors named Tonto and Howdy who
tell you that your parents are dead. They were wearing cowboy hats and orange
shirts and all I could picture when they told me about the faulty fuse was how
we all laughed when Tommy’s hot dog caught on fire." He clasps his
hands between his knees. "I didn’t even get to finish out the week;
I was packed before the afternoon and some social worker in a gray pantsuit
drove me to the Boy’s Home in a van. I remember lying awake holding my
teddy bear and thinking how Berry Boy was the only thing I had left in the
world—a battered bear and a sleeping bag and Blessed Gregory around my
neck.


"I spent the next nine
years in that prison," he explains. "I started off as a good kid,
but as I got older, I rebelled. It didn’t seem right to praise God when
He took my parents away and then told me I was the sinner? I lost my faith at
thirteen, and without faith as a guideline, I didn’t see any reason to
obey anybody else’s rules either. I took off when I was sixteen and spent
the next ten years on the street—I hustled pool mostly, jacked a car
once, mugged more men than I’m proud to admit. Drank a lot of gin, won
more bar fights than I lost and lost more than I’ll ever own up to, slept
in flop hotels and once in awhile, paid a beat girl just so I’d have some
clean towels."


I reach over and put my hand
on his. He sets the gun down on his pillow and smiles at me, looking tired. He
kisses my hands and continues, "You want to know how I found my way back
to God?" He doesn’t need to give me time to answer. "I was
twenty-seven. One night I was out drinking, alone as usual, and when my glass
and my wallet were empty I went in the alley to take a piss. I saw this guy
beating up on some spike-heel broad, screaming about respect, she didn’t
respect him after all he did for her, she was just a slut without him, and with
each insult came another slap across the face. I jumped him, smashed his head
against the brick wall of the bar and kicked him until he stopped moving. It
was the worst I’d ever knocked a guy, but I wasn’t scared or
horrified or disgusted with myself. I felt good, like a three-color hero on the
back page of the newspaper. She got up and I gave her my coat and my
shirtsleeve to mop the blood off her face. She thanked me. If it hadn’t
been for you right there, she said, Ace was gonna kill me. I’ve got a kid
at home, Ace was gonna make my boy an orphan. I lifted her pimp’s wallet,
got us a cab and saw her home. She hugged her son at the door and the two of
them waved goodbye to me.


"That night I went to
church and I sat in the back, thinking about that kid and his banged- up
mother, wondering about all the other kids who mothers were walking the streets
when they should have been tucking their babies into bed, kids who don’t
have shoes because Daddy needed his fix. I confessed all my sins, which took
about an hour, and gave myself to the service of God. "But  it wasn’t  enough. The promise of
tomorrow’s  salvation
doesn’t  help a junkie today,
Heaven doesn’t seem real when the rent’s due and your pimp takes an
extra cut. I’d go out and I’d preach on street corners and I
couldn’t turn their hearts like the Church promised I’d be able to.
I kept thinking about that woman and Ace in the alley, and how at the end of
the day, the memory of that night made me feel like I was doing God’s
work. I realized that the only way to make a difference was to resort to Old
Testament tactics—eye for an eye." "Isn’t playing God a
little blasphemous?"


"It doesn’t take
the All-Mighty to see sinners." He stretches out his long, skinny legs.
"I always give them the chance to absolve their sins," he adds.
"I let them confess and if it seems like they can be reformed, I let them
go. More often than not, however, they’re just giving me lip
service."


He’s stalling. Maybe I
can stall him further. "You want to know how I really got here?" I
ask, laying across the bed and propping myself up on my elbow.


"Sure," he says,
turning to face me.


"Freddie Capollo
didn’t kill my father. My mother killed him because Freddie, her
boyfriend, told her to. My father was the only person I had, he protected me
from my mother when she’d go out and get drunk and beat on us. My father
would yell leave her alone, Grace, she’s just a kid! and wouldn’t
fight back when she hit him. Freddie gave her the gun and she came home, sober
for once, and shot him in the back of the head while he watched the news. I saw
the kill from the kitchen and when she saw her husband’s blood on the
couch, she dropped the gun. I picked it up and she started to laugh. Laughing
at me, her precious little girl holding this pistol, like I was a kid in a
cowgirl costume with a plastic six-shooter. I fired and she fell.


"The cops showed up
twenty minutes later and found me hiding in the cabinet underneath the bathroom
sink. The gun was registered to Freddie and his alibi was paper-thin,  with all his priors he was a perfect fall
guy. He got sent to jail and I came here. My mother killed my father and I
killed my mother. Freddie had almost nothing to do with it."


"He had everything to do
with it," Gregory snarls, standing. "He gave her the gun, he
planned the crime, he deserved to rot in jail. And you were justified in
killing your mother—a mother tucks her kid in at night, a mother
doesn’t use her daughter as a punching bag. Both of them got what they
deserved, but Freddie’s been out for two months now and I’m finally
well enough to finish the job so that he doesn’t come gunning for
you."


"What would he want with
me?"


"I overheard him saying
he was going to kill the little bitch who testified against him," he
says. "Pardon the language."


The last piece falls into
place. "He’s who you were after that night," I deduce.
"He’s the one who stabbed you."


"Now it’s
personal," he says with a smirk. His tone changes and he rests his cold
hands on my bare arms. "Derringer," he begins. "I can get you
out of here until all this is over, if you want."


"There’s nowhere
to go." "Then can I ask you a favor?" "Anything."


"Promise me you’ll
take care of the kids." His blue eyes glittered in the streetlight
filtering through the curtains. "If tonight or any night I don’t
return, I need to know they’ll be safe."


"Why do you have to
go?" I plead, gripping his arm."We need you here. If something
happens to you, the state will just send another social worker or another creep
in God’s clothing. You’re the only person who’s ever brought
happiness to this place."


"I’ve vowed to do
justice," he insists. "I can’t stay here knowing that someone
is out there hurting children and poisoning their parents. This is how I do
God’s work. This is how I care for you. I can’t explain it better
than that, just please understand and give me your word."


What choice do I have? If I
say no, will he stay? I doubt it. "Of course," I whisper without
tears. The strap of my slip falls off my shoulder, but I don’t adjust it.
If he wants to be seduced, if he wants anything from me, I’m all his,
just so that he won’t go out tonight. I can’t let go of this sick,
awful feeling. It’s the same one I had when he stumbled in with his chest
slashed open, only now, it’s a hundred times worse.


He kisses my head, looking so
much older because I feel so much younger, like a baby whose mother leaves the
room for one second, fearing that out of sight means gone forever. I walk him
to the door and watch him until he’s out of sight. I keep hoping
he’ll turn around and kiss me. It isn’t romantic, it’s not
even love, something inside me is empty and the only thing I can think of that
might satiate the ache is some sort of physical expression—if he kissed
me, if he loved me, maybe he wouldn’t leave. It’s housewife logic,
desperate and pathetic, but so am I. I just don’t want this to be the
last time he walks out that door.


~


I wake up under the blankets
in the Preacher Man’s bed and he’s still gone. The clock reads two
twenty-five, he swore on God’s name he’d be back by two. When three
rolls around and he still isn’t home, I can’t wait any longer. I
put on a black sweater from his drawer and leave a note tacked to the fridge;
Went out for milk, Heather is in charge.


Police sirens cut across the
morning stillness like a wet blade through dead skin. I run as fast as I can,
praying it isn’t what I know it is. I follow the sound for what seems
like a hundred miles, cutting through alleys and over back fences, all the way
to Torte Street. The police tape is already up in the parking lot behind Mickey’s
bar and the body just lying there. I know that face, bloody as it is, and the
only thing that keeps my legs from giving out is that I have to get close
enough to prove to myself that it isn’t him. Any minute he’s going
to get home and wonder where I am and tomorrow I’ll wake up and
he’ll be making pancakes, just like every Saturday morning.


I try to run towards the body,
but a thick cop snatches me up. Detective Waites stands up from where
she’s examining the scene and advances towards me with her lycanthropic
walk. I’m not scared of much, but I’m terrified of her; I ran away
once when I was eleven and she brought me back, grabbing me out of my seat at
the movies and hauling me before the headmistress, who starved me for four days
to make her point. Waites’ car smelled like unwashed hair and stale
cigarettes, it took three showers to wash her hands off me.


"Please let me see
him," I beg, turning my face towards the cop who held me. I recognized


Detective Finn.
"I’m one of his nuns, he’s a preacher, please, you have to
let me see him."


Waites lights a cigarette.
"You’re a nun, huh?" She grins and blows smoke out of the
corner of her chapped lips. She doesn’t recognize me, but with her
bloodshot eyes, I’d be surprised if she recognized herself in the mirror.
"You look like you belong in a Nunnery, like the Ophelia over on Franyon
Street. Are you good on your knees, sugar?"


I spit in her face and she
cracks me one hard. "Easy, Frankie, she’s a kid!" Finn cries.


Waites snarls at me and smears
her sleeve across his face. Finn lets me go and hands me a tissue to wipe the
blood off my chin. "You can identify this man?" he asks.


"Yes," I answer. I
know this body, but this is not the Preacher Man. He may as well be a
mannequin, a wax sculpture, a life-sized doll. "His name is Gregory.
He’s the headmaster at the orphanage."  His medallion is gone. Someone stole his
blessed medallion. This town is sick.


He sighs and nods to the guys
with the sheet. They cover the Preacher Man’s face and I come all too
close to crying for him. Out of the corner of my eye I see Gregory’s
informant leaning against the patrol car, rubbing his temples and shaking his
head. His free hand twists a chain around his neck.


"Come on, kid,"
Finn says. "I’ll drive you home."


~


It isn’t until
we’re halfway to the orphanage that I remember my alibi. "Know any
twenty- four hour gas stations?" I ask. "I told the kids I was out
getting milk and if I come home empty handed, they’re going to really get
suspicious."


Finn takes a series of turns and
pulls up in front of a convenience store on Euclid. I realize I didn’t
grab my wallet or any cash out of the petty funds. "Got a couple bucks I
can borrow? I’ll pay you back when we get home."


He nods and follows me inside.
I grab two gallons of milk and he gets a cup of coffee. Neither of us say a
word for the rest of the ride home. When he pulls the car up in front of the
orphanage, he turns to me and asks, "Are you going to be all
right?"


I nod even though I
don’t mean it. I spent the whole ride rehearsing what I was going to say,
how I was going to explain to them that he was gone, the only man who’d
ever really cared about us died because he cared too much. My knees go weak and
I wonder if I’ll be able to make it up the walk.


"Here," he says,
opening his palm. In the streetlight I see he’s holding Gregory’s
medallion. "How did you get this?"


"I stole it," he
replies. "I was the first cop on the scene, and I didn’t want it to
get lost in an evidence locker or in the pocket of the medical examiner’s
intern. I figured you kids deserved to have it."


For the first time I can
remember, I start to cry. Once I let the first few tears fall, there’s no
stopping the rest. I put my head down on the dashboard and bawl for my father,
for my mother, for Gregory. I have to ask, "Was he dead when you found
him?"


Finn shifts like he’s
trying to take the weight off something in his back pocket. "Yeah,"
he replies. "I was a minute too late."


"Probably wouldn’t
have mattered," I say. If God is as merciful as Gregory always said he
was; he died quickly. I hope his last few moments weren’t spent spitting
blood and final prayers, fully conscious that he was dying cold and alone in
the parking lot of a dive bar.


"Probably not," he
agrees.


I get myself back together and
suck in a deep breath. "Thanks," I murmur. He hands me his card.
"Call me if you need anything," he says.


"You want to come in for
the money I owe you?"


"Nah," he says.
"A couple of bucks is the least of my worries."


I nod again, thank him for the
lift and walk away. It’s dawn and I start making pancakes. No sense in
changing tradition. When the kids get up and ask where Gregory is, I tell them.
"He left,"


I say. "He left just
like all the others."



 


 


 
















 

The Way of Cold Teeth


Lon Prater


Lieutenant Croaker Thomson was a decorated
Union scout, a regular churchgoer (when he could make it, anyway),
and—despite  those upstanding
details—a wanted man. He was also less than a day ahead of the damn
Pinkerton, and starting to wonder if maybe he was getting to be a little too old
for ducking and dodging across half the Appalachians on foot.


The detective was after the
$1000 bounty. The government wanted him pretty bad. One lousy sentence in one
lousy scouting report had made a fugitive of him.


The little stone pyramid  featur’d inhuman   faces carved onto every stone, and
none of the local


Indian tribes have ever had
that level of masonry.


Or maybe it was just that one
word: inhuman.


A rifle shot chipped rock
right by Croaker’s head, stirring him from his reverie. His assailant yelled
at him from somewhere in the rustling leaves below.


"Croaker, you best come
on back with me. They just want you to take ‘em to the pyramid,
that’s all."


Croaker dodged around an
overhang of wind-scoured rock and unslung his rifle. "I ain’t
taking nobody there. The place ain’t natural, and it surer than hell
don’t need any government poking around. Let me be. Let that place  be." He squinted into the trees
and listened for the Pinkerton’s response to that.


"Just lead them to the
pyramid, and then they’ll take that bounty off your head."


Croaker couldn’t tell
where the new voice had come from, too many angles of stone and con- fusing
echoes. "I bet they’ll take my head off my neck, too, as part of
the bargain. I ain’t coming." "Suit yourself," said a
gravelly deep voice from just above him. Croaker heard the click of a


pistol cocking and looked up.


Colonel Norbert Haywood smiled
down at him, one gold tooth twinkling in a nest of its tobacco stained kinfolk.
The barrel of his Colt was inches from Croaker’s face. "Just tell
me where to find the place. You left that little detail off of your
report."


Croaker shook his head.
Between Haywood’s gun in his face and the Pinkerton’s rifle on him
out in the woods, they had him. He set his rifle on the ground in one slow
defeated movement, then looked up. "You after gold?"


Colonel Haywood grinned.
"I just want to see me some inhumanity, Lieutenant." He gave


Croaker a smug nod.
"Then I want to see if it has any gold it ain’t using."


Croaker scowled. He never had
liked Haywood, but he’d seen what the man was capable of, out there on
the Plains. "I’ll take you, Colonel, but only as far as the little
pass into the— the valley. After that you’re on your own."


Haywood stared hard at Croaker
then said, "Deal. But don’t think of trying any funny stuff."
He hollered for the detective to come on up.


Croaker chewed and watched the
red-faced man climb the path. "You 
know, Colonel," Croaker finally said, feeling the gun still on
him. "If you just want to see gold and inhumanity, you might try a
mirror."


Haywood brought the pistol
butt down on Croaker’s head, making him see stars. "Just take me to
the pyramid, Lieutenant. I’ll make all the snide remarks from here on
out."


~


When Croaker told the Colonel
that they were about two days out from the pass, Haywood shot the Pinkerton and
rolled the red-faced man down a cliff.


He treated Croaker to a
conspiratorial smile. "Good riddance to bad company, eh?"


Croaker nodded silently at his
captor, wondering how soon he would get similar hospitality. For the past eight
nights, the Colonel had been tying him hand and foot to whatever tree was
handy. Every day they rode through the hinterlands of the Appalachians, leading
the horses where necessary, Croaker aching and sap-faced from a bad night’s
rest, his hands bound before him.


Each minute brought them
closer to that unmapped cavern with the odd stone construction squatting in it.
The only Indians that would speak of the place were the occasional Blackfoot
crone or Cherokee shaman. They called the entry to the cavern "The Way of
Cold Teeth," but not one of them cared to venture a guess about those
faces carved into the stone within it.


Croaker cleared his throat,
pointing with both of his bound hands at a ribbon of cascading water in the
distance."From there, we’ll have to leave the horses and climb to
the pass." He brought his hands down before he became too unbalanced.
"You aim to kill me, don’t you, Colonel?"


Haywood grunted, flashed
Croaker a tobacco-rotten  smile.
"Now why would I go and do that?"


"Because I’m the
only other one who knows where this pyramid is, for one thing. For another,
because you’re a low-down snake who’d shoot his own mamma for a bit
of gold."


Haywood swung his fist at
Croaker, stopping just short of impact. Croaker didn’t flinch. The senior
officer chuckled, then stepped back.


"Cain’t argue with
your logic none." He looked up at a falcon in flight, then spat.
"You got a reason I shouldn’t take off your head, impale you on a
post and let the birds pick your bones clean?"


"I could give you my
word that I don’t want to go back there. Not ever." Croaker
shuddered. "Though I doubt that’d be good enough for you."


"Naw, but now you got me
curious, Lieutenant. Just why exactly are you so fretful over a pile of rocks,
anyway. ‘Specially one that might have gold in it..."


The falcon shrieked and dove
on something in the distance. Croaker felt his bowels icing up as he thought
back to the day he had first laid eyes on the crudely fashioned pyramid, on
those leering stone faces.


"Colonel, when I tell
you there ain’t enough gold in all of Christendom to make me want to go
back in there, I’m understating the case. There’s something
unnatural about it, even the air smells wrong when you get right up close to
it.


"Them faces ain’t
people, and they don’t look like they care much for people neither.
It’d be best if we just left them alone, and pray they return the
favor."


Haywood smirked, his eyes
bulging theatrically. "Oh, no! 
Is the Headless Horseman going to come riding out of it and take my
noggin for a prize?" he asked, his voice thick with falsetto horror. He
snorted in disgust. "What kind of Army officer are you, anyway?"


Croaker looked across the pine
and granite-swathed mountain vista. Somewhere out there, the falcon was ripping
open the belly of its prey, pulling at the entrails with a blood-spattered
beak. "I’m the kind that knows when he’s outgunned and in
over his head, Colonel, that’s all. And maybe the kind that don’t
use his commission for personal gain."


Haywood’s eyes flashed.
He drew his pistol, leveling it at Croaker."You just shut your mouth,
Lieutenant. Just shut it! Or I’ll plug you now and go find the damn gold
without you."


Croaker doubted there was even
any gold to be had, but kept that to himself, as he was not particularly fond
of the idea of taking a gut wound from his former OIC.


The colonel’s nostrils
were still flaring with rage as he bounced the gun barrel at Croaker.
Haywood’s voice was thick when he finally spoke. "I am a damn good
officer, Lieutenant,  and don’t
you forget it. In fact, I’m going to make a better Army officer out of
your yellow carcass, just to show you."


A viscous brown dollop of
tobacco juice rolled out of the colonel’s mouth, decorating the dirt
trail beneath their horses. "I’m going to make you face your fears,
Lieutenant. You’re coming in with me. You can help me lug out the
gold."


Croaker felt his eyes widening
and cursed himself for showing fear. Haywood nodded his head once, satisfied
and maybe a bit proud of his decision. "Be just the thing for you,
Lieutenant." The clear skies were already beginning to tarnish; soon they
would set up camp for the night.


A cool breeze whipped up out
of nowhere and Croaker tried to huddle deeper into his service jacket, feeling
the ache of too many nights spent straddle-tied to pine trees.


As they rode on, Haywood
whistled a merry New York City piano tune, punctuating every few bars with a
hack and a spit. Croaker kept searching the sky behind them, as if expecting to
find some great and silent winged predator swooping down upon them at any
moment.


~


When Croaker and the Colonel
reached the bottom of the waterfall, they stopped for the night. In between
bites of hard biscuit and jerky, Croaker kept looking up at the rocky mountain-
side above them. He smiled at his captor across a small campfire.


"Well, Colonel,"
he said, twisting his chafed wrists in their bonds. "That
mountainside’s a near impossible climb as it is. How do you propose to
get me up there with my hands tied?"


Haywood’s gold tooth
gleamed in the flickering firelight. "I’m gonna untie you, and
you’re gonna climb. Isn’t that how you got to the pyramid last
time?"


Croaker dodged that question.
"You going to have me in front of you, or behind?" Apparently, the
colonel could eat around his plug of tobacco as easily as he could talk around


it; he spat a juicy wad around
a hunk of hardtack before he answered. "In front, where I can shoot you
if I need to."


Croaker felt his eyebrows knit
together. "Aren’t you worried that I’ll drop something on
you, or knock you off the mountainside?"


Haywood treated his captive to
an evil leer. "You want me to tell you why you ain’t going to do
that, Lieutenant?  You’re a
doubly wanted man, that’s why."


Croaker’s eyebrows went
up, but he said nothing.


"I left behind some
letters in Roanoke that’ll implicate you in killing both me and the
detective. They’ll get mailed next month if I don’t go fetch
‘em. You know how bad the Pinkertons will want to get a hold of the
miserable coward that gunned down one of their own?"


He bit off another hunk of
jerky and continued talking around the brown mess in his mouth. "You
reckon they’ll turn you in for the bounty, or take care of you
themselves?  Or maybe the
Army’ll get you first. They’d have you court-martialed and hung
before the day is out."


Croaker’s gut felt like
it had been weighted with lead. The Colonel had him there. He was going to have
to go back, stand staring at the hideous faces carved into the pyramid’s stones
once more, breathing in the primeval malice of the place. And this time, the
Colonel was going to make him go into that corrupt and brooding structure at
gunpoint, looking for gold.


Croaker sighed. It would
almost be better to take a bullet now. But the idea of letting Colonel Haywood
have that pleasure was a stew he couldn’t stomach. Besides, Croaker still
had one trick left up his sleeve. It wasn’t one he relished using, but it
seemed like things were stacking up in a way that made it necessary.


"I reckon they
would," he said finally. He kneeled at the edge of the waterfall pool,
put his bound hands into the churning foam and scooped himself a drink of the
clear cold water.


Haywood grinned and nodded at
Croaker. "Foresight. That’s a trait I like to nurture in my junior
officers," he said. "Now let’s get you situated for the
night."


He stepped close enough that
Croaker could smell the last two week’s worth of sweat on the man. He was
probably about as ripe himself. Croaker said, "Colonel, I think I’d
like to wash up some first. We’ve been bivouacking all over Creation for
the last week or so, and I could use a dip." The Colonel looked confused
for a minute, then sniffed the air. "Got another good week before it gets
bad. But hell, Lieutenant, never let it be said that Colonel Norbert Haywood
didn’t look out for his subordinates. Take you a dip, if you want."


"Thank you,
Colonel." Croaker held his wrists up to Haywood, turning them so that the
knotted hemp ropes were accessible. "Want to cut me loose, or would you
rather help me get stripped?"


Disgust boiled across the
Colonel’s face. He pulled his pistol out and aimed it at Croaker, then
fished a small horn-handled pocketknife from a shirt pocket. He tossed the
little blade into Croaker’s hands. "I ain’t stripping you.
Cut the ropes your own self then throw back my knife." He squinted at
Croaker suspiciously. "And don’t try anything funny, either, or
you’ll spend the rest of the night hogtied. I guarantee it."


Croaker smiled his most
innocent smile, working the pocket knife’s blade out as best he could
with a thumbnail. With a little effort, he had cut the rope from his hands,
palmed shut the blade and made to begin unbuttoning his jacket.


"I said no funny
stuff." Colonel Haywood shook the gun’s muzzle at Croaker.
"Give back that knife right now."


Croaker jerked his head back a
little in surprise. "I wasn’t trying anything, Colonel. I was going
to leave it on top of my clothes."


Haywood chortled. "You
must think I’m a fool, Lieutenant. Now don’t get on my bad side.


Toss it here, right
now."


Croaker obliged, sent the
pocketknife whirling through the air to land just behind the colonel’s
left foot. Haywood took a step back, scowling at Croaker.


"Now get yourself wet
and get out," he said, slowly reaching down to pick up the knife. The end
of his gun wavered as he groped for the blade.


Croaker saw his chance.
"Now that I think of it, my clothes could use washing too," he
said, then dove headfirst into the bitterly cold pool.


He heard Haywood’s shot
peal out, sounding dull and almost ponderous from beneath the water. It went
wide, and Croaker could hear the colonel cursing him as he swam for the noisy
wall of white water at the foot of the cascade.


Another shot, this one close
enough to hear as it buzzed by. Croaker’s lungs strained till they were
fit to pop, then he surfaced, drank a bucketful of sweet air and ducked under
again. For the short moment his head was above water, he heard Haywood shouting
after him, thundering loud enough to be heard over the rush of falling water. A
third bullet zipped through the water, then Croaker was beneath the waterfall,
pulling his body through the frenzied turbulence with a series of brisk
strokes.


The frigid torrent battered
his body as he passed beneath it. A million ice needles pricked his skin, even
as his lungs ached for air. He could see the blackness of the hidden cave just
a few feet above him. The chill water bit into him like a rabid thing; he
wanted nothing more than to escape its frosty maw. The Way of Cold Teeth, indeed,
he thought, breaking the surface.


His clothes were heavy and
dripping as he clambered to the black-sanded shore of the inner lake. He lay on
his back, chest heaving, sucking up great mouthfuls of air tainted by the
ancient pyramid that loomed somewhere in the blackness behind him.


The light in the cave was
sparse, and it had an odd, refracted quality about it. The outer wall of this
expansive cavern had been purposely slotted—Croaker shuddered to think by
whom—in random places to let in skewed pillars of light, some of them
stained green by the plant cover outside. Other slots appeared to be directly
behind the cascade; shiny rivulets of water detoured down the stony interior
wall, eventually reaching their final destination in the black pool from which
Croaker had just emerged.


If Haywood was still
following, his pistol was probably useless by now. There hadn’t been any
further shots, so maybe Haywood had figured out that Croaker had been lying all
along about the pyramid being atop the mountain and was getting prepared even
now to follow his quarry. With any luck, the colonel wouldn’t have
anything suitable on hand to waterproof his pistol and ammunition.


Croaker took a deep breath,
squeezing his eyes shut as he did. The one place in this world I never wanted
to see again. Why, oh, why Lord did you drag me here?  He rolled over and stared into the
gloom. Shafts of green and gray light settled uneasily on the ancient
structure. From this distance, he couldn’t make out the hundreds of
wretched faces that adorned the pyramid.


But he knew they were there,
glowering at him from every malformed stone.


~


Unsure of the lead he had on
Colonel Haywood, Croaker staggered to his feet and moved toward the pyramid.
When he was here last, he had circled the entire structure looking in vain for
another entrance. Not only was there no obvious way in, but he had discovered
that the cavern itself had no adjoining passages or chambers. The granite walls
were impossibly smooth and featureless and none came closer than a dozen feet
to the ancient pyramid.


And the pyramid itself:
stepped layers of black stone and outlandish faces that rose to a point just a
little shy of the cavern roof. It looked to Croaker like the ceiling was
shrinking  away from the pyramid’s
point like a white woman threatened by an Apache spear. For the simple lack of
anywhere else to go, Croaker ran around the base of the pyramid, stopping every
few seconds to listen for the sound of pursuit. On the third stop, he heard the
colonel sputtering and cursing on the beach.


"Lieutenant,
you’ve done good work," he shouted. "I’m ready to give
you a field promotion right this minute if you come out where I can see
you." When the echo of his words finally died out, Croaker heard the sound
of a saber leaving its scabbard, unusually loud in the cavern’s green
tinged light. "Well, you know what they say about an officer that
don’t want a promotion, don’t you, Croaker?" A pause to let
the echoes fade. "He ain’t no kind of officer at all."


Croaker looked left and right,
knowing that a game of "Chase Me ‘Round the Barn" would have
to end in the favor of the man with the sword. That left him with only one
option.


He put one hand then the other
upon the stones in front of him, doing his level best not to let his fingers
get too close to the mouths and eyes carved out of them. The bricks were cold
and covered with a dark sheen that could have been some kind of mold, if only
it didn’t feel so oily and blasphemous. The feeling of it on his hands made
Croaker’s eyes shut of their own accord; his mind and stomach fought a
wave of dizziness. He took a deep breath and began to climb, one foot after the
other, one hand after the other, up the pyramid’s grotesque outer wall.


Haywood must have heard him scrabbling
up the side, because a few seconds later he was below Croaker, huffing and
cursing his way up, climbing with one hand on the stone and the other waving
his sword for balance. "This ain’t going to end well for you,
Croaker Thomson!" he shouted between panting breaths.


Croaker had just one strategic
advantage over the Colonel: height. If he turned to fight the


Colonel now he might be able
to push him down the pyramid, but then he might also end up skewered by the
man’s saber. If he kept up his lead, though, he might be able to make it
down the other side and back to the horses in time to get away clean. At this
point, the Colonel knew where the pyramid was, and truth told, Croaker would be
happy to let him have whatever treasure there might be hidden within it.
He’d be perfectly content to find him a good woman and raise a crop of
children and corn somewhere out west. Never think about the Army or this hidden
cavern again.


And that’s the plan he
would have followed, if the capstone of the pyramid—featuring four
obscene faces, one on each side—hadn’t shifted and nearly gone
clopping down the other side when he grabbed it. His eyes shone with an eerie
light as he shimmied around to the left until he was on the side opposite the
one Colonel Haywood was working his way up, and waited. He would only get one
chance.


"You
yellow-bellied—" Haywood began, saber weaving in one gloved hand.


Croaker pushed the pointed
stone with everything he had, not caring whether he followed it or fell
backward when it broke free. His only concern was getting the Colonel before he
made it to the top with that blade and all advantage was lost.


The stone grated slowly, too
slowly. The colonel was nearly at the top, his open mouthed smirk revealing the
odd glow of green light on a gold tooth. Finally, the stone broke free and
rolled, point first toward the colonel. The big man crab-crawled out of the way
with just inches to spare. The capstone went clopping down the side of the
pyramid, plummeting like Croaker’s hopes of making it out of this hellish
cavern alive.


Haywood was laughing now,
staring right at Croaker and mocking his puny efforts with eyes that burned
like black stars. But Croaker hardly noticed; he was fighting the hurricane of
terror that rose up from the cavity that he’d exposed beneath the
capstone. The air clung to him, thick with the taste of fish oil and sewage. An
eight fingered golden hand, twitching. The whimpering of children and the
bleating of goats filled his ears. A thousand times a thousand times a thou- sand
years entombed in fleshless, bloodless stone. The hand wasn’t a hand,
wasn’t a hand....


And Haywood’s face was
peering, leering above the rim of the shortened pyramid, greed written on it as
he spat, spat right down on the crawling golden thing before reaching for it.
No longer aware of Croaker, no longer aware of anything at all it seemed.
Anything but the golden eight fingered thing at the top of the pyramid. His
saber had fallen and lay balanced precariously with the handle resting atop one
carved head while the tip of the blade scritched against the open eye of
another.


And the eight fingered thing
was climbing Haywood’s arm of its own accord while Croaker watched, his
disbelieving eyes unable to look away. Two of the thing’s fingers bit
into each of Haywood’s eyes and one bent into each nostril while the
others crowded into his mouth, muffling the screams that Croaker only suddenly
became aware of. Whatever it was, whatever this place was, the Lord Above had
never planned for it—This couldn’t be His creation, could
it?—and the very concept formed an aching ball in Croaker’s throat.


He could make for the saber,
slice it from the colonel’s head, or the colonel’s head from his
neck, either way, but he wasn’t sure even that would stop the madness
teetering at the peak of the pyramid with him. He could fight it, but what if
he failed and those fingers went digging to his head instead?  Who would warn the world of this
place?  But even as the thoughts
were flashing through his mind, his hands and feet were working their way
mechanically down the pyramid. He glanced over his shoulder to the black beach
behind him every so often, but his gaze always returned to the uniformed body
with the golden face.


What used to be Haywood
wobbled atop the pyramid, its face a featureless golden plate beneath gouged-in
eyes and above a bearded chin. It screamed and howled and spun left to right,
then the whole body pitched forward as if pulled by an invisible force back
into the cavity from which the eight fingered hand had emerged, bones cracking
and skin slackening like a cut open sack of grain.


It was the last thing Croaker
remembered when he awoke that night—or several nights hence; he
couldn’t be sure how long he had been incoherent. The sound of his own
muttering had awakened him and the first thing he noticed was that the horses
were gone. There was no fire or moon, only the lacework of stars above peeking
through the shadowy outline of the treetops. He heard rushing water in the
distance.


Something within him lost its
balance and he was on his hands and knees vomiting, his head reeling. It felt
like an icy hand had clamped around something inside him and squeezed, squeezed
until the world quit lurching around him.


He looked at the thing in his
hand, not comprehending at first. Haywood’s pistol. Were there any shots
left? Should he put one in his own head to get rid of the nightmare memory it
now held within it?  Should he go
back?


No. Whatever was in there
hadn’t seen fit to follow him out, and there was no sense giving it a
good reason to. It was something God hadn’t planned on, he tried to
convince himself. Surely. He choked on the taste of bile thick in his throat,
but there was no way he could bring himself to drink from the pool below that
waterfall. Maybe Colonel Haywood (rest his evil soul) had been right about what
kind of officer—what kind of man—Croaker was: when it came right
down to it, he’d all but pissed himself running away.


He got slowly to his feet,
putting his back to the rising sun and the bounties and the rushing waters of
The Way of Cold Teeth. He started walking west. Croaker hoped to find a place
where no one—and nothing—would come looking for him. A place where
the fear and trembling could be forgotten, or at least covered up with the
honest dust of hard work and singing from hymnals.


Somewhere in the pinkening sky
above, a bird of prey swooped down on something too small and scared to get
away in time. Croaker quickened his step.

















 

A Better Place


Virginia Hernandez


"Stuart is in a better place."


If another person said that to
Ginny Pearson, she would rip their head off and cry a good sized container of
hot, salty tears right into the bloody cavity. Maybe fill a gallon, maybe a
hundred gallons. Maybe she’d never quit bawling.


Why did everyone think Stuart
was in a better place when he wasn’t with her?


The young pastor slowly
lowered his hand when he realized Ginny was ignoring the offer and staring at
the large painting on the church wall."Um, I’m sorry," he
said."That’s not the right thing to say at all. You’ll have
to excuse me. I’m quite new at this."


Ginny smiled slightly and she
turned her attention away from the church decor and onto him. At least he could
acknowledge his opening line lacked artistry. She tried to imagine what it was
like for him, officiating the funeral of someone he’d never even met. If
it could be called a funeral. Could you have a funeral without an actual body?


"This is my daughter,
Lizzie," she said.


He lowered himself to
Lizzie’s level and stuck out his hand. "Hey there. My name is
Pastor


Mike and I’m very sorry
about your daddy."


"It’s ok,"
she said. "My daddy’s just very confused. He’ll be home very
soon."


Ginny closed her eyes and
sucked in a deep breath. How was she ever going to get through this when her
five year old kept saying things like that? Lizzie’s imaginary friends
had always been endearing, but adding Stuart to this list wore out Ginny.
Surely it wasn’t healthy, not to mention the constant reminder of his
death grated her nerves.


"She’s having a
hard time understanding what’s happened," she explained.
"It’s all so new." She turned to her mother-in-law,
Ruth."Could you take Lizzie into the other room before we go into the
sanctuary? I’ll finish up with the pastor and then we can start."


Ruth and Lizzie left the small
room and Ginny turned to Mike."Look. I know this is difficult for you.
Ruth meant well wanting to have this kind of thing, but it really wasn’t,
well, him. Stuart was more a man of science than he was spiritual."


"Well, let’s agree
that one can be spiritual and scientific and don’t you worry about how
this situation affects me. I just want to do what I can to help you through
this difficult time. I won’t fill your ears with a lot of platitudes,
although I didn’t quite get off to a brilliant start in that
department."


A genuine smile crept up on
Ginny. "You wouldn’t believe it, but people have said a lot worse.
You’ll do fine today. The only thing you need to know about Stuart is he
loved his wife and daughter more than life itself. That’s really the most
important thing there is to say."


"Then that’s
exactly what I’ll say."


~


Ginny sprawled across her bed
and let her head and arms hang over the edge. Lizzie had been watching
Nickelodeon in the next room since they got back from the funeral. Three hours
of television might not be the worst thing in the world, but having a
non-functioning, rum-filled mother probably wasn’t going to help Lizzie
understand their new reality. But Ginny had finished off just enough of the
Captain to blissfully ignore the needs of her daughter the rest of the evening.
Besides, Ruth lurked around the house somewhere.


"She’s probably
sayin’ all the right stuff to Lizzie Bear right now." Ginny’s
head popped up. "Who said that?"


Her head fell back to the bed.
"Oh, I did. I’m drunk and I’m talking to myself. Ruth
probably hates me." She giggled. "Why would Stuart’s death
change that?"


She rolled off the bed onto
the floor. She focused on the bedside table with the bottle but couldn’t
muster up the determination to reach it. Through the bottle she saw Lizzie
standing in the doorway of the bedroom, talking to herself. Actually, arguing
with herself.


Ginny, too drunk to chastise
Lizzie for yelling at imaginary friends, stared at her daughter instead.
"You’ve always been a little different, Lizzie."


Lizzie shook her head. The
walls around her buckled and twisted. A large crack echoed through the room.
Lizzie reached her hands up to her face and pressed. "Why can’t I
do it?" she screamed.


Ginny reached her hand toward
Lizzie, but it only hit the floor. When she reached again, her hand hung in
front of her face seemingly separate from her body. "Gotta get up. Help
Lizzie." Rolling onto her side, she steadied herself with the bed and
pulled herself upright. She turned toward her daughter and saw an empty
doorway. "See. No Lizzie, just your imagination."


The room continued to sway
until her eyes settled on the watch sitting on the dresser. "My own
little Persistence of Memory."


She grabbed the watch, fell
back down on the bed and passed out.



 


 

~


Stuart walked over to the
table where Ginny was waiting and handed her a tacky melting watch.


"A gift for you,"
he said with a smile. "Representing the perfect blend of our two worlds.
A


 man
of art and science."


"Dali?" Ginny
asked. "How are you going to claim him, Nerdboy? He belongs to the art
world."


"Now that just shows how
little you know, Miss Artsy-fartsy. Dali was obsessed with science. Some even
say his art was nothing but an attempt to put the fourth dimension on canvas.
So, tell me I’m brilliant and accept my gift. And my proposal."


Ginny jumped up and threw her
arms around him. "I accept and you are brilliant." She’d
never imagined she would be able to fall so deeply in love. And with a
scientist.


"I do have a ring, you
know. You were supposed to act surprised and say, Proposal. What do you mean?
And that was when I would reach into my pocket and pull out this." He
pulled out the box she knew held the diamond ring she would accept.


She pirouetted around the
table. "Yes, yes, yes," she said like a giddy school girl. "A
million times, in a million worlds, on a million canvases, yes."


Ginny turned around to take
the ring. As Stuart slipped the ring on her finger blood began pouring from his
eye sockets. Then his nose, ears and mouth. Just as she realized he could never
live and lose that much blood, she heard Pastor Mike saying he’s in a
better place.


Ginny cried.
"There’s just so much blood."


~


Ginny’s own voice woke
her. It took a moment to realize where she was, then the memory of the services
crashed into her with the same force of the semi that hit Stuart. Thanks to her
vivid dream, the smell of blood hung thick in her bedroom, reminding her of the
night she’d gotten that dreadful visit.


The moment she had opened the
door and seen their ashen faces she’d known. "No," Ginny
screamed and she tried to shut the door on the officers.


One of them gently stuck his
foot in the door. "I’m Officer Johnson and this is my partner,
Officer Clarke. I’m so sorry, ma’am. Are you Ginny Pearson?"


She nodded her head.
"Yes, but you must be mistaken. You’re not supposed to be here. Not
here."


"Are you the wife of
Stuart Pearson? I’m sorry, but there’s been an accident and we are
looking for your husband. Is he home?"


Ginny shook her head and
gently floated outside herself. Accident. Deep down where you intuit something
has been bad all along, she knew. Something had nagged at her all day and
she’d brushed the feeling to the side. One minute the feeling would come
into focus and then it would just flit away, like fall leaves on her driveway.
The cops standing in front of her, brought all the tiny moments into full
clarity. All day she’d known and ignored. All day.


"Excuse me," she
interrupted, returning her focus to the conversation. "Did you say
missing body?"


"This is difficult,
ma’am. The body appears to have, well...." Officer Johnson started
the sentence but could not seem to find the words to fill in. He stared at her.


They all stood on her front
porch, momentarily caught in the hopeless position of needing the right words.


"What he’s trying
to say, Mrs. Pearson, is that...." Officer Clarke also came up with
nothing. Johnson took his hat off with one hand and ran his fingers through his
hair with the other.


"For Pete’s sake,
what we’re trying to say is that the body seems to have disintegrated.
There’s nothing but blood. Lots of blood, ma’am." He backed
away further from the door, embarrassed to have surrendered the end of the
sentence.


Clarke looked up from the
ground. "What he means to say is, we found your husband’s clothes
and identification amongst the blood. But there’s no actual body.
I’ve never seen anything like it in all my years on the force. It’s
like his entire body just faded away, leaving his blood. I’m sorry, Mrs.
Pearson. We’ve never been in a position of delivering this kind of
message before and I’m afraid we’ve done a piss poor job."


"I don’t
understand what you’re trying to say."


Clarke grabbed one of her
hands somewhat uncomfortably. "What we’re doing a shitty job of
telling you is that if your husband was in that car, he is dead. There’s
no way he could survive that kind of blood loss. He didn’t wander away
from the scene because there’s no way anyone got out of that car. The
doors are pinned shut between a tree and a semi. But there’s no body to
be found. Eyewitnesses at the scene saw the driver get hit by the semi but
there’s simply no body in the car. And his clothes. They were laying
right in the driver’s seat. There doesn’t appear to be any kind of
logical explanation  for what
happened. Your husband most likely died in a car accident. But there’s no
body to be found to prove it."


Officer Johnson stepped
forward, laying his hand on her shoulder. "I’m so sorry. So
sorry." Tears rimmed his eyes and Ginny wondered if the response was
uncharacteristic.


"I’m going inside
now. Thank you."


She went in the house,
stranding them on the porch. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do.
Invite them in for tea? Thanks for delivering the news of my husband’s
odd death, how’d you like some coffee?


Despondent, Ginny sat on the
sofa with her face in her hands. "Mommy?"


Ginny bolted upright and
pulled her hands down. "Yes, baby?" "Is everything
okay?"


"Not really, sweetie.
Why do you ask?"


Lizzie’s head turned to
the side and she scrunched up her face. "I think Daddy’s
lost." "What do you mean, Lizzie? Were you listening to me and the
people at the door?" "No, Mommy. I was talking to Daddy."


"No, honey.
Daddy’s not here. He’s not here." An unreasonable fear
reached in and grabbed her heart. Lizzie would go crazy if her daddy died.
Absolutely crazy. How would she tell her daughter?


How did you tell your child
that her father was probably dead?


~


Knowing she had to eventually
get out of bed and face the rest of her life, Ginny rolled out of bed holding
her head tightly. Every step reminded her of why she wasn’t a big
drinker. Her mouth felt like driveway grit and her body’s program was set
on delayed reaction. Most disturbing of all was the distinct smell of blood
still clinging to her nostrils. A left over present from her terrible dream.


Stepping out into the hallway,
her mind rallied to the aroma of coffee and bacon wafting down the corridor.
Ruth keeping everything together, as usual.


Ginny headed straight for the
coffee pot. The bright kitchen usually irked her. At one time, she and Stuart
had planned a big remodel job to get rid of the jarring yellow. Now she
wondered if she would change anything that connected her to him. "Good
morning, Ruth."


Ruth looked up from the pan
she was tending. "Oh, Ginny. Good morning. Rough night, I see."


Sarcastic retorts sauntered to
the tip of Ginny’s tongue, but she pushed them back to the playground of
her mind. "Unhuh."


"I’m sorry your
night was rough. This has been horrible for all of us, most especially Lizzie.
All night she kept going on about Stuart being lost. She’s so adamant
that we help him. It was very...disconcerting."


"Believe me, I know.
She’s been doing that ever since I explained that he was in an accident.
I


told you, she’s still denying he’s
gone."


"Well, I wanted to give
you your space last night, but now we have to move forward. I know we
haven’t always seen eye to eye on everything, Ginny, but I want to help.
I loved my son very much and I’d like us to get through this." Ruth
paused, turned back to the stove and wiped a tear. The first tear Ginny had
seen her shed. "I love you and Lizzie, too."


Ginny had not heard those
words from Ruth in all the years she’d been married to Stuart.
She’d longed to hear them, but had given up after the first several years
of trying to be the perfect daughter-in-law. Years of resentment lurked like
hazy images on the horizon of a foggy morning, but she couldn’t think of
any valid reason not to latch onto Ruth’s statement and cling.


Ginny walked over to the stove
and put her hand on Ruth’s shoulder. They turned toward one another, Ruth
opened her arms and Ginny fell into them. More tender than the warm bottle on
her dresser, Ruth caressed Ginny’s hair as she cried.


Ginny’s tears finally
slowed. "I don’t know how I’m going to go on without
him."


Ruth wiped her eyes and pulled
back from the embrace, turning attention back to the bacon. "We’re
going to figure that out but the first thing we’re going to do is help
Lizzie." Looking up from the stove, she hesitantly added, "
Together."


As if on cue, Lizzie wandered
into the kitchen with paper and crayons. "I’ll do my best."
Ginny pulled Lizzie onto her lap. "Morning, sweet girl. Whatcha doing
there?"


" Talking to
Daddy."


Ruth and Ginny both took deep breaths
and exchanged glances.


Ruth put down her spatula and
wiped her hands. "We all wish we could talk to your daddy, sweetheart. We
loved him very much. But it’s very hard for Mommy and Granma Ruth when
you say things like that."


Lizzie looked up from the
drawing she had started. "Say things like what?"


"Things like,
you’re talking to Daddy. Sweetie, we’ve talked about this a million
times. Daddy was in an accident. You can’t talk to him anymore."


Lizzie scribbled harder on the
paper. "I told you they won’t believe me."


Ginny stood up, dropping
Lizzie back into her chair. "Lizzie, that’s enough. I know
it’s hard but we have to try and get through this. The only way
we’re going to do that is for you to under- stand what’s
happened."


Lizzie’s eyes shined.
"Daddy doesn’t even understand. How am I going to? I’m only
five." "None of us understand, sweetheart. Sometimes bad things
happen. Even when you try real


hard to make sure they
don’t."


"If you would  just listen  to me, Mommy."


"I am listening, Lizzie.
I promise. And what I hear is a little girl trying to hold on to her


Daddy and that’s okay.
We’re all going to be all right."


"I am all right, Mommy.
What I’m trying to tell you is I can see Daddy. And he can hear me, but I
can’t hear him. I can just see him and he keeps holding a dolly like he
wants me to tell you about it, but I can’t figure out why and it’s
all very frustrating."


Ginny dreaded these
conversations with Lizzie. Maybe Ruth would know what to say. She looked over
to her mother-in-law for help, but the look on Ruth’s face told her a
bail out wasn’t coming.


"Are you dreaming a lot
about Daddy?"


Lizzie’s eyes widened as
if an idea just occurred to her. "Yes, I am." "Me,
too."


"How about if I tell you
what Daddy says and say it’s from my dreams? Will that be better? Will
you like it more if I pretend to dream about Daddy instead of telling you when
I see him?" "You don’t have to pretend anything, Lizzie. Just
try to understand that it’s hard for Mommy


when you say you see Daddy,
when you can’t see Daddy."


Tears fell from Lizzie’s
cheeks onto Ginny’s hands. "But I can. I see him right now and
he’s holding up a dolly and pointing at a watch." She turned to an
empty side of the room. "I’m trying to understand. Dolly, watch,
dolly, watch. I don’t know what to do."


Lizzie ran out of the room.
Something danced around the edges of Ginny’s memory and mushroomed. A
bizarre sensation surged inside of her, making her hopeful and nauseous at the
same time.


She ran after Lizzie into her
bedroom. Ruth followed closely. "Ginny, what is it?" Ginny grabbed
Lizzie and spun her around. "Did you say Dali watch?"


"Yeah, but I don’t
know what it means. I’m not going to talk about it anymore, don’t
worry." Ginny sat on the edge of the bed, astounded. Ruth was looking at
her as if she’d lost every bit of sense she’d ever had. She got up
and ran to her room searching for the watch she’d reached for in her
drunken stupor. She looked under the pillows on her bed, the clothes on her
dresser and searched the floor. Just when she thought it had disappeared, much
like her husband’s body, she saw its face distorted through the bottle of
rum.


She grabbed it and ran back to
Lizzie’s room. "Dali watch, Lizzie. Is this what Daddy’s
saying to you?"


Ruth ran over and snatched the
watch from Ginny’s hands. "Ginny. Stop it. You’re not going
to help her if you feed into what she’s saying."


"Yes, Mommy. Yes.
Daddy’s nodding his head and jumping up and down. That’s the
watch!"


Ginny turned to Ruth and took
back the watch. "She has no way of knowing that’s a watch made from
a Salvador Dali painting, Ruth. No way of knowing. That watch has been in a
jewelry box for years. How did she know about it?"


Ruth raised her voice and
Ginny thought it must be the first time she’d ever witnessed Ruth out of
control. "What are you saying, Ginny? Your husband’s ghost is
communicating to you about an old watch? Think about what you’re saying.
You’re only making things worse."


"You’re not gonna
let Granma Ruth make you not believe me, are you?" Ginny took Lizzie in
her arms and squeezed. "No, sweetie."


Ruth came over and gently
shook Ginny’s shoulders. "You just need more sleep. You’re
not thinking straight. I’ll stay all day. You just need rest."


Ginny pulled away.
"Think about it, Ruth. Something has always been wrong about this whole
thing. Let’s just hear what Lizzie says, okay? Let’s just hear her
out."


Lizzie jumped up on the bed
and spoke to empty space. "Mommy believes me. Granma Ruth doesn’t
yet, but Mommy does."


Ruth sat on the edge of the
bed. "This isn’t right, Ginny. You’re making her worse. How
much longer can you let her talk to someone that isn’t there? Middle
school? High school? When will you finally help her realize her Daddy is
gone?"


Ginny ignored Ruth, even
though every ounce of her sanity screamed that Ruth’s logic tethered her
to reality, that when she entered Lizzie’s fantasy, her own grip on the
world would loosen and she’d never make her way back.


But how could she know about
Dali?


Lizzie ran out of the room and
returned a few seconds later with her crayons and paper. "Now, you,
Granma. Daddy’s holding up a black book like I saw at that place we went
for his funeral."


Ruth shook her head and walked
over to Lizzie. "I’m sorry, sweetheart, but ..." Ruth stopped
mid-sentence. "Are you talking about a Bible?"


Lizzie shrugged her
shoulders."He’s opening it up to the back of the book and pointing
at the top of the page." She looked into the air quizzically for a
moment. "Hey! I know that letter. That word starts with ‘H’
and I learned that at school."


"Ginny, get me a Bible.
She’s talking about the book of Hebrews."


Ginny laughed again.
"Ruth, we don’t even own a Bible. You’ll have to use yours.
Unless, of course, you’ve memorized the whole thing."


Ginny and Lizzie followed Ruth
to the living room and watched her dig through her purse. She pulled out a
tattered, small black book and turned the pages.


"Do you see big numbers
on the page, sweetie?"


Lizzie stared into empty space
once more. "Daddy’s pointing at two ones and then number three. I
already knew lots of numbers before I even went to school."


Ruth sat on the chair and
read, then let the book fall from her hands.


Ginny took the book from
Ruth’s lap. "What does it say?" She scanned the page and
found the right place. "By faith we understand that the worlds were
prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things
which are visible."


Ruth spoke kindly, but firmly,
as if trying to convince herself that she wasn’t entertaining the thought
that Stuart was invisibly communicating 
through Lizzie. "This doesn’t mean anything, Ginny. It just
doesn’t."


"Ruth, listen to
yourself. Stuart is trying to tell us something. He used the watch with me and
the Bible with you because those are things we’ll connect to. I
don’t care if you believe in communicating with the dead or not, but
he’s trying to tell us something."


Lizzie stomped her foot in the
doorway. "I told you. Daddy’s not dead, he’s lost."


Ginny paced back and forth
several times across the living room rug. "What we have to figure out is
what he’s trying to say."


She sat the watch and the
Bible on the end table. Her hands trembled. She rubbed them on her pants,
mostly to assure herself she was awake. She felt alert and conscious, yet she
waded through a dreamlike fog. Was she seriously entertaining the idea that
Stuart wasn’t gone?


If so, what was he trying to
communicate? "Dali watch and the world was prepared by God..."


Ruth corrected her.
"Actually, what it says is the worlds were prepared by God. Not that I


really think we should be
going down this futile road. I have no idea what that could possibly
mean."


"You’re right. It
did say worlds."


"I think Daddy wants you
to call his work," Lizzie said.


Ginny gawked at her daughter,
wondering if the hazy aura surrounding her meant she hadn’t woken up. She
balanced on a dangerous precipice because going much further down this road
could end up with Ginny in the nuthouse and Lizzie without her mother or
father.


Yet Ginny found herself picking
up the telephone and dialing. "Yes, this is Ginny Pearson...yes, thank
you, we’re adjusting. May I please speak with Steve?"


Ruth mumbled under her breath
as Ginny waited. Lizzie focused intently on the paper in front of her. Ginny
felt as though she was seeing Lizzie clearly for the first time. Normally,
watching her child deluged her with such utter devotion that she couldn’t
separate loving her from acknowledging the oddities that surely had been there
all along. But Ginny had to admit the death of Stuart hadn’t been the
only time Lizzie seemed unusual. The out of the ordinary instances flooded her
mind like a slow playing film projector. Lizzie’s imaginary friends that
she held in-depth conversations with, the toys that popped up in their house even
though they’d never been purchased and the things Lizzie sometimes knew
that were well beyond her years.


All of a sudden they pointed
to something beyond the circumstances of Stuart’s un-death. The worlds of
Dali’s watch.


~


"Lizzie," Ginny
said as she hung up the phone. "Mr. Steve, from Daddy’s work,
didn’t know very much about your Daddy’s work. But he said that
Daddy was researching lots of interesting things and that one of the things he
was studying was you."


"Daddy asked me lots of
questions. All the time."


Ginny saw a momentary glimpse
of hope in Ruth’s eyes. The look turned to confusion and frustration, but
for just a second Ginny thought that maybe, just maybe, Ruth entertained the
idea that her son was still alive. "What kinds of questions, sweetie?"
Ruth asked.


"Questions about all my
friends and where they live. He asked me lots of questions about the toys my
friends give me."


Ginny couldn’t believe
Stuart hadn’t talked to her about this. "Daddy never told me
anything about that."


"Daddy said one day he
was going to blow your mind," Lizzie said, adding air quotes with her
fingers. "He said he’d win a prize. I never know what Daddy’s
talking about."


"What other things did
he say?"


Lizzie looked up from her
paper. "That I have special jeans. Daddy said I was very special but


I don’t know why he
liked my pants so much."


Ginny smiled and ruffled
Lizzie’s hair. "Daddy has thought everything about you was special
since you were born, but he wasn’t talking about your jeans. Did he say
why he thought your genes are special when he was asking you all the
questions?"


Lizzie held up her drawing.
"Because I know about this."


Ginny took the drawing from
her daughter. Ruth looked over her shoulder. The rudimentary drawing clearly
showed a little girl in a room. A line split the little girl in half. On one
side the room behind the girl was green. On the other, pink.


"What does this mean,
Lizzie?" Ruth asked. "I see the little girl. But why is she cut in
half?" "Not cut in half," Lizzie said. She pointed to the room
on one side. "Half in, half out." Ginny’s head swam again, a
glimmer of recognition played at the corners of her mind. "Half


in and half out of
what?"


"Her world."


Ginny’s stomach flipped
around and fell toward her feet. Her breakfast was dangerously close to finding
its way back up. "You’re half in, half out, Lizzie? And
that’s why you can see Daddy?"


"Yes, Mommy. I’ve
been trying to tell you for days. Daddy’s lost. I think I’m going
to go find him."


Panic seized Ginny’s
heart. "No! Lizzie. What are you saying? You can’t go where Daddy
is." Lizzie looked from Ruth to Ginny. "I think I can."


And then she disappeared.


"No!" Ginny
screamed as she lunged for her daughter. The air smelled of the shampoo Lizzie
used the previous evening. Tears seeped out the edges of her eyes. Now she had
lost them both.


Ruth moved toward the empty
chair in a trance. She ran her hands along the fabric of the chair.
"She’s just...she’s not there. She’s gone. What
happened? My God, where is Lizzie?"


"Lost," Ginny
said. "Lost. Just like Stuart."


Waiting is such a curious
thing, especially when you have no idea what you’re waiting for. Ginny
didn’t really think about why she found herself drawn to the sofa. She
spent a few minutes (hours?) thinking through what she would say when they came
back. Plotting how they’d explain the funeral and the disappearance. She
thought these details would be necessary for the home- coming. All the while,
it never crossed her mind there might not be a glorious return. Waiting in the
midst of crisis inspires hope or despair. Ginny’s mind never journeyed to
the darkest places.


Perhaps it should have.


Ginny thought Ruth would
understand the desire to sit in the room Lizzie had most recently occupied.
That they would wait together. But no matter how she reasoned with her, Ruth
refused to sit and prepare. Actually wouldn’t acknowledge the reality of
any of it. Stuart died, Lizzie slept peacefully in her room and Ginny mourned
on the sofa. Denial is a marvelous thing. Ruth stormed out with threats of
calling the department of child welfare.


So Ginny waited in her living
room. Alone.


As the sun set and darkness
settled in and made himself comfortable, Ginny’s eyes got heavier. She
fought to stay awake even though it was early evening and the longer she hung
in the battle the more she realized something was putting her to sleep. The air
was different. Thicker. Heavier. She wondered if this should frighten her, this
idea that something beyond her understanding was lulling her to sleep, but it
didn’t.


The path to her family
required vigilant attentiveness. That this might be the more treacherous course
made her uneasy, but she knew it was right.


No, the more she struggled the
more convinced she became that the danger lay in being awake. The living room
shadows grew long and crept across the room. Every few minutes she would double
take because there was something in the darkness, sneaking ever closer. But
when scrutinized, of course the shadows were simply shadows.


Ginny put on a pot of coffee
and then rummaged through the medicine cabinet for caffeine pills, No-Doz left
over from long nights of painting because her husband and child had
commandeered her daytime hours. Determined that staying awake would lead her to
Stuart and Lizzie, she amped up with pharmaceuticals and music she could sing
to. She flipped the stereo to an eighties station where the familiarity of
Purple Rain and Time After Time compelled belting out lyrics full force.


Although Ginny didn’t
know how much, she knew time marched on because song after song passed. But
time felt compressed, falling in on itself. She only vaguely remembered  the songs from one minute to the next,
as if they never happened. Objects in the room blinked in and out, a cosmic
graphics designer was screwing around with the opacity bar, making them
see-through and ethereal.


Something was happening.


Suddenly, the area surrounding
the chair Lizzie had disappeared from began to fade. A large rip in the room
materialized. Ginny’s mind struggled to make sense of what appeared in
front of her. It wasn’t like any sci-fi movie she’d ever seen, but
seemed a lot like something she might see if technology found a way to manage
it. As if a three dimensional hole hung on a two dimensional surface. Like a
drawing in the air. Only what showed on the surface was a multi-dimensioned
area that held every world, from everywhere, all in one place. Simultaneously,
every realm opened in one space.


She stared into the hole. Her
mouth went dry, as if she’d wandered a desert for months, but her eyes
watered with spontaneous tears. She opened her mouth to scream, certain her
vocal chords shook with her yell, but she heard nothing. The noises emanating
from the space in her living room swallowed up all other sound. All worlds
coexisted in her living room. The cacophony made by creatures from other worlds
sucked in every reverberation from her own. Not only did she see very confused
humans, but beings never imagined and indescribable filled the spaces and Ginny
watched, with horror, their expressions as they realized access to another
world might be suddenly available.


The eyes of the beasts that
now clamored toward the opening in her living room frightened her, but not so
much as Lizzie and Stuart in the midst of the rip. She could hear them
screaming at one another though they seemed hundreds of miles away. Lizzie
looked so frightened and Ginny could finally hear herself screaming when she
noticed a gruesome, snakelike entity turn its attention toward her family. For
one small moment she knew her husband could see her and sadness crept into his
eyes as he yelled to Lizzie, "Go back! Quick, close it!"


There was a thunderous boom
and the split in the room disappeared, like it was never there. The last
thought Ginny had before the black overtook her was whether she’d hit the
floor or make it to the sofa before she passed out.


~


"Mommy, wake up."


Ginny’s eyes popped open
the second she heard her daughter’s voice. "Oh my God!
Lizzie."


Looking into the face of the
child she thought she’d never see again, Ginny pulled Lizzie down on top
of her with every intention of never letting her go. Then she bolted up to
greet her husband with the same enthusiasm. Her mind reeled with glimpses of
the future, moments once lost now available again.


"Stuart," she
said, looking around the room. Although no signs of her husband’s  return jumped out at her, she
couldn’t wait to put her arms around him, touch him again. See him roll
his eyes at her again.


"Daddy’s not
here."


"What do you mean? I saw
him with you. In the ..."


"Daddy thinks he
can’t come back to this place because he’s not supposed to be
here." "Of course he’s supposed to be here."


"Daddy said he’s
dead here." "But I saw him. With you."


"I tried really hard,
Mommy. But I can’t bring him back here. I can take him lots of places,
but not here. I think there are rules." Lizzie’s face darkened and
she looked like a scared five year old. "When I broke the rules, it was
really scary."


Ginny stared at her daughter.
The evening’s events floated back into her consciousness causing her to
confront the truth about her child. Fascinated and frightened, she assimilated
the earlier phenomenon and the strange past into her new reality.
"Rules?"


Lizzie exhaled the sigh of a
senior citizen longing for days of old. She no longer seemed five. "I
just don’t know. I definitely can’t bring him here, but I might be
able to take you there."


"Might be able?"
Ginny’s eyes watered as she remembered what she had seen when Lizzie
tried to bring Stuart home. What happened when Lizzie tried to experiment with
things beyond all their control. She wiped a stray tear and realized her lip
was quivering.


"What’s wrong,
Mommy?"


A desperate laugh tumbled out.
"I’m a little scared right now."


Lizzie giggled. "I was,
too. But it will go away if you can see Daddy."


Ginny didn’t know if
that was true. If was a mighty large word. Lizzie, too young to realize how
abnormal all their lives had become, probably couldn’t understand the
complexity of her fear. "Sweetie, how long have you known about all this
stuff?"


"A long time, I guess. I
didn’t know I could go other places, I just tried that to find Daddy. But


I’ve always known about
my friends in other places." "Why didn’t you tell me?"


"I did. I told you about
all my friends and showed you all the presents they gave me."


Ginny smiled. Lizzie had
always insisted the people in her imaginary world existed. They just
hadn’t understood. They would have a lot to talk about if they saw each
other again.


Stuart.


Not dead there. Just here.


Fear gripped Ginny’s
heart because she knew no matter what dangers she had to face, she
couldn’t imagine not trying to reach him. She couldn’t stay in a
world where they weren’t a family if there was any chance at all of a
place where they were.


She reached for Lizzie’s
hand. "Let’s go." Ginny saw no fear in her child’s
eyes, she simply grinned.


"Daddy’s
waiting."


And the last thing Ginny
thought as she disappeared from her world was that she hoped


Stuart really was in a better
place. 
















Virtuoso


M.L. Archer


Benjamin Toll pulled his ball cap down over his
eyes and tucked his violin case a little closer. He slouched in a darkened,
rear booth in a bar off Paris’ Rue Monge and wrapped himself in its
shadowy embrace. Stale Gauloise smoke, decaying leather, and bourbon sat with
him.


Ben’s plan to drink
until Madame Gissette’s words no longer rattled his head had failed. He
lifted his empty glass and planted it, upside down, on the wooden table top.


"Benjamin
Toll! You ‘ave done zis to me!" 


Check
mate.


"You
and no one else."


Benjamin gave a deep sigh and
started to slide out of his seat.


Movement caught his eye. A
woman dressed in black glided through the bar towards his table and the sight
of her felt like icicles.


She approached, a stark figure
dressed completely in black from the pumps which she balanced on to the large
brimmed hat on her head. Ben couldn’t see her face. Like the rest of the
world, he had to view the woman through the heavy, black veil that blocked her
visage and he wondered if there was something wrong. Perhaps a disfigurement.


She moved with unearthly
grace. But her steps, and the complete focus of her path, conjured a sense of
obsession, as if this woman made the knowledge of his private comings and
goings her reason for being alive. As far as Ben could tell, her gaze never
left him.


She halted a few feet from his
table and spoke in French.


Ben couldn’t see her
face other than a vague outline of blood red lips. Her eyes were dark hollows.


"No parlez vous
francais." He hoped she would brush him off as an ignorant American and
leave him alone.


"That is not a problem.
I speak English very well, no?" 


"Madame, I would rather
not have company at the moment."


"But you are drinking
alone. That cannot be good. Do not worry. I am here for you…" She
slid into the booth facing him.


A man’s voice broke in.
"Oui, monsieur?"


Benjamin glanced up to see the
bartender addressing him from his post. "Did you call to me?" the
bartender said.


"No, I was speaking
to…" Ben halted mid-gesture and gaped at the now empty space the
woman had occupied.


Ben said. "Just thinking
out loud. Sorry."


The bartender chuckled.
"Or, perhaps, our French spirits are a bit much, eh? Eet is alright. But
go home, sir. You will be well."


He rose, violin case clamped
under his arm, and carefully walked to the bar to pay his bill. He tugged his
wallet from his blue jeans.


Benjamin glanced at the
bartender standing against his backdrop of bottles filled with amber liquid and
sparkling glasses. "Did a woman in a large black hat come in here?"


The bartender paid him an easy
smile. "Do not worry. There are many willing females, no?"
Recognition then flitted across the man’s face. "Mon dieu! Are you
Benjamin Toll?"


"Yes."


"I must tell you, I am
so sorry to hear of what has happened. But you have given so much pleasure with
your music. All of Paris is yours!"


"Thank you. You’re
very kind. Bon soir." 


"Bon soir."


Ben paid his bill, stepped out
the door and into the night.


The City of Lights carried on
as if he were mere vapor. At this hour, the streets belonged to young lovers
who strolled hand in hand, ladies and gentlemen dressed in evening finery, and
bevies of tourists. Of a darker nature, predators, who only seemed to gaze at
the ground, hunted for victims like prowling wolves. The homeless begged for
scraps. Benjamin, a tall, sandy-haired man, decked out in a faded shirt and
blue jeans, blended with the whole eclectic mix.


A cool wind whisked down the
street and he wished he’d wore something besides his old college jersey.
From down an alleyway the rustling of paper caused him to glance in time to see
the wind lift bits of old newspaper and other debris and send them swirling
into a brief dust devil.


Ben’s thoughts turned to
back home and the summer he and his friends chased one of these tiny tornadoes
across the baseball field. A sigh left him.


His father had called from the
midwest that morning.


"Benjamin,
come home for awhile," Dad had said, his voice filled with concern.
"I think a couple of weeks back home would do you good right now."


"I
can’t. The competition is over, I have concerts scheduled…"


But would he keep those dates?
Maybe. If he could manage to silence Madame Gissette’s accusations that
still throbbed at the back of his skull. Maybe he would be fine.


He
could still see her as he left the conservatory,  barging up the steps to pounce on him
like a tiny tiger. Grotesque insults, words he would never have imagined
spilling from the lips of this woman, flowed like poison. She sneered and spat
on the ground before him. Cameras flashed.


Benjamin caught himself. But
the rest of the memory tumbled through making his guts knot. Tight.


He scoured his memory for
anything he had said or did that would have hurt Madame


Gissette. Nothing.


A voice spoke at his elbow.
"You did not ask for zis."


He jumped and turned. The
woman in black stood by his side. Ben’s heart pounded.


"Who are you?"
Gathering his wits, he waved her off. "Get away from me!" He turned
back to his path. The woman kept up with him.


"Who asks to be born
with a gift?" she said. "It made you a fluke, an anomaly, an
aberration...a freak."


Benjamin paused, set his jaw
and faced her. "No. It didn’t." He stormed away. But he
remembered.


He had
walked out on the stage where a second platform was built for him to stand
upon.


In
front of him bobbed a sea of shadowy faces, all gathered to hear the child
prodigy. In the quiet moment before he started, a single cough blasted across
the concert hall and Benjamin wondered if he had the nerve to go on. But he
nodded to the conductor instead of running off stage. Violin tucked under his
chin, he performed Mendelssohn’s concerto in E minor. When finished, the
thunderous applause was like an earthquake beneath his feet.


"There’s nothing
wrong with what I do."


The woman gracefully waved her
hand, distracted as if half-contemplating getting her nails done. "Let me
ask you, then, could you stop playing? Give it up forever?"


He halted. "Why would I
do that?"


Out of the corner of his eye
he caught sight of a couple watching him. They couldn’t see her. Rounding
on the pair, he blurted, "What?"


Neither said a word, but
stepped away.


The woman had vanished once
again. He staggered back.


He ran down the dark street.
He needed a place to be safe. Somewhere 
quiet where the curious, or his fans, or detractors  would leave him alone to sort out his
own mind.


He needed sanctuary.


The idea ran through his head
like a bad joke. Except, right now nothing about his life seemed even remotely
funny.


Benjamin waved down a cab and
climbed in.


"Where to?" the
goatee sporting cabbie asked in perfect English. "Notre Dame
Cathedral."


Even though the cab smelled
like an ashtray, Benjamin sat back and sighed.


"I saw the news,"
the cabbie said, his voice low and deep. "That woman, all she wanted was
to be the best, and for many years, no one played the violin better. Why
couldn’t you have said something? Even if you had to lie, why
couldn’t you just make her feel good?"


He sat up. "I
don’t want to talk about it."


The cabbie peered at him, his
voice thick with accusation. "You could have done something. You could
have helped her."


His body tense, Ben blurted,
"I didn’t even know her...I knew of her. If she got that idea it
was because of critics and other people’s gossip. If I knew how she felt,
I would have been happy to call her the best. I would have gone out and bought
her a goddamn crown."


The vehicle immediately  swerved to the curb and stopped. The
cabbie turned all the way around and began babbling in French. His perfect
English vanished. Like the woman. He jutted a finger toward the door and barked
what Benjamin could only take as a command to get out.


He scrambled to obey.


Benjamin watched the car speed
away. Back against the nearest building, arm wrapped around his violin case, he
waited for his heart to slow down. His gaze traveled upward through the tangle
of rooftops and the haze of light, all the way to the faded stars overhead.


Another cab, full of revelers
who whooped and waved, rolled past. A girl stuck her head out of the window,
pointed back at him and cried, "Benjameen Toll! Je t’aime, Monsieur
Toll!"


The cab traveled well down the
street before he heard a man’s voice, possibly her boyfriend, shout,
"Stupeed Amereecan!"


For the first time that night,
he laughed. He thought of comments the New York Times most noted music critic
made about him before his debut in Carnegie Hall.


While
many are wildly anticipating the arrival of young Mr. Toll to the New York City
stage, one must first marvel that such a talent has managed to come to us from
the midst of the corn-fed Midwest ...


Not excited about seeking
another cab, he walked to the closest main drag and read the street sign. This
was the Rue Lagrange, Notre Dame wasn’t all that far. If he didn’t
get run over crossing the bridge it was just a good stretch of the legs.


Ben’s ears picked up the
sound of a violin playing Monti’s Csardas and in spite of himself, he had
to seek out the source and listen, if only for a minute or two.


At an outdoor corner
café’ he watched a young man in blue jeans and black t-shirt play
his heart out. A note missed here and there...the harmonic section skipped
completely. Maybe it was too difficult a part, or perhaps his violin
didn’t speak well. It didn’t matter. The young man played with such
total joy, the very atmosphere around him danced.


Benjamin leaned against a
lamppost.


The song ended, people
applauded and Benjamin joined in. The young man glanced up, noticed his violin
case, beamed and rattled off several French words.


Ben thought the man asked if
he played violin. But when Benjamin did not answer immediately, the young man
went on to ask in mangled English, "Monsieur! Dooo yooo pleh?"


Benjamin nodded and the man,
excited, waved him over.


"Your
playing…" Benjamin made a bow stroke gesture in the air,
"…tres bien! Tres bien," Ben said. Palm out he asked,
"Ravel Competition?"


The man laughed and shook his
head. "No, no! I am not so good. I play here and it gives me joy. But, je
m’appelle…uh, my naaame eez Ives. Would you care to, how do
Amereecans say, jam?"


Benjamin liked this guy.
"Sure. Let’s do it."


Ben placed his violin case on
one of the café tables, but before he could pull out his Stradivarius,
he saw the woman glide into the café and take a seat.


He felt her presence like
daggers. Ben picked the case back up and tucked it under his arm.
"I’m sorry, I have to go."


Ives’s eyebrows sprang
upwards. "But, monsieur…" "I have to go!" Ben
spun and hurried away.


He headed down the road
towards Notre Dame. As expected now, the woman appeared by his side, her
presence shrouded in silence.


"Did you enjoy
it?" she said at last. "Enjoy what?"


"Atonement, Monsieur
Toll. Only atonement will bring you peace."


Benjamin stopped and faced her
a moment. "Here’s what I don’t get. I know that I
didn’t do anything or say anything that would have hurt Madame Gissette.
I know that. So why can’t I get her out of my head, and why in hell am I
talking to YOU?"


"Zomezing must surely be
amiss. Or else why would I be able to act as your councilor?"
"You’re not counseling me, you’re driving me crazy."


"I have only asked you
to picture your life without playing. If zere is a zing you cannot give up, zen
is it not obsession? Is zat ze proper way to live?"


"Why do you want me to
give up the violin?" "Why do you?"


She vanished like a
dissipating cloud. "I don’t want to!" Benjamin yelled.


The Woman in Black leaned with
her back against a street lamp, a ghoulish lady of the evening.


"Zen why are you so
afraid to consider Madame Gissette?"


Muscles tightened, he clenched
his fist. "Don’t you get it!" he exploded. "She’s
all I’ve considered the past three days. I close my eyes at night and
she’s all I see. When there’s nothing to hear, I can still hear
her. I can’t stand it!" He made an angry, guttural sound and
continued on.


He
pictured the day so clearly. The Ravel Violin Competition, held in Paris,
attracted the finest violinists in the world. They asked him to come help judge
the contestants and he considered it a high honor.


On the
last day, he headed out of the conservatory. Madame Gissette confronted him. He
could see her perfectly coiffed hair in neat frosted waves around her head. She
wore a green jacket dress with matching pumps and carried a music satchel
instead of a purse. When he saw her making quick strides towards him, at first
he felt merely curious. Her face darkened, a building thunderhead  of anger preparing to unleash. A vein
throbbed in the middle of her forehead. When Madame traveled within ten feet of
him, she broke into a run. Seeing the usually dignified lady act so strange,
Ben stood, jaw dropped. Then she let out a blood curdling shriek and ran
faster.


"You!
You have done zis to me. I was loved by all, and zen you have come."
"Madame, I-I don’t know what you mean."


"I
have heard zee zings yoo say about me!" "What? I didn’t say
anything ..."


"You
lie! All Americans lie! I was zee greatest violinist in the world. And now you
come along and I have been made nozing. Do yoo ‘ear me? Nozing! You have
done zis. You have caused zis. No one else." She spat at the ground before
him as cameras flashed. Then,  to
his unending horror, Madame Gissette reached into her music satchel, drew out a
nine-inch blade and plunged it into her belly again and again.


Warm
wet liquid splattered across his face. He lunged forward shouting, "No!"
But security guards gripped him and hauled him out of the way.


He
watched as Madame Gissettte’s eyes bulged. She lifted the knife and
crimson  flowed off the blade. She
staggered and dropped. A discarded 
rag doll. A thick terrible stench, like freshly sheared copper filled
the air along with the sound of so much blood exiting a body that he actually
heard it gush.


Ben sank to the ground near
the door of Notre Dame, his eyes brimming 
with tears. He wrapped his arms around his violin case. Exhausted, he rose
and stumbled the last few steps to the door.


The hymn finished as he
stepped inside. In the silence his footsteps echoed. Coolness, as one finds in
buildings built of stone and mortar, greeted him. The magnificent pipe organ
sat filling most of the altar under soft illumination, otherwise hundreds of
candles formed the sanctuary’s only lighting at this hour. Here and there
a parishioner sat, heads bowed in prayer. At the altar, a very young woman lit
a candle and placed it in a holder along with a sea of others. He walked to the
front of the sanctuary and lit a candle. For Madame Gissette.


Madame,
I can’t imagine what kind of pain drove you to do what you did, but I am
so sorry if any actions of mine or any words out of my mouth hurt you. Your
playing was sublime. I never called anyone the best in the world, but if it had
occurred to me to do so, if I had ever been asked, I would have said your name.


"Is your guilt assuaged,
Monsieur Toll?"


Benjamin froze, his eyes
brimming. The Woman in Black stood by him, and something in his heart gave over
to hopelessness. This was supposed to be a place of sanctuary and yet she had
followed him in. He would never be rid of her.


"I saw you," he
said, his voice low. "You were there when she…she…I saw you
talking to her on the way out of the conservatory."


"Yes, I shared with her
many zings about her life, her position in society." His voice a low
hiss, he turned to the woman. "It was you!"


The Woman in Black laughed.
"Playing the violin gave her meaning? But it is so very little when you
stop and consider," she waved her hand lightly in the air, "all of
eternity."


"So what if it’s
all she had?"


The Woman in Black strolled
into the shadows. In what might have been a seductive gesture in other women,
she peered at him over her shoulder and whispered, "It’s all you
have."


He had no objections left to
voice. Cutting and cruel, her words were nevertheless true.


"Is that why
you’ve come?" he called after her. "You think you can get me
to do the same thing?"


Ben gave it little notice, but
movement told him parishioners were leaving. No doubt anxious to escape the
madman.


He felt a tap on his shoulder
and turned. The Woman leaned forward and barely able to contain her amusement,
whispered, "Why, we are a nation zat believes in equal outcome. Of
course, you are next. Why should one be so gifted and the next person not? And
you, you come from a stock of people better suited to becoming grocery store
clerks and shop keepers."


Benjamin rolled his eyes.
"So? Most of France doesn’t seem to a have a problem with food
stores or shops, why should I?"


"You have no business
here. You should have been born twisted and incorrect. Instead, you were given
a gift so huge even you do not understand. Were you to lose it, you would no
longer exist. Better to turn over to me your worthless, empty soul."


The Woman in Black leaned
close and whispered. "Ah, yes, and were you to leave here now, I could
promise you many women to your liking. There is time tonight. Perhaps you would
like to see to your pleasure? But whether you stay or not, know that I will be
staying...day in and day out...right by your side until you are dead."


Benjamin’s
shoulder’s fell.


Heart heavy as concrete, Ben
stumbled to the front row and sat. The woman appeared on the other side of him,
like a bird of prey swooping in for the kill.


"I will make you an
offer," she said from behind her black veil. "I will go away and
leave you forever, if you will give me one thing."


"What’s
that?" he asked.


"An offering. You carry
a gentleman’s knife in your pocket. If you use it to cut off just one
hand, I will leave. A small trophy."


Weary, he said, "Three
days ago, I never would have thought that there might be something wrong with
me for being able to play the violin. I don’t get what’s happening
to me."


"I have rights to
you," she hissed. " Too many times you have opened the door, and
now I have entered. All your life, you acted as if salvation comes from your
silly wooden box laced wiz sheep-intestines. Idolator! Salvation eez through me
and me alone! Come, Benjamin. Give me your offering. I demand it."


He glanced up. A light came
on. A tiny sliver of hope weaved its way across the back of his mind and
surrounded the word…Offering.


Benjamin stood and picked up
his violin case.


The Woman in Black demanded,
"What are you doing?"


Without another word, Benjamin
opened the case and took out his Strad. Walking to the side of the altar, he
placed the instrument beneath his chin. He had lost track of how many thou-
sands of times in his life he had performed that single act.


The Woman in Black raged.
"I will kill hundreds! It will be your fault. Yours. No one else."
Ben ignored her, closed his eyes and bowed his head.


Rosined horsehair caressed
silver strings as Ben played the song that spoke to him, Ave Maria. Under his
touch, the violin felt alive. Rich, pure tones resonated throughout the
instrument and declared the things he had no words for. The song flowed deep
into his being, cleansing and nourishing his very soul.


Ben let the melody soar. It rose
higher and higher until it filled the whole cathedral.



 
















 

The Haunting of Mabel


Jason Hubbard Derr


The old man placed three rolled cigarettes in
front of him, hesitated and then took the one from the left and placed it to
his lips. A young waitress, maybe 16, the sort that every man confused for
either his daughter or his whore, came over to fill his glass again.


"Ain’t no
smokin’ in here, shug. New law passed by them lie-bra-ls in
Warshington."


This close to the freeway the
old man felt that maybe the accent was a bit of a show put on for the tourists.


"I ain’t smoking,
darling. Gave that up near 20 years ago. Just like the feel of the things in my
mouth. I’ll have the cheeseburger and fries, hold the pickle, extra
tomato." He gave her a wink as she walked away. He smiled as she winked
back, hoping Mabel wouldn’t mind. He liked to flirt, but would never
stray. He pushed a cigarette across the table to her.


Many traditions around the
world have ritual of offering tobacco, or other harvests, to the spirits of the
dead. So it ain’t anything new, what just happened here. The old man had
no idea how many of those traditions could see their ghosts, watch as they
reached down into the offered object and take a shadow of its essence, place it
to their lips, light it on fire and draw a deep, satisfied breath from it.


"Those things are going
to kill you," he said with a knowing smile. His wife, his late wife, gave
him a tight, unimpressed smile. She’d been dead fifteen years and never
let him forget it. Late at night he could hear her hacking away, a ghost breath
of cancer and yellow teeth at the edge of his perception. She blew phantom
smoke in his face as the Madonna-like waitress put his food down.


"Thank you,
darlin’."


Mabel frowned and he realized he
had called the waitress ‘darlin’ twice in a five minute window. He
would ignore the old woman and her faint, showy scowls of disapproval. If he
had learned one thing being married to this woman it was the variety of her
moods, the sudden turn of her affections, the petty jealousies of women, car
and career, anything that caught his eye. If he had learned another thing being
widowed to the woman it was that her ghost felt things much more fiercely.


He put his cigarette down,
tipping it against his plate so the soggy end would not touch the table, and
started in on his meal. Definitely not the best hamburger he had ever had, that
honor went to the burger he had in 1976 after a sales trip had taken him into
Richmond and he had sold the services of his employer—a small,
unimpressive photocopy repair service—to a very large and very wealthy
firm. Now that burger’s victorious delishiness was more than memorable.
An almost erotic blend of taste and smell and juice and mess. It had taken an
hour to eat, each bite a moment of poetry. The dancing girls had watched him
with glee, erupting with laughter and applause as he had finished his last
bite.


Life and work had been mundane
these last fifteen years, too little copier ink on his hands, too many photos
of Mabel to remind him of her passing and too few children and grandchildren to
distract him from the deep itch of his soul. Mabel, being a ghost and all, was
not able to communicate directly to him. He could at times read her
expressions. When she was really angry, she would spook the cat. At her worst,
she would up the level of haunting to include the movement of objects and the
addition of supernatural cold spots to the already heat-deficient house he
lived in, alone, all these years later. These moments were rare and took too
much out of her to do on a regular basis, and she would vanish into the
netherworld, he assumed, or, at the least, from the corkboard of his own mind.


The young waitress—her
name-tag, perched over her left breast where she had missed a button on her
uniform, claimed she was Sarah. The top globe of her breast peeked out like a
little pink window. Sarah brought him a refill of his coke and smiled at him
again with her perfect, pretty little teeth. He picked his hat off the bench
beside him, put it on top of the fading grey scrabble of hair and tipped it at
her, which brought a short, fat giggle from her. He put the hat back down
again, took a sip of his Coke, a bite of fries and then looked up into his
wife’s eyes.


When Mabel was Sarah’s
age, she’d been mostly a beautiful woman, blond and happy, always wearing
yellow dresses on rainy day, refusing the gods of weather the right to dictate
her mood. She was a bit wild, fat bottomed, and had the most beautiful breasts
he had ever played at, sucking at them in the grass behind her father’s
house while her family pretended not to know what they were getting up to. When
she agreed to marry him, she hitched her skirts and invited him in and in the
middle of the act made him promise to never leave her, never cheat on her, and
never look at another woman. He eagerly agreed to all three.


As a traveling salesman he had
only ever managed the first two. His roving eye had devoured the world’s
beauties wherever he found them. And one evening, cold and lonely and looking
for whisky and cigarettes, he came closer to an affair than he liked to admit.
She had smoky eyes and a tiny laugh. He’d made the right choice though,
and left before damage was done.


Mabel frowned and glanced
around the small diner off the I-95. She disapproved of Going Out and having a
Good Time. He’d spent days and weeks on the I-95, stopping in on clients,
making sure they knew of the latest and greatest in photocopier inks. Outings
reminded her of the hours and days and weeks she had at home by herself or with
the children, the silences stacked up on each other like magazines in a
basement. So they became the masters of the dinner party and the game night and
summer BBQs.


The old man was enjoying his
burger, not eating so much as meditating on it, eating it slowly and making
note of each bite. Mabel inherited her mother’s skills of over-cooking
vegetables to baby food consistency and meats to shoe-leathery goodness. He
stayed on the road as long as possible in order to eat well at the pantheon of
diners strung out across America’s east coast.


His late-wife drifted away
from their table, a grey smudge in the air that only he could see. She brushed
past the delicate skinned waitress who gave a quick involuntary shudder. He
knocked his head to the side, inquisitively, as if to ask what she was up to.


Mabel drifted around the room.
Outside, the neon flickered and exhausted travelers spilled from their cars to
come into the diner and ordered heaps of deep fried foods. Mabel’s grey
smudge of self took it all in: the dim fluorescent lights, the chipped tile,
the off-center photos of celebrities who may or may not have eaten here.


The clock over the door said
6:00 but it had said 6:00 for the two hours the old man had been seated and, he
assumed, for several days or months previous. He looked at his own watch,
surprised to see that it was really 6:00 in the evening. Sighing, he took out
his briefcase and popped open the latches. Inside were the usual: a newspaper,
a pad of paper, calculator and several other, more personal items, such as his
father’s pocket knife. He hadn’t worked for some years but still
enjoyed the feel of being out on business, even if it was a ruse.


This was not his regular
diner. He had gone out tonight, up the I-95 in look for something new. Even
aging as he was, adventure and excitement were still powerful draws on him.
Mabel had been against going out while living, but in death she had no choice.
He smiled at that before scratching his grey head and letting a deep scowl
crawl across his face. He dipped a fry into a spot of mayonnaise and shoved it
in his mouth. Mabel was staring at the waitress and the pot of coffee she was
carrying to their table.


"Bit cold in here. Keep
getting drafts," she said, pouring a perfectly arched stream of coffee.
She was an artist, and the perfect pour was her art form.


"Ghosts," he said,
winking slightly for the waitress and a bit for his wife.


"Yea? I guess so. My
brother said ghosts leave cold spots. Maybe it’s the ghost of a former
manager, angry that we changed how we made the apple pie."


"Really? Why would you
do a thing like that?"


"Apple Pie, from the
former, now deceased owner of the diner, was based off of his mother’s
recipe. And it tasted like cardboard. Johnny—that’s him back there,
he went to cooking school and knows food, so he says, thought the pie should be
edible." All this was in one breath. "And I agree. The pie is
good."


"I’m sold,"
he said, smiling, placing one hand on top of the breathless waitress’s
hand. "Excuse me?" She let her hand linger for a moment before
removing it to adjust the pencil behind her ear. The old man was surprised at
how much he enjoyed the touch of the young woman, soft and warm life in her
voice.


"The pie. I’m
sold. It sounds fantastic. I will have a slice and, if you promise to not tell
my doctor, a scoop, one solitary scoop, of vanilla ice cream."


"You got it, hon."
And she was away, behind the counter preparing his desert. It felt good in his
chest, and in his pelvis, to have a young woman looking after his needs. Mabel
was hovering nearby.


"Sit down woman!"


The pie was not exceptional.
Which was not the fault of the pie itself. And it did not taste like cardboard;
it just tasted like old pie. But the single scoop of ice cream did taste
lovely. Mabel’s eyes were sharp and worried. He waved her away, all her
unaskable questions and lied, promising they would go home soon.


This, he noted, as he had
noted on several other occasions of his haunting, did not seem to make her
happy. Sarah came back and he declined a third refill of his coffee and thanked
her for the meal.


"Lovely. Just lovely.
And the food wasn’t half bad either." Too which she laughed.


"Ain’t you just a
cute one? You live around here, mister, or you just visiting?"
Mabel’s grey smudge of a self left her seat, leaned in on one elbow to
the young girls ear, and whispered words none of them could hear.


"Visiting. Decided I
should have an adventure. You live in the area?" "I do. All my
life. I go to school at the community college."


"Good for you! What are
you studying?"


"All sorts of things
that I ain’t made my mind up on yet."


"Good for you," he
said, laying one had on her shoulder. "Don’t make up your mind
until you have to. It’s true for school and it’s true for
love."


"You’re cute. Make
sure you come back this way." She shuddered as Mabel’s hand passed
through her. "I’ll try to get this draft fixed. Sorry we sat you
right in it."


He waited until it was almost
closing and then packed up his briefcase, digging through it at the last minute
to find his keys and one other thing he needed. Mabel was restless, a grey fog
dancing around the room erratically. He placed his last cigarette carefully in
his front shirt pocket.


A half hour later he was in
the parking lot, sitting in his car, road map open across his lap. He watched
as the staff cleaned, turned off lights and began the long march home. His
late-wife sat still, silent and cold in the passenger seat. He was startled as
Sarah knocked on his window.


"Still here?"


"Just reading the map.
Want to get home safe and sound. Though I had hoped to be on the road by the
time the sun went down."


"Well, come out here and
I will help you with the map. Push comes to shove you can stay with me
tonight." He blinked at her twice and opened his door to join her. Mabel
was already standing by the car’s hood. He felt in his jacket pocket for
the last thing he had taken out of his briefcase.


He spread the map over the
hood, and pointed out where home was. Sarah chuckled, told him a story of a boy
she had dated from down that way once and said she could give him directions
home no problem. Mabel was leaning into the girl, whispering, as she always
did. And as always she had to admit defeat.


"Too bad, I was looking
forward to having my very own cute little old man hanging around the house in
the morning." She gave him a long slow wink and then paused, coughed and
looked startled as his father’s pocket knife slid through the soft skin
of her throat. She gurgled once and spat blood before falling to the ground.


"I don’t cheat. I
promised Mabel."


He had only once ever been
tempted to cheat and he had only ever once seen that young woman again, and it
had gone badly. Over the years so many of them thought they could make him
stumble, make him swerve from his promise. He had always taken measures to
protect himself, to protect Mabel, and to protect his vows. He took the third
cigarette from his pocket and threw it away in disgust when he saw that it had
broken, leaving little flakes of tobacco in his pocket, on his fingers.


Mabel was weeping, long tired
ghost tears. Her mouth was working in large unarticulated syllables, words only
she could hear. He watched her for awhile as she mouthed the secrets of life
and death and redemption. Satisfied he had kept his vows he got back into the
car, started the engine and went home.


He always went home.



 


 

















The Last Door


Edoardo Albert1


I was being stared at. In the noise and bustle
of the model railway fair, someone was watching me. Theo, my son and reason for
being here, was locked in conversation with the owner of a layout that even I,
train neophyte that I was, found impressive. Satisfied he was all right, I
continued looking until my eyes met...her.


We had been going to stations,
viaducts, bridges and, latterly, model railway fairs for—it felt like
forever, but must actually have been something  like six years—ever since the
train bug had not so much bit Theo as bored under his skin and taken over the
running of his central nervous system. In that time she had been an all but constant
presence. From the biggest event at Alexandra Palace, with over 50 layouts and
stands to match, to a church hall hosting a handful of models belonging to the
local club, she was there. "The eminence grease," I nicknamed her
to my wife.


Look, let’s be honest
here. You go to a model railway fair and you don’t see too many people
who’ve drawn a full hand in the beauty shuffle. That’s not to say
everyone is ugly, but observation suggests a higher than average proportion of
the aesthetically challenged, with comb-overs, jumpers tucked into trousers,
tank tops, an unhealthy preponderance of anoraks and other fashion disasters
contributing to the general lack of cool.


But this lady left all of them
sashaying down the catwalk. If it was just the clothes—and I know that
sacks have their uses but couture is not among them—it would have been
bad enough, but it was her face and hair that did it. Oh, and her body probably
wouldn’t have helped, but thankfully the sack concealed most of it. Lank,
grey hair, greasy tresses framing a face of protruding, beetle brows,
positively luxuriant eyebrows (in contrast to her hair) and a chin that would
make Desperate Dan jealous. This was the face to send a thousand ships onto
sandbanks. And it was staring straight at me.


Or maybe somebody behind? I
checked. Nope. Still staring. This was getting uncomfortable. I approached Theo
crabwise and suggested that maybe it was time we left. I don’t think Theo
even heard me, so deeply was the conversation delving into arcane matters of
railway modeling.


Yep, still staring.
"Theo, come on."


Theo finally looked round, his
eyes wide in betrayed amazement.

















"But, Dad, we only just
got here," he said, which was true enough by his standards.  By my watch we had arrived one hour and
forty-seven minutes previously—we were good for another two hours at
least.


"There’s lots more
layouts. Let’s go and look at some of them at least."


"But Dad, this
man," Theo paused to peer short-sightedly at the name tag, "Mr.
Wix, he’s telling me all about the different tube trains and
lines."


"Good lad," chimed
in Mr. Wix. "Very clever." I looked around briefly. She had gone.


"All right," I
said, relaxing. Funny how unsettling it is to be stared at. Still, given what
an oddball that woman was—even by the generous standards set by railway
enthusiasts—she  was probably
just staring into space and I happened to be in the way.


Free from scrutiny, I did what
I normally do at model railway fairs: I wander. Theo, once he’s set on a
layout, won’t move unless dynamited, so I just need to keep him in sight,
a task made easier by his blond hair standing out in most crowds. Despite my
stubborn lack of interest in trains—and I’ve tried to develop some
passion for the subject, if only to stave off incipient madness after six and a
half hours at the Ally Pally show—there is much on show of at least
passing interest. I paused to look at an alpine layout, with precisely modeled
Swiss trains emerging from a tunnel through the mountains and climbers groping
up rock faces, when I saw her. She was talking to Theo.


"Hey," I said,
having pushed past a number of startled modelers in my hurry, "What are
you doing?"


I should have guessed from her
reaction that something was unusual. Through Theo’s protestations that
all was fine, and Mr. Wix’s warrants for the grey lady’s probity, I
saw the...the bruised look in her face as she turned, startled, towards me and
then as rapidly hid her face. For a moment I wondered what it must be like to
go through life with a face like that and then my thoughts were lost as Theo
protested and Mr. Wix flapped, and the grey lady slipped silently away.


"It’s only
Lily," Mr. Wix said. "Everyone knows her. She comes to all the
fairs." "Dad, she’s all right," said Theo.


"I’ve told you, I
don’t want you talking to strangers." "I was talking to Mr.
Wix," Theo pointed out.


"He’s not a
stranger," I said. "He’s got a name tag."


"I think you’ll
find Lily has one too," said Mr. Wix, in a particularly unhelpful manner.
"Besides, I’ve talked to her before," said Theo.


"You have? When?"


"At that fair with the N
gauge Tokyo layout."


"Oh, that fair.
I’ve never seen you talking with her." "You don’t see
everything, Dad."


Put in my place, I resumed my
wanderings, although their radius was shorter than before. As a result, I got bored
more quickly.


"Come on, Theo, please
can we look at something else?"


Finally sated with the
Metropolitan and District lines, or whatever he was looking at, Theo produced
his mobile, took a couple of pictures and then accompanied me around the rest
of the show.


"What was that lady
talking to you about?" I asked as casually as I could manage.
"Nothing," said Theo. "Not trains."


That Abbey Road layout was
definitely the best and I promised Theo, as we settled down in the canteen to
eat our lunch, that we’d go back to take another look.


But when we got back, Mr. Wix
was gone and in his place, operating the trains, was Lily.


"Where’s the chap
who was here before?" I asked as Theo bounced around excitedly at the
sight of a Metropolitan line tube pulling in to the station.


Her voice was the next
surprise of the day. It was clear, pure and as brilliant as starlight on frost.
It was the sort of voice to call a thousand ships to their doom on the rocks.
Struck by the sound of Lily’s voice, I missed the content of her reply
and had to ask the question again.


"He’s at
lunch."


Both times she spoke she kept
her face averted.


"Oh, right." I
retreated to apparent mooching around the nearby stalls, while keeping a
surreptitious eye on proceedings. Theo was engaged in conversation with Lily.
From the fragments I overheard it mostly revolved around the various London
tube lines and their priority, with Theo excitedly telling her which was first
(the Northern), the last ( Jubilee) and the dates of all those in between, with
a special diversion down our own local Piccadilly line.


Time was dragging on and what
interest I could muster in the nearby stands was soon exhausted.


"Theo, it’s time
to go."


Caught in contemplation of a
Metropolitan line train leaving the station, Theo didn’t even hear me.
But Lily did. She glanced up, the eyes beneath those beetle brows looking
surprisingly lively, and said, "Would you like to see my layout?"


Taken utterly by surprise I
searched desperately for some bearings and grabbed hard on to the wrong end of
the stick.


"It’s really
awfully kind of you and, of course, normally I’d be delighted to oblige,
but I’m a married man, you see, and it’s really not
possible…"


The sentence trailed away
before her now all too direct gaze. "I meant, would you like to see my
model railway," she said.


"Oh, your railway. Of
course. Your layout, I see. Yes, sure, I’d—we’d—be
delighted, some time when there’s time…"


"It’s not
far."


If I hadn’t been both
embarrassed and confused as a result of my faux pas I’m sure I would have
thought of some excuse why we couldn’t go. Instead, two minutes later, we
were trailing Lily through the suburban streets of north-east London. The
houses here were Edwardian, the suburb more railwayville than metroland,
although a later tube line had filled in the few remaining spaces with 1930s
semis.


"Dad, it’s
raining," Theo said. I’d felt it myself: occasional drops landing
on my face and hands. We both peered up, through the haze of feathery new
leaves and flowers, into a blue sky that was as good as saying, "Who,
me?"


"Can’t see
anything," I said.


"Maybe it’s from a
plane," said Theo.


"I certainly hope
not." There was only one source of liquid I could think of in a plane and
I


would rather it was not
falling on our heads.


There was a musical, bubbling
sound, which sounded like sunlight rippling through leaves, and then I realized
it was Lily, laughing.


"It’s from the
trees. As the new leaves bud, aphids suck the fresh sap and secrete a sweet
residue, honeydew."


"Oh, right," I
said, but Theo, quicker on the uptake, looked up in horror at the lime green
canopy.


"We’re being pooed
on by insects, Dad." He tugged my hand. "Let’s walk in the
road."


It gives some indication of
how much I disliked the idea of being crapped on by invertebrates that I
seriously thought about the idea. It was a quiet residential road, after all,
with little traffic and the regularly pruned trees did not reach beyond the
line of parked cars. But then a BMW swept past, swirling debris in its slipstream,
and I resigned myself to aphid excreta. "Is it much further?" I
asked in feeble protest.


"Very near." Lily
pointed to the next junction. "That’s my road."


Theo dragged me eagerly on,
while I mumbled something about not being able to stay long, taking a quick
look and returning another time.


But Lily suddenly stopped.
"Don’t you want to see my layout?" she asked, her bell-like
voice fractured with anxiety.


Caught, as I was, in the
politeness trap, I managed to reassure her with only a hint of hesitation in my
reply. But before Lily could say anything further, a voice drawled out from
near the neatly clipped box hedge that marked the turning for her street.


"Yo, Lily, my
friend,  where  you takin’ these dudes?"


Out, apparently from the hedge,
stepped a hooded figure. Usually, at least in films, hooded figures are
mysterious and dangerous, the hoods the attic extensions of elegant
floor-sweeping robes. In this case, the hood was polyester and terminated at
the waist, where there was a large underwear-revealing gap before the actual
trousers began. Throw in expensive white trainers, pale, sun-starved skin and
features bearing the imprint of an unfortunate attempt at creating a
rodent/human hybrid and, yes, we were facing chavdom incarnate.


Lily dropped her head,
assuming her characteristic 
floor-gazing posture, but carried on, forcing us to follow. It appeared
she was going to try to ignore the fellow.


But he was not so easily
ignored. Moving with an incongruous liquid grace he slid alongside


Lily.


"What’s the
matter, darling? Cat got your tongue?" Lily hunched her shoulders.


Theo tugged my hand. "Is
that man bothering Lily?" he asked in a voice that was all too carrying.
The man’s gaze flickered back to take us in, and then as swiftly dismissed
us. "Do something, Dad."


Look, I’m no sort of
hero. My job is wrestling figures, not thugs. If we all had a go at yobs the
place would be crawling with Charles Bronson wannabes. Besides, my taxes
provide the police with a very good living—let them sort it out. In fact,
the last time I fought anyone I was still relying on the tooth fairy to balance
my accounts.


"Excuse me, Lily, is
this chap bothering you?"


All right, so it wasn’t
exactly Errol Flynn but from the response it might as well have been. The chav
hissed at me. My first thought was that I was glad Theo was behind me; he would
have missed that. Then I saw him beside me, his face shocked.


A hiss. It doesn’t sound
so bad, does it? At least it wasn’t a stream of profanity. But it becomes
more disconcerting when the face producing 
the hiss turns into a snake’s head while doing so, complete with
flickering tongue. The hood stayed in place though. Hooray.


"They’re with
me."


As quickly as it had come, the
snake’s head disappeared as the chav turned back to Lily. "Where
you goin’ wiv ’em?"


Lily shook her head.


"You have no power
here."


The chav stood back, leaning
in apparent nonchalance against a fence as we, a somewhat uneasy convoy, sailed
in line astern past him. I meant to ignore the young man, but traitor eyes
flicked to his grinning face while Theo stared in unabashed curiosity, then
pulled my hand to announce, "He’s not a very nice man,
Daddy."


The pronouncement drew a snort
of laughter from behind, which I ignored, and a look back from Lily.


"No," she said.
"He’s not a man."


It was only after we had
walked half way down the road that I realized there was a word missing in what
she had said. Surely she had meant to say that he was not a nice man? Or did
she mean that he wasn’t a "man" in the proper, grown-up, John
Wayne sort of way of being a man. But before I had the chance to ask, we
arrived.


Lily led us up a tiled path,
through a neat front garden, to the green door of a typical late


Edwardian family home. She
fumbled in her bag for the key, then turned and smiled shyly at us. "I
don’t have many visitors," she said. "Welcome."


I don’t know what I was
expecting, but what I saw was a perfectly normal hall, complete with original
tiled floor, coving and wooden paneling. My wife would have loved it.


"This way," said
Lily, indicating the back room. The entire space was given over to a model
railway—and when I say entire space, I’m not exaggerating; model
mountains loomed high, with train tracks exploding out of tunnels like engineering
exclamations. There was a little town, complete with tram and harbor, short
rural branch lines and intercity main lines. Like all the best layouts, it was
a world in miniature.


"Do you like it?"
asked Lily.


Theo was alternately bouncing
up and down like a self-propelled rubber ball, or putting his eyeline on the
same level as the layout and staring with passionate intensity at some aspect
of the design.


"Does that answer your
question?" I asked.


Lily smiled. It would be nice
to say how a smile transformed her face into one of beauty, or at least some
measure of attractiveness. Sadly, no. But it did show off some very impressive
canines. I still congratulate myself on stifling any obvious reaction.


Lily turned to the controls,
set some trains running and then turned back to me. " Tea?"


"Oh, yes, please.
I’d love a cup." "And for Theo?"


"Have you got any orange
juice?"


Lily nodded and scurried off
to the kitchen. While she prepared the tea I cursorily inspected the
layout—good, but nothing to set it apart from the hundreds of others I
had seen over the last few years—then went to look out at the garden.
Now, how quickly could we politely leave? A cup of tea, some laudatory comments
about the layout, and then off, I decided.


That was strange. "Dad,
this is strange."


The garden was big, much
bigger than any suburban London garden had any right to be. "Dad,
they’re moving."


Beyond the boundaries, fields
spread out to distant, tree flecked hills. There was no sign of


Chingford anywhere. Although
maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing... . "Dad, they’re
definitely moving."


"Aren’t they
supposed to move?" I said, unwilling to move from the window.
"It’s the people who are moving, Dad."


Reluctantly, I backed towards
the layout, keeping one eye on the scene outside.


"There," said
Theo, pointing. I looked down to see the passengers of a Mallard-type steam
engine disembarking at Coombe Halt station. And not just disembarking, but
milling around in the station, disappearing into the café and toilets,
even setting off down the roads, knapsack on back.


"Gosh. But look here,
Theo, and tell me what you see." "Fields, hills, trees,
elephants…"


"Huh?"


"Hairy elephants."


Trundling along at the bottom
of the garden was a small herd of… "Mammoths."


Lily put the tea tray down.
"Milk?"


"Er, yes. Please."


"Sugar?"


"No thanks. Um, Lily,
aren’t mammoths extinct?"


"Dad, one of
them’s doing a huge poo," said Theo delightedly.


I sipped, little finger
suitably extended, from the fine bone china cup. "Nice view."


Lily didn’t say
anything. She was staring out of the window. It was the first time I’d
seen her face in profile: heavy brow, flat nose, big chin, mammoths…


"You’re a
Neanderthal!"


Lily glanced at me then looked
away, blushing. She stared out of the window. The mammoths had disappeared.


This was all getting too
strange.


"Thank you for the tea.
Theo, it’s time we were going."


"No, please, you
can’t go, you mustn’t." 
Lily was looking me full in the face for the first time since we had met
and, yes, her eyebrows really did meet in the middle.


"Theo, come on, time to
go."


"But you haven’t
seen everything yet."


"I’m sure, but we
really have to go. Theo." Crossly, this time.


"Dad, there’s been
a terrible disaster." He looked up solemnly from the layout. Before him a
green steam train lay scattered on its side, a broken-backed snake, with a car
wedged under the engine. The level crossing lights were still flashing
forlornly further down the track.


"Did you do that?"


"No!" Theo’s
look of shocked horror was sufficient to confirm his denial. "They tried
to drive across the level crossing even though the lights were flashing and the
train was coming, Dad."


"Who did?"


"They did. The little
people." Theo pointed and for the first time I realized that, yes, there
really were little people walking, running, sitting and driving around on the
layout. That is, people as in moving, breathing, talking, er, people, and not
just animated figures. At the moment, a crowd of them was gathering to look at
the crash, while the victims of the accident, none of whom seemed the worse for
wear, were climbing out of carriage doors and car windows, and joining the
onlookers in what seemed something of a party.


I looked up at Lily. She gave
a little smile and giggled—something I found oddly disconcerting coming
from a Neanderthal.


"They are great at
running the layout, but they do like to play tricks." "Who
do?"


"The little
people."


I looked back at the layout.
The small figures capering around the accident scene did seem to be wearing
suspicious amounts of green.


"I didn’t know
they were so, er, little." Theo shook his head.


"Little people, Dad.
D’oh!" "But they’re tiny, not little."


" To you maybe,"
said Lily, " but they’re little to a dwarf."


"You’ll be telling
me there’s a dwarf wants to meet us next," I said.


"Oh, not a dwarf,"
Lily laughed, rather nervously I thought. "But there is a
fairy…"


"No, no, no," I
said. "Extinct species, all right; little capering folk, maybe; but
fairies are a definite no. Definitely. Er…" Some quick thinking
here. Was this homophobic? "Unless you’re talking about a
queen."


"No, he’s a
king."


I began to answer then stopped
to look more closely at Lily. She really meant it. "Come on, Theo,
it’s time we were leaving."


"Oh, Dad." Theo
crouched down lower, more on eye level with the layout. But before I could
remonstrate further with the boy, Lily did something totally unexpected. She
touched me. In fact, she grabbed my arm. But surprise  quickly gave way under the pressure: I
could feel my arm bones grinding together.


"Please, I only need you
to stay for a short time. I have to show that I’ve made some contacts,
otherwise he’ll close the door." Lily let go of my now throbbing
arm. "I have to pretend that I have some friends."


While trying to massage some
blood back in to my arm, I shook my head. But before I could reply further,
Theo shoved me.


"She’s
crying."


You’ve probably never
seen a Neanderthal cry. It doesn’t help their appearance.


I handed over a
handkerchief—from a strategic distance—and waited for her to stop.


"Let me get this
straight. You’ve come from wherever you’ve come
from"—here I waved towards the window—"to make friends
and influence people?"


Lily nodded. "In
part."


"Great, we’ve
walked into a Neanderthal self-help manual."


"The other reason is
that the king said he’d put out the sun if we couldn’t make contact
with some humans."


I’d been finishing off
my tea at this point. It nearly finished me off instead, in a fit of choking
that had both Neanderthal and son—a pair not always easily
distinguished—patting  my
back.


"Put out the sun,"
I eventually croaked. "What do you mean?" "Have you heard of
the white world?"


"You mean the Ice
Age?"


"That was the
king’s doing. He put out the sun to allow my people time to cross over to
his land, for we had sought shelter there."


"What land?" I
asked. "America? Atlantis?"


"It has no name here,
for it lies under hill and below lake, through cave and copse, but the ways have
been closed for centuries. Only now, these last few years, did the king give
word for some of the doors to be unsealed and for some of my people to return
to your world."


"Like it?"


"No." Lily sighed.
"I fear my looks are against me. All my kin gave up, driven away by
laughter or fleeing before silent stares. This is the only door that remains
open."


"How come you
haven’t gone back?"


"I found
a...passion." Lily gestured at the layout. "And people who truly
did not care what I look like, but only that I shared their enthusiasm. And as
you can see ..." The little people were busy running the railroad again.
"Others came to share my love."


"Why didn’t you
get one of your train chums to come here then?" Lily shook her head.
"I need someone more ordinary."


I began an answer, then
stopped. Was that a compliment or an insult? "It really is time to go,
Theo."


"But, Dad, we
can’t leave now. The king’s almost here." He pointed. I
turned and looked out of the window. I don’t know what I was expecting,
maybe a carriage, or a flying horse, something like that, but in fact the fairy
king was arriving by train.


Quite a feat as, when
I’d looked out of the window before, there had been no track. But now a
railway line had been laid across the grass plains by a team of sweating,
gesticulating dwarves, who were taking up the track behind the engine as fast
as they were laying it in front, while, through clouds of steam and smoke, the
engine approached. The track laying, I noted, was made easier by the line and
sleepers not having to actually rest on the ground. The whole thing, engine,
tender, carriages and track, appeared to take no notice of topology whatsoever,
cutting through ridges and floating over dips with no regard for the actual lie
of the land.


The locomotive halted,
hissing, about where the shed was.


"It’s the City of
Truro," Theo whispered, his eyes wide with wonder.


I shook my head. "Look,
whatever that thing is, it’s definitely not a town in Somerset."
"The engine, Dad. That’s the City of Truro."


"The last occasion the
king visited, he came in the Sir Nigel Gresley," said Lily.
"Wow," said Theo.


I tuned out the train talk and
looked at what was going on. The dwarves, their work done for the moment, stood
in a grumbling group at the front of the train. Meanwhile, the carriage doors
swung open and, er, people stepped down. I use the term "people"
approximately, in the same way that the word "writer" applies to
both Dan Brown and Martin Amis. In the same way, these people made everyone I’d
ever seen before into caricatures of humanity. I glanced at Lily. How must she
feel before this mirror of perfection? Maybe it was not so surprising that
she’d volunteered to come into our world.


The fairies, for thus I
assumed them to be, milled around for a while in the way characteristic of
groups of beautiful people, before forming themselves into a rough sort of
line.


"Which is the
king?" I whispered to Lily. "He’s still on the train,"
she said.


The fireman jumped from the
locomotive, a crooked, misshapen creature obviously related to the dwarves in
some way, and I turned my attention to the engine. Maybe the king of the
fairies had decided to take a turn driving the train.


My attention elsewhere, it
took me a little while to realize that the line of fairies had reformed itself
into a retinue. Lily opened the sliding patio doors (I caught myself wondering
if the double glazing installers had looked out on the same vista) and went to
wait on the patio. Theo slipped out beside her. Despite my better judgment, I
made it three.


The hunchbacked creature that
I’d thought a dwarfish fireman limped closer, running a thick finger
across his forehead and flicking the sweat of his labors away. And where the
sweat landed, flowers sprang from the turf, daisies and buttercups and others I
had no name for.


Out of the corner of my eye I
saw Lily begin to kneel, but the creature roared at her, "Get up with
you, Lily. I’ll not be having you kneel to me."


He limped to a stop in front
of us, squinted through misaligned eyes that lingered for an uncomfortably long
time on me, then said, "This one, though, would best be groveling on the
ground if he ever wants to see home again."


I confess at this point my
mind froze as completely as my body locked up. I don’t know what


I would have done if Theo
hadn’t shouted, "Hey, you can’t talk to my dad like
that."


"And why not?" The
cripple turned slowly towards my son, while behind him I could see the
entourage variously gasp, blanch and smile expectantly at Theo’s words.


"I am the king,"
he said. "I can do what I want." Theo ran in front of me.


"No you
can’t," he said.


The king paused. His eyes
never left Theo’s face. The courtiers leaned forward and Lily held her
hands to her face, peeking through protecting fingers at the scene in front of
her. Me, I managed to put my hands on Theo’s shoulders.


"Can." 


"Can’t."


"Can."


"Can’t." 


"Can." 


"Can’t." 


"Can."


"Can’t,
can’t, can’t, can’t." 


"Can, can, can."


"Can not." Theo
wagged his finger at the fairy king. "It’s naughty," he said.


The king laughed, and his
laughter was like the blowing of bellows. His merriment was accompanied so
quickly by the laughter of his court as to almost make you think their joy was
genuine. There was something about the laughter that didn’t sound right,
or at least didn’t sound human: it was too tinkling, too scintillating,
too much like a windy day in a wind chime factory.


The king stepped up and
ruffled Theo’s hair—something he hates. Then he looked at me. He
had the most magnetic face I have ever seen and I hope never again to be as
close to him.


"Your son is a brave
boy," he said. "Live up to him."


Then he turned to Lily and
skipped around her like a jester.


"Found some friends, eh,
gorgeous?" He stopped cavorting and stood behind her, a bent creature.
Lily stared straight ahead.


"All right, you can keep
your door."


Lily glanced back at him, then
fixed her eyes in front again. "And the sun stays on?"


"The sun stays on; for
the moment." The fairy king limped around in front of Lily. They were the
same height, so Lily had no choice but to look him in the face.


"Oh, Lily, Lily, my pure
flower, you can’t refuse me forever." Lily blushed.


"I can give you trains,
all the engines you want." He gestured towards the hissing locomotive and
it flickered through all the generations of rail: steam, diesel,
diesel-electric, maglev, and back to steam.


Lily shook her head. The king
smiled.


"Ah, Lily, don’t
you know: sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds; lilies that fester smell
far worse than weeds."


"But they that have
power to hurt and will do none; they rightly do inherit heaven’s
graces." " Touché." The king bowed before Lily.


"I must away: far
distant lies a rose unsmelled, nearby ogres await the unwary. What king of
fairy can leave matters so?"


Without further word the court
began to climb back on the train. The dwarf engineers, on the other hand, were
quite vociferous in an under-the-breath sort of way about their truncated
break. Nevertheless, they set about laying the track with a will.


Up until now I had been happy to
be ignored by his fairy majesty. But—it must have been the
tension—I must admit there was something about being harangued by the
king that I found face- breakingly funny. Despite all my efforts, a smile
forced its way on to my lips as the king turned to leave. And, for my bad luck,
he saw it.


"Sirrah, stranger and
visitor to our realm, do you live in the days of Spenser and
Shakespeare?" I shook my head.


" Tis pity, or I would
have thee take word to Edmund: forget not the lord in thy zeal for the lady. But
I see from thy raiment that another age claims thee."


I nodded.


"Allow me to practice
the demotic." The king cleared his throat. "Wotcha fink of me
manor. Wicked, innit?"


There is, I discovered at this
point, a peculiar and unique quality to the rictus that freezes one’s
face when trying not to laugh in the face of a slightly mad fairy king with the
power to switch off the sun.


Theo, on the other hand, was
not so infected.


Behind the king every member
of his court immediately froze. The dwarves stopped laying track. Everything
and everyone was still, and silent, apart from my son. His laughter continued
to ring out, then gradually died away into uncertainty. Theo tugged my hand.


"Dad, what’s
wrong? Wasn’t it funny?" The king looked at me.


"Well? Was it?"


What do you think, dear
reader? Did I, at this point, draw myself up like Horatio at the bridge or
Samson among the Philistines, and answer truly though the heavens fall. Or did
I freeze like a frightened rabbit?


"What’s up,
doc?" said the king, as the silence stretched into tomorrow and I
contemplated the fall of civilization and the end of my career, not necessarily
in that order.


"Cat got your
tongue." As the king said that, his pupils turned in to feline slits.
"Dad?" Theo squeezed my hand.


I had to say something. But I
couldn’t speak. "It was funny."


Lily blushed before the sudden
convergence of so many gazes but she did not quail. "You sounded like the
queen trying to talk common."


"Yes," Theo chimed
in, somewhat unnecessarily I thought, "it was really funny."


The king began to laugh, with
all the unexpectedness of a market collapse, and a moment later his courtiers
joined in. The dwarves went back to desultory track laying.


Wiping tears from his eyes,
the king squatted down in front of Theo.


"Ages have passed since
I knew such mirth," he said and ruffled Theo’s hair. Again.
"Hey," said Theo, trying to unruffle it.


"The doors lie open to
you. Return when you will." "Can I bring my trains."


"Certainly. But be
quick; winter has been but delayed, it will not be denied. Come, we must
depart."


The fairy king limped back to
his train and climbed up to the driver’s cab. Steam billowed around the
locomotive, the whistle sounded, and with the slow wumph of pistons it rolled
away.


The engine safely out of
sight, and the plains and hills again quiet, I turned to Lily. "I think
we’d better go."


Lily stopped me at the front
door. "Thank you," she said.


"What for?"


"For visiting the home
of an ugly crone. Oh, and saving the world." "Yes, well. My
pleasure."


"What did he
mean," Theo butted in. "About the doors being open?" Lily
smiled down at my son.


"For you, the gates to
the other world will unlock." "Cool," said Theo.


"But you have to find
them, and that is, I’m afraid, all but impossible to do without a
guide." "That’s all right, we can always come back
here."


I suspect it was the slightly
strangled noise emanating from me that caused Lily to look in my direction.


"I think you should ask
your father first. Besides ..." and here she bent down and took
Theo’s hands in her own. "You might not be able to return."


"But we know where you
live," said Theo.


"Once you leave, the way
is lost. Try to return and you will find yourself walking down unfamiliar
roads."


Theo’s face crumpled
like a screwed-up tissue and Lily took him in her arms. "I’ll still
see you at the model railway fairs," she said.


Theo sniffed and wiped the
tears away. "You promise?"


"Yes," said Lily,
"I promise."


I drew Theo out of her arms.
"Come on, son. It’s time to go."


We waved to Lily from the
gate. Theo’s crying had ended as suddenly as the king’s laughter
had begun. And as we walked down those suburban streets back to the model
railway fair he skipped happily along.


"Well, that was quite an
adventure," I said as the church hall hove in to sight. "I
can’t wait to go back," said Theo.


"It might be difficult
to find the way." Already the route was blurring in memory into random
roads and blind turnings.


"I don’t think
so." Theo  smiled  up at me. "You must have a better
memory than me."


"I have," said
Theo. "And I also have a better mobile." He waved it up at me.
"GPS. We can go back whenever we want."


"Oh," I said.
"Great."



 
















 

The Cloak


Douglas Kolacki


"Angels
do not actually wear cloaks. They wear windows into the heaven of
unapproachable light wrapped around themselves, and perhaps it is this that
emblazons them with such glory. Perhaps Paul witnessed this when he glimpsed
heaven, and thought about it when he penned ‘put on the Lord Jesus
Christ.’ Who could ever know?"


—Heavenly Speculations, Article IX Verse
2


The phone 
jarred  me out  of sleep. I shook my head, peered at the
green glowing numerals—1:32—answered it.


"Doug!"


I held the receiver away from
my face as the voice sizzled on. "Doug, are you there?"


A few more
"Doug’s" went by before I fully recognized the voice.
"Randy?


No, I thought. This was a
panicked voice flecked with despair. No, Randy did not get panicky, not since
our high school days when he captained the track team. And despair—the
only hint of despair he’d ever shown was once in the eleventh grade, but
that’s another story.


"Randy. What
happened?" The sudden death of a mother, the stroke of a father, news of
an accident all flashed across my mind.


Silence.


Then he whispered,
"Doug, I’m scared."


"Is someone breaking
in?" Randy house-sat for his parents while they wintered in Florida;
their place was out in the country, surrounded by woods. "What’s
going on?"


"Can you come
over?"


 "Now?"


"Doug. Doug." Now
his voice really shook. "You know how your phone’s been ringing
lately, at night?"


That startled me. Three, maybe
four calls in the week since I’d last seen him. I’d answered them,
only to be hung up on. "That was you?"


Another silence. I waited.
Finally he said, "It’s about what we found...on the
mountain." It took me a minute to process these words. "All
right," I finally said.


"Thanks. And,
Doug?" "Yes?"


"The next time you
pray," he said, "Could you mention me?"


~


My old Renault hatchback
wouldn’t start. I coaxed, pleaded with it; it answered only with
rrr-rrr’s and pulsing glimmers of light on the dash. Finally I called a
cab. I kicked myself and checked my watch again: 2:32. Then I looked in my
wallet and thought about payday, still a long week away. I stared past my open
billfold, not really seeing it or feeling it in my hands, nor hearing the
steady hum of the cab’s engine.


Why? I asked myself. Why did I
ever let him get hold of it? Why didn’t I take it?


The cab wound up the road
between the rows of shadowy trees and the white moon over- head, obscured every
few minutes by passing clouds. I put my hand to my face and thought of the
sheer irony of it all. It had taken me weeks of steady proddings to get Randy
to skip the parties and the bars for just one Saturday and join me for a hike.


If I had just left him alone,
he never would have seen it at all.


No. It’s good. God works
all things out well for his people, right? And how he’d handed me a
chance to get it back.


Yes. Thank you, Lord.


~


On the mountain there are no
neon lights, nothing flashy or glitzy, no loud jukeboxes. The synthesized dance
tunes were Randy’s music, the chirping of birds was mine. Randy had the
dance floor lights when he strutted his stuff; I had the sunshine and, once, a
shimmering rainbow.


It had been that way since our
school days before his father’s telecommunications business took off.
Randy didn’t need to go to parties; he was a party unto himself.


Maybe I just wanted to show
him what it was like for me.


We had been hiking all morning
up one of my favorite paths, a steep one that wound between trees and crossed
jagged rocks. Randy, puffing along behind me, kept gasping about stopping. I
snickered. What’s the matter, buddy? I thought you pumped iron! Nimbly I
stepped, glorying in my ease, keeping him just close enough behind to hear his
wheezing. Then I stopped, seeing something up ahead.


"Thank God!" Randy
staggered up beside me.


We stood at the foot of a
grassy ridge near the summit. I was looking at something like the first light
breaking over a mountaintop, though it was around noon.


"Doug?" Randy
squinted, panting and holding his chest.


I slunk up the ridge. The
light, closer now, streamed upward like a row of searchlights behind the rise.


"What is it?"
Randy whispered.


It was a radiance whiter than
anything, the white of lightning. Around it, the clear day seemed to darken;
the sky, the leaves and the distant green ranges of other mountains grew drab,
colorless. Even the sun itself seemed dim, as I became aware of a sense of
dirtiness in everything, and the imperfections of the surrounding world grew
almost painful.


I hissed, "I think we
should get out of here."


Randy said nothing. I turned
to see a face strangely free of agitation. His eyes were wide like mine, but
not in fear. He actually smiled—there  was joy in that face, and I was
squirming. "Doug, my man," he said, "You only live
once."


And with that, he scrambled to
the top of the ridge.


~


The glimpse of what came next
always seemed to elude me, for all my constant attempts to enshrine it in my
mind. Randy had clambered up the ridge until he stood silhouetted in the
brightness. After a couple of false starts I followed him, and in a moment we
peered over the edge, beholding it, just before we both collapsed on our faces.


It was well after dark when
our minds and our emotions recovered enough for us to move and, finally, to
stand again.


I can recall only one thing
clearly: she had shone.


Looking the sun full in the
face might come somewhere near it; but neither did this light hurt the eyes,
for it was not so much the eyes that responded to it, but the part of the
psyche touched by beauty and stirred by the fantastic. She knelt on a cloak
spread over the ground. At least I think she was kneeling—I can never be
sure. She wore a flowing robe like you see in pictures, but there were no
wings. In the flash of time before the sight overwhelmed us, she vanished into
the sky.


When we lifted our eyes we saw
the cloak still spread on the ground, still shining with the same clean
brilliance. Not so strong as to knock us out, but stirring our hearts and
moving us, yes, to tears, to such a depth and purity I had never thought a
person capable of.


We lay there in another world
until dusk and beyond while the radiance moved our hearts, like tuning forks,
with every tender pitch and vibration. Finally we struggled to our feet and
inched around it, staring. Randy approached it several times—I kept
hanging back—reaching out with trembling fingers, finally brushed the
cloak with his fingertips.


I didn’t think he would
really touch it. In his face I saw something like reverence, though at the time
I was sure it was just the reflection of the heavenly light.


"Doug," he said.
It surprised me, the way he said my name—not flung out with his usual
let’s- party whoop, but more like someone in prayer. Very carefully, as
if handling a newborn, Randy drew the cloak to his chest so that his whole body
glowed. "Oh, Doug," he whispered, and tears broke out anew,
actually streaming down each cheek.


"Randy? What
if...?" I looked above his head, where moths fluttered about in the aura.


He obliged me by half-opening
his eyes. "She comes back for it? I don’t know. Funny—
doesn’t even seem to worry me." He drew our find tighter around
him. "Maybe it’s like a gift. A gift from God, like you talk about
sometimes."


I bristled. A gift from God.
Yes.


Now day was returning, or what
passed for day, over the mountain ranges to the east, and with it the sense of
dirtiness in everything that the darkness no longer covered. I realized that I
had moved closer to the light without knowing it. Randy still sat cross-legged
with our find wrapped around him, radiating like the transfigured Christ.
Somehow I never got my turn.


I’d put my mind to work
during the night, once I could get my thoughts together. Visions of angels and
all the Biblical accounts of heavenly sightings had spun through my head, and I
almost felt as if I was in the Bible myself, now that I knew what Isaiah and
Mary had seen. I remembered the ill woman instantly healed by touching
Christ’s garments.


"What would this do for,
say, a cancer patient? Nothing, maybe, but—who knows? Or AIDS, or any
kind of disease. Or what if someone’s just down in the dumps,
depressed—wouldn’t this be so much better than dope or whatever? Randy,
this is actually something from heaven. There’s no limit to what it could
do!"


Randy cut in. He talked,
dreamily, pulling the cloak tighter, delighting himself in it. "No
hurry," he said, and started in with one of his pitches usually reserved for
girls with bust lines of thirty-four or better.


"Now, Doug. We
can’t go rushing into this." The garment had done nothing to cure
that slippery speech of his. "First, we’ll need a place to keep it.
Why not my folks’ house? The nearest neighbor lives three miles away. How
would we get it into your apartment without everyone seeing it?"


Every kind of protest sprang
to mind. But the only thing that dribbled out my mouth was,
"But—well—ah ..." What I didn’t want to say was
that I hated the idea of this glory in his kind of
surroundings—empty  beer cans,
blowhard drinking buddies, tongue-wagging pin-ups.


But of course it did end up
with Randy. He carried it inside, and I tagged after him like his pet puppy. He
patted me on the arm, gave me his winning smile, showered me with thanks and
assurances, all the while steering me to the door. He almost slammed it after
me and I stood there, staring blankly at the brass gargoyle knocker, my stomach
sinking.


~


The cab wheeled around the
last bend, and the house came into view.


For a moment I just stared.


Usually every window was
thrown wide and Randy’s stereo blasting. Now, dead silence, and every
window shut up tight; and glimmering around the edges of one of the second
floor windows was a familiar, yet different, glow.


"It’s okay,"
I said. "I’ll walk from here."


The driver grabbed my last
twenty, gunned the engine and was gone.


I stood alone with crickets
chirping around me and looked up at the house, feeling my pulse speed up and my
body grow cold.


For this was a strange glow.
It shone not white, but a sick yellow. It seemed to ooze through the cracks and
foul the night air like sewage seeping into a reservoir.


I took a step toward the
house. Then another. Finally I shut my eyes and tried to think of my friend
inside, how he needed my help, and that somehow got me up to the door where I
found myself again staring at the knocker. It, too had changed, but in a
curious way; the gargoyle seemed comical—maybe everything around it
crawled with such evil that the brass thing appeared ridiculous in comparison,
like a paper-mache movie monster.


I thumped the door.
"Randy?"


Muffled footsteps. After a
fumbled clicking of the latch, the door swung wide. I stared.
"Randy?"


"Hello, Doug." A
sad grin. "I’m glad you’re here. Probably won’t make
any difference...but


I’m glad to see you, all
the same. Come on in."


The parlor looked like a light
shop. There were lamps on the end tables and the coffee table and all around
the floor, shades all removed, bare white bulbs glaring. The chandelier was a
blinding crystal sun. The TV and the massive black stereo sat lifeless,
unplugged;  every outlet went to the
lamps, yet the whole room burned yellow, especially at the top of the stairs
where it blazed red-hot.


Randy sprawled on the couch.
Stubble matted his face and his white tee shirt was stained at the armpits.


"Welcome to my private
paradise," he said. I stared at him. "Randy, what did you
do?"


He just laughed, a feeble,
sarcastic laugh, and shook his head. "Man oh man. If you only
knew."


"Never mind. Where are
your car keys? You can fill me in on the way to the hospital."


He muttered something like,
"No good, no good." He rose shakily to his feet. "Okay. The
keys are..." he pointed, slowly, with a trembling finger.
"Upstairs. In the bedroom." He dropped his hand. "A hundred
times, you know, I started to take it out back to burn it—"


"Burn it?"


"But it won’t let
you go. The need for it...you have no idea. And each time, it takes longer to
soak it all up." He hung his head, shuddered. "My job’s gone,
did I tell you? People kept saying I looked like a wreck, my boss asked what
was going on, but how could I tell him? I’m dead, man. There’s
nothing anymore but ..."


He doubled over with a wild
cackle, shuffled toward the steps."I want to show you something." I
grabbed his shirt. He shook me off and, suddenly coming to life, bounded up the
stairs and  out of sight.


The sense of evil—real
evil—grew like the sting of heat when you near an open furnace. I shook my
head and, keeping my eyes shut, felt my way up along the banister and groped
along a warm, almost slimy wall. "Randy!" I shouted.


"In here, Doug."
His voice had grown stronger. "Come and see."


My teeth and fists clenched.
My heart jackhammered against my ribs. I silently recited Scriptures and fought
down a growing sense of panic. Inch by inch I crept along the wall, toward the
voice.


"Doug!"


My heart jumped into my
throat. The wall ended in open air, and the voice came from directly in front
of me. I was standing in the open bedroom doorway.


I forced open my eyes.


It was an ordinary large
bedroom—thick  carpeting,
double bed, a chest of drawers with a wide mirror in which I could see my own
terrified, sweating reflection. This room, I thought, had seen loving nights
between loving couples; tender words, the sparking of new life. Now no one
could look at this room and think of love, where everything burned with a
hellish red-yellow, where it was impossible to tell what other color anything
in the room had ever been, where the rippling heat licked like flames at the
skin, stung and watered the eyes, and seized the heart with loathing and a
nearly unendurable  fear. And in the
center of it all stood Randy, with the cloak wrapped around him. It covered his
body from the legs up and hooded his head so that he even looked evil. A hand
extended from its folds, beckoning. The cloak itself was tattered, foul; but
what I really noticed at that moment was the bed. Just a bare mattress—no
sheets.


I looked from the bed to him.
"You slept on it?"


His mouth twisted. "Yes
...but not just me, Doug."


I gaped. My head moved,
slowly, from side to side. "You didn’t."


He laughed again, sputtering.
"You couldn’t begin to imagine it, Doug. How wonderful...how
awful."


"You
didn’t!" "I—"


"You little
creep." Snarled it out. My fists clenched at my sides. "How could
you?"


"I never planned on it,
it just came to me all at once. The idea made me want to puke at first. I never
thought I’d really do it...but...it wouldn’t let go...kept hounding
me worse and worse, and...finally picked someone up in a bar ..." He spat
out a laugh. " Two minutes, and it was over. That was all it took. She
was smart; she ran off. And the way I felt...something had changed. I had
changed, and the cloak had changed—that’s when it started turning
yellow and everything, rotting. I prayed, I begged God to change it back;
nothing doing. I swore I’d take it back to the mountain, leave it, forget
about it...yeah, right."


I just stared at him.


"I picked up another
girl. She took one look at it and ran. After that I couldn’t even get
anyone in here—by then, girls were avoiding me. Guess that wasn’t
too surprising." He paused. "So I started wrapping it around
myself."


I folded my arms. And what did
you do with yourself, Randy, while you had "God’s gift"


wrapped around you?


"Doug!" His face
squeezed up and he sobbed. With a jolt I realized I’d said that out loud.
I had more to say besides. "You pervert. You lousy little freak.
That’s about a billion people who aren’t going to be helped now,
thanks to you!  Happy now?"


He buried his face in his
hands. He let the cloak fall to the floor, then sank down himself, one leg
extended and one tucked underneath, looking as if sitting on glowing embers. I
stood over him with balled fists.


"This is why I
didn’t want you taking it! I knew something like this would happen! Damn
you, Randy, I could have been another apostle, you understand that? I could
have almost been up there with Christ! I could have made history!"


I fell silent, shaking. I
sweated in the heat.


Randy looked up at me with
yellow eyes, his face wet. He sniffled. "Just being a believer," he
said quietly. "That’s not enough?"


I put a hand to my face, drew
a deep breath. Now I wanted to sob. Dear God, what did I say? Did I really say
that? I choked.


"The cloak," Randy
said. "It made you say that."


I shook my head. Because, even
tainted, the cloak still came from Heaven, enough at least to remind me of why
I’d kept my distance from it before. It made everything appear dirty. It
highlighted  flaws you may have
always been blissfully unaware of until you got too near it. I shuddered.


"Doug...?"


My eyes flew open, and my body
leaped into automatic. I grabbed the cloak with both hands. Something jolted
me, a flash that shot my pleasure center off the scale; but in a moment I had
it off of him and threw it in a corner. "Go start the car!"


Randy sobbed again.
"Doug, I can’t ..." "Go!" I muscled him out of
the room.


That one touch set off a frenzy
that I had to fight all the way downstairs 
and out back to barbecue grill as I carried the thing on a broomstick,
held out in front of me. My hands shook as they sprayed on the lighter fluid,
lit the flame.


I turned away; I could not
bear to watch it burn. It could have helped so many people. People who would
now remain imprisoned in their wheelchairs, blind people, cancer patients who
would now suffer and die without ever knowing of the miracle that might have
saved them. What proof of the Almighty’s power! How many souls would have
been saved—


No. Don’t think of that.
Randy needs your help. I focused on that.


Five minutes later my hands
still trembled, gripping the steering wheel as we wound back down the road,
through the woods with the twin white headlamps lighting the way. Randy was
sprawled next to me, staring straight up. Neither of us had yet spoken.


He shifted in his seat.
"Thanks," he whispered. I did not reply. Silence for another
minute.


"Doug?"


"Yeah?" I kept my
eyes on the road.


"Can ..." He
sobbed. "Can you forgive me?"



 


 
















 

Big Apple Gothic


Matthew Quinn Martin


I’m old.


Just how old is up for debate.
The rock itself formed in a Precambrian intrusion of fluid fire eons before
anyone was alive to number them. The chunk that would become me was hewn from
the earth’s crust far later—quarried eight hundred years ago, not
even a blink geologically. Then some fifty odd years would pass before the
carving I think. I can’t be sure. I wasn’t awake for it. Laugh if
you like, but there was magic in the world in those days; far more than now
from what I see, high on my perch above Manhattan’s West 71st Street.
Yes, laugh. This gargoyle, has a sense of humor.


Trust me, if you get a shot at
a good belly laugh, take it—you never know when those chuck- les will
turn to ashes in your mouth. It’s hard to get on for half a millennia
without a sense of humor. The rain is hard too. Already I’m worn in
spots—slick in some, pitted in others. Another thousand and I’ll
likely be as round and smooth as a pebble on the beach; nice enough way to
spend my retirement, rocked to sleep by the pounding surf till I’m
nothing but sand caught in a pretty girl’s bikini.


Boredom is the real foe,
however, and for now I’ll have to content myself with milder
distractions. I read quite a bit. Occasionally, someone will leave a shade up
and I’ll catch a little boob tube. There’s Shakespeare in the
Park—got a great spot on top of Belvedere Castle. Once, during Macbeth, I
even managed to plant myself on stage among my plaster doppelgangers. And, of
course, crosswords. You folks really ought to erect a statue of Arthur Wynne
for that one—so the pigeons can play Jackson Pollock with his head, as
they do mine. But what I do most is watch. Watch you. Watch what happens below.


You think I’d have
learned my lesson by now.


Of course, before nightfall,
there’s no other option. All I can do is watch. In the sunlight,
I’m still as a statue. Didn’t know that? I think you might have,
deep down, at least suspected that the creepy crawlies bedecking the spires and
parapets of your churches would come to life after dark; gargoyles, grotesques,
and chimera partying till dawn. Don’t be silly. It’s just me, far
as I know. Don’t ask me how it works. I haven’t a clue. It’s
just the rules. There’s a lot I don’t know—like why I can see
and hear, but not speak. Why my arms and legs work fine, but not my wings.


Nominally, Spring had come to
New York, but I could tell by the way you all shuffled along in those nylon
cocoons of yours that Old Man Winter had yet to relinquish his frosty grip on
The City. With my birthday coming up—or at least the day I’d picked
to celebrate it—I’d planned to hunt down a Sunday crossword and a
nice cigar. Those used to be easier to come by. Forty years ago you couldn’t
go half a block without stumbling over a smoldering butt. Not anymore, gone the
way of the fedora. Pity. I love a good cigar, even if the tobacco does nothing
for me. Well, I suppose after decades there’s some carbon deposits, but
no rush, no nic fits. Why then? Because a gargoyle with a cigar stuck in its
maw is damn funny. And it’s the closest I’m going to get to
breathing fire. Which is ironic, considering how that night played out.


April 27th, 2009, was a
Manhattan dusk like countless others. Right up until wasn’t. Caught
beneath the fading day’s spell, my stone eyes fixed on the alley beside
the church, I found myself helpless to stop the terror unfolding in all its
sick simplicity. Moments later, I might have been able to stop the bastard,
scare him off with a well-thrown brick. But by the time I shook off the remains
of daylight, little was left but a charred, oozing mess. I’d imagine the
stench was rank. Good thing I can’t smell.


But I could hear the screams.
Oh yes, I could hear the screams.


In the basement of the church
I roost at is a homeless shelter, but there’s never enough room in the
winter. When the cots run short, those souls that can’t fit inside stake
out different parts of the church property. Most pick the steps—building
cardboard condominiums under the sheltering stone arch—but one or two
will bed down in the alley. I’d seen him around, usually scribbling into
a notepad, or circling words in the newspaper, and muttering like he was trying
to solve some grand problem. Maybe he was. He was a night owl, like me. Past
sunset, I’d spot him crawling out of his cardboard den to forage for cans
or food in the trash bins of the better-heeled. Like me, he had no real home
and the shadow of this church was as a good as it was probably going to get.
Like me, he could blend in easily. Between the box he called a roof, and the
plastic bags stuffed with dirty clothes stacked on either side, a casual
passerby would see nothing more than a heap of garbage.


But there was nothing casual
about the way one visitor hovered over that man’s cardboard home. It
wasn’t just a curious pedestrian standing there, fondling something in
his pocket. Frozen on my perch, I watched him pull a flask from his wine-hued
leather jacket and pour the contents over the box. Then he calmly lit an
extra-long cigarette, and dropped the match.


Whoosh!


Flames ricocheted from the
hoops of his glasses, twin cameos of Hell. Smiling, he screwed the cap back on
his flask, breathing in the gasoline fumes, cigarette smoke and mayhem. Then he
turned, melting into the crowd before the first screams bounced off the alley
brick. Fierce retching howls came from the box as the man fought to break out.
Animal screams. Pray you never hear a scream like that. Pray harder you never
make one.


I felt a tingling in my claws.
Soon I would be free. But not yet. Not in time.


As the man tore free of the
cardboard, flaking scraps flew in every direction, fluttering to the asphalt
like blazing black butterflies. He threw himself against one wall, then the other,
then back. It didn’t do a damn thing. The gasoline and flames had sunk
their tiny fiery hooks too deep.


None of the growing crowd
dared venture into the alley, too scared to get burned—or involved. And
as the man’s screams shifted from the primal to the pathetic—as he
crumpled against the dirty brick, slowly sliding down—all they did was
watch. Watch the human-shaped lump huddled next to his worthless possessions as
the last of the flames licked his blistered, blackened skin. It was like they
were as frozen as I was.


Finally, the church janitor
appeared with a dust-covered fire extinguisher and sprayed, pointlessly. Foam
covered the still-smoking remains like a fresh blanket of snow. It looked
absurdly serene. Forced fire and fake ice, how poetic. "Did anyone see
who did this?" the janitor asked.


No, buddy, nobody saw it.
Nobody but me.


"Shouldn’t
we...shouldn’t we cover him up or something?" a voice piped up from
the throng. "I don’t...the police...the police will take care of
it," the Janitor said, still clutching the extinguisher to his chest.


Yeah, the police will take
care of it. Rest easy folks. Sure they’re gonna stamp it top of the list.
Right alongside the two other such attacks in as many months. I’d read
about them. Never thought I’d get to see one up close.


~


By the time the cops and the
news crews showed, I was free to move. I crept down the gabled roof and watched
as the flatfoots taped off the area, shooing the cameras and wide-smiling
reporters to the side. This was front page stuff after all, perfect
Post-fodder, great for circulation but not enough to set off a panic. Why
worry? Just a few bums after all.


You catch a lot when people
look into your eyes and find nothing more than sightless pits of
marble—when they don’t realize someone’s looking back. The
good, the bad, the triumphs, tragedies and general embarrassments that plague
your kind’s mayfly lives are all on parade. But I don’t think
I’ll ever fully plumb the depths of your cruelty, or ever understand just
how evil you can be. How broken. You, with your guillotines and death camps,
child soldiers, blood diamonds and American Idol. Just when I think you may
have learned—that you’re crawling out of your caves at
last—one of you goes and does something like this.


I’d seen enough;
didn’t feel much like a crossword any more. Ditto for the cigar. It was
shaping up to be a pretty crappy birthday week, enough to make me wish I could
cry. Oh, that I was made of flesh like you.


~


Later, after the coroner had
carted away his grizzly payload, I headed inside to sulk. Pulling bricks from
the alcove wall—carefully, 
one by one—I crept into the stone ductwork that ventilates the
church, following it to the choir loft. The ducting is wide enough for a man to
crawl through if one were so inclined. I don’t even have to stoop.


The church was deserted. The
priests comfortably ensconced next door—maybe praying the liturgy of the
hours, maybe playing pinochle. I slipped though the small wrought iron gate
that opens near the foot of the organ console. I could have used
something—anything—to 
keep from wondering about the next stop for that forgotten man. Hart
Island? Buried three deep and two across in a death trench? Another broken and
discarded shard for the potter’s ground, no statuary, living or
otherwise, to watch over him during his long sleep? Or would it be the
crematorium? The tax-paying citizens of New York finishing the job?


It made me glad I don’t
sleep, mostly. Wouldn’t want what few dreams I have polluted by that
creeping evil. I like my dreams pure. And when they come, they are of a time
when rocks rule the planet. I can’t tell if it’s the past or the
future, but in this vision I am no longer alone, no longer lonely. Countless
voices surround me, and our language is the low whistle of wind through standing
stones, the crash of water turning cliffs to powder, the fiery boom of
mountains exploding. No meddlesome 
clay vessels around to muck it all up.


But getting to those dreams
isn’t as simple for me as it is for you. Just falling asleep can take months—years
even—but then I’m out for a good decade at least. It’s been
almost a century since last I slept. Waking in New York was a bit of a shock,
I’ll tell you. I’d tucked in for a quiet nap on the side of a
monastery in Lorraine and when I opened my eyes, there was the Hudson. Seems
they up and moved the building while I was out, made it a museum. I love The
City though. So brash; what it lacks in age it more than makes up for with
sheer nerve. Ever been to the Cathedral of St. John the Divine? Now that’s
Big Apple Gothic.


I needed to think things over.
Think them over—like I have already, countless times over countless
years, as I looked out over countless thankless cities. I hopped to the ledge
and gazed across the vast arching emptiness stretching from the rim of the
choir loft to the grand Crucifix that hung suspended—like the wooden
sacrifice upon it—above the sanctuary. The towering stained-glass windows
were as dark as the night outside. They looked like stone; their stories
silenced, and Saints just chips of slate blending in with the blocks, vaults
and columns. All becomes one; such is the power of darkness.


Down by the altar, a small
brass lamp cast a soft red glow as a beacon to all that God is present, safe in
His brass box. You’d think God could do better than a crummy hole in a
church’s back wall. Do better than a man nailed to a cross. You’d
think that.


"A sermon in
stone," I could hear a faint voice echoing in my head from so long ago.
Not sure whose, but it was describing the place I was born—if you can
call it that—describing a cathedral not so different as the church I call
home. This one’s smaller of course, but the broad strokes are the same.
Just shrunk to fit city life like so much of New York.


I try not to get involved with
the things that happen below. If you wanted a guardian, you should have woken
up one of the angel statues instead. One with a sword. I’m a gargoyle,
not a saint. It’s not like there’s anyone to show me the way, to
tell me who I was, or even what I was. I wish I could have asked a sorcerer,
but their kind was near extinction even then. I don’t think they ever
really knew what they were playing at—not any more then their successors:
putting iron birds into the sky, building metropolis after metropolis—fields
of towers to dwarf Babel—or releasing God’s own all-consuming fire
by splitting the atom.


Am I a freak of supernature? A
dusty relic of the days when magic, not electricity, meant power? Or just a
stone? It’s said the man who laid the foundations of this
Church—this and all the others—called himself a stone, a rejected
one at that. Said too, he left the keys of Heaven itself in the hands of a man
who’s name translates to "rock."


You learn a lot in five
centuries; a lot about good and more about evil. Good, and its One True
Fountainhead. Evil, with its countless shades and smokescreens, its sound
reasons and slippery justifications. The two always separated by that thin
tissue of choice. Ready to reach for that apple? Will you turn these stones to
bread? Or walk out onto the air?


What was my choice going to
be?


Blame my curiosity—it
often gets the best of me. Blame it, or something else. This was the third
victim. The third man burnt to a cinder for some reason I couldn’t
fathom, and my stone eyes the only ones witness to the crime. Witness to the
criminal.


I could sense the dawn
approaching as I crept back through the tiny iron gate and to my perch. If what
I’ve learned about your ways proved true the criminal would be back, back
to take it all in, to revel. Crouching at the edge of the roof I braced myself
for the stone grip of morning.


The sun came and went. And not
a sign.


Not for another week.


~


The following Sunday, the
yellow police tape had all but blown away, the crime just a memory fading from
the fickle New York mind. Soon there would be a new resident in that alley, one
who didn’t know the fate of its previous tenant, or didn’t care.


But not before someone bid a
fond farewell. I spotted him just past sunset, same ruddy jacket, same circular
specs, same banally evil countenance. The bastard was taking photos, snap- ping
at the spot where his victim’s burning flesh had blackened the brick to a
permanent shadow. I took him in, he couldn’t have been more than
twenty-five. His face soft, one could even say kind, but with the stooped
inward-gazing shrug of a man pleased with himself even if no one else is. The
look of the disconnected. Of the damned.


After he’d clicked away
from all conceivable angles, he huffed on his eyeglasses, wiped them with an
untucked shirt tail, and left. I kept pace as he headed towards the park,
running along ledges and shimming drain pipes. I jumped from roof to roof and
stuck to shadows at street level. Moving far is tricky as it is, always has
been. If I’m spotted, I freeze. More than once a passerby has noticed a
gargoyle he’s never seen before clinging to the eve of a building or
poking from ivy in a public park.


Two blocks over he made a
b-line straight for the trains, but turned before hitting the stair- case and
stepped through a big iron gate flanked by old fashioned gas-lamps, nodding to
the doorman as he passed. The son-of-a-bitch lived at the Dakota. Bad Mojo that
building. Not sure why. But I can feel it simmering there, dominating the
block, its evil shimmering  in the
air like August off hot asphalt.


I caught glimpse of a light
flickering to life high in a corner window. I scaled the wall on the far side,
out of view of all except a dozing parking attendant, and perched there, just
another creepy old ornament on a creepy old building. I watched as he kicked
off his penny-loafers, then stretched out at an old oak desk strewn with
crushed Fresca cans to check his e-mail. Something about the room was askew; a
twin bed shoved indifferently to the side, academic trophies and
ribbons—totems for every stage of the procession through
childhood—sat on a shelf next to books of philosophy: Foucault,
Nietzsche, Ayn Rand—primers for the shape he was busily hammering himself
into. It was as if a teenager lived there, or lived there too long. Next to the
book- case I spied a framed diploma from Choate and another from Yale. His name
printed in flawless calligraphic letters. Blake Grey.


Gotcha.


He reached into the
mini-fridge by his desk and cracked open another Fresca, then plugged his
camera into the computer. What the Magi would have made of the mundane wonders
this world had at its very fingertips I can only guess. Images popped up on the
glowing screen. Images of the alley—torn police tape and blackened brick.
I crept closer, peering at him as he pulled page after page from his printer,
then cut them into asymmetrical shapes. He spread glue on the backs of each and
pressed them into a large leather-bound book. Finished, he held the portfolio
at arm’s length for an admiring look. There, across two large pages, were
graphic sketches and snippets of phrases, as well as pictures of the alley;
before, during, and now after. The way the images inter- locked it was almost
beautiful. Almost…


Art.


A Death Artist. That was the
road this one traveled. On the path to a dangerous realm of theories, of
concepts. Only a step to trade paint for blood, pencils for burnt bone, and
canvas for taut, tortured human skin. The execution was collected between those
black leather covers, a private gallery for one very twisted collector.


It had to end. The police
would do their best, but I’d seen enough in my time to know what the
wealthy got away with in this country—always got away with, in every
country. DNA or no, this bastard would be skiing in Switzerland before the ink
was dry on his arrest warrant. Or worse, off to some third-world backwater to
ply his trade unobstructed. It had to end. But for that to happen, I’d
have to take it from him.


Or trade it.


Trade the one thing he
couldn’t buy—the one thing needed to separate art from mere
practice. An audience. Someone to appreciate his depth.



 


 

I went back the next night, an
envelope tied to my neck with a bit of silk ribbon filched from the rectory.
I’d printed " To Blake Grey, from An Admirer," on the card a
fancy looping script. Beware of gargoyles bearing gifts, or posing as them.


I rapped on the door, then
crouched, letting my outer layers stiffen up for that extra touch of
authenticity. An older woman answered, her hair a shellacked bun, make-up so
thick it could have been smeared on with a trowel. Leaning forward to read the
card—her gaudy hollow earrings and ancient dugs swinging
forward—she let out a harrumphing sneer, then turned to call,
"Blake?" in the shaking Hepburn-esque tones of New York’s
vanishing aristocracy.


"Yes mother?" came
the reply.


That gorgon probably still cut
his meat for him. "There’s something here for you," she said
over her knobby shoulder. "Something...dirty."


Blake came to inspect, greed
beaming from his beady eyes. He hefted me—no picnic for someone not used
to lifting anything heavier than daddy’s credit card—and carried me
through the vaulting, oak-paneled apartment. He huffed past priceless paintings
and antiques old enough to make me look new-minted by comparison. Latching the
door to his room, he swept his Fresca cans to the floor, and set me on the desk
next to his damnable leather death-book.


He untied the envelope and
slit it open with a tiny steel blade. As he read, I watched his lips move
faintly, tracing out the words, "Kindred Spirit. Painter of Fire and
Sculptor of Flame. I’ve witnessed your work. Impressive. Care to
experience mine? If game, leave our stone friend by his home on 71st. Then
return at the stroke of midnight and bring your book. Can you hear the bells?
You will. xoxo."


I could sense him weighing the
offer in his overstuffed mind, licking his lips as he chewed it
over—rolling it around, tasting it. I’d strived for the right touch
cryptic arrogance, enough to set the hook. That nonsense about the bells was
just that. Dropping the note, he stood up. "Mother, I’m going
out."


The two plus blocks back to
the church almost exhausted poor Blake. Sweat leaked from under his arms and on
to me. He set me down hard on the top step—luckily no chips—then
stood up, wiping his slimy forehead with the cuff of his shirt. I could feel
his anticipation radiating. This was not a man with much patience. He wanted
his surprise. He wanted it now. But when nothing came, he crossed the street,
watched for another moment or two, then finally set off to find some
distraction until the appointed hour. With him gone, I snuck inside. I still
had a few last minute details to attend to.



 

The bell sent out a stream of
twelve soft peels. The midnight hour had struck. Through the heavy glass panes
above the monster oak doors, I watched Blake look nervously to both sides as he
approached the steps. I reached down to inch the door ajar, a simple creaking
invitation. He gripped the handle tentatively, then pulled, slipping into the
darkened lobby, looking around wide-eyed. Up and down he scanned, side to side,
but not behind him to see the silent sculpture quietly clicking the door shut,
fastening its bolts. I crawled unseen across the wall, sliding up and under the
archway to the spiral stone staircase leading to the choir loft.


His footfalls clicked against
the flagstones as he stepped toward the first of the votive candles I’d
placed for him to follow. More glinted in his glasses, one candle on each of
the first seven steps leading up. I’d " borrowed" them from
the foot of a neglected Saint, but I don’t think he minded much. A sly
grin widened across Blake’s face as he followed the flickering points of
waxy flame, clutching his leather book to his chest, caressing it.


Hurrying to the loft and into
the ducting, I pulled deep into the dark, but left the swinging gate wide open
and another votive on the floor, a sign to follow. Blake spotted it. Crouching
to get a better look, he lifted the candle and crawled inside. The flickering
light spread a foot or two ahead as he wormed his way down. I stayed ahead of
him, always just a hair’s breadth from illumination’s reach.


At three quarters the length
of the church, I beat my mostly useless stone wings, flapping till his
flickering light flickered into nothingness. Blake’s panicked breath soon
soothed as he caught view of the warm patch of New York night a few feet off.
That, and one last votive just outside the hole. The final offering.


He poked his head through the
brick. Nothing to his right but a pigeon-proofed nook, nothing to his left but
an old stone gargoyle, nothing in front but open air and an eighty foot drop.
"Hello?" he asked to the emptiness. "Hello? Hello, I’m
here."


Yes you are, buddy. Yes you
are.


He looked down, it was going
to be a long way to the street if he went over. And with the way he was leaning
out—craning  his neck this way
and that—it would only take a slight nudge. Just a tap and he’d be
nothing but a wet red smear far far below. Blake inched forward. His hand
slipped. A bit of masonry tumbled over the side to ping the sidewalk. I could
hear his heart jack- hammering as he called out, "Hello?" one last
time.


I reached for him, gripping
his shoulder. He didn’t turn to face me. He didn’t have time. The
process is fast. I felt his hide begin to stiffen, and I know he would have
screamed if the petrification hadn’t first frozen his lungs. That’s
the way the transformation works; lungs first, eyes last. A hiss came from
Blake’s open mouth as he shrank to the right size. Air breathed into him
by his creator—air he didn’t deserve—dissipated into the
night. His hand, and the book it gripped, melded with the stone ledge they
rested upon. His perfectly round eyeglasses slipped from his face to shatter on
the sidewalk below as his head became a stone, a stone with the face of a
man—a contorted mask of shock and agony, a concrete image of what had
been inside that grotesque all along. It would become a lesson for those who’d
see him, another sermon in stone. This one from the deep dark parts of The Book
no one reads anymore.


Didn’t know I could do
that? Well now you do.


~


Later that night, I had my
cigar, lit from the final votive candle after I’d cleaned up the others.
I’d felt I’d earned it, and rightly enjoyed it up there next to
this newest addition to the church’s fantastical stone menagerie. A
victory, but also a farewell. I couldn’t imagine spending another night
with this thing, petrified or otherwise. I’d been itching for some new
digs anyway, maybe something with a view of the park. Or maybe a new city. I
hear the National Cathedral down in DC’s got a gargoyle of Darth Vader.
Isn’t that something?


Don’t worry though,
there’ll be a new set of eyes keeping watch over the old neighborhood.
Blake’s still awake, getting used to seeing the world through stone
colored glasses. But no playing at night, not for him. He’s frozen.
Solid. And going to stay that way till this church crumbles to nothingness. Not
sure what that would do to a mind or a soul after a few years, or decades, or
centuries. Not too pretty I’d guess. But I don’t know. I’ve
never changed one back.


You catch a lot in five
hundred years. A lot of evil.


So if you find yourself
looking at the side of a church and your mind fixes on a grotesque just a bit
too lifelike, if you see that frozen mouth and can almost hear a stone scream
stretching out into the millennia and beyond, there might be a set of eyes
gazing back at you. But don’t pity him. He deserves it.


I sensed the morning sun
creeping over the horizon as I stubbed out my victory smoke and decided to
spend one last day there. I’d be on my way soon, and it wouldn’t be
polite to leave Blake abandoned on his first day as a chunk of stone. He’d
have enough of those waiting for him.


I sat back and thought about
the stars—the ones you can’t see because of the city lights, but
know are there winking at us just the same—and smiled, happy to know that
there’s still some magic left in the world, even in New York.



 
















 

The Princess and the Vampire


Jeff Chapman


The Chief Councilor and the Court Fool were
walking down a road scarcely wide enough to accommodate a coach. Young pines
crowded the road’s edge, while their forebears, tall and ancient, stood
behind. Amber pine needles carpeted both sides of the lane before thinning out
to nothing across the crown at the road’s center. With the rising sun at
their backs, the pair’s bobbing shadows stretched in front of them, an
advance guard racing ahead. The Chief Councilor trudged like a man going to beg
forgiveness for his back taxes, while the Fool bounced, swaying side to side
like a man going to meet his betrothed for a secluded stroll in the woods.


"I say," said the
Fool, "I don’t think I’ve ever been down this stretch. Doesn’t
look like anybody else has either."


"No, it’s not a
well-traveled path, at least not by the living," the Chief Councilor
mumbled. "So where are we going?"


The Chief Councilor smiled,
knowing the Fool had not listened to the most important detail. " To
deliver a message from the Princess."


"Oh, hmm. I hope they
offer us some breakfast when we get there."


"I wouldn’t count
on it." The Chief Councilor fingered the brass cross hanging under his
cloak as he added more prayers that they wouldn’t be breakfast.
You’re only the messenger, he told himself, absolved from all guilt and
responsibility. But he didn’t believe it. He wondered how long he should
keep the Fool in the dark.


"It’s not
Christian to offer a guest no breakfast in the morning. And why do we have to
be up so early anyway? Don’t these people sleep?"


"I wouldn’t
know."


"They must go to bed
awfully early."


The Chief Councilor chuckled.
"Here’s a riddle for you. What do you get a spoiled princess who
has everything she could possibly want?"


"The Princess will have
your head for that."


"She would have yours
for far less. Do you give up?" "A new castle. We’re going to
look at a new castle." "Nope."


"Wait. Don’t tell
me. A new horse."


"If only it were so
simple. The Princess has more horses than she can ride in a month. Give
up?"


The Fool shrugged his
shoulders. "A vampire lover."


The Fool stopped. "A
vampire? This...this isn’t the road to that castle?"


The Chief Councilor nodded.
"Come on. I want to get there and back before I lose my nerve."
"What do you need me for?"


"You can hide in the
woods and take word back if anything bad happens." "Oh. How do I
know if something bad happens?"


"I’m afraid
you’ll have to use your wits. No one else would agree to come."


Turning a bend in the road
brought the pair into a long-deserted village where the doors had been
scavenged and the thatched roofs had collapsed. The Fool eyed the cemetery,
where weathered crosses made of branches and rope stood defiantly against the
sapling evergreens that led the charge to reclaim the land.


"I don’t think
they’ll do us any harm," said the Chief Councilor. "Vampire
victims?"


"Most, I suspect."


No one lived near the
vampires’ castle. For five miles in each direction, the forest knew
nothing of men’s boots or children’s laughter. For those living
just beyond the dead zone, including the Princess and all her subjects, an
uneasy, informal truce had developed. The resident vampires—a man and his
sister—no longer preyed on the local populace but the hanging of garlic
and crucifixes across shuttered windows punctuated everyone’s nightly
routine.


Rumor said the vampire and his
sister possessed ageless beauty, having been frozen in time at the prime of
their aristocratic youth, and since pale skin and deep red lips were the rage
among the fashionable elite, the pair were well-poised to impress on appearance
alone. An ancient portrait of the brother and sister, painted before their
lusts turned to blood, hung in the long gallery of the castle in which the
Princess lived with her father, an aged king slipping into dementia. Advising
the King was so much easier than pampering the Princess. The King asked for
nothing but fruit pies and then ignored them while he babbled on and on about
the tapestries adorning his bedchamber. In the portrait, the brother stood
behind his sister, who reclined on an ottoman as she reached toward her brother
to touch his hand. Many times the Chief Councilor had seen the Princess
entranced beneath that portrait, reaching up to touch that very hand.


Coming around a sharp bend in
the road, the Chief Councilor and the Fool came to a curtain wall. Splotches of
green and red lichens dotted the wall’s gray stones. The path ended at a
pair of black, oak doors that barred entry through an archway. Centuries of
rain had effaced a family crest etched in the capstone. At the wall’s
edge, sunk in the soil like megaliths, lay fallen stones from the moldering
battlements above. The Chief Councilor surveyed the wall, wondering  if the stress on the ancient hinges
would dislodge an avalanche. To the right of the doors, pines encroached to the
wall’s edge.


The Chief Councilor leaned
toward the Fool."You hide in the trees and if something happens to me,
take word to the castle."


The Fool nodded before diving
under the trees like a rabbit.


After withdrawing a scrolled
parchment from beneath his cloak, the Chief Councilor approached the doors. An
iron knocker, the size of a man’s fist, hung from the door on the right.
He grasped it, grimacing at the screeching of the ancient hinge, and beat it
against the door. Nothing stirred inside, at least nothing that he could hear.
Again he pounded the knocker against the wood, but still no sound came from the
other side.


"Have you lost your
way?" asked  a female voice.


The Chief Councilor spun
around, falling against the door. The owner of that sweet, languid voice eyed
him with a mixture of humor and curiosity. Her ruby lips, all the more crimson
against her ivory skin, smiled, and when they parted, the sharp points of two
white fangs emerged.


"I thought this was the
main gate but apparently there’s another door."


"Oh no. You struck the
mark with your first guess. But why use a door when one can just as easily
climb the wall?"


"Yes," he said,
eying the sheer stone wall. "I see your point."


The woman giggled. The Chief
Councilor relaxed, growing comfortable in her presence. The twinkle in her dark
eyes seduced him. Only the points of the two daggers concealed behind her lips
reminded him that her bewitching charms were insidious.


"I have a message, well,
more of a proposal, for your brother from her highness the Princess. Would you
be so kind as to deliver it?"


The Vampiress extended an
exquisitely proportioned  hand, and
when their fingers touched, a sliver of cold stung him, as if he had touched a
rock frozen over with ice.


~


"She assured me it would
be delivered," said the Chief Councilor to the Princess. The pair faced
one another in the throne room. The Chief Councilor sat on a three-legged stool
at the base of the dais from which the throne commanded the room.


The Princess fidgeted, seeking
comfort in the confines of the ancient, oak chair. "When I command this
kingdom, this chair will have cushions." "As you wish, my
Lady."


"Did you see her climb
the wall?"


"I didn’t tarry to
watch, but I did catch a glimpse of a black form mounting the battlements when
I turned at the bend in the road."


"Extraordinary."
The Princess stared over the Chief Councilor’s head, imagining. With her
left hand, she rubbed the jeweled handle of a dagger sheathed at her waist. A gift
from her father when she came of age, she carried the dagger always.


"The Fool was already
running down the road, nearly falling over himself," said the Chief
Councilor.


"A coward. You should
have him flogged, at least twenty lashes." "He didn’t volunteer."


"If he had left me, I
would have his head boiled."


The Chief Councilor nodded as
he sighed. This business wearied him like no other. "I believe my
position as chief adviser requires me to warn you that this infatuation with
the Vampire is not healthy. Give me three days and I will gather a hundred
princes for you to meet."


"They bore me."
The Princess leaned forward. "Now tell me, was she as beautiful, as
exotic as depicted in her portrait?"


"Certainly more
exotic."


The Princess waited with
raised eyebrows.


"And the painting
certainly does her justice, but she exuded a sense of profound  evil that...." The Princess held
up her hand. "You have rendered me a great service councilor. I am much
pleased with you and I will not forget this."


The Chief Councilor thanked
her, all the while wishing he could forget his encounter with the Vampiress and
her icy fingers.


"Now I must...I must
stroll for a bit outside," said the Princess. "You’re
dismissed."


The Chief Councilor bowed
three times as he backed away and then left the room. Fatigued from the early
morning trip, he stopped to rest on a bench in a recess. The Princess hurried
past, oblivious to his presence, following the hallway to the long gallery.


~


The Vampire swirled his goblet
of blood, watching bits of coagulate drift to the bottom in the light from a
candelabra while the Vampiress perused the proposal from the Princess.


She smirked then tossed the
scrolled parchment onto the table. "So what will you do?"


The Vampire sipped some blood.
"After all these years, I keep forgetting that with blood, younger is
better."


"You always were the
best judge of wines."


"What would you have me
do with the Princess?" asked the Vampire. "Maybe, if you wait,
she’ll agree to come here."


"She does sound
desperate, but I don’t want her entourage traipsing through our home and
making a mess."


"You’re not
seriously considering staying in her castle?" asked the Vampiress.
"Agreeing to these conditions?"


"It might be fun, and
I’ll wager she’s delectable." "I wouldn’t trust
them."


"They forbid me to bring
any weapons or wear any armor and they agree not to decapitate me or drive a
stake through my heart." The Vampire laughed. "They’ve
thought of everything."


"It’s a
trap," said the Vampiress. "Revenge for the Princess’s
mother." "Perhaps. How long did it take that chipped fang of yours
to grow back?" "A year or two." Her mouth fell open.
"You’d sacrifice your fangs?"


"But what a prize
she’ll be. This is the stuff of legends." "And what will you
use without teeth?"


"Something will come to
hand. Some broken glass perhaps." "You’re as obsessed as she
is."


"Not likely I’ll
be able to bring any back for you," said the Vampire. "I’ll
wager she’s sour."


"You’re
jealous."


"I’ve aged beyond
that emotion."


The Vampire laughed then
drained his goblet. "Want to help with my response?"


The Vampiress stood up to
leave. "I won’t impinge on your fun. And don’t expect me to
hunt for you when you’re toothless."


The Vampire watched his sister
glide across the floor and disappear in the darkness of a passageway.
"You are jealous," he whispered.


~


The Chief Councilor sat on a
three-legged stool in the throne room, watching the Princess read the
Vampire’s response, a single sheet of rolled parchment found nailed to
the castle’s front gate in the early morning. A red, tasseled pillow
cushioned the throne, and the Princess toyed with one of the tassels as she
read the message for the umpteenth time. The Chief Councilor had lost count.


"You did well to wake
me," said the Princess. "He has agreed to all our terms and
conditions." "Yes, but I find that a cause for concern rather than
celebration."


"Ah, you don’t
trust him. I know he’s a fiend at heart, but that’s why
you’re going to remove his fangs. What’s a vampire without fangs? A
pretty toy for me to play with."


"With all due respect,
my Lady, I don’t believe that removing his fangs will render him
harmless."


The Princess sighed.
"Chief Councilor, we have already discussed this ad nauseam. Your
persistence on this matter is becoming tiresome. Do I make myself clear?"


"Yes, my Lady."


The Princess smiled. "Do
you think he wrote this himself? Is it in his own hand?" "I doubt
they employ servants."


"Look at these
flourishes. And such strong lines. Only a firm and cultured hand could have written
this."


The Chief Councilor leapt to
his feet, knocking the stool backward. "Princess. For the sake of your
life and the kingdom, I cannot abide this folly any longer."


The Princess stared at her
adviser. "Arrange a carriage to fetch him. Remove his fangs. Then deliver
him to me. You are dismissed."


The Chief Councilor plodded
toward the door. "And Chief Councilor?"


"Yes, my Lady?"


"Thank you for your
concern. Your sincerity has spared you a flogging."


~


The Chief Councilor
accompanied the coach as an ambassador, a sign of good faith, though his
thoughts were scheming in the opposite direction. He thanked all the saints
that the Vampire had not requested a hostage. Was that a good or bad omen? This
business had shattered his wits. He sat with the driver both ways. No one dared
sit inside. The driver’s white knuckles threatened to burst his skin as
he squeezed the reins, holding back the horses who threatened to break into a
panicked gallop the closer they approached the castle. To hold them in check while
the Vampire climbed into the coach required all the driver’s skill. The
Vampire smiled at the Chief Councilor, who nodded in return. Was it a smile of
acknowledgment, courtesy, or a smirk? As the horses gal- loped, foam gathering
at their bits then sliding down their necks, the Chief Councilor reviewed his
plan to drive a wedge between the Princess and her self-destruction.


A crowd lined the thoroughfare
from the town gate to the castle gatehouse. Castle gossip was alive and well.
The horses never slowed their pace and in the blur of faces, the Chief
Councilor saw peasants, craftsmen, merchants, women, and children, everyone in
the kingdom it seemed though none exhibited cheer at the spectacle, only dull
resignation.


The Barber, a rotund man with
a jolly disposition, awaited them in a barracks facing the courtyard before the
keep. He motioned the Vampire toward a straight-backed chair built from stout
timbers. Holding his shoulders and head high as if the earth and its doings
concerned him not at all, the Vampire stepped forward and surveyed the room
before sitting down.


The Chief Councilor raised his
eyebrows at the Fool, who sat on a stool in a corner. The Fool nodded. All was
in place.


The Vampire objected when the
Barber looped a rope around his chest to lash him to the chair but after
assurances from the Barber and the Chief Councilor that this merely provided
leverage for the extractions, he relented. The Barber pulled a two-headed brass
instrument from his apron pocket.


"What is that?"
asked the Vampire.


"It’s called a
pelican," said the Barber. "See how it’s shaped like the
bird’s beak? It’s the newest implement in dental extractions. Just
bought it a couple weeks ago, but I couldn’t do without it now."


"I see. I suppose you
want me to open wide."


"I can’t see those
teeth if you don’t open your mouth."


The Vampire complied,
stretching his mouth until it gaped like a viper’s unhinged jaws,
exposing his fangs, the daggers that had brought death to so many.


"This may hurt a bit but
it’ll be over quick." The Barber clamped the instrument around the
base of a fang. Grasping the chair for leverage, he pulled with all his
strength. His face flushed crimson. Sweat beaded on his cheeks and forehead.
The veins in his neck throbbed. The chair creaked then shrieked as it snapped.
After three broken chairs, the Barber sat on the floor, his neck and arms limp.
"It’s no use," he said between deep breaths. "The roots
run too deep."


The Vampire twisted his head
from side to side, igniting a series of pops from his neck. The Chief Councilor
rubbed his bearded chin, considering his strategy, which assumed a vampire
weakened from blood loss during the extractions.


"I’ve an
idea," said the Fool. "What we need is horse power."


The Barber and the Fool tied
the Vampire and his chair to a beam and secured his head with a leather strap
across his forehead. From ropes, they fashioned a harness that crisscrossed the
Barber’s torso and then secured the ropes to the harnesses of two draft
horses in the courtyard, where a hostler stood ready with a whip. The Barber
clamped the pelican on the first fang. The hostler whipped the horses. The
ropes stretched taut. The Vampire moaned in pain. Just as the Chief
Councilor’s hopes rose, the Barber flew backwards  across the room, rattled through the
door frame, and then bounced across the courtyard on his prodigious backside in
the dusty wake of the runaway horses.


The Chief Councilor sent the
Fool to fetch the Master Carpenter, who arrived carrying a chisel and a wooden
mallet.


"I think," said the
Chief Councilor to the Vampire, "that we can amend the agreement to
remove the points of the fangs rather than extracting them all together."


"As you wish,"
said the Vampire. "It makes little difference to me as long as the
Princess will still have me."


"I can assure you of
that." The Chief Councilor turned to the Carpenter and whispered.
"As much of the teeth as possible."


With two taps for each fang,
the Master Carpenter sheared off the teeth flush with the gum line. The Vampire
grimaced from the pain in the stumps of his fangs as chill air shocked the
exposed nerves. A mortal would have fainted.


His hands behind his back, the
Chief Councilor approached the Vampire who remained secured in his chair. The
Chief Councilor felt no remorse for his trickery, no dishonor, for he saw the
Vampire as the devil incarnate, and there could be no sin in the obliteration
of absolute evil.


He sprang toward his victim,
drawing a stake and a mallet from behind his back. Jabbing the stake against
the Vampire’s chest, he struck it with the mallet, thrusting all of his
frustration with the Princess into his effort. The Vampire gasped. His eyes
flew open. But the stake did not pierce the skin.


The Chief Councilor looked
askance at the Vampire, who broke into laughter as he snapped the ropes that
bound his arms and then tore open his shirt to reveal a hauberk. Its
conventionality, interlocking rings of rusting iron, mocked the Chief
Councilor.


"I knew this old piece
of junk would be good for something someday." He slapped the Chief


Councilor on the shoulder.
"It appears mistrust is contagious. Take me to the Princess."


~


Wearing only her night dress,
the Princess sat on a cushioned stool before a dressing table carved with
swirls and flowers, brushing her hair. The Vampire sat across the room,
watching her.


" Tell me about
yourself," said the Princess. "That’s a very, very long
story."


"Cut out the boring
parts."


"I remember your
mother," said the Vampire. "She was older but just as
ravishing."


The Princess stopped brushing.
"What could you know of my mother? She died of a fever."
"Perhaps we should clean our teeth between meals."


"What could your dirty
teeth ..." Her voice trailed off as she imagined the Vampire feasting on
a sick commoner, perhaps a vagrant lying unconscious in a filthy alley, and
then mixing the blood with her mother’s as she lay sleeping in the
castle. "You despicable fiend. Have you no respect?" The Princess
slammed her brush on the table. "Get out," she cried.


"I’ve only just
arrived. And I had my teeth chiseled off." "Leave at once or
I’ll call the guards."


"You told them to go
away, under threat of death wasn’t it?" The Vampire smiled.


The Princess bolted for the
door, but the undead are quick. The Vampire clasped her around the waist.


~


In the throne room, the Chief
Councilor spent the night, watching the moon journey from dusk to dawn. He sat
on the three-legged stool at times. He paced. He lay on the hardwood floor,
using the cushion from the throne as a pillow. As the moon fell, so did his
hopes. What more could he have done? What other argument or plea advanced?


When a red smudge tinged the
eastern horizon, like blood seeping through a bandage, he could wait no longer.
He flung open the door and stumbled over the outstretched legs of the Fool, who
lay sleeping in the hall.


"What are you doing
here?"


"Who can sleep in their
bed with that Vampire loose?"


"Come along,"
growled the Chief Councilor. He strode to the guard house, with the Fool in
tow, where he roused the Captain of the Guard, who assembled a platoon. The
soldiers followed the Chief Councilor and the Fool to the Princess’s bed
chamber.


All was quiet as a
winter’s night under heavy snow. The Chief Councilor pressed his ear
against the door, carved with flowers and swirls. For a moment he remembered
the little girl who clapped her hands and wanted to paint the flowers when the
Master Carpenter hung the door. The Chief Councilor tapped with his knuckles.
He called the Princess by name. No reply. He tried the door. Locked. He pounded
on the door. Nothing.


"Force it," he
commanded the guards. "But, it’s the Princess," said the
Captain. "Force it," shouted the Chief Councilor.


Two of the burliest guards
charged the door, crashing into it with their shoulders. On the third attempt,
the door gave way and the Chief Councilor rushed in after them.


The Princess lay on her back
on her brilliant white sheets, her pale form lost in their whiteness. The edges
of her torn night dress lay on either side of her naked breasts, and sitting
astride her hips, his naked belly swollen like a tick, was the Vampire, who
growled and hissed at the Chief Councilor. A crumpled shirt and hauberk lay on
the floor at the foot of the bed. A rosy hue, formerly enjoyed by the Princess,
colored the Vampire’s countenance. Above the Princess’s left
breast, a deep gash told the story of her demise. The Vampire waved a dagger
with a jeweled handle. Hopping like a toad, he backed toward a window. As he
lowered the dagger to sheath it at his waist, he nicked his protruding stomach
and snarled in anger as a geyser of scarlet bloodied the sheets. From the open
window, he jumped.


The Chief Councilor hurried to
the casement. He saw a large bat flying toward the Vampire’s castle,
trailing the blood of the Princess’s folly across her kingdom. On the
floor beneath the window lay the dagger where the Vampire had dropped it. The
Chief Councilor nudged the weapon with his boot, loath to pick it up, yet
compelled to do something with it.


Staring at the dead Princess,
the Fool rubbed his chin then asked, "Who would have thought a Vampire
would use a dagger?"


The Chief Councilor rolled his
eyes.
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