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Introduction
Ross Warren & Anthony Watson
 
 
Anyone with enough (i.e. too much) time on their hands to visit the Wikipedia page which lists the gestation periods for different animals will, once they’ve gotten over the shock of the Alpaca (a year? Really?), see that the longest of all pregnancies belongs to the African Elephant which even manages to beat all species of Whale. Elephants carry their developing young for the best part of two years.
It’s no mean achievement to outdo the world’s biggest land animal in any regard but here at Dark Minds Press we can claim a victory over the mighty beast, having taken the best part of three years to bring out our third volume of dark fiction. 
Such is life in the world of small press publishing – the real world has a habit of getting in the way of the really interesting stuff like reading, editing and actually publishing and whilst the available time is often taken up with other more mundane activities (visiting Wikipedia and such like), the enthusiasm never wanes. Hopefully, the wait will have been worth it.
The stories collected in Darkest Minds are themed around the concept of crossing a border. It was an open submission and – with only one or two exceptions – the stories we received showcased some amazing interpretations of that theme and it was difficult to make the decision to reject in many cases. The twelve stories which make up this volume were the ones we thought best met the criteria as well as being brilliant in their own right and within these pages you’ll find a variety of styles and approaches to the whole concept of “crossing over”. You’ll find physical and geographical borders, psychological and metaphorical ones too. You’ll be taken across the line between life and death…
It’s been a privilege to work with the authors whose stories appear in Darkest Minds. Such was the case with our two previous books as well, Dark Minds and Darker Minds. It’s been amazing, and extremely gratifying, that writers for whom we have the utmost regard and respect have submitted stories to us for consideration and it’s an honour to be in the position of actually publishing them.
We hope you enjoy the stories which follow. If you’re ready, then we’ll begin. The border is approaching. Dare you cross it..?
 



 
Vacation
Glen Krisch
 
 
 
 
I knew there was no turning back when I was signing the last waiver forms while I stood naked at the secretary’s desk. She had probably seen countless people in the buff during the years of her employment, so I tried to act natural. She was one of those people who never unclenched her jaw and always, no matter if she was sitting down while you were standing naked before her, found a way of looking down at you over the thick rim of her glasses.
              “Mr. Callahan, are you finished yet?”
“Uh... almost.” I lifted my head and did my best not to look at her. I flipped through the pages and acted like I was making sure I had everything in order, trying to make sure I didn’t make eye contact with that pent-up old hag. 
The wide oak door finally opened.
I had met Webster in the subway on the way home from work the week before. When he had approached so openly, my first impression was that he would hit on me. When I saw him judging my expensive clothes, but not necessarily how I looked in them, right then I knew he was some sort of salesman. That was only a week ago, and now I was standing naked in his office signing papers that say things like, In case of accidental death... and, Not liable in any form for the following... Darn good salesman.
“Mr. Callahan, nice to see you again.” Webster wore a suit even more expensive than the one I was wearing the day we met.
As he greeted me, Webster’s strong salesman’s hand engulfed my own. His hand was sweaty. I desperately wanted, more than anything, to wipe my hand on something but I settled for swaying it loosely at my side.
“Now, is everything crossed, dotted and in triplicate?” Though Webster chuckled he still checked all the appropriate areas on the forms. “Okay, Mr. Callahan, you can follow me, and we’ll get you started on your vacation. How does that sound?”
I simply nodded and smiled the appropriate smile. 
I followed the rotund Mr. Webster down a hall with carpeting so thick it felt overgrown between my bare toes. I stared at the back of his head, wondering about the expression on his face on the other side. Was he laughing to himself over the fortune I’d just turned over to him, a risk free, non-refundable fortune? Was he smiling, happy to have served someone, happy to have even possibly saved someone’s life by a chance encounter in the subway? I couldn’t tell through the back of his shining bald dome.
The room we entered was extremely small and a three by three foot section of the floor had been cut out. That was half the room; there wasn’t even a chair on which to sit. I could hear thick waves splashing from the hole.
“Just remember what you saw in the video presentation. And if anything unexpected happens, try to rely on instinct. It’ll come back to you.”
That’s all he said. He closed the door then double locked it, leaving me in the dark. It was so dark my eyes started to create little bobbing effervescent shapes that fell in on themselves. 
My eyes finally adjusted when it became evident that I was in complete darkness and that no light would be forthcoming. With the descent into complete darkness, I felt the limits of the room fall by the wayside. There were no walls or ceiling. I was nowhere, nonexistent. I inched my foot along the floor and found the lip of the hole. Humid warmth wafted from the black water below. I held my breath the way a person does when they’re going to try the chicken soup directly from a boiling pot, then I grazed my big toe over the surface of unending wetness below. It felt like watered down gelatin warmed to body temperature.
As I gingerly eased my body into the water, the first doubts began to surface in my mind. Was it true, could I breathe in that sightless murk? Webster could have been lying. He could have been emptying all of my accounts at that exact moment. But the water was so inviting. It was deep heating and massaged the soul. I was in up to my waist. That was my last chance. My arms were getting heavy from supporting the growing pudge around my middle. I caved in and let the rest of my body flow into the dark fluid. I sucked in a deep ragged breath before conceding my head to the water.
I began to panic as the torpid water crept up my face. Webster had warned me of this reaction. It was natural, a self-preservation mechanism; he had said I didn’t have to worry. The water was heavy with condense oxygen; my lungs would be able to glean the necessary oxygen to function normally.
When I was fully submerged I inhaled the water quickly, as Webster had instructed. My lungs tried to lurch up my throat, trying to expel the foreign element. I remained submerged and continued to try to breathe normally. Soon enough, my lungs adjusted to their new buoyancy. Breathing came in long, sluggish inhales, yet the process seemed entirely natural. It wasn’t at all frightening, actually it was somewhat exhilarating. As I became more used to my surroundings, a feeling of immortality swept through me. After all, I was a living, breathing human able to venture into this watery chamber without artificial assistance. 
Take back life. Remember what we’re put on this planet for. And remember the three R’s: ReLease, ReCharge, ReNew. Webster’s words rattled on in the back of my mind. Even after Webster explained his proposition to me, the concept still seemed an illusion never to be realized. Now I felt completely liberated, or at least on the path heading in that direction.
Time became mythical; something barely remembered let alone understood. I had always been a slave to a clock but now I had no way of keeping track. Floating several feet below the surface in a position somewhat reminiscent of a drowning victim, I wondered how my stock portfolio was doing. The market would be closing soon, and I had turned over almost unlimited power to my financial advisors. True, they were the ones who went to college to get their fancy degrees that said they could manage money, but I had the gut instinct to pull off or kill any deal. The Perkins merger was supposed to be finalized next week, but the doctor had told me to back down. The blockage in my heart eloquently pointed out the fact that the stress of getting the right signatures in the right places just might kill me. I wondered how much money I made today.
Janine left me three weeks ago. Approximately. Give or take, with the circumstances it’s hard to remember. I had been busy listening in on a conference call with my board of directors. While I focused on business, she slipped out our apartment’s front door. She took two suitcases, one full of clothing, the other stuffed with cash. I was supposed to buy a primo stud horse with that cash. I didn’t care about the money. What bothered me most was that I hadn’t noticed she was gone until the conference call ended. That told me something about my life. 
Now, floating like a dead man in this black murk, I worked at forgetting anything that came before. Even with my eyes closed, Janine would be there like some type of submerged apparition. I wondered if she was haunting me.
Janine left me again, this time leaving my mind. I would close my eyes but she wasn’t there. I would try to see her crystal blue eyes, her long brown hair. Nothing. Just an echo of the emotions I once had for her. In a way it made it much easier. I didn’t take this vacation to feel stress. I assumed her name would soon disappear, too. 
Feel the calming warmth of the black water. Webster’s voice would find a way to penetrate my mindlessness, to keep me anchored for at least one more fleeting moment in the real world. He didn’t lie about that one, he might have down played it, but he sure didn’t lie. Feel the warmth. Feel the security. I tucked into a ball and flipped in stationary summersaults. Nothing could bother me. 
My mind was gone, my memories. Now, I was losing me; a little bit at a time. Sometime ago, who knows when exactly, my hair sloughed off. Not just on my head. All my hair. Discarded like some kind of old luggage. Unwanted. It was hard to tell at first because I think my muscles had atrophied. I couldn’t move my arms to allow my hands to reach my head, but I could feel that there was no more flowing hair in the warm black water. No more lashes on my eyelids. Now that’s a weird feeling at first. Blinking without lashes. 
As my muscles further atrophied, my arms scrunched in tight to my sides, elbows to ribs, my hands bent to the form of praying. I had never put much stock in prayer; somehow I felt I was beyond that madness. Maybe I should have reconsidered because something had changed. I still had no sense of size really; no true idea of the dimensions of my little vacation room. Yet the room now felt closer, smaller, petite, undeniably truncated. Either I was growing, or the room was falling in on itself. This was not a bad alternative, not that I was uncomfortable with a shrinking room. No sense of claustrophobia in my person. Besides, it made it seem more like a home. 
And the way my mind. It worked, but not in order. Fragmenting. Or maybe more randomly focused? Split second annunciations of thoughts or images. Like slides from a vacation jumbled; backwards, inverted images melding together. And somehow it’s even worse than it was when I thought this. 
And my flesh. Dissolving. Make that dissolved. Past tense. So far past tense, like it never happened. I never had the skin I had... things like that. Melted right off me. No callous, scar or freckle left. Just soft, wet, barely-there skin. Permeable, translucent maybe, like those mutated frogs I saw once on PBS. They had arms on their backs. Like they had some bad water. And three eyes on their head. But the added arms didn’t work. Just like stumps. Like they were deformed. Malfigured, or some sort. Maybe they knew Webster. Maybe he changed them like he changed me. 
Webster was a man once. I think I knew him. Or maybe I just knew of him. Like a rumor. Anyway, he was a bad man and I think I knew his intentions, but I didn’t let myself believe it. A man, a bad man in a very nice suit. And I do believe his words to this very instant, Just remember the three R’s... ReBuke, ReNege, ReMorse. Webster. Hmm. That name...?
That was all the past. Like it happened before now. But now is now. Now my story is up to the minute. Almost complete. So I’m on the inside. Losing all. I’m no longer a man, something close in proximity, an indefinable gray enigma, but not really a man. Speaking now with my mind’s voice in an ever-shrinking confinement. Like I have a choice in this situation or the direction of my next thought or recollection. But it is all so far beyond my control. All I control are the tenses, because it’s right now; no more was, were or wouldn’t.
 
I think myself is bleeding. The whole thing, not one area. Just myself as a whole. Or maybe, myself has a hole. And that’s why I’m bleeding. Yes, that must be it. I have a hole and I’m bleeding. Because myself. Because myself, my skin can’t hold blood no more. I’m like a spaghetti strainer. And it’s been so long since I’ve eaten. Spaghetti and meatballs. Eating would just about kill me right now but I’m not even hungry. But I think it used to be my favorite. Spaghetti. Like blue was my favorite. Or... chocolate cake was my very best favorite. But I’m still bleeding now. Like I have no more scabs. Yeah. I ran out of scabs, they must have fallen out the hole of my body.
Is this how it happens? It meaning me; how meaning life? Is this how it happens? Or maybe happened. Maybe a memory again. Like a ghost of something. A ghost of when I once was. 
This is how I happened: 
I took a vacation, I melted, I forgot living, I grew small. My fingers webbed, I grew a tail. My fingers separated, my tail fell off. My belly swelled, my eyes sealed from the hope of light.
And now, flesh warm walls getting closer. Flesh warm water warming my flesh. Like a blanket. And I’m happy. I can’t reach the walls to push them away. Not that I want to ward off the inevitable. The evitable is happening, and it’s like I can’t stop it. 
I think my vacation is draining from all around me, the torpid waters gushing away from my head. It would all be okay. Downright fine with me. The flesh warm walls close enough now to touch with my shrunk arms, to kick with my thick stump legs. I’m not afraid of that nonsense, the water of warmth seeping from the around me. Leaving me. That’s okay that it’s leaving, because I’m still warm. Warm is the only thing I can think of anymore. All else is gone. Nothing is more important than warm. And staying here with warm.
The thing changes it all. The thing is the shrieking. Like a whale. Or is it wail? Like a wail in my ear. Everything is my ear now. My see-through skin is my ear. And my eyes are my ear. Because it’s all around me. This shrieking. I feel sorry for this wail. Like it’s hurt and I want to hold and hug this wail. Because it is so close. All around, inside me, this wail. My arms are useless. I can twitch now, that’s about the limits of me within the size of my confinement. I’m really good at twitching. I bet I’ll never scratch my back again. I can’t reach my back with a twitch.
I’m being eased down. A little at a time, my head leading the way. Squeezed by those flesh warm walls. Shoved out like I’m a cancer. I’m the shrieking, maybe? I make the wail shriek? I’m sorry wail. I’ll hurry up now so I don’t hurt nobody no more. I twitch to where I’m pulled. The wail squeezes my head with its warm walls, and I’m hugged by it and I’m happy, but now it hurts. Hurt is not warm, so I don’t like it. How can I like anything but warm? There is not room enough in my heart for anything but warm.
Cold hard pressure on my head; a steel vice that tightens across my temples. My shoulders turn, I’m being pulled like a festering thorn from an infected hand, and I’m so mad. I’m pulled free of the flesh walls and there’s nothing but blinding white. Warm is gone and nothing is how it was. The flesh walls are gone for good and my anger turns to fear. I can’t barely see nothing. Just shaking, fluttering images. Maybe people. Or God. Sifting the images from the blinding white. And the blood. I still have some left I guess. It’s in my head. All of it. Must be upside down. The blood it hurts my head. My ears throb. It hurts, all of it, but at least the wail is gone. I’m turned over in hands until I’m dizzy. Something is on me now, engulfing. Soothing soft, like some kind of anesthetic fabric covering my naked skin. And I’m not scared. Not when this engulfing brings back warm.
Somehow I’m held in warm. Being passed from one person/God to another. Finally coming to rest in the enfolding arms of a giant. I look up and I see these brown eyes in a face that’s bigger than all of me, and they’re pink, like from crying. But for some reason this giant’s laughing, too. But it’s okay. I’m not scared. I’ve never felt more warm than from these brown eyes that stare at me. And I’m happy. Because as long as I have warm, that’s all that matters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Glen Krisch's novels include The Nightmare Within, Where Darkness Dwells, Nothing Lasting, and Arkadium Rising (Brother's Keeper Book One). Besides writing and reading, he enjoys spending time with his wife, romance author Sarah Krisch, his three boys, simple living, and ultra-running.

Feel free to stop by his website to see what he’s up to: www.glenkrisch.wordpress.com
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Refugees
Robert Mammone
 
 
 
              “The key’s the old man,” Harrison said, setting his coffee cup aside.
              “You think so?” Grace replied, quirking an eyebrow. “I’d’ve thought it was his granddaughter.”
              “Idris? Why?”
Around them, the cafeteria inched towards the end of the day. Thanks to the chugging air conditioners, humidity clung clammily to every surface. Several exhausted guards sat at a nearby table, tepid coffees sitting ignored on the sweaty tabletops. Faces haggard, their red-rimmed eyes slid unfocussed across the room. Grace heard screaming, the sound distorted by distance, and scowled.
              “This fucking place,” she muttered, then turned her attention back to the folder in front of her. Tapping a photo with her fingernail, she looked across at Harrison.
              “The old man, Khan, he’s a cypher. Everyone in that family gives the impression of deferring to him, but it’s all a ploy, a delaying action. They know as well as we do the situation in Pakistan is deteriorating by the day. Sooner rather than later, the department isn’t going to have any choice but to accept them as genuine refugees. “
              “And Idris?”
Grace thought about the young woman for a moment. Her dusky skin, tilted violet eyes masked a calculating mind that Grace knew judged her every time they met.
              “We sure as hell don’t have any other choice but to rely on her as translator. This region they’re from, Gilgit, it might as well be the dark side of the moon. Their dialect is unknown, even to the embassy. We’ve no idea what the cultural norms of her tribe are. It makes no sense; she says he’s the big man in charge, but all decisions have to be referred back to her “clan brothers and sisters.” 
              Grace shook her head and took a sip of her coffee, grimacing at the oily, tepid taste.
              Harrison sat up, straightened his tie and smoothed back his hair.
              “I’ve got to say, Grace, you’re the easiest advocate I’ve worked with in three years. Usually this would be the point where I’d be tearing my hair out.”
              Grace smiled mirthlessly. “Oh, don’t worry. You bastards in Immigration deserve all the grief you get. Under the Convention, your treatment of anyone reaching our waters is disgraceful.” She waved her hand around the cafeteria.
              “This building and what it represents is just as disgraceful. But it doesn’t mean I have to fight you every step of the way. If their story stacks up, even you lot in Canberra have to let them into the community.”
              “Thank Christ you don’t hate us,” Harrison said ruefully. He glanced at his watch and grimaced.
              “We’ll find out soon enough. Come on, our meeting is in a few minutes.”
Grace thought about a final sip of her coffee, caught a glimpse of her distorted eye in the brackish water and shuddered. Quickly gathering her papers up, she followed Harrison out of the cafeteria. 
 
#
 
Long ago, after her first few visits to the Centre, Grace decided the part of it she hated the most was the residential wing. Every time she passed through the checkpoint, her pulse would take flight and the tension in the air, already high, wound tighter and tighter. And worst of all, clinging to the unpainted concrete like suffocating second skin, was the sense of desperation. She could almost taste it. And the place was never quiet. Babies cried, women wailed, and men argued without hope. Echoes rang out constantly and lingered strangely in shadowed corners.
              Today, as every other day, was the same. Sullen looking men lounging in doorways watched her with hooded, desperate eyes. Some had the distinct scarring of those who had sewed their lips shut, hardening the community against them. Passing through a bare recreation room, Grace saw children lying on the sweating concrete, toys ignored, staring emptily at the ceiling’s unrelieved grey. Windows laced with thick wire were set high on the wall so that only weak sunlight filtered in. A bird beat itself against one, the muted sound of its frantic fluttering filling her with a tired despair. 
              The guard leading them halted in front of a door. The painted metal had “Meeting Room 6” stenciled across it, the angular letters in keeping with the cold, utilitarian feel of the wing. Grace had argued long and hard that meetings should be held outside, allowing both parties to relax in a friendlier atmosphere. The administration of the Centre, contracted out to an overseas security firm, had rebuffed her requests politely, consistently, and ruthlessly. 
              “A chance for mischief,” a dour faced woman with hands like a man had told her.               “Meetings of this nature need to be in a secure environment, where all participants can feel safe to engage in all issues.” Grace had given up the idea in disgust soon afterwards.
              The door squealed open and the guard moved aside, his blocky face impassive. Grace stepped inside, followed by Harrison. The door shuddered closed with a heavy clang.
              At the far end of a rectangular table sat an elderly man and a young woman. Grace nodded politely then laid out her folder. Settling down beside her, Harrison did the same. The clock on the wall ticked past three. 
              “Idris. Mr. Khan. Good afternoon.”
              Idris nodded coolly, while her grandfather watched impassively. Harrison coughed, sat straighter, then bent his head over his folder. He began speaking, summarising the last meeting and the status of their application for refugee status. While he did this, Grace, as she did with every visit, studied Idris and her grandfather.
              The old man was ancient. Long, bony hands, trembling slightly, rested on the table. Grace saw again the horny, yellowed fingernails, stained and cracked with a lifetime’s labour. His hairless skull was lined and seamed like old, sun-damaged leather. Above a hooked nose, rheumy, yellow eyes stared blankly across the table. His withered body was garbed in traditional robes hanging loose across narrow shoulders. 
              Despite his obvious age, Grace sensed an old, lingering pride, and sometimes thought she detected a secret arrogance lurking in every quirk of those thin, wet lips. His eyes flick towards hers and she looked away, disturbed by the cool intelligence only partially masked by the cloudy orbs.
              Idris was an altogether different proposition. She sat straight in her chair, her frame seeming to vibrate with a voluptuousness that belied the narrow dictates of her culture. Black, gleaming hair cascaded over her shoulders. Gold rings adorned several of her fingers, the designs in the metal warn smooth with age. She wore a faint, spicy scent, which conjured in Grace’s mind an image of endless rolling plains, swept arid by the sere wind. Her eyes were a striking violet, and Grace remembered the time Harrison had described being caught in them. She’d told him to stop being a horny teenager, but occasionally she too felt that power brush up against her.
              Being in the room with them made her deeply uncomfortable.
              “Grace?” Grace blinked, and realised Harrison was talking to her. Feeling her cheeks redden, she dropped her eyes to her folder, trying to gather the frayed thread of her thoughts.
              “Yes, sorry.” Flustered, she shuffled the papers in front of her. “Miles away.”
              “Perhaps if our case is too much for you, Miss Grace, Mr. Harrison could find us another advocate?”
              Idris smiled at Grace and Grace returned it, if the skinning of her lips back from her teeth could be called a smile.
              “That won’t be necessary, Idris. You should be aware that bringing in a new advocate, under departmental rules, would necessitate the whole process starting again. This would mean, of course, that the last six months of interviews had never happened.”
              Idris glared at her, while her grandfather nodded to himself and mumbled something Grace couldn’t catch. Harrison coughed as the silence stretched uncomfortably.
              “I don’t think we need go quite that far. I’m sure everyone here appreciates the position we all find ourselves in.” Somewhere far away, an alarm sounded.
              Iris’s grandfather leaned towards her, his lips twitching. A guttural mumbling issued and Idris laughed, a melodious, mocking sound that set Grace’s teeth of edge.
              “Something amusing?” Grace asked, aware how brittle she sounded. She felt Harrison’s hand brush her own and she glanced at him. His head shook minutely. She pulled her hand free.
              “Grandfather says your fiery temperament would’ve made you perfect for the harem. He says he misses the old days.”
Grace heard Harrison barely stifle a laugh.
              “I think we should get down to business. Your application won’t process any quicker if we simply sit here exchanging pleasantries.”
              “I…my family are most keen to discover when it will be that we can leave this detention centre. Already some of my cousins have fallen ill. They spend the day in their rooms, staring at the ceiling. Sometimes they weep openly, which shames their wives. How long will your process continue?”
              Harrison replied before Grace could.
              “I’m very sorry that these things are happening to your family. If you provide a list of names, I could arrange a visit from some of the counsellors.”
              “No. We will deal with this in our own way.” The vaguely triumphant look on her face made Grace queasy.
              Idris’s grandfather leaned in again and muttered something. Idris straightened, stung. Her face darkened with anger. She spoke sharply to her grandfather, and Grace noticed her rubbing one of the rings on her left hand. A strange tension filled the air, and Grace thought she smelled ozone.
              The old man’s right hand snaked out and clasped Idris’s hands, the tendons standing out with the effort. The tension in the room soared. Grace watched, stunned, as the old man erupted into a diatribe against his granddaughter. Idris attempted to respond, but he slashed his free hand in front of her face, silencing her. Grace watched her eyes redden, and saw a single tear track down her face.
              The old man went on like this for a little longer, and though Grace didn’t understand a word of it, the tone of instruction and warning was unmistakable. There was a final burst of words, then his hand open convulsively. Her skin bore the imprint of his fingers.
              “Forgive my granddaughter,” the old man croaked, to Grace’s and Harrison’s utter astonishment. “She is full of the pride of youth, and has much to learn about humility. When next we meet, I think you will find her less prideful, and more considerate.”
              With that, the old man stood. Without waiting for Idris, he turned and slowly made his way to the door. Idris remained in her seat for a moment, massaging her hand. Grace saw the venomous look of hate she gave to her grandfather. The old man rapped on the door twice, waited patiently. It swung open, and without a backward glance, he walked out, Idris trailing meekly behind him.
 
#
 
              “I have level four security clearance, God damn it. Muck us around anymore and I’ll see you patrolling the toilets at the nearest McDonald’s.”
              “Easy,” murmured Harrison.
              Flustered, the security guard ran Grace’s card through the handheld again. This time the green light flashed, followed by a tone. The security doors opened. Snatching her card back, Grace stormed through, Harrison close behind.
              A harried looking woman in uniform met them on the other side of the Plexiglas. A curt exchange of names followed, then she led them inside the facility. As soon as they passed into a narrow corridor, Grace heard distant shouting.
              “How long?”
              “Ninety minutes.” Grace looked sidelong at Harrison and hissed angrily. Harrison shook his head.
              “And he’s definitely dead?”
              The woman turned her head without breaking stride. Her eyes looked shadowed.
              “Oh, he’s definitely dead.”
              They continued in silence. Somewhere along the way, Grace realised they had acquired several guards, one in front and two behind. The deeper they went into the residential wing, the louder the noises grew.
              The woman’s handheld crackled. She brought it to her ear.
              “Carson? I’ve got their advocate and the departmental rep. And what the hell did you want me to do with them? They’re here, okay?” She glanced at Grace, who felt the full weight of her loathing.
              “Look, touch nothing in the cell. Well, use your head, man. You’ve got enough muscle there to keep them back. Look, we’re only a minute or two away.” She clipped the handheld onto her belt without another word.
              The group turned down another corridor, and immediately, Grace felt the atmosphere change. Lights had been smashed, and those that remained flickered and fizzed. Her skin grew rough as the temperature dropped with each step. 
              All along the corridor, men and women and children crowded in the doorways, staring hostilely at them. Ignoring their glares and muttered curses, Grace forced herself to look straight ahead. She smelt ozone again, then the hint of spice, and suddenly Idris stood in front of them.
              At first, Grace couldn’t fathom the look Idris gave her. On the surface, her face was a mask of mourning. Tears tracked down her cheeks, which were red with emotion. Then, her head tilted up for an instant, and the look of triumph in her eyes sent a trickle of cold down Grace’s spine. Before she could take the measure of that look, Grace saw what lay beyond the open doorway.
              Mr. Khan hung from a belt looped through the vent in the centre of the ceiling. His body twisted slowly, the taut leather creaking in the thick silence. Someone had wound red thread along its length, and Grace conceived an immediate fancy that it was an artery, choked off in the complicated knot jammed under his jaw.
              Grace looked at his face and shuddered. Swollen lips and protruding tongue, bulging eyes like clouded marbles. In the chancy light, his shadow hung on the far wall, each flicker of the fizzing light lending it an eerie life. Harrison laid a hand on her shoulder and she jumped. Angry, and unsure why, Grace shrugged his hand away. Lips thinning, he looked at the female guard standing awkwardly to one side.
              “You’ve taken photos of the scene?” The woman nodded tightly.
              “Then for Christ’s sake, cut this poor bastard down before you have a riot on your hands.”               The woman nodded, snapped her fingers. Her men moved with alacrity, and Grace and Harrison withdrew into the corridor.
              Noticing Idris lingering a little way off, Grace approached her.
              “There’ll be an investigation.” Idris nodded, her eyes fixed on the doorway. 
              “It will mean a delay in your processing, do you understand?” Now Idris’s attention was fixed on her. The scent she wore seemed thicker, and Grace felt her eyes water.
              “But it was Grandfather who –” She shook her head. Taking a deep breath, she nodded.
              “We’ll do everything we can to help. We will need his body soon. Very soon, do you understand?”
              Grace nodded, aware of the cultural sensibilities at play here. A suicide was one thing, but the last thing the department needed was a riot over delayed funeral arrangements.
              “We’ll be quick and respectful, Idris. You’ll have him back.”
              There was a snapping sound, then men grunting. Grace turned and walked to the doorway, in time to see the guards lay Khan gently on a stretcher. Someone cast a blanket over his corpse, quickly covering his face with a corner. Two guards lifted the stretcher, and hurriedly left the room.
Harrison moved off a few steps with it, then paused, turning back. Grace saw him looking at her quizzically from the corner of her eyes, but her gaze remained fixed on the far wall. The light above the door fizzed and crackled, making the shadows jump and start like spastic marionettes. A strange fancy had gripped her that one shadow clung to the far wall, clung, and almost imperceptibly, seemed to twitch a little wider.
              “Grace,” Harrison called softly. She jerked, her head swinging around.
              “Come on. We’re going to have to draft a report for the minister.”
              Nodding, Grace looked again into the room, but the light had failed utterly, plunging the cell into darkness. Cold clutched at Grace. Turning, she hurried after Harrison, walking past Idris who stared at her. Even when Grace turned the corridor, she fought the urge to turn and see if something had emerged from the cell to follow her down the corridor.
 
#
 
              “Have a look at this,” Harrison said. Something in his voice made Grace look up. She came around from her desk and stood at his shoulder.
              An e-mail lay open on his screen, with several attachments at the bottom of a long message.
              “I don’t know what DFAT are up to in Pakistan, but surely someone’s been sampling the local product.”
              Grace pulled up a chair and started to scroll through the e-mail. When she finished, she opened the first of the attachments.
              It was a photo. Grace peered at the time stamp and saw that it was dated from last year. It showed several uniformed men crowded around the edges, all looking at something at the rear of a room. One of the men had turned to the camera, and pointed to whatever it was that had their attention. His eyes were wide, and there was something in the way his mouth twisted that spoke of disgust, or anger, or fear.
              Grace reached for the mouse, magnified the image. It leaped at her, and she jerked back. Harrison hissed in surprise and lent forward.
              Something long lay wrapped within a sheet atop a table. At first, Grace thought the sheet had come unwound, with part of it hanging off the edge of the table. But the magnified image showed it was an arm that dangled free. A thick line of darkness tracked down the length of exposed skin. Unwillingly, Grace followed that line back to the wrapped body, and the dark stain that seemed to spread before her eyes.
              “Where’s this from?” she demanded, looking at Harrison.
              “I’ve a friend in DFAT, stationed in Lahore. I’ve been telling him about Idris’s family, how they all fled. Mentioned the name of the village and that snagged something in his memory. Sent this from the DFAT intranet, thought it might help.”
              “With what?” Grace asked, though she had already begun to suspect.
              Harrison looked at her, and then she knew.
              “My friend reckons the Pakistani authorities were dupes in a village rivalry between Idris’s family and a nearby village. The usual thing in the War on Terror. Government troops and the family’s rivals surrounded Idris’s village, but somehow they broke out and escaped.” He leaned forward and scrolled up.
              “My friend says here that members from the rival village identified the man as one of theirs, a sheepherder who had gone missing the week before.”
              “And the other photos?” Harrison suddenly looked very, very tired. Wordlessly, he opened the second one and sat back.
              This time it was a scan of a creased, black and white photo. In it were several people, an older couple standing, with several children sitting on a rug at their feet. Grace’s eyes were drawn to the man standing straight and proud, staring defiantly at the camera. Grace saw a date scrawled at the bottom of the picture, then looked back at the man. She breathed in sharply, and looked at Harrison, who nodded.
              “You’re joking, right? Tell me this is a joke.”
              “It might be.” He shrugged. “Though how could my friend possibly know what Idris’s grandfather looked like to mock this up on Photoshop?”
              There, it was out in the open. He had given voice to the impossibility before them, of a man, now dead, but unmistakably Mr. Khan, clearly in his early forties, but shown in a photo dated 1924.
              Unsure, Grace stared at the other attachment, almost afraid to open it. She clicked on it.
              A man hung from a rope lashed to a beam in a dingy cottage, a single strand of light cutting through the shingled ceiling. A shadowy blur hung on the wall behind him. Grace felt a moment of dislocation; she was back in Khan’s cell, with his dead, staring eyes and tongue protruding from swollen lips. Her eyes tracked down the length of red threaded rope, and halted on the knot jammed under the figure’s jaw. She grew dizzy, and grabbed the desk for support.
              “Jesus. Grace, you okay?” Harrison hurriedly clicked the image away, the screen replaced with the incongruous image of him sitting on a sofa with his three children climbing over him. Grace nodded, felt the dizziness recede like waves on a shore.
              “Where are we…”she swallowed hard and started again. “Where are we with the report to the minister?”
              Harrison snorted. 
              “There won’t be any report. You’ve seen the news; Baluchistan just went up in flames and there’s rumbling the tribesmen in the FATA are about to join in the fun. The minister will make an announcement in the House next week that all Pakistani refugees are to be given temporary visas and released into the community in a week after that. The Opposition is going to go apeshit about it, but she’s adamant.”
              “Do they know anything about this? Idris and her family, do they know?”
              “No. The department’s terrified they’ll demand their immediate release into the community. The minister emphasised the need for an orderly transition once she makes her announcement.”
              Grace stood, looked distractedly across the cubicles stretched around the floor. The hum of dozens of computers, the arid coolness of the cooling system, the muffled chatter of workers. Utterly ordinary, utterly terrifying. She thought of shadows gathering in the corners, and a dead man swaying in a breeze that wasn’t there.
              “Look,” Grace said, fixing a smile on her face. “I want to go speak with Idris, tidy up a few things before the announcement. You know me, dotting and crossing and all that.”
Harrison looked at her appraisingly. Her grin widened until the muscles in her cheek hurt. He shook his head.
              “Like I said, there isn’t going to be a report.” He tapped a pen on the top of the mouse, the cast it aside.
              “But I’m like you, I hate loose ends. You’re going to have to speak with her without me. Mary rang before and said our sitter is down with the flu. Which, of course, she gave to our daughter, so I’ll be playing nursemaid while Mary visits her mother.” He shrugged. “You understand how it is.”
              Grace nodded, feeling numb. The idea of speaking with Idris alone terrified her. She stood.
              “Don’t worry about it. Go home and be with your daughter. I only want to ask Idris a few more questions. I hate loose ends as well. It’ll nag at me until I drive you crazy.”
              He nodded, smiling. Feeling a false sense of relief, Grace returned to her desk to gather her things.
              “Do us a favour. E-mail me those photos. Idris might be able to help with them.”
              Harrison nodded absently, his attention fixed on the screen. Turning, Grace walked away, and wondered what Idris’s reaction would be.
 
#
 
              “I’ve never seen this man before,” Idris said. Grace watched her carefully, the younger woman returning the look.
              Grace sighed, and swung the laptop back. She caught a glimpse of herself in a small mirror sitting on a desk – she looked tired and, she had to admit it, a little afraid.
              Not having booked a conference room, Grace had been forced to speak to Idris in her quarters. Grace had been disbelieving when the guard took her straight to Khan’s room, a sensation that worsened when she realised Idris had taken up residence in the old man’s room. Even now, looking around, Grace couldn’t shrug off the memory of the creaking belt as the body slowly twisted to and fro.
              “That’s a pity,” Grace said, logging off. She lowered the screen. “I had hoped to learn more about your Grandfather, as a way of helping with the case.”
Idris leaned forward, her eyes eager.
              “We will soon be released? I cannot tell you how wonderful it would be. These grey walls, they press in on us.”
              Grace looked around. “I can see how that would be, Idris, they aren’t…”
              Grace’s voice trailed off. Glancing about the room, she saw again the furniture – broken or worn pieces donated by half a dozen charities, that Idris had brought with her. Sagging couch, laminated desk, a dresser that leaned to one side, partially masking a stain on the wall.
              Speechless, Grace stared at the stain. At first, it seemed to be a flaw in the concrete, worsened by the shoddy paint job. But then, she remembered the shadow cast by Khan’s body, how it had shifted with every twist and turn of his suspended body. The fluorescent lighting fizzed. The stain shifted. Grace thought if she stared long enough at it, it would start to grow, inching wider and wider and darker and darker until it swallowed the wall, then the room, then herself.
              “Grace?”
              Grace flinched. Her heart thumped, and she could feel a surging sensation behind her temples.
              “Sorry. Drifted off there. Busy week at work. I-” Grace realised she was babbling and clamped her mouth shut. She watched Idris turn slightly and look at the dresser. Grace hoped that whatever look Idris had on her face, it would be gone when she turned back to her. 
              “I miss my Grandfather very much,” Idris said, her voice sounding as if it came from a long way off. Grace smelled Idris’s scent again, spicy and beguiling. She turned and Grace saw a desperate hunger in her eyes.
              “Please tell me that we are to be released. I cannot tell you how much this place weighs on us. I long to be outside, to feel the breeze on my face, to be free.”
Grace thought about the imminent announcement from the department. She opened her mouth to mention it, but anger, and a kind of fear, made her say something else entirely. 
              “Patience, Idris. That’s all I can offer you.”
              “Patience?” sneered Idris. “What do you know of it? Outside, you lead your life, free, while I rot in here.” Idris leaned forward, her hooded eyes dark and unsettling. “But not forever, do you understand? Not forever. And when I am free…” Idris smiled at Grace, and her eyes filled with hunger.
              Angry now, Grace stood, sending her chair shrieking across the concrete floor.
              “And what will you be outside, Idris? You think my people will accept you with open arms? They fear you, do you know that? They’ll turn their backs on you, and what then? You’ll have to stay with your family, marry someone you hate and die lonely and bitter.” Grace gasped for air and felt sweat bead on her face.
              The scent of spice enveloped her, and the stink of ozone filled the air. Grace watched Idris’s face darken, and her bravado melted away. With a lurch, she started for the door, her legs heavy. For a moment, she felt trapped in an old dream from her childhood – at the far end of a dark room with the door wide and beckoning, but somehow unable to get to it no matter how she tried – and shuddered.
              Then, the sensation dissolved as she bumped into the cold metal door. Frantic, she clutched at the handle and wrenched it open. Clutching the frame, she turned to look at Idris one last time. 
The lights fizzed again, and the mark on the wall darkened. Idris’s smile spoke of secrets and blood.
              Dragging the door shut, Grace fled down the corridor, chased by echoes and Idris’s mocking laughter.              
 
#



The sound of her mobile ringing on her bedside table dragged Grace up from a sleep clotted with dreams of darkness threaded with red.
              “Hello,” she said groggily, eyes gummed shut.
              An urgent voice sounded tinnily in her ear. For a few seconds, she couldn’t understand what was being said to her.
              “Say that again.” She rubbed her eyes open, and looked blearily at the clock.
              “Jesus, she’s done what?”
 
#
 
They met in the car park. Galah’s in the trees lining the driveway shrieked in the heat, the sound echoing desolately across the empty square of bitumen.
              “How long she been barricaded in that room?” Grace demanded as Harrison hurried up to her.
              “I know as much as you do,” he said, his face red. “Come on, we’re wasting time out here.
Inside, a siren wailed distantly and security personnel hurried about. They were met inside the barriers by the chief warden, a short, narrow faced man with slicked back hair that reminded Grace of a rat.
              “I don’t know what the bloody hell you said to her last night, but you can bloody well fix it, okay? She’s raising hell back there and if you don’t do something, we’ll have a riot on our hands.”
              They hurried down the corridors with the sounds of banging and screaming nipping at their heels. Doors clanged shut, and guards hurried about with batons drawn. Crossing through a common room, Grace saw an old woman hunched in a corner, her arms clasped over her head. Her face was a picture of pure fright.
              “Afriti,” she called after them, her thin voice rising to a shriek. “Afriti.”
              They reached the section holding Idris’s family. The few lights still working sparked and fizzed, sending jittering shadows along the walls. Up ahead, a press of people stood in front of a door, surrounding several guards who pounded on it. Grace heard what sounded like muffled shouting coming from the door.
              The guard who had followed them, hung back. When Harrison beckoned him to force a path through, the man shook his head, eyes wide with panic. Snorting in disgust, Harrison tucked his tie into his shirt and pushed straight into the crowd, forcing open a path.
              Grace expected resistance, but the press of people moved aside. Each of them seemed to look at her with a strange sort of hunger. She saw a need there, a thwarted desire. An itch grew in her mind then started to pulse. Through the door, she heard the chanting.
              The words rose above the pounding fists. Hollow, the words rose and fell, at once liquid, then harsh and demanding. A light burst down the corridor, a rain of glass tinkling to the floor. Some of the people around her muttered and one or two cast an angry glance her way. But Harrison kept up the gentle pressure, and soon they were just behind the guards, who had succeeded in forcing the door open.
              “Don’t know what the bloody hell she’s got up against the door,” one of the guards said, his face dripping with perspiration. Grace realised the air conditioners had stopped, and the humidity had worsened.
              “What’s she doing?” Grace said, raising her voice. The crowd behind her had begun to murmur, and to her surprise she realised they were responding to Idris, a chorus following her lead.
              “No idea,” one of the guards said, shaking his head. “Sounds like some sort of religious thing. Buggered if I know what it is.”
              “Afriti.” The word whispered itself in her mind, and the itch grew worse. Grace felt a sudden, terrible fear, and she clutched at Harrison.
              “Get that door open,” she yelled, her nerves shredded. “For Christ’s sake, get it open.”
              Harrison looked down at her, confused, unsure. There was a loud groaning noise, like metal buckling, and Grace felt the floor convulse beneath her feet. The people around them moaned in response and she was disconcerted to see them cover their faces with their hands, though they maintained their chorus.
              “Got it,” one of the guards yelled and the door shuddered back, revealing a narrow gap.
              Darkness spilled out of the room, mingled with the heady, spicy scent Grace recognised as Idris’s. The chanting had risen to a shriek, insistent, demanding, laced with unleashed rage. The hair on Grace’s arms stood straight. The itch worsened. Grace wormed passed Harrison and shrugged off his hand. He called out to her, and she ignored him, drawn to the darkness pulsing in the gap.
              She fell to her knees and skinned them on the rough concrete. The pain was made distant by the sight that confronted her.
              The far wall throbbed blackly. Within the wall, impossibly distant, a darker shadow twisted. Mesmerised, Grace inched forward, then the chanting reached its highest pitch. A long silence followed, then the shadow fanned outwards, consuming the concrete and replacing it with a frigid darkness that echoed emptily through her mind.
              And there stood Idris, her hair wild and unbound, her hands in the air, gold glinting on her fingers. Her back was to Grace, but she sensed the wild, triumphant joy contorting her face.
              Then something shuddered in the deepest portion of the darkness, and a word screamed through Grace’s crumbling mind.
              Trap.
              Idris saw it too, that shape, that contortion in the darkness that writhed and unfurled itself through the abyssal depths. Where Idris hoped to tread, to use as an escape into the bright outer world, came a writhing darkness. Grace saw her shudder, and heard a single, anguished sob of utter despair. Then something in that darkness reached for Idris.
              The moaning from the corridor became a shriek of panic, and there seemed to be a stampede, of detainees and guards alike. Grace ached to look back, to look back and see the world, her world, safe and ordered and sane. But her body wouldn’t respond, leaving her trapped to see what came for Idris.
              Idris turned and now Grace did see her face. Grace screamed at the horror there. She cringed away from the beseeching hand reaching for her, then screamed again when a tentacle of darkness emerged from the wall and wound itself around Idris’s leg. 
              A shudder ran up her body. She cast one last anguished look at Grace, who dimly sensed the iciness enveloping her. Blood ran from her eyes and a guttural gasp was all that escaped from Idris’s tortured throat. Then the tentacle flexed, lifted her into the air, and dragged her into the darkness. For a moment, the utter blackness shimmered like a pool of oil, before it vanished, and the concrete wall returned.
              And all that was left, after Harrison had dragged Grace shrieking away from the dark, echoing room, was the faint smell of spice, sere and delicate. In time, that too faded away.
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The Great Divide
 
Clayton Stealback
 
 
 
Shadows grow dark in the corners of my room. I watch as they slowly creep over everything, washing objects of grandeur and splendour in shades of uninspiring grey. Everything looks the same now: worthless and washed out junk, without substance or life. Even the vibrant painting of Loch Ness, with its masterfully rendered waters and imposing ridges, looks nothing more than a crude etching, a pale imitation of its former self. Rather than inspire, my collections disperse unprecedented feelings of emptiness and solitude, along with a prying desperation which seems intent on drilling its way into the very core of my being. The whole charade is sickening. Really, it is.
              During these times of arduous stress, I sit and ponder the fragility of the human mind, and here, sitting in my room as the creeping darkness swamps me, I can almost feel the cracks in my own psyche; cracks that this darkness will soon invade and take purchase in. At one time I’d been fearful of this...amalgamation, but that had been a long time ago, and back then, I’d tried to fight it. Now, I open up and let it happen. I open up and let it in. It’s so much easier this way. And it isn’t scary at all. In fact, I find it calming to allow the darkness to come between me and the banalities of life. Only when cocooned in this black curtain do I get a true sense of eternity. Most things in the world are transient, but darkness and emptiness are forever.
Water drips from the ceiling of this room with monotonous consistency. It splatters on the wooden floor boards, not far from an old armchair. I can see him sitting in that armchair, even through the increasing fog of darkness. His spirit lingers there, despite his decaying body having been wrenched out of that seat years ago. Even after death, the expression on his face hasn’t changed. Still it wears the heartbreaking look of unparalleled disappointment. It is a look that makes me want to appease him and, even though he is no longer here, I am still trying. But no matter, the darkness will thicken soon, blotting out even the spirits from the world beyond. It occurs to me then that this form of darkness is a manifestation in itself, ever more potent in its growing despair. I can understand why people fear the emptiness, even though their fear is, of course, utterly groundless.
People are frightened of pioneers, too. I’m not talking about the fools who come up with the next great thing in engineering, or even the dullard who breaks new ground in space travel. I’m talking about real pioneering work; work set to turn everything on its head; work not limited to this world of restrictions. I’m talking about work beyond imagining; sacred work. This is what forms the definition of a true pioneer.
People are frightened of such people.
And so they should be.
Rain pelts against the windowpane, creating miniature gushing brooks that twist and turn to distort the world outside, making it look flimsy and tormented. If the concrete slabs of buildings outside my window had voices, they’d be screaming their rage at the dregs of humanity festering inside them. Ignore what your education tells you and you will hear them; I promise.
Despite the din of the deluge outside, I pick up the constant ticking of an old antique clock on the wall. It seems that at this time, just before the last of the day’s light slinks away like a fearful coward, my senses become heightened. Even the thoughts I have seem to manifest into tangible images, projected onto the thickening blanket of darkness around me. Voices long passed speak up in my head. Smells long since forgotten cajole my mind.
Sometimes I feel as though I can reach out and tear the blackness in front of me like a rotted and moth-eaten curtain, revealing a timeless world of emptiness beyond. Yet despite this world’s emptiness, I feel things there, and I can always sense when the boundaries of this world are close. One of these days I’ll gain access to this world. One of these days I’ll pull something back from it.
Now the room feels more insubstantial than ever, as if I might fall through the floor should I get up from my chair, or disappear through the wall should I lean my weary body against it. Outside, the sound of a car horn startles me. I hear a brief exchange of uncharitable words followed by a screech of tyres. The interruption fades into the distance, and there is just me again, left to suffer this fading room alone. And now the painful memories come.
I remember the day of her leaving, wheeling a suitcase behind her...
 
#
 
              “You’re not coming back, are you?” I asked.
She stopped dead in her tracks and turned to face me, the early morning light making her eyes look tired and worn. “Jesus Edd, how many times do we have to do this?”
She didn’t wait for a reply. I could see exasperation bringing out the wrinkles on her forehead.
“I told you last night, and every night for the past two weeks: I have to go away for a few days to close a business deal in Boston.”
“Is that why you’re taking half your belongings with you?”
She went quiet. She sighed. “Look, Edd, I’ll be honest. I don’t know how long I’ll be over there. It won’t be any longer than a week though, I promise. And if it does take longer, I’ll come back for a couple of days, okay?”
I was so tense my head made a small jerk which she interpreted as a form of assent.
“You have to stop this, Edd,” she continued. “This clinginess is really starting to damage our relationship. Did you sleep at all last night?”
“Yes.”
“Liar! You were up half the night! Don’t tell me otherwise because I heard you. I even crept downstairs to see what you were up to.”
“And?”
More silence; this time, beautifully awkward.
“I told you weeks ago to see the doctor. It’s okay to break down every now and then, you know?” She looked down at her shoes, aware that she’d taken this train of conversation far further than she’d intended, or wanted. She glanced back up at me and I could tell from the way her jaw was set that this was the end of our discussion. The only response I’d get from her now would be a series of one word answers and grunts. So I’d let it drop, thinking that seeing her off in an amicable manner may have prevented any further rot in our relationship. She gave me a routine peck on the cheek and left, wheeling her oversized suitcase behind her. 
 
#
 
Four weeks after she’d left, my one remaining friend came to see me for the very last time...
 
#
 
              “She’s gone, Edd,” he said over coffee.
“She’ll be back,” I replied.
“Edd!”
“She’s cheated before, remember?” I turned my head away and whispered: “Cheated and come back with her tail between her legs, the bitch!” The bitterness I felt was palpable, and, in a peculiar way, almost endearing, as if these were the real feelings behind true love.
My friend shook his head.
I dug deep into my trouser pocket and pulled out an old Nokia phone. It was battered beyond belief, yet it still worked, and that was good enough for me. I used the phone’s pitiful interface to navigate to the stored messages, found what I was after, and thrust the display in my friend’s face.
“What does that tell you, then?” I asked, brimming with satisfaction. “If this doesn’t scream out to you that she’s already regretting leaving, I don’t know what will.”
My friend studied the message. I watched as his face screwed up to betray a complex set of emotions under his otherwise calm and measured exterior. He’d never liked losing an argument and would never back down or apologise, even when his hand had been utterly obliterated. I nodded, more than satisfied that the debate was over. Silence filled the space between us, and for the first time in my life I realised just how beautiful that silence was. Conversation is a symptom of the almost insufferable weakness of being bound in flesh.
I saw him to the door. Before he left he shook his head at me once more. But he couldn’t know for sure that she wouldn’t come back, could he? No, not unless he was in cahoots with her. Not unless he was seeing her. Was she calling him, too?
I shut the door on a bright spring day full of birdsong and scent from newly blossomed flowers.
 
#
 
The real beauty of life lies within its contrasts: if everything were beautiful, there wouldn’t be any beauty to admire; if everything spoiled, there’d be no horror to appreciate. My surroundings contrast beautifully with the day I shut out this morning: the bright spring enhanced to an autumn’s storm, building in sublime fury as the evening sets in; the sweet birdsong transformed into a wonderful cacophony of pelting rain and distant rumbles; the sickly smell of nectar purified into a rancid scent of rot and decay.
The edges of the table in front of me begin to blur into the surrounding haze of darkness. Well defined beginnings and endings merge into one constant: the constant of nothingness. In the end everything gets swallowed up.
A bright light on the table top suddenly flares, slicing through the darkness like a powerful spotlight. It shatters the growing illusion of nothingness, and I feel a savage uprising of rage towards its unwelcome interruption. But this torrent of rage is quickly quenched: it is my wife calling. For the past two weeks she’s called at the same time every day. That has to be a good sign. A sure sign she’s coming back.
I grab the phone from off the table, hit the answer button, and put it to my ear.
“Caroline?”
Thunder unravels through the air from a distant source like a wave advancing over the landscape. Foreboding forks of lightning slice cleanly through the air, cracking the dilapidating skies with the most intense light. The ever-deepening shadows in my room remain constant, but soon they will twist and writhe, taking on a depraved semblance of life.
There is static on the line, but I persevere with the connection. Eventually I am rewarded with a distant voice. I just listen. Not being much of a talker myself, I am happy to listen. I always enjoy listening to her voice: smooth and soft and commanding. Her words fester at what little remains of my conscious self. I feel them sink into the deepest depths of my being, latching on wherever they find purchase, maiming as effortlessly as razor blades on skin. Yet despite their scarring, they leave behind a feeling of deranged elation and urgency. It is a feeling I am fast growing addicted to.
Thunder rolls once more. Lightning flashes, depicting demon faces against the dark skies. The tower blocks seem to twist in the rivulets of rain streaming down my window. The outside world calls to me; the static over the phone implores me.
The lightning, closer now, illuminates the room. Glass jars on a shelf above my bookcase reflect the light, denying a visual hint to what putrefied remains lay inside. Yet there are things in this room which don’t reflect the all-too-harsh light. Things which haunt me, flickering in and out of view in time with the lightning. One moment they are there, the next gone. One moment they are smiling, the next they wear demonic grins. Some harvest a rage so unprecedented that their faces screw up on themselves, the flesh folding in ways unnatural to the human form.
I shut the flickering images out and listen to the static on the phone, to the white noise. The sound infects my soul and controls my insanity. Another flash from outside lights up a corner of my room. Here, just over three weeks ago, is where I’d piled what they’d found of my wife’s belongings. On a small round table, just to the left of that discarded pile, her mobile phone sits silent and unused. Yet from somewhere across that Great Divide, she uses it to call me.
Somehow...
A man in the advanced stages of rigor mortis – sporting lines of slimy flesh which dangle from eyeless sockets – jumps out at me, the trick very nearly making me flinch until I realise that that is all it is: just a trick. And as if to confirm that, the next prolonged flash shows him slumped back in the chair where I’d dumped him. He looks totally at peace now; or at least in as much peace as a man missing his eyes can look. His face is calm, not a mark of stress on it. Remarkable really considering all the fuss he’d made.
This is the pioneering work I was telling you about; the work that will allow me to cross the boundary into the world of the dead. It’s obvious if you stop to think about it: how else can you see into the world of the dead, if not through a dead man’s eyes?
Thunder roars and lightning flickers; the storm is getting close. The tower blocks outside my window continue to twist in the rivulets of water streaming down it. Even through the noise of the rain, the thunder, and the static on the phone, I can hear their torment: concrete grinding against concrete. The room in which I sit isn’t going to get any darker; this is it: this is as close to the void as I can get...for now. 
I keep the phone held to my ear. I strain to hear the sound of her voice through the static. She will come through soon. No longer is the static merely a monotone buzz: it is a chaotic collection of many voices, each fighting to obtain clarity. Yet despite all these others, Caroline’s voice will come through clearest, shunning the others out almost completely.
“Tell me! Tell me what to do next!” I shout into the phone.
A voice – her voice – drifts out of the static: an amalgamation of sweet tenderness and infinite malevolence. And what she says! Oh, to hear each sickening syllable uttered is like having nails hammered into the base of my spine. But I have to listen. I have to obey.
Finally she is gone, the phone in my hand sounding the lifeless tone of disconnection. More thunder roars overhead. More lightning. The clock on the wall ticks away, while the drip, drip, dripping of water (or is it blood?) onto the oak wooden floor steps up into a double-time rhythm. The putrid smells of the rotting corpses make me grimace.
I have more work to do – as you (and you must be pioneers yourselves: everyone else would have scurried for the hills by now) must surely know. So now I stand. It is time to leave this room. I casually slip on my jacket and venture out into the night to do my sacred bidding.
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The 18
 
Ralph Robert Moore
 
 
 
When they were young, he would pull into the parking lot of her apartment building in his red Corvette. Walk across the green grass to below her second floor balcony.
              She’d be leaning over the rail of the balcony, waiting for him. Bare arms, bare legs, long hair.
              Her on the balcony, grinning down; him on the grass, grinning up.
He could go around to her front door, but he wanted to show her how athletic he was.
He’d jump off the grass, big hands grasping onto the bottom of her balcony, tanned biceps flexing, pulling himself over the rail, into her waiting arms. 
               Hours afterwards, she’d come back out onto the balcony with him, sad to see him go, him swinging his hips over onto the outside of the balcony’s rail. Another passionate kiss on her warm lips, rail between them, then, as always, a kiss planted on her forehead, to protect her. Hands still grasping the rail, he’d let his body slant backwards, over nothing, let go. His wild blue eyes staring into hers, then dropping. She’d raise her bare left foot as she watched him walk back across the darkening grass to his Corvette, get in, start up the chugging engine, back out of the space, drive off.
              Forty years later, he walked through their kitchen, dressed in his gardening clothes. Gave her a kiss on her forehead while she scrambled their eggs. Went out the front door, down the steps, along the sidewalk, to get their mail.
              A couple of bills, a couple of DVDs.
              He tripped on his way back, falling forward, mail he had been flipping through flying out of his hands.
              She went over to the front window as she always did, to make sure he was okay on his walk back from the mailbox.
              Saw his body out there, one story below, lying face down, mail lifting on their lawn.
              She let out a sob, fingers to her lips. Hurried to the front door, crushing pain in her chest. Staggered sideways, stumbling back into the kitchen, to the phone, clutching her chest.
He got up off the lawn, bent over, chasing their mail. Let himself back in, locked the front door.
              She was sprawled across the white linoleum floor. Smoke rising from the skillet.
              Kneeling paramedics filled their kitchen, broad shoulders, mustaches, two-way radios strapped to their big hips. All these men leaning over her small body, trying this, trying that, in an effort that was ordinary to them, but not to him. In the end, her mouth stayed slack. Her eyes continued to stare straight up, looking at something he and no one else in the kitchen had ever seen. One of the men, rising, standing by him, averting his eyes, told him his wife was dead.
               After they took her away in their ambulance, turning off the siren, because it was no longer needed, he closed and locked the front door as he had a few hours before in a much happier mood. Turned around from the door, looked at the cavernous spaces of their rooms, quiet now. Doorways she’d never again pass through, walls and ceilings that would never again echo her voice. For the first time in decades, they slept apart. Him in their empty white bed, she in a high-ceilinged room, in another part of the city, on a metal gurney, sheet over her face.
He woke up the next morning later than usual, bird song outside the windows. Reached his hand behind him, across the white sheets, to her side, fingers feeling nothing but flatness. Wrenched his head around, saw the emptiness, wondered where she was. Remembered.
 
He didn’t tell anyone she had died.
They were both self-employed, allowing them to spend each day together, one room away, so it wasn’t as if any of her friends would immediately know she was gone.
He went to the funeral parlor by himself, picked from the yellow pages based on the largest ad ("Established 1923"). Sitting on a sofa with the funeral director, a thirtyish man in a well-tailored suit, he explained he didn’t want an announcement placed in the newspaper, and there wouldn’t be any guests. Just him. The director closed his eyes in sympathy. "Of course."
He rode with his wife’s corpse to the cemetery, in the front seat of the hearse. The funeral director, at the wheel, spoke about God, the weather, the benefits of living in Texas. Mitch nodded in the rider’s seat, but didn’t remember a word that was said. All he could think of was his wife in the long box behind them, not able to join in the conversation.
He stood on the bright green grass as his wife, inside the coffin, was lowered into the rectangular, chocolate depth of her grave. A breeze picked up. Sheet of white paper vibrating between the grasp of his two hands, as if he were holding wings, he read out loud a poem that had moved them to tears, decades ago. "Remember", by Christina Georgina Rossetti.
 
Remember me when I am gone away,
Gone far away into the silent land;
When you can no more hold me by the hand, 
Nor I half turn to go, yet turning stay.
Remember me when no more day by day
You tell me of our future that you plann’d: 
Only remember me; you understand
It will be late to counsel then or pray.
Yet if you should forget me for a while 
And afterwards remember, do not grieve
For if the darkness and corruption leave
A vestige of the thoughts that once I had, 
Better by far you should forget and smile 
Than that you should remember and be sad. 
              
Breaking the news to their friends was horrible.
One morning, a few weeks after the funeral, their phone rang. It was Jane, a woman Holly had worked with, before Holly went self-employed. After a few pleasantries, Jane asked, "Is Holly there?" 
A month after Holly’s death, he met his friend Mitch for lunch. Mitch opened his menu, premature white hair, peering over the top rims of his black glasses at the choices. "Was Holly too busy to join us?"
"She’s dead."
Mitch kept reading menu selections over the rims of his glasses. Absent-mindedly he asked, "What?"
Nate’s menu lay flat on the white tablecloth, spoon and knife on one side, on the other, two different-sized forks. "Holly is dead. She had a heart attack."
Mitch lowered his menu, mouth open. Looked at Nate through his spectacles, weak blue eyes magnified. "What?"
 
Nate’s life flattened. During the morning and early afternoon he’d do his work, over the Internet. With only one income he couldn’t afford to lose the job. If he did, he’d lose their house, this quiet box of memories.
Once his work was done, he’d start drinking. 
He planned his meals far in advance. Frozen and canned foods, so he’d only have to go out once a month. Pushing a metal cart down the aisles in a brightly-lit supermarket, feet splaying apart as he pushed, like a pregnant woman, eyes red, like a rabbit, clutching his pathetic list of abbreviated words (he didn’t have the heart any more to write "lettuce", just "let"), a list written now in his hand, rather than hers, was horrible. Never more so than in the produce department, where he couldn’t avoid couples gaily carrying clear plastic bags of tomatoes, string beans, carrots, to a common cart. Everything he observed in the supermarket, he observed in absolute silence. People’s lips moving, but no sound. He had to lean way over the check writing ledge at the cash register to hear the clerk’s muffled small talk. 
 
The first time he saw Holly after her death was on a local morning newscast.
The reporter was standing on a suburban street, microphone to her mouth, at the front of a driveway, mailbox to the left. A car had jumped the curb, rolling across the lawn. You could see, behind the reporter’s shoulder, two wet dark tracks in the green grass. The car had crashed into the home’s living room, heavy jigsaw pieces of orange bricks lying on the car’s crumpled blue hood. No one was hurt.
Neighbors were interviewed. Was the street safe? Should a speed bump be placed in the road? One woman made the point that neighborhood children run out in the street all the time, chasing balls. Several other neighbors stood near her, watching her interview. One of them was Holly. The way she looked ten years ago.
Nate put his cup down on his bed table, sloshing coffee. Reached for the remote, pressed the rewind button, hit Record.
Once the weather report came on, he stopped recording. Located the news show in his list of recorded events, hit Play.
The reporter led the camera over to the dark-haired woman standing on the sidewalk. "One of the Pax Street neighbors, Mrs. Cortazar, has a concern about the children who play in the street once they get home from school."
Microphone tilted towards the woman, camera moving left, probably to get the trunk of a large elm in the left side frame, and there she is, his Holly, standing quietly in the background.
He played the recording over and over.
And there she is. And there she is.
He freeze-framed on her image. Used Holly’s digital camera to photograph the TV screen. Downloaded the image to Adobe Photoshop. Printed a dozen copies.
Went on the Internet to MapQuest, found the easiest route from where he was to Pax Street. Dressed, got in his car, drove over there.
Started at one end of the street, working his way down the quiet, sun-lit blocks, both sides of the street, asking each person who answered the door if they recognized this woman. He explained he was an insurance adjuster, fingers crossed behind his back, and the woman in the photograph might have been a witness to an accident, a horrible, tragic, unexpected, completely avoidable accident. "My company is ready to pay her a substantial compensation for her eyewitness account."
This is crazy, he thought, as he left each closing front door, heading towards the next door, knowing in his heart she was dead. She’s not living on Paxton Street, ten years younger. But he kept ringing doorbells.
Most of the people he talked to didn’t know who she was. One asked for a way to contact him if she thought of anything, which suggested to him he was getting close. The door answerer after that, overalls and an old shirt, cheap white cloth cap on her head, red splatters on her clothes, said, "Yeah, that’s Julie. Next door." She pointed with a paint brush.
Holly answered the door, except it was Holly from ten years ago, except it wasn’t Holly, she didn’t recognize him. But the match was close enough to be an identical twin. He had to come up with some reason why he had rung her doorbell, so he asked this almost-Holly if she knew how to get to Balcony Drive. He raised his shoulders, sad, defeated. "I’m lost."
 
The next time he saw Holly was in Feckless, a new thriller, one of the nightclub scenes. Again, he froze the image of her, bare-armed, in a long green gown, printed it.
And there she was, in the TV comedy series First In Line, in a yellow slicker, holding a black umbrella that kept popping open at the worse possible moments, picking up four coffees at the takeout place where the series” stars worked.
And again, in the background of a black and white newspaper photo of the annual Celebration on the Hill festival. And again, in a seventeenth century painting by Rathiers of bathers sitting by the river, this time in the foreground, pink and yellow and blue paint.
He bought face recognition software, the same type used by the United States government to patrol the borders.
Ran all thirty-eight images he had collected through the program, from newscasts, TV shows, movies, newspaper and magazine photos, old paintings, a postage stamp from Guatemala.
They all came up as a match. All thirty-eight.
Her.
He sat back. Fuck.
Why would Holly, and a meteorologist at a North Dakota TV station, a farmer in Oregon who ran a heritage pig ranch, a woman in New York City who witnessed a purse snatching, a marine biologist in Bermuda who was concerned about the lowered reproduction rate in moray eels, a freedom fighter in Central America, and every other woman he had discovered, all be the same person? 
As a control, he chose faces at random on the Internet, hundreds of them, ran them through the software. None matched the thirty-eight, but some matched each other.
 
He met his friend Mitch again for lunch.
Mitch asked how Nate was holding up. "Make sure you’re still doing your job. No one’s irreplaceable."
In the next aisle over, waiters and waitresses had gathered to sing someone Happy Birthday.
Nate ignored his menu. "I’ve found one hundred and eighty versions of Holly in different women."
Mitch looked over the sample prints Nate handed him, one after the other, Nate watching his friend’s white hair, black-rimmed glasses.
When Mitch finished, he looked up at Nate. "Are you serious?"
"Why wouldn’t I be serious?"
Mitch’s face was troubled. "It’s not uncommon to see someone you love when they’re away from you. Especially after…." He spread his old hands apart. "It doesn’t mean anything. You’ve got to realize that."
"Then look at this." Nate put a new manila folder on the white tablecloth, next to Mitch’s shrimp appetizer.
Mitch flipped the front of the manila folder open.
Men’s faces. About twenty.
He looked up, reaching for his fork. "What’s this?"
"It’s you. Twenty different versions of you."
Mitch chewed on a shrimp, head lowered, flipping through the first few photographs. Didn’t bother with the rest. Swallowed. Patted his lips. "But it’s not." He smiled kindly. "Come on, Nate. These guys look like me, but they’re not me."
"You honestly don’t feel any connection when you look at their faces?"
Mitch, chewing a new shrimp, shook his head.
 
Nate found a bulletin board on the Internet, What Does It All Mean?
Scrolled through the different discussion threads for ghost sightings, alien encounters, messages from men who were from the future, or were vampires.
Posted his own message.
"I have photographic proof that more than one version of each person exists in the world at the same time. Has anyone else done research on this? Can you help me?"
He checked the bulletin board a few times each day. There were few responses, most of them talking about alien replicants.
 On the seventh day he received a one-word entry on his thread. An e-mail address. Signed, John.
He e-mailed John.
A day passed, nothing, then he got a response.
Send me your telephone number.
He did.
Another day passed.
He was boiling rice for his dinner, already pretty drunk, when the phone on the white kitchen counter rang. 
The voice on the other end of the line sounded like a regular guy. "Are you NateandHolly999?"
Nate took a deep breath, watching, across the kitchen from the phone, the steam rise from his blue pot of rice. Since the caller had used his bulletin board name, it could only be John. "Yes."
"Do you want to learn a truth? Do I sound pretentious?"
"A little."
"Meet me at the Hotel Noel, tomorrow afternoon, three o’clock. Room 18. If you want to learn a truth."
 
Nate woke early in the morning, to finish all his day’s work before the meeting. He sensed he wouldn’t want to do any work afterwards, regardless of how the meeting went.
He refrained from drinking.
The hotel was located in a run-down section of Dallas, south of the Trinity River.
Although it called itself a hotel, it was really a two-story motel. You could park outside your room.
He walked away from his Mustang, turning half around, as he continued to walk forward, to beep the doors locked.
Facing forward again, he saw a woman standing on the second floor walkway, outside an opened door, hands on the walkway’s rail. She looked like Holly.
He went left across the parking lot, up a flight of stairs, wondering if she’d still be standing there when he got to the second floor.
She was.
She waited until he was halfway towards her, his heart beating at angles in his chest, then turned and silently went through the opened doorway, back into the motel room.
He kept walking forward, a bit slower, more cautious, wondering if he were being set up.
When he reached the threshold of the doorway, the number 18 on the inward-opened door, he stopped. Looked inside.
She was sitting by herself on the edge of one of the two king-sized beds, looking quietly at him. She looked a lot like Holly.
He stayed at the threshold. Trying to think of what to say, to reassure himself. "Do you know John?"
"I am John."
Mitch put his left hand on the side of the open doorway, to steady himself. "You don’t look like a John—"
"—you don’t know what John looks like."
"—and you don’t sound like a John."
"Do you want to come in?"
He hesitated.
Her lips broke out in Holly’s familiar smile, that smile that always had a self-deprecating quality to it, like she knew she was smiling when she shouldn’t, this was serious, whatever they would be talking about, but it always took his breath away, that smile, those red lips, white teeth, that smile so uniquely hers. How unexpected, that that would be how you would positively identify a person, not by their face, or fingerprints, but by the way they smiled.
And seeing that smile now, on another woman’s face, knowing his wife was dead, in the ground, silent, face motionless forever, broke his heart. He went inside.
She patted the side of the bed next to her.
He sat down, so close he could smell her. Feel the warmth of her body. She let him look into her eyes. He sighed. "You’re not Holly." He surprised himself by suddenly sucking in his breath, eyes getting hot.
She gently shook her long-haired head.
He had a good, long cry, the type of cry, sobbing like a child, face bright red, eyes terrified, he hadn’t permitted himself since her death.
The Holly who wasn’t Holly held him, not as the real Holly would, as a lover, but as a not-Holly would, as a mother.
Eventually, he raised his head, accepted her facial tissues, blew his nose. The knees of his slacks were wet from his tears.
"Why am I here?"
The woman stroked his hair. "You saw something. In your grief, you saw a truth most people don’t."
He blew his nose again, looked around for a wastebasket. She took the used tissues from him.
"I saw a lot of women who looked like Holly."
"They are Holly."
He wiped his eyes, sideways. "But you’re not Holly. You said so."
"I am, and I’m not. I’m not your Holly, your exact same Holly, but Holly and me—and all the other women you identified, and millions upon millions of others—are all the same person. I want you to meet someone."
The bathroom door at the rear of the motel room opened, light illuminating the hangers of the closet alcove.
Nate’s face jerked up.
A man walked into the motel room, short, dark, sunglasses, plaid short-sleeved shirt.
Nate felt his heart pumping faster, in fear.
The woman put a calming hand on his shoulder, smiled Holly’s smile again. "It’s okay. Just keep an open mind."
The short, dark man advanced, with the deferential politeness of a foreigner, dark glasses in his direction. "How are you, Nate?"
Nate sat up on the side of the bed. "I’m good. Do I know you? I don’t think I do. I don’t know."
The man slowly raised his right arm, like someone trying not to startle an animal. Pointed at Nate. "I’m you, partner."
"You’re who?"
The man’s round head lowered towards Nate, dark-complexioned face getting closer, crow’s feet outside the dark glasses, lips splitting, showing small teeth, in a smile. "Yes."
The woman put her arm around Nate’s waist. "Tell him who you are."
The man rose to his short height, walnut face grinning. "Cleopas."
"Who?"
Cleopas pointed at the night table beside the bed.
The woman slid open the table’s one drawer, pulled out the gold-stamped bible put inside by the Gideon Society. "He’s in the bible."
"Who is?"
Bible on her lap, she flipped through the thin white pages. "Luke 24. Verses 13-35." She found the passage, slid the opened bible onto Nate’s lap. "You don’t have to read the whole thing. Just read fifteen through eighteen."
Nate looked down at the heaviness of the book on his lap, located, with the woman’s polished fingernail, the passage.
[15] While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them,
[16] but their eyes were kept from recognizing him.
[17] And he said to them, "What are you discussing with each other while you walk along? They stood still, looking sad.
[18] Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, "Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place in these days?"
The woman took the bible off Nate’s lap. Pointed at the short, dark man in their motel room. "That’s him. Cleopas. He met Jesus. Cleopas is you."
Nate stood up, walked away from the bed, the woman, Cleopas. Looked at the short man. "You’re saying you were alive two thousand years ago, and you’re still alive? You never died?"
              The man shrugged his muscular shoulders. "None of us die and go to Heaven. We’re always in Heaven. Our bodies are down here on Earth, but our spirits, our true selves, are always in Heaven. There are many, many people who are alive for thousands of years down here on Earth. We wear sunglasses, or pretend to be blind, so people cannot see our eyes. The eyes betray us. Our bodies look normal, but our eyes, if you look into them…The age of our eyes can’t be hidden."
Nate shifted his weight. "Bullshit." 
Cleopas walked up to him, smiling. "If I remove my sunglasses, you can see my eyes. Should I remove my sunglasses?"
"Go ahead."
Cleopas reached his right hand up, right side of his plaid short-sleeve shirt crinkling, pulled the sunglasses off his face. 
Mitch looked down into the ancient pupils.
Shuddered.
Cleopas put his hinged sunglasses back above the bridge of his large nose. "So now you know."
"And you’re me?"
The not-Holly put her hand on Nate’s left bicep. "There are only eighteen people in the world."
"What?"
She bit her lip. "There are only eighteen people in the world. Those eighteen people take different forms, some very similar to their other forms, much like you spotted obvious forms of Holly in your grief, but there are also Hollys that look very different from the form you knew."
Nate looked at the not-Holly. "There are millions of me in the world? Millions of Holly?"
She grinned. "Tens of millions. Hundreds of millions. Take the world’s population, divide it by eighteen. That’s how many of you or Holly there are in the world."
"Why are there only eighteen people in the world?"
"That’s all God created. Possibly, it’s all the different people God could create. Creating a unique person, different from all others, that’s incredibly hard. God managed to create eighteen."
Cleopas put his hand on Nate’s chest. "There’s so much evidence of God in this world. People don’t see. They expect God’s presence to be overwhelming, like staring into the sun. But in fact God hides in our world. This is an imperfect land. Epileptics” uncontrollable hand gestures are signings, over and over again, day and night, of God’s name, to protect us. Dogs bark in backyards because sometimes the imperfections of this world overwhelm them. Would you like to see the world as it really is?"
"What?"
Cleopas lifted his hand off Nate’s chest. Positioned his palm a yard from Nate’s face. "You’re going to be happy, then sad, then happy again." Cleopas tilted his large head to one side, sympathetically. "Not as happy as you once were—as we once were—but happier than you are now. And at the very end, you will see the truth. Are you ready?"
Nate backed up. "I don’t know if—"
Cleopas slammed the heel of his palm against Nate’s forehead, hard, knocking Nate off his feet.
 
Like seeing the world in black and white, then for the first time ever, seeing green leaves, red tongues, yellow sun.
Everywhere around him on his drive back home, Nates and Hollys.
He was crying above his steering wheel, wiping his eyes as he drove. Could it really be? So many of the two of them? What had kept him from seeing something so obvious?
Each day afterwards, he took to going into the city, to malls, restaurants, parks, sitting by himself, watching all the Nates and Hollys interact with each other.
Sitting on a green bench, brown squirrel on its haunches across the paved purple path, twitching its black nose at him, he watched as different versions of him and Holly strolled by, couples in their eighties, a longevity denied them, still holding hands, white-haired and bent; young versions of them striding past, laughing, caught up in each other. Nates and Hollys who had been lovers for forty years, Nates and Hollys who were on a first date, happy and shy with each other, never having yet kissed. Nates and Hollys who first met in their forties, teens, thirties, sixties. He always regretted he and Holly hadn’t met until their late twenties, he had never gotten a chance to see what she had been like as a child, but now he got to see her, and him, as children, him skate-boarding past, showing off, crashing, arms out as if flying, her rushing over, still holding onto her book, thin body bending to examine his bleeding eight year old knee.
But each day he’d rise from the park bench, not having seen, in that passing crowd of Nates and Hollys, he and her, precisely he and her. They were everywhere. Almost. But not quite. They were, ultimately, not there.
Years passed. His hair turned gray, then white. The strong, tall body of his youth went frail, bending over, so that he needed a cane.
On the last day of his life he rose from the park bench, feet touching the earth, eyes raised to Heaven. Still not ever having glimpsed, in that passing crowd of Nates and Hollys, precisely he and her.
After all those lonely years, as the first spasm convulsed his heart, he finally saw the truth Cleopas promised.
Even in a world of eighteens, no one was exactly like Nate and Holly.
The 2.
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Time Waits…
 
Mark West
 
 
 
“Time waits for no man,” said Martyn.
              He was in the kitchen, looking out of the window as he ate his breakfast, watching the God-botherer from across the road drive away in a hurry. He glanced at the hob clock - it was a quarter to seven - rinsed his bowl out and drained his glass of orange juice.
              It seemed to Martyn that time was not only speeding up - something his parents had assured him he’d think, as he got older - but creating ever more restrictions. And nobody was exempt from it, not even the man who made time every Sunday morning to attend to the will of the God he worshipped.
              Martyn went upstairs. Ellen was in the bathroom brushing her hair, half-dressed and he stood behind her, putting his arms around her waist and kissing her cheek.
              “Hi,” she said, cocking her head to the right to brush just above her left ear.
              “Doing anything exciting today?”
              She moved her head to the left, the brush untangling the sleep from her auburn hair. “Meetings all day - the nine-thirty, then planning at eleven until one, half an hour at my desk for a bite to eat, operations meeting from one-thirty to four and then a staff meeting from four-thirty to five.”
              “Not much then?”
              She stopped brushing her hair to turn and kiss him. “Maybe an hour’s worth.”
“Lucky devil.” He kissed her and went back downstairs, put his shoes and jacket on, picked up his briefcase and unlocked the door. “I’m off now.”
              “See you later, gorgeous,” Ellen shouted from the bathroom.
              “Love you,” said Martyn and then he was gone.
              It was six-fifty-three, three minutes later than he’d normally leave.
 
Over the crest of a hill, the valley opened its splendour to him; high, tree-flecked hills reaching for the sky on either side of the road, a railway line crossing a viaduct and fields as far as he could see. Martyn often took this route as a shortcut to Haverton, avoiding rush hour traffic, because it was barely used, its slightly longer distance putting it as second choice to most satellite navigation systems. This shortcut could save – depending on the amount of traffic on the main road – ten or fifteen minutes on the journey.
              He followed the slight turns in the road and drove under the viaduct. Sheep grazed on the rich, velvety grass pausing now and then to watch his progress. Clouds danced across the sky, obscuring the sun, painting patterns across the fields and road.
              The dash clock changed to 7:01 and the news came on the radio. Martyn had no desire to listen to the latest doom and devastation, so pressed the CD button. It was one of Ellen’s pop albums and he debated switching it off but, a few moments later, found himself singing along. Today, he felt, was going to be a good day. According to the clock he was five minutes late, which was a problem, but after the next corner he had a straight run where he could get his speed up and that would buy him a little more time.
              After the corner, the road ahead - which ran for perhaps three miles to the lip of the valley - was clear. Beyond it was Haverton.
              He put his foot down and looked at the dash clock - 7:09. That was strange. He checked his watch - 7:05. He lifted it to his ear and heard its gentle tick.
              “Bloody clock,” he said to the dash, not sure why it was gaining time when he’d only set it two days ago.
              The CD stopped mid-song. Martyn looked down and pressed the eject button. The player made a peculiar noise so he pressed the button again and a quarter of the disc appeared. He pulled but it wouldn’t budge. He checked the road ahead (nothing coming), wedged his knees under the steering wheel and pulled hard on the CD. It didn’t move.
              “Bugger.” The radio crackled into life.
              “Good morning, it’s seven thirty. I’m Edward Brooks and these are the news headlines…”
              Martyn glanced at the clock. It read 7:11. He checked his watch again - 7:07. 
              “What the hell is going on?” he said. The CD player made another strange noise and the disc ejected itself, dropping onto the gearstick before sliding into the passenger footwell. Martyn followed its progress, then looked back at the road just in time to see the man on the bike.
              His heart jumped violently and he yanked the car heavily to the right to avoid the cyclist who was clad in bright yellow jersey, white helmet and red trousers. The man must have been there for ages but Martyn had just not seen him but no, that couldn’t be right, his view had been unimpeded, he’d have seen the bright colours if nothing else.
              As he passed, Martyn looked at the cyclist and felt a sudden cold pull in his chest. The cyclist had no face, just a flesh coloured blank with dark smudges where eyes, nose and mouth should have been.
              Martyn pulled back onto his side of the road and looked in the rear view mirror. The cyclist continued to pedal steadily, apparently unconcerned at the near miss. His face was still blank.
              Martyn could feel goose bumps pebble his arms, how was this possible? Perhaps he was wearing one of those cycling masks and with the speed he was going, Martyn hadn’t seen him properly? That had to be it, because to think otherwise would be madness. He rolled his shoulders, trying to iron out the kinks that had suddenly bedded themselves in.
              The dash clock now read 7:15. The road ahead was clear so Martyn risked a glance in the rear view mirror. 
The cyclist wasn’t there.
              Martyn peered through the windscreen. Inexplicably, the cyclist was now a long way in front of him, still pedaling steadily. Martyn put his foot down, the speedo creeping through the sixties and seventies and the cyclist got nearer, his head bobbing from side to side as if he was singing to himself. Martyn closed the gap - one hundred metres, eighty, sixty, forty, twenty. He passed by and looked hard, trying to see everything and not leave any gaps for his imagination to fill.
              The cyclist looked at him and smiled, his eyes and nose crinkling, his teeth bright against his wind burned face. Martyn nodded at him and carried on.
              “Good afternoon, this is Edward Brooks with the lunchtime news.”
              Martyn looked at the dash clock - 26:05. He checked his watch and the hands were moving away from each other, creating patterns like synchronised swimmers. He looked in the rear view mirror and the cyclist waved and then overtook him, his face melting away, the nose running into the mouth, the eyes rolling sideways like rain on a windscreen, disappearing into the helmet. The featureless thing rode by, leisurely pumping the pedals, no effort exerted. Martyn looked at his speedo and saw he was doing almost ninety.
*
Lying on the bed, Martyn listened to Ellen in the bath, the gentle splashes and the soft rub of her razor on her delicate skin. He pictured her, an arm above her head and felt himself react to the image. He sat up, plumped up the pillows and cracked the spine of his book.
              “What time is it?” she called.
              “Half eleven.” It was actually 11:29 but Martyn didn’t like to be exact about time when he wasn’t at work and Ellen was happy being somewhere near or thereabouts. On their first date he’d been bang on time only to discover that not only was she still in her bedroom, putting on make-up, but she hadn’t even decided what to wear. He’d sat with her father in the lounge, watching the local sports round-up and trying to sound interested in the fate of Gaffney FC.
              “I’ll be done soon,” she said, her voice softer this time.
              “No rush,” he said and liked to believe that he meant it but he didn’t. There didn’t seem to be spare time to be had any more, any gaps or spaces to just relax. He loved Ellen dearly but every moment they spent together seemed to be stolen from something else that really needed the time - should he finish that report or go out for a meal with his wife? Should he let her finish the manning programme she’d been poring over for hours or should he cuddle her and see if anything developed?
              He understood that you needed time to make time but it seemed to be constantly slipping away from him, not so much the grains of sand falling through an egg timer but an avalanche of the stuff, burying him in its relentless path.
              “Would you like to scrub my back?”
              He leaped out of bed and headed for the bathroom.
 
#
 
Martyn had to get the car up to past one hundred before he caught up with the cyclist. The man leaned back, for all the world like someone going for a leisurely ride on a Sunday afternoon, but still pulled ahead.
              “Good evening, my name is Anne Lesley, it’s seven o’clock and these are the evening headlines…”
              “Seven?” Martyn looked from the radio, to the clock and then outside. It took him a moment or two to realise just what was wrong with what he was seeing. Everything was the same; the hill, the road, the trees and the sheep, but the colours seemed to be draining away. Where the grass had been a vibrant green, it was now an insipid lime.
              The cyclist stopped pedaling and Martyn overtook him but it wasn’t the faceless man, this time it was Ellen looking at him from under the brim of the helmet. Martyn felt a jolt in his chest that seemed to run down his arms, making his fingers tingle. Ellen waved and pointed ahead. Martyn looked and saw that the sky was now blotted by a purple cloud, the colour of a livid bruise.
              He felt beads of sweat beads run down his forehead and his heart thumped a tattoo. He looked at the speedo and took his foot off the accelerator when he saw the needle waving at one hundred and ten. As his speed dropped he glanced in the rear view mirror. The cyclist was a long way back now, only visible because of the bright colours he wore, his pedaling still sure and steady.
              “Ellen,” Martyn said and laughed. It was stress, it must be; he was working too hard and not getting enough sleep. Thinking it’d been Ellen on the bike was as laughable as thinking the cyclist had no face. He glanced at the jammed dash clock - 26:05 - and then at his wristwatch. It was 7:29 and everything was alright with the world. Maybe last night’s love-making had taken more out of him than he’d realised.
              He took a deep breath, rubbed the bridge of his nose until it hurt and looked back at the sky. With horror, he saw that it wasn’t there any more, replaced by a cloudless darkness that made him feel cold just looking at it. He watched, his heart thudding hard enough that he could feel it in his upper arms, as the empty blackness of the sky began to seep into the hills, like water-colour paints applied in the wrong order. The lime green grew darker, going through several shades until it wasn’t there anymore.
              A quick glance in the rear view mirror confirmed the same thing was happening behind him. The black sky and hills were slowly merging into one another, the viaduct already gone. The cyclist was still coming, unaware of the darkness creeping up on him, a deep shadow painting its progress.
              “Come on,” shouted Martyn. “Get a move on!”
              He braked hard, the car skidding to a halt and looked back at the cyclist. The man looked behind him and wobbled on his bike, then leaned forward and began to pedal harder. Even as he did so, the gap between him and Martyn seemed to grow. It looked as if he wasn’t moving at all, an impression helped by the lack of landmarks other than a dusty tarmac road seemingly suspended in the middle of nothing.
              “It’s about time,” said the radio, “for you to get your skates on. It’s 7:30 and we’ve been up for hours so why aren’t you?”
 
#
 
Ellen was always telling him to slow down but he didn’t pay much attention. The thought of time nagged at him constantly. When did it stop being elastic and become a bind that trapped and suffocated him, denied him things and became an opponent that couldn’t be beaten? He remembered wasting time in bliss, reading and watching TV until time stopped and stretched - turning slowly into a boring miasma of counted minutes and seconds, to be willed on, wishing there was something else to do. Now he begged for more hours - too many meetings, too many people to see, too many things to do and too many miles to drive. He made time for Ellen but other people and things dropped off the end. He felt like he was living thirty-hour days in half the time and even his boss - bald and riddled with ulcers - said he didn’t know how he managed it.
 
#
 
The darkness passed over the cyclist and he was gone. Martyn wound down his window but a draught of cold, dead air seemed to push him back into his seat. He quickly wound the window up, put the car into gear and wheel-span away, willing the car on quicker towards the black horizon, the Haverton road and presumed sanity.
              The radio hiccupped into life, a voice muttered something and then disappeared, replaced by a song that Martyn remembered from a long time ago which weaved in and out of the static like a footballer. The dash clock flickered, flashing on a hundred variations. It settled again at 26:05, burned brightly for a second and then dulled, hard to see with no natural light. Martyn looked around but all that was left of the world that he’d begun to travel this morning was the road and himself.
              The blackness ahead began to eat the tarmac, cutting off his route. Frantically he looked around but it surrounded the car, chewing away his world.
              Was this it? All his attempts to beat time, had he somehow managed it? Had he broken the rules?
              “I love you, Ellen,” Martyn shouted as he gunned the engine and drove into the darkness, a darkness which embraced him with a sense of love and finality.
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The Catalyst
 
Gary Fry
 
 
 
Emma stabbed the spade into sun-baked earth, her joints responding painfully with the impact. She’d been working in the back garden for an hour, but now the summer was reminding her of her age. Just a little more, she encouraged herself; there’s life in you yet. Then she re-assaulted the barren border with renewed vigour . . . but when the metal blade clanged against something hard beneath the soil, her bones vibrated so rigorously that she relinquished the tool and immediately mopped her wringing brow.
              Lord, she’d deteriorated during the last year? It hardly seemed long since she’d been chasing estate agents, guaranteeing a smooth purchase of the cottage, packing and then unpacking her own and Tom’s goods. Her husband hadn’t helped much, just as this morning he sat indoors watching sport on TV. If either of them was set for the knacker’s yard, it was chain-smoking Tom . . . But Emma didn’t want to think about that. More likely her present indisposition was due to the long winter. It had done the same to the earth, which was hard as clay. 
But there was something harder underneath. 
              What had she struck with the spade? A rock, no doubt. Once she’d caught her breath, Emma scooped loosened chunks of earth to one side and then peered down. Beneath a scattering of soil was a red object. Emma stooped to settle her plump knees on the lawn. Her afternoon shadow shifting from the hole, she noticed that the red was the blank tin lid of a box. A box in the earth. Whatever could it be? 
              Just then, a voice hailed her from behind. 
              “Em”! How “bout . . . some food, eh? A fella could . . . starve in “ere.”
              “I have it all in hand, dear,” Emma replied without hesitation. “I’ll be with you in just a few minutes.”
              “But they’re off . . . at Ascot . . . any minute. A man needs . . . sust’nance . . . especially when he’s . . . so many notes . . . on an outsider.”
              The awkwardness with which his voice had made its comments led Emma to turn on her fat-padded haunches. In the cottage’s rear doorway stood a pensionable man, still dressed in his nightgown. He’d only got out of bed for lunch, some mackerel on toasted wholemeal bread. His right hand, the nails sharp, pinched a predictable cigarette and his toothy mouth gasped at fresh air. But smoke emerged in grey coils, concealing a face to which time had not been gentle. Whiskers besmirched his upper-lip, as if compounding his wretchedness. 
              “You get yourself back inside, Tom. I’ll just finish off here and then get you your tuna salad.”
              “Christ . . . salad!” He inhaled heftily, and then added, “Bloody salad.”
              Now, you know what the doctor told you, Emma opened her mouth to reiterate for the umpteenth time lately, but then her husband was gone. She heard the hawking rasp that was Tom’s attempt at exhalation, and then there was only the quiet, neighbourless day, birds singing sweetly in the nearby woods. 
              Emma switched her scrutiny back to the box in the ground.
              The cottage had once belonged to a middle-aged couple whose daughter had moved from North Yorkshire to London in pursuit of a career. Mum and dad, proud and devoted, had soon followed. After successfully selling their Bradford terrace-house to first-time buyers (a lovely young man and woman eager to start a family), Emma and Tom had avoided a dreaded chain. The only disadvantage had been moving at Christmas, but there was no family to inconvenience them. Today had been Emma’s first foray into the garden.
              Might the box belong to the previous owners? But what would anybody wish to hide? Emma used her hands to paw away restricting soil, and then gripped the tin lid until the unit could be shuffled free. After drawing the box from the earth, she placed it on the grass in front of her aching knees. Her nose twitched automatically.
              The metal was flimsy and its red paint was breaking away in ragged chunks. The box was about the size of one of the hardback, big-print novels Emma had been attempting to read lately. On the front, a piece of paper was attached by a bubbling frame of sticking-tape. Untidy penciled handwriting was scrawled across this label; the words were smeared by dirt and blurred by moisture, and yet still legible.
 
HERE LYES MICKEY. A GUD MOUSE WHO
WAS 2 WHEN HE WENT TO HEVEN. LUCK
AFTER HIM GOD PLEESE. LUV LUCINDA.
 
              If only Emma were better at reading. Nevertheless, she immediately recognized the combination of MICKEY and MOUSE; this put her in mind of the Walt Disney films her dad had taken her to see so many years ago. Had LUCINDA, the author of this message, received the same treat? Emma also thought she understood HEVEN and GOD. After her mum and dad had died, the priest had come to their home with these words in his black book. Emma had seen them again, years later in her teens, at her parents’ funeral. 
              Was the red box a coffin for a dead pet mouse? 
              Emma stood frantically, pressing her find back into its grave and then refilling the hole. Moments later, she cut across the lawn and quickly reached the cottage’s rear doorway. She conceded only one brief glance back before entering the building to prepare the food she’d promised her husband.
 
“Bugger me, Em’ . . . you took . . . your time!” Tom said between drags of another cigarette while reading Teletext racing results on TV.
              “I had to boil the potatoes slowly.” Emma nibbled a piece of cheese, choosing her words carefully. “Otherwise you’d complain about them being mushy again.”
              After docking his cigarette in a crowded ashtray, Tom picked at his food with a fork. “The whole stuff’s . . . mush anyway, Em’. How ‘bout something decent . . . like pie and chips?”
              “And have your heart strained like last time? No, Tom.”
              She’d spoken with severity – an uncharacteristic act, but necessary on this occasion. Even her husband sensed it and fell moodily silent. But it wasn’t just certain food that was bad for him. His main problem was bronchitis. But asking Tom to cut down on his smokes was like persuading a bird to stop flying, a fish not to swim, or a cat to cease stalking either. Since his retirement from the security company the previous year, Emma had done all she could to ensure that at least he had a balanced diet . . . Supposing he had another heart-attack, a major one this time? Could she handle that? But she didn’t like considering this possibility. 
              “At least eat your tuna. You like that. Don’t you remember the sandwiches I used to make for you for work?”
              “Yeah, but where’s . . . the mayo? It’s bone-bloody-dry, woman!”
              “Oh, we’ve been through all this. You have to avoid fat – remember?”
              “Aye, I remember, Em’. There’s nothing wrong . . . yet with my mind . . . you old dog!”
              He was frustrated because he couldn’t articulate his feelings, that was all. He hadn’t meant to call her that. Nevertheless, when Emma gathered up their plates five minutes later (Tom had barely touched his salad and was now smoking another cigarette), she couldn’t help realising how tetchy Tom had grown while being permanently at home. After filling the kitchen sink, she washed-up and glanced through the window, letting her mind drift slowly away. 
              Theirs had been no a classic romance. They’d met in 1956, Emma a week shy of her sixteenth. Tom, a twenty-year-old joiner, had been called out to Emma’s aunt’s house after a break-in requiring a new window. Despite a crippling coyness arising from having been orphaned, Emma had been able to talk to him, and she’d been simultaneously flattered and terrified when he’d asked her for a date. The following weekend, they’d danced and talked long into the night. Tom understood about family difficulties, because his own had little time for him. Then less than a month later, he’d proposed marriage. How could she have refused? He was her one link to a world from which she’d always been so dismayingly detached. Of course she’d agreed immediately to switch her surname from Hawes for Carter. 
              By circumstance rather than choice (a lack of finance, mainly), their wedding had been low-key, but married life had proved happily uneventful. Tom had worked hard, a solitary night-shift job that suited his wily temperament, while Emma had kept their hole of a home the way he liked it. Every year, they’d drive to Scotland and holiday in remote locations, savouring its majestic emptiness. On balmy nights, they even made slightly embarrassed love, but never so completely that, in local parlance, a “wee bairn” might result. Tom had decided early on that Mr. and Mrs. Carter were not of parental stripe. The years had ticked by, like the irreversible seconds of a biological clock, and then the fondest of Emma’s dreams had come true. They’d been in a position to move to North Yorkshire, back where she’d lived so many years earlier, on a farm with her parents, lonely and untutored, and yet blissfully content.
              “Life is good,” Emma whispered, to nobody at all . . . but when she came back to herself in the cottage, her gaze was fixed on that disturbance of soil out in the garden. She thought of the note the girl – Lucinda, Emma recalled through her haze of illiteracy – had taped to the box. “There’s nothing to fear . . .”
              Just then, Emma heard a violent onset of a coughing-fit from the lounge. 
              Despite all the hindrances of advancing age, she hurried through the hallway in seconds. Then, after shunting open the lounge door, she spotted her husband hunched on the couch, clutching his chest with his left hand, a cigarette down to the butt in his right. From his throat he made a sound that put Emma in mind of an animal struggling with fur-balls. 
              “Tom! Tom! Are you all right?”
              “Ourse . . . I’m . . . ot . . . you . . . old . . . og!”
              Pulling a veil over her comprehension, Emma paced forwards to assist. She relieved him of the cigarette and then hoisted the stubborn bugger to his feet to expand his chest. Tom gave another whooping burst of nicotine-rejection, and the air nearby took on the stench of an ashtray. 
              “I’m going to get you to bed, Tom. You’re not well.”
              “On’t want . . . to o to . . . ed! Ucking ell . . . what
a . . . itch!”
              Emma decoded none of this, her mind focused on steering her defenceless husband to the doorway, along the hallway, and finally into the bedroom at the front of the cottage. There she removed his slippers, peeled back a diagonal of duvet, and lowered him in his dressing gown onto the mattress. He still jittered and bucked like a captured cat, but Emma was able to lay him down and tuck him in. A minute passed, and then the fit finally subsided. Now there was near-silence. 
              “It’s for your own good, Tom,” Emma explained. But she anticipated squealing protest . . . and got it.
              “Bring . . . me . . . my fags,” her husband demanded, between several strenuous gasps.
              Something heavy rolled against Emma’s heart – fear, she thought. “Oh, Tom, why won’t you understand? You’ve only got one life. You’re going to end up killing yourself.”
              “Worse ways . . . to go.”
              “But what about me, Tom?”
              “Oh, you’ll be . . . all right, Em’. It’s all . . . in the will. And so what . . . are you . . . worried about? Now please . . . ” The latter word was spoken with hissing venom. “. . . if you . . . want me . . . to stay here . . . like a good little . . . scaredy-cat husband . . . will you . . . get me . . . my bloody
fags?”
              Emma fled, tears blurring her vision. In the lounge she located the cigarettes and angrily snatched up the packet, squeezing it in one fist. This was quite unlike her. And quite unlike him. Why was Tom behaving this way? They’d been married for over forty years, and he’d never spoken to her with such . . . disrespect. 
Standing there, in the delicately decorated centrepiece of her delightful new home, Emma had a terrible thought. Had her husband always been this way? After all, it was only recently that she’d spent so much time with him. His employment with the security-firm had kept him away six nights in every seven, and he’d slept through much of the days. Had Sundays at home, and the few hours snatched between shifts, been all he could tolerate in his wife’s company? Ditto their infrequent holidays and alcohol-facilitated Christmases? Was that all her husband thought of her?
              “Em’! What the . . . bloody hell . . . d’you think . . . you’re playing at?”
              And almost every time he’d addressed her lately, he’d called her Em’ – a dislike of Emma’s Tom was fully aware of.
              With habitual haste, Emma returned to the bedroom and offered him the cigarettes. A look of curiosity falling from his face, Tom was sitting up in bed, perched crookedly against the headboard. 
              “I’ll get you a pillow for your back,” Emma proposed, testing her husband’s attitude. 
              “I don’t want . . . a pillow.”
              “You can use mine. It’s plump and fluffy.”
              This was certainly a fine creation; Emma had made it herself. The patchwork pouffe – multi-coloured, lovingly stitched – was on her side of the bed, just beside her husband’s elbow. 
              “I don’t . . . want plump, Em’. I don’t . . . want fluffy, Em’. I just want . . . my television, Em’. Switch it . . . on for me . . . would you . . . Em’?”
              At least he’d made a request and not squealed a command. As Emma reached up to activate the wall-mounted television, she sought the button for Channel 4. The racing was being broadcast until six this evening; Tom had told her this yesterday. Just then, she realised how considerate she was. She turned to her husband to observe him lighting another cigarette. Was that the reason for his sudden mellowness, his purring contentment? 
              “There. Thank you. I’ll be . . . okay now.”
              He was being nice. She’d clearly been overreacting. With hope, she said, “Call me if you need me, won’t you, dear?”
              “I will.”
              As a racing commentator grew increasingly irascible and the gallop of hooves mimicked the speed of her perplexed heartbeat, she paced out. 
   
Emma spent the following few hours in the garden. It was cooler now, the evening sun dipping behind a hilly horizon, and she was able to work freely, with only the limitations of her ailing body. But she dug with surprising purpose, suspecting that much of this energy was generated by mixed emotion.
              Tom had been quiet since the episode after tea – almost too quiet, Emma feared. While contemplating his plight, she found herself staring at the patch of earth under which she’d haphazardly replaced that box. This continued to disturb her. What was her stupid mind – it had always been stupid, ever since infancy, as far back as she could remember – attempting to communicate to her?
              The coffins. That was all she’d seen of her parents’ final moments on earth. Then they’d been lowered into it. Her dad had found the body of her mum, and a farmhand had found that of her dad, who’d committed suicide after his wife had suffered a heart attack. From the funeral, all Emma could remember were the mousy hands of her aunt weighing on her shoulders. More recently, in magazines Emma had attempted to read and the few daytime shows she watched now she had access to television, she understood what specialists meant by depression. It was a dumb weight, with nothing you could do to shrug it away. Though her aunt had died in 1964, Emma believed she’d never ever thrown off that imposition. And was its name death? 
              The sky had dimmed to a shade of purple, like an unhealed bruise. Again Emma examined the border that possessed such secrets. Should she dig up the box again, and this time, see what horrors it held? The world was so quiet tonight; even birds had murdered their song. A full moon opened its bloody assault on a night that threatened to last forever. 
              Emma put her spade into the earth she’d turned over earlier. 
              And then hesitated, fighting anxiety.
              But moments later, she was gone, back to the cottage, quickly inside and through the kitchen, down the hallway, and finally into the main bedroom, the one in which Tom lay unmoving in the sheets. There was a strange smell. Emma’s nose, sniffing anxiously, detected this fetid odour at once.
              God, no.
Tom! Emma hurried forward almost soundlessly and then crouched to her husband’s side. That was when she noticed what her panic had masked upon entry: the erratic rise and fall of the duvet, the soft, liquid blubbering of Tom’s breathing. The horrid smell was a persistent expulsion of nicotine-laden air. Her husband was asleep. More crucially, he was alive. Thank God.
              Was this the beast that so frightened her? As Emma locked up the cottage, preparing for sleep, she reflected hard upon this question. But even after stripping off her sensible clothing and showering dirt from her small body, she was no nearer a conclusion. Once she’d slipped into a nightdress and climbed into bed, she cuddled her pillow for support, taking comfort from its gentle patches of fabric and imperceptible joints. Just behind her, Tom continued with his rough slumber, but Emma knew it wasn’t this that would keep her awake. She had presently so many other concerns to conquer.
              She’d never seen a dead body. Emma sometimes suspected this was why she’d lived without ambition, why her future now seemed so bleak. Could a single fear govern a soul for nearly sixty-one years? Emma was beginning to believe that was true. But what to do about it? She looked at the digital-clock on her bedside table, whose red figures heralded midnight. This was getting ridiculous; it was way beyond her usual wakeful period. She would have to get up and . . . and . . . But although she’d resolved to make herself a mug of hot chocolate, Emma knew exactly what she planned to do. 
              Once the drink was gone, she unlocked the back door. She slipped outside in her nightdress, but that was no problem; the air tonight was warm and there were no neighbours in miles. She paced barefoot across a prickly-dry lawn to halt at the spade, which she’d left ramrod in soil at the spot now marked in her mind with an X. Then she burrowed. The box came free with only minimum effort. Moments later, she was on her knees, the moonlight a crystal pool around her, and the treasure laid out in front of her. With an edgy breath, Emma lifted its lid. 
              The skeleton of the mouse lay inside, amid a spider-web tangle of withered grass: its final resting place. Alongside the corpse were rotted fragments of a plant stem; enough remained of its thorns to tell Emma that this had been a rose, even though the petals had dissolved into all the mush swimming in the box’s base. Despite such decay, Emma could perceive how charming the coffin was, how quietly dignified. And the cadaver of the mouse? Ordinary, undramatic, harmless . . . Emma looked up into a nothingness of darkness. Was this all she’d been afraid of for such a long, agonizing time?
              That poor girl, Emma thought, her thumbs brushing the paper attached to the front of the box. Then an instinct any TV expert might have called “maternal” swept through Emma. She glanced again into the box she cradled in her parted hands. She pictured the lovely Lucinda – a blessed child, pretty and clever in ways Emma had never been – placing her beloved pet into the earth, sobbing inconsolably. Emma knew this feeling well, the painful and yet silent despair, like a storm in the soul. An emptiness, a loneliness that never went away. She wept.
              She hadn’t been offered the gift of children, but had never experienced an urge to protest. The reason was now clear. To love, you must first realise that whomever you love must die. But how could you love a child when . . . when there were so many nasty people around. Men, Emma knew she meant. So many nasty men who pounced on children and then did such things to them, things a child might never know were wrong . . . until it was too late. 
              But death was nothing much, was it? Emma stared at the mouse, at its unabused bones arranged in peaceful symmetry. It was really quite beautiful. With suffocating clarity, Emma now realised she’d been living in terror her whole life, denying herself pleasures no longer available. Or was that true? Perhaps this was just the beginning. Oh yes, maybe it wasn’t over yet. Giving in would involve submitting again to her deepest fear. But the way forward was to rage at this darkness, embracing the light. She hoped . . . no, she knew she could persuade Tom of this, too. Death? Oh, Em’ Carter née Hawes could handle it now. 
              She quickly replaced the tin box and refilled the hole with care and deference. Then she turned and moved for the cottage, a determined spring in her step. Inside, she was unable to hear her husband breathing, but for the first time in months that didn’t cause her concern. She knew Tom would be fine once she’d reached the bedroom. Death had indeed lost its power. 
              Emma crept inside the room, unsurprised to perceive the undulating movement of sheets and hear a hoarse whisper of air passing in and out of her husband’s throat. She tiptoed towards the bed, excitement a tingling sensation in the pit of her stomach. She felt like a little girl again, the lively young thing she’d been so many years earlier, before a black cloud had descended and robbed her of joy. Then she climbed under the duvet, but at first sat up straight, in direct contrast to Tom who lay flat on his back. A moment lingered, during which she looked forward to her future and almost made peace with the past. And as she clutched her homemade pillow, she knew that tonight she’d sleep well.
              But first was a small matter to which her new thoughts – more sensations than words – impelled her to attend.
              Without hesitation, Emma Carter pressed her pillow onto her husband’s gasping face. She didn’t let up until the duvet had ceased its erratic pulsing and there was an insidious silence on the bed beside her.
But Emma was far from afraid. She’d conquered her fear of death. Finally she was ready for life.
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Under Occupation
 
Tom Johnstone
 
 
“Ever thought of a job with the Samaritans, Stan?” I asked.
It was my comment on Stan Corcoran’s story about his encounter with a suicidal council tenant at an eviction he attended in his capacity as a bailiff. The story had ended with him saying:
“Go on then, love: top yourself.”
 But even he was shocked when she made good on her threat, as hard-bitten as he was, though he’s changed a bit since then.
It was just a warning visit, he told me, to give her a chance to come up with the money to pay the rent arrears she’d incurred since housing benefit no longer paid what the powers that be call “the spare room subsidy”. They call the resulting shortfall the “under-occupation penalty”. To you and me, it’s better known as the “bedroom tax”. Her husband was dead, her youngest son had moved out years ago and had children of his own now, she said, and there weren’t any smaller properties available. If she had to move out at her time of life, maybe to somewhere miles away, she might as well be dead, she said in her suicide note.
You may remember the case. It was in the local papers, even made some of the national ones. But the first Stan knew about it was when he was driving the van towards the home of the deceased. He hadn’t even twigged at that point. The conversation was all, “Did you see the match last night?” “United are like dead men walking now Fergie’s retired.” “That Moyes couldn’t find his arse with both hands and Van Gaal’s no better.” Etc. 
Then he asked me the address.
When he heard, he didn’t say anything. But I think I knew even then.
The conversation turned to his other job.
“Ever thought of a job in the Council bailiffs’ department?” he asked.
“Nah,” I replied, even though I desperately needed a second job, preferably one that would replace this one, not just top up its uncertain earnings.
“You sure? It’s good money. I can get you an introduction, seeing as you’re on the firm anyway. You’ve got the build for it. Course, you might need to work out a bit to get into shape and that. The gym I use offers a ten per cent discount for Council employees. All you need to do is show your I.D.”
“We’re here,” I said, thankful that our arrival had saved me having to explain what I thought of his offer: taking it up would be to step over a threshold I was unwilling to cross. Not that I wasn’t tempted. Rather like the job we were doing now, the one he was talking about was one of the few recession-proof occupations. In fact, bailiffs are one of the few trades that actually get busier when times are hard. 
Joe often used to say of it:
“It’s a dirty job, but someone’s got to do it.”
Of course, what we doing now was a dirty job, in a more literal sense, as you might expect. The hot weather had speeded up decomp, and flies greeted us as we opened the front door, along with the kinds of smells you never quite get used to. We got a lot of decomps at that time of year, not many fresh ones. She lived alone. Her son must have found her on a rare visit. 
Often if someone’s hanging like that, it can make it easier: just drop the body into the bag, pull the sides up quick while the other one holds it. But she’d chosen quite a low door frame so the tips of her toes were touching the puddle of piss on the ground underneath, where her kicked-off tartan slippers lay stewing. I tried not to look at her blackened face, as I started trying to undo the cord biting into her neck. 
“Here. I’ll do it. I’ve got this.”
Stan produced a knife.
“You just hold the bag open,” he said.
Want me to hold my arse cheeks open too? I almost said. 
“Mind you don’t slip,” he said.
With my plastic-gloved hands I grabbed her soft, puffy ankles and maneuvered her feet towards the opening. Getting her into the bag wasn’t easy. She was surprisingly floppy once Stan had cut her down.
“Come on, get in there!” muttered Stan at her dead face.
Sweat was pouring down both of our live ones. I thought of joking that even in death she was being awkward. But I wasn’t sure if Joe was ready to acknowledge who she was. I don’t know why I was tip-toeing around his feelings when he was always happy enough to trample on others”. 
Eventually, after something of a struggle, we got her in.
In the van, he seemed readier to open up, as much as he was capable.
“Didn’t expect to be going back there so soon, not as a stiff collector anyway.”
Often the nature of the conversation changed on the journey to the mortuary to deliver the stiff. Maybe it was the presence of death, the literal presence in the vehicle with us, that is. 
“Didn’t expect her to do it,” he went on. “I mean actually go through with it.”
Again I thought of making a joke, something about his work as a bailiff acting as a job-creation scheme in this other line of business. After all, the Council paid us about thirty quid per call-out. Looking at his face, I quickly thought better of it. Besides, I didn’t want to descend to his level of callousness.
After we’d dropped her off, he leaned against the van for a while, rolling a cigarette. Once he dropped it, spilling his baccy all over the floor. Were his hands shaking? I wasn’t sure. But I could imagine why, if they were. For about an hour or so, the boundaries between his two chosen careers had blurred, uncomfortably so. It might not have been the first time, but maybe it was the first time he knew it had happened. Our job’s one of the invisible ones, one of the secret jobs that keep the world turning. We’re not undertakers. We cover the limbo between life’s varied exits, whether slow, violent or peaceful and the funeral director’s solemn arts. 
Here I am coming over all deep and meaningful. What I’m trying to say here is, we’re stiff collectors. In case you hadn’t realised already, what that means is, we bag up dead bodies where they’ve breathed their last, take them from there to the place where more skilled hands prepare them for disposal. Our van doesn’t have the pomp and ceremony of a hearse, but it does the same job. 
It was just getting light as we dropped her off. That’s the other thing about our job: anti-social hours. There’s no knowing when you might get the call. And it’s often in the small hours, for some reason. I’m not sure why that is: maybe the border between life and death’s thinner then, or something. 
Afterwards I wanted to see Jodie. I was feeling knackered and miserable, but strangely horny.
She opened the door a crack.
“You stink,” she said. “I’m getting Lisa ready for school.”
But I knew I was pushing at an open door.
“Get cleaned up while I take her to school,” she said. “I’ll be about half an hour. What is that smell?”
“I’ve just finished work,” I offered.
“I can tell. What is it you do anyway?”
“Deliveries,” I said.
That was enough for her. That was what our relationship was like. Ask no questions, tell no lies. While she was gone, I showered. Then, with only my filthy work clothes to wear, I instead put on a toweling robe hanging in the bathroom. I sat on Jodie’s bed and waited. When she got back, she asked me:
“What are you doing wearing that?”
I explained why, as she kicked her shoes off.
“Oh,” she said, taking the toweling robe off me. It lay on the floor next to her own discarded clothes.
When we’d finished, she kicked me out and I went home, thinking now I might be able to get some sleep. I did manage to, but I woke up feeling uneasy. I had just been dreaming that Stan Corcoran had been leading a team of bailiffs, digging up the hanged woman’s corpse: the Council had sold her burial plot to pay off her outstanding rent arrears.
I mentioned boundaries blurring between Stan’s jobs. Now they were beginning to blur for me, but between the job and my personal life. And I didn’t like that. I preferred to keep them separate. 
This change in Stan began to show itself when he asked me to help him move a settee into his new house. He’d borrowed the work van. There were work gloves on the dash board, one pair for him and another for me. But when we got ready to unload the settee, I put mine on, but he was unable to: he realised that he had two left gloves! We laughed about it at the time. I didn’t realise then what it meant.
Then there was the issue of the settee not fitting into the room.
“But I measured the fucking thing,” he complained, as its walls stubbornly refused to make space for the big, brown leather monstrosity. “Measured the walls, then measured the settee. It can’t have fucking shrunk.”
Leaning against the up-turned settee, he wiped the sweat from his plum-coloured face, then rolled a cigarette. 
“Maybe…” I began.
“Maybe what?” he cut me off, a warning look glinting in his eyes. “Maybe I measured it wrong. Is that it?”
“Well, it happens to the best of us,” I said.
For a second, he’d looked like he was going to start laying into me. But the moment passed, and he sighed and his face creased into a weary grin.
“Yeah. ‘Spose.”
“D’you want to have another try at jamming it in there?” I asked, when he’d nearly finished his smoke.
“Nah. It’s alright. Let’s have a brew. Put the kettle on, Mary!” he shouted through to the kitchen.
As his wife silently made the tea, I glanced out of the kitchen window, and saw the house opposite. It was the one where we’d been to cut down and collect the hanged woman’s corpse. 
The hanged woman. 
That’s how I thought of her now. I didn’t even know her name, even though it had been in the papers. But that’s how it is when you do what we do. After a while, they’re just bodies. In the struggle to get the settee inside, I hadn’t even noticed that he’d moved right over the road from her. There were steel shutters on the windows and a sheet of steel on the front door. Stan saw me looking and gave me a look. I think it meant, don’t say anything in front of the wife: she doesn’t know. All I said was:
“D’you think all the rooms on that side like… mirror this one.”
I get like that when I’m nervous of someone. I say or do exactly the wrong thing.
“What the fuck d’you mean by that?” he demanded.
“Well… The front door’s right opposite this one’s front door, not across from it. So maybe--”
“Shut up, Kev.”
“That’s not very nice, Stan,” said Mary, “when he’s put himself out to help you move that blasted settee. Here’s your cuppa, love,” she said, handing me the steaming mug. She was right though. In fact, I was starting to feel like one: a mug that is. I was grateful for the tea though, and thanked her. Then she said to Stan: “You should invite him round to dinner, you know, to thank him.”
He glowered at her, and said nothing.
“Well, what d’you say, Kev?” she persisted. “You could bring someone round if you want.”
I thought of Jodie, and smiled in a non-committal way.
But when I mentioned the invitation to Jodie, she surprised me by agreeing, saying it didn’t mean we were a “couple”, it was just a free meal. I went back home with a spring in my step.
The dinner was a little awkward. Nothing to do with the food, which was fine: barbecue chicken and rice. I hadn’t expected much from Stan. After all, it hadn’t been his idea anyway. He did do the cooking though. And he kept our drinks topped up. But Mary seemed preoccupied. She kept drawing little breaths, as though starting at some sound only she could hear. And whenever this happened, she’d go out of the room. 
“Just checking on the little ones?” asked Jodie.
“Yeah,” said Stan.
“Reminds me, I should text the baby-sitter: check how she’s getting on.”
She began tapping her touch-screen, then Mary reappeared, looking harassed. 
“They not settling?” asked Jodie.
“Yeah, they’re both in together,” Mary said, returning Jodie’s smile. “Still not quite used to having their own rooms yet!”
Stan topped up our glasses and made a toast. His close-together eyes flashed in the candlelight that showed off Jodie’s pale skin.
“To a new start!”
The next time Mary went out, the San Miguel had made him a little chattier.
“Finally, a decent house with a garden and bedrooms for both kids. And what happens? Neither them wants the room at the front.”
He gave a little laugh, refilled the pint glass he’d just drained. Jodie’s laugh was a nervous echo of his.
“Is anyone moving into the place opposite?” I asked.
“Not that I know of, Kev. Fucking eyesore, the steel door’s still up. I just hope it goes to someone that deserves it.”
“Be good if someone moves in,” put in Jodie. “Terrible having a house standing empty like that.”
She gave a little jump, as he slammed his nearly empty glass down. Slowly his face turned towards hers, drunkenly hooded eyes regarding her.
“We deserve this. She’s not going to spoil it. I won’t let her spoil it.”
I wasn’t sure if he meant Mary or the daughter refusing to sleep in the front bedroom. Or someone else.
“She’s trying to,” he went on. “Look, Kev, I found this lying around this morning.” He stood up unsteadily and wandered out into the hall. Jodie and I were exchanging worried, embarrassed glances by this point. He came back in, cradling a small bundle of wet newspaper, containing something. He looked closely at my reaction as he slowly unwrapped the soggy parcel. Jodie looked puzzled, but I recognised the sodden tartan slipper.
“Not at the dinner table, Stan,” I joked, waving my hand in front of my nose as if to ward off the acrid ammonia smell.
Mary came back in.
“They’re asleep,” she said. “Stan, what are you doing?” she asked. “Oh. That.” She wrinkled her nose. “I thought you’d thrown that away. Where did it come from anyway?”
Clearly she didn’t have any more idea of its origin than Jodie did.
What was running through my head was the thought that he could have picked it up somehow, without realising it and accidentally left it lying around in the house. It was a possibility, though why you’d keep a slipper soaked in old woman’s piss wasn’t so clear. 
What happened next I couldn’t explain away quite so conveniently. 
He went into the kitchen to get rid of the bundle, whether to throw it away like Mary was saying he should, or put it away somewhere. I wasn’t sure. Then I heard a stifled sob. I realised it was Stan.
“Oh, God, Stan,” murmured Mary. “Why don’t you just go to bed now, eh, love? I’ll make these two some coffee.”
There was another little moan:
“My hand,” I could hear him say.
Then he came back into the little dining room, holding his hands out. It took me a while to realise what was wrong with them. I couldn’t quite see in the dim light. But Jodie was screaming, and Mary had clamped a hand over her mouth to stop doing the same. It was only when he placed his left hand palm-down over his right, and I saw the thumb of the left covering the thumb of the right, that I realised: that was what the two left gloves had foretold.
Stan was laughing now, though tears were streaming from his eyes.
“I’ve heard of two left feet,” he said. “But two left hands…!”
Shortly afterwards, Jodie and I left Mary to console her husband. And that was the last I saw of Stan for a while. Soon afterwards, I moved in with Jodie and her daughter. I was surprised that she agreed to it. Maybe that whole episode had changed our relationship. But I’d changed jobs by then. I’d had enough of stiff collecting. I wanted to spend my time with the living, and I didn’t like the way the job made me think of everyone as meat, including Jodie. I think I’ve got the smell of the dead out of my skin now, but I don’t think it’ll never be out of my memory.
The last time I saw Stan—well, thought I saw him anyway—was when I decided to take a slow drive down his road. The hanged woman’s house was still empty. The steel doors and shutters were still up. An “eyesore”, as Stan had said. Then I noticed that workmen were attaching the same security fittings to Stan’s house, turning it into an exact mirror image of its opposite neighbour. It must be empty, I thought.
But then I saw what looked like Stan hammering silently on the front bedroom window with his two left hands, as if to say to them: I’m still here! But the workmen carried on as if nothing was happening. I think one of them even glanced up to where I was sure I could see Stan’s angry, contorted face. But he just went on with his work as if all he’d seen was the window pane’s blank, glassy surface.
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Going South to Meet the Devil
 
Benedict. J. Jones
 
 
Whitey Donner started the engine of his pick-up truck and turned the radio on. As he descended the dirt track to the lower pasture the sounds of Butch Hancock accompanied him and Whitey whistled along. By the time he reached the little creek another hand-rolled cigarette burned in the corner of Whitey’s mouth. Four men stood around a half-dozen cattle carcasses. Whitey was out of the pick-up and moving before the wheels had even stopped rolling.
              “What in hell’s been happening?”
              Andy Cobb had turned when the pick-up had rolled in and drew himself up to his full six foot four adjusting the burgundy A&M Aggies cap on his head.
              “Same thing as last time, Whitey, except the bastards took down six prime head.”
              “Chewed ‘em up?”
              “Nope, just like before - bites to the throats and the blood drained out of them.”
              Whitey stood staring at the waste of good meat that lay on the ground, straw cowboy hat pushed back on his head and his thumbs through the belt loops of his jeans.
              “What should we do, Whitey?”
              “Now shit, Andy, you’re meant to be the foreman. What do you think we should do?”
              Andy Cobb looked down at the toes of his boots; he had graduated out of the Agricultural and Mining University in the top percentile of his class but he still preferred to defer to Whitey’s experience when he could. The other three men, all experienced cowhands, looked on, unwilling to offer opinions of their own.
              “We should go after the pack and make sure this is the last time they touch the stock.”
              Whitey nodded and smiled.
              “That’s the long and the short of it, college boy.”
              “Senor Donner?” Ignacio, one of the cowboys put in.
              “Si, Ignacio, que es lo?”
              “I saw a man, Senor Donner.”
              “Donde? Where?”
              Ignacio pointed to a low rise alongside the creek.
              “He watch.”
              “Watched what?”
              “He watch the animals die.”
              Whitey’s face clouded over and his cheeks coloured like they’d been slapped.
              “And why isn’t this man here now?”
              “We shout, Senor, we show him our rifles but he just walk away. We follow but when we get to the top he not there.”
              Ignacio looked down.
              “You did right, Ignacio. Just don’t like the idea of some stranger taking a stroll across the ranch and especially not when there’s a pack of wild dogs on the loose. Watching the steers die you say?”
              “Si, Senor.”
              Whitey shook his head.
              “Well you’d better get those carcasses cleared away.”
              “Then we go after them?” asked Andy.
              “Nope, just me.”
              “But, Whitey…”
              “Andy, who in the hell will run the ranch if you aren’t here?”
              The young man looked confused.
              “It won’t take me but a day or two to track them down. Be like a little vacation for me. Take my horse and my rifle and do me a little hunting.”
              Charlie Terrell and John Kellar, the other two cowboys, moved to speak but Whitey cut them off.
              “It’s a few mangy strays. Probably got loose from them fancy homes for the bankers back in Fort Worth or Dallas, maybe a coyote mixed up with them. Nothing my 30-30 won’t knock down.”
              “Senor Donner, please don’t go alone. I go with you.”
              “Shit!” Whitey spat into the dirt “guess none of you old maids will be happy less’n one of you come with me. Well, okay, I’ll take ‘Nacio with me and we’ll get rid of these dogs once and for all.”
 
#
 
Ignacio was waiting by the creek when Whitey returned. All that remained of the fallen steers were a few patches blood faded to the colour of rust on the green of the grass. Whitey sat in the saddle of a fifteen hand sorrel and led a grullo on a long lead rope.
              “Good horse there, boy. One of mine so take care of her.”
              Ignacio grinned.
              “She is beautiful, Senor Donner.”
              “Enough of that Senor Donner shit as well. You’ve known me two years and you’re a good hand ‘Nacio so you just call me Whitey like all the others.”
              “Si Senor” replied the Mexican as he swung into the saddle.
              “What’s that you’re carrying?”
              “A Ruger, Mini-14. Is a good gun.”
              “You any good with it?”
              “As good as any of the others.”
              “Well, that’ll do me. I’ve stowed us plenty of food so let’s move out and try and pick up these tracks.”
              “Which way do you think they’ll go?”
              “How in the hell would I know? I ain’t a dog” Whitey laughed and swayed slightly in his saddle “We’ll pick up their trail and see where it leads us. You ever tracked anything before?”
              “No, but I’ve searched for stray steers.”
              Whitey shrugged.
              “Just look out for sign – paw prints and such and I’ll do the rest. Don’t think we’ll run across ‘em ‘til tomorrow anyhow.”
              Ignacio stayed silent and the two men began to put some miles beneath the hooves of their mounts. They raced the dark but were forced to accept defeat and camp for the night. Whitey had packed sleeping bags and they bedded down in the grass on which the cattle would graze one day.
              “You worry about when we catch up with the dogs?”
              “Why?” replied Whitey.
              “Those dogs are vicious. I heard story from a man who crossed the border…”
              “Take it he didn’t come through an official checkpoint?” Whitey winked and sat up in his sleeping bag. Ignacio smiled and continued.
              “He came over with maybe ten others. They cross through the desert, where it is so hot you don’t even sweat.”
              Whitey nodded and reached into his saddle bag.
              “The coyote who brought them had left, he pointed them north and went back. The dogs found them after that. My friend he ran and got clear but one man he not so lucky. Dogs pulled him down and took him into pieces.”
              Whitey offered a bottle of Wild Turkey to Ignacio who took a deep bite.
              “Gracias.”
              “De nada, ‘Nacio. You hear and see some rotten shit down here on the border. Always have. Always will I guess. Never seen anywhere so beautiful as this place but no matter how hot it gets she can be a cold bitch.”
              Ignacio nodded and passed the bottle back. Whitey took a drink and continued.
              “Got it in mind I’m gonna chase those dogs down. Take one piece of ugly off the earth before I go.”
              “You are not going anywhere, Senor Whitey.”
              “No? You’re right, son. Just everyone else who goes away, guess I’ll always be here. Best we turn in now, got an early start.”
              Whitey stowed the bottle, tossed another branch on the fire and then rolled onto his side and was snoring before Ignacio even had a chance to lie back.
 
#
 
Whitey and Ignacio rode out ahead of the dawn, bellies full of strong coffee and biscuits. When the eastern sky began to redden they had already been moving for the better part of an hour. Ignacio watched Whitey; it was as though the man were half asleep in the saddle but occasionally he would turn his mount and press on in a new direction. Ignacio looked at the ground but could see nothing of the sign that Whitey followed.
              “Are we still in Texas?” asked Ignacio.
              “Just about. Looks like the bastards are heading south.”
              “Like they know we follow?”
              “Doubt that, less’n they caught our scent. No I think they’re on the move looking for more meat.”
              “We follow them into Chihuahua?”
              “Border ain’t never been anything but a line on some man’s map round here, you know that.”
              Ignacio nodded.
              “Si, senor. It has always been the way.”
The green pasture land had given way to dry scrub and the sun began to drag itself up the sky. They had dismounted and Ignacio swigged from his canteen while Whitey rolled another cigarette. Whitey looked at the ground and away to some high rocky ground to the south. Without a word he checked the revolver strapped to his hip.
              “Might be you wanna check that rifle you carrying. Don’t reckon it’ll be too long to we come across what we’re looking for.”
              Ignacio looked at the ground.
              “Are those tyre tracks?”
              “Buggy or some such I reckon.”
              “Border patrol maybe?”
              “Boundary boys stay more to the west. Send their drones out to check this stretch – probably vigilantes looking for illegals” Whitey spat into the dirt.
              Ignacio looked away across the desert to the land where he was born.
 
#
 
When they picked up the trail of the pack again even Ignacio could follow it.
              “We’ve crossed over now for sure, boy.”
              “We’re in Mexico?”
              “How long since you’ve been back here?”
              Ignacio shrugged.
              “Maybe ten years.”
              “Shit, long time to be away from your peoples.”
              “You have family, Whitey?”
              “Did have – the cancer took my Lorrie six years back, then my boy got himself killed in Afghan. Did my own time in ‘Nam and my daddy fought the Chinese in Korea. Both made it back home, thought the boy would do the same. Ain’t much I got left now ‘cept for working on the ranch and my horses.”
              “I am sorry, senor.”
              “Why? It’s all any of us have coming. You either die first or you get left behind. That’s the way of it, always has been as far as I can see.”
              Whitey looked up at the clouds that were blowing in.
              “Could be a storm brewing up on us.”
              Ignacio studied the clouds.
              “Maybe it’ll pass.”
              “Doubtful ‘Nacio, doubtful.”
              Tracks led into a canyon of shadows and shade. Whitey stood up in his stirrups and scanned the terrain.
              “Shit!” he muttered and threw a grin at Ignacio.
              “What is it?”
              “Horse Shoe Canyon!”
              Ignacio looked on uncomprehending.
              “Called that because it’s a horse shoe shape – one way in, one way out and it takes a hell of a lot longer going through it than it does to ride around to the exit. Stupid mutts, sides of that canyon are too steep for them to climb. Come on, ‘Nacio, it’s time to see what a Donner horse can do.”
              With that Whitey turned his horse and lit out across the desert skirting the edge of the canyon. Ignacio followed. After a ten minute gallop Whitey pulled up his horse.
              “We’ll tie the horses to this mesquite bush with long tethers and then set up in the rocks. Best bring your canteen.”
              “How long will it take them?”
              “If they were running at full pelt we’d still have another fifteen minutes, as it is I reckon we might have a half hour till we see them.”
              Ignacio climbed into the rocks on the left hand side of the canyon and got himself a good elevated position covering the killing ground. Whitey took the right and Ignacio could barely see the older man once he clambered amongst the rocks. The sun beat down hot enough to fry eggs along with a side of bacon on some of the stones. Ignacio took a gulp from his canteen and checked his weapon – he had two additional five round clips as well as the one already loaded in the carbine. He sighted on a rock that lay in the killing ground and swept the weapon around in short arcs until he felt that he knew the ground.
              Below Ignacio Whitey lit a cigarette and worked the lever on his Marlin 336. The plan was simple – as soon the dogs appeared and moved through the kill zone they would start firing and drop as many as they could. The surviving animals would then retreat back up the canyon where after a short ride Whitey and Ignacio would be waiting for them to give them more of the same. Whitey checked his watch took a drink from his bottle of Wild Turkey and laid the Marlin on the rock in front of him. He took a glance at the storm clouds but they still seemed a way off.
              The time passed slowly and with each minute the sun seemed to grow hotter and brighter. Ignacio squinted and looked down into the shaded canyon. A sudden thought hit him, what if the dogs were sleeping in the canyon waiting for the heat of the day to pass? He panicked for a moment and then realised that he and Whitey would simply sit till the dogs reappeared and if they didn’t then they would soon pick the trail up again. Movement in the canyon pulled Ignacio back into the present and he lifted the Ruger to his shoulder.
              The dogs moved slowly, as though wary and Whitey eyeballed them over the sights of his Marlin.
              “Come on you bastards” He muttered under his breath.
              There were twelve dogs in all; almost furless with blue-black skin, long heads with large black eyes and over-sized bat-like ears. They were bigger than Whitey had thought they would be; he had been expecting half-starved strays afflicted with mange and skin rot.
              When the pack reached the centre of the killing ground Whitey sighted himself on the body of the lead dog, hoping to hit the heart. He took a breath, released it and squeezed the trigger. The 30-30 slug punched through flesh and bone and dropped the dog in the dust. A second after Whitey fired Ignacio opened up with the Ruger and fired twice in quick succession – his first round kicked up dust but the second fell true and smashed the skull of a second dog. The pack froze for a moment. Whitey worked another round into the chamber, stood, aimed and fired. His shot tore a groove of flesh from a dog that was already on the turn. The Ruger fired again. Whitey chambered another round and dropped the animal he had already wounded. The pack headed back into the canyon. Ignacio fired off the last two shots in his clip and was rewarded with a pained yelp and a dog flopped in the dirt. Whitey clambered up the rocks and emptied the remaining four bullets from his rifle, working the lever again and again.
              “Get to the horses” shouted Whitey “we got these bastards on the run now!”
              Whitey skipped across the rocks like a man half his age as Ignacio slid down through the dirt to follow him. Ignacio looked at the four carcasses on the ground and saw one of them move. The dog was trying to drag itself out of the dust. Whitey was already at the horses. Ignacio looked back to the dog and walked towards it, swapping the clips on his Ruger as he did.
              Ignacio had the M14 at his hip. He stepped in behind the animal meaning to put a shot through its head and put it out of its misery. Something flashed in the rocks above him and Ignacio was blinded. He stepped back throwing a hand up his eyes. He heard a shrill whistle and then a growl. The light moved from his eyes and Ignacio caught sight of a dark figure moving in the rocks above him the moment before the wounded dog leapt up and bit deep into his thigh. Ignacio screamed and battered at the dog’s head with the stock of his carbine but the dog refused to let go. There was a tearing sound that Ignacio hoped was the denim of his jeans and then he heard the patter of paws across the dirt of the canyon floor.
              The screaming made Whitey turn his horse back. Where the hell was ‘Nacio? He thought as he rode back. The floor of the canyon was chaos; Ignacio had managed to throw the dog clear of his thigh but the rest of the pack had closed in. His hands and arms were a mess of torn flesh and dark blood. The Ruger M14 lay impotently in the dust amongst the jumping dogs. Ignacio managed to pull the knife from his belt and swung it as he tried to reach the rocks but every time one of the pack drew a swing from the knife the dog would duck back and another would blind side Ignacio and take a chunk from his legs or buttocks.
 Whitey drew his Smith and Wesson and touched his heels to the sorrel. He rode in fast and as soon as he was close enough he threw a .45 slug into the dog closest to him. He expected the dogs to scatter but they did not. They bit at the sorrel, at Whitey’s legs and continued to work Ignacio.
Finally a dog crashed into Ignacio and bore him down to the dirt. The young Mexican flipped himself quickly and worked the knife into the dog’s belly dragging it up as hard as he could, knowing he was fighting for his life. He knew Whitey was close – he had heard the hoof beats and the boom of his .45. Hard teeth tore into his cheek. Ignacio punched and then bit back as growling bodies crowded him.
The .45 boomed again and Whitey was forced to pull the horse clear of the leaping dogs. He watched Ignacio fall and knew there was nothing for it – he had four shots left in his revolver and the hooves of the sorrel, he used both. A whistle cut through the grunts, growls and screams. Three more dogs stayed in the dirt as the remainder of the pack scattered for the open desert. Whitey looked up and saw the man sat on his haunches watching the floor of the canyon. The hair rose on the back of Whitey’s neck. Although the man was perhaps eighty yards away he could make his features out clearly; paler than any Texan had a right to be, hawk-like nose, slit of a mouth and eyes straight out of a hog that had tasted the flesh of man. Whitey aimed the Smith and Wesson and pulled the trigger. Click, the hammer fell on an empty chamber. By the time Whitey had holstered the pistol and drawn the Marlin the man was gone.
Ignacio was a mess; the wounds on his arms and legs were on the whole superficial and even the bite that had ripped his cheek away while a horrific wound was nothing compared to those torn in his neck and gut. Dark blood blacker than ink on a quill leaked out of ‘Nacio to stain the sand. Whitey wrung his hands.
“Shit, boy” There were tears in his eyes.
Ignacio coughed, a wet sound that Whitey had heard in Lorrie’s hospital room near the end. He had his hands pressed to his neck and gut.
“No paso mucho tiempo dejo, eh Whitey?”
“No, son, not much time at all.”
“You roll me one of those horrible little cigarettes you smoke?”
Whitey took out his papers and pouch and tried to concentrate through the clouds in his vision. By the time he had rolled it the young man on the ground was silent. Whitey looked down at him for a moment and then sat himself down in the dirt. The storm clouds were above them now and dropped rain like Comanche war arrows down onto the desert. Whitey took Ignacio’s hand and held it for a long time.
 
#
 
Digging the grave didn’t take long in the soft ground. Whitey dug it deep. He wrapped the boy in his sleeping bag and then filled the dirt back in. He piled rocks on top hoping to keep the coyotes away from the corpse. Whitey had no prayers left so he simply wished his friend an easy passing. He had cleaned the wounds on the sorrel but rode the horse that he had lent to Ignacio. The dogs had scattered but they had headed south so that was the direction he travelled in.
              Days bled into each other, Whitey hardly slept, just switched between horses and pushed deeper into Mexico. He passed a group of Chinese with dusty hair and dry mouths on the second day but they kept their eyes fixed on the dirt as he rode past. Whitey didn’t speak to them. He simply rode and smoked and thought – thought of ‘Nacio, of Lorrie eaten alive by her own body and of his son Scott dead in the dirt of a far off land. The grullo went lame on the fourth day and Whitey put a 30-30 round through its head. He loaded the gear onto the sorrel but left the saddle where it lay.
              In a roadside cantina frequented by bikers and long distance truckers he heard tell that a child had been taken by dogs out to the west and so he bought another bottle of mescal and headed west. He sold the sorrel, his kit and Ignacio’s Ruger which gave him enough to buy a battered Mitsubishi pick-up truck. It looked like shit but it allowed Whitey to move quicker down the highways and drew fewer looks from the locals.
***
Eventually they found him. The trail had drawn Whitey further west but back up towards the north. In Juarez he sold the truck. He had felt the eyes on him since he reached the forsaken border town where women were murdered and dumped in ditches in their hundreds and headless bodies were hung from motorway bridges.
              Whitey bought himself a fresh white shirt and a pair of knock-off Levi’s. He walked down and looked over the border at El Paso. He stared for a while at the lights of home. Then he went and got himself a steak dinner, had a few beers and bought the company of a young woman. Her name was Alejandra and he walked beneath the moonlight with her – past half-finished buildings and dark side streets.
              “Whitey, look at that dog!”
              “Yep, I see it.”
              “I’ve never seen one like it, so dark.”
              “You should leave now.”
              Her hands ran over him.
              “But there is so much of the night left.”
              “Well the night might be young but I ain’t. You need to go, girl.”
              And then Whitey saw it was too late. There were two more dogs at the end of the street blocking her way out. The dog in front of them who had been rummaging through a trash can stared at them, ears twitching. A high whistle cut through the night air and the dogs stopped moving.
              “Should’ve left while you had the chance, senorita.” Muttered Whitey as he pulled the Smith and Wesson from beneath his jacket. His first shot took the dog in front through the eye.
              “Run, girl! Or I’ll put the next one through your skull!”
              Alejandra tottered away on her high wedge heels as Whitey turned on the two dogs behind him. He fanned the pistol and sent the dogs scurrying away. As soon as they were out of sight he clambered over a fence onto a construction site and ran through the piles of sand, iron rods that stabbed out of the concrete and through doors into rooms that had not been built. The whistling followed him as he ran.
              For a moment he thought he heard the pitter-patter of paws on concrete and he stopped to reload the six-gun. He listened and heard nothing in the night but as soon as he moved the shrill whistle cut through the humid air. Whitey ran and slid through a hole in a wire mesh fence. He slipped his hands under a tarpaulin and retrieved the Marlin he had cached earlier. He worked the lever and climbed the stairs of a half-built apartment block to take up position on the second floor.
              From above the dogs were easier to see, although their pelts still made them little more than moving shadows. Whitey could see that they had him boxed in. There seemed to be more dogs in the pack now than there had been at the canyon. The whistle came again. Whitey tried to locate it but the sound simply echoed off the concrete and naked steel.
              “To hell with this.”
              He sighted on one of the hounds and dropped it with a single shot. He worked the action and a spent cartridge rang out as it bounced away on the bare concrete. Whitey moved positions and fired again turned and snapped off another shot. Claws skittered on the stairs and Whitey turned just as the dog emerged from the stairs. The bullet took it through the eye and threw its brain and the back of it skull out across the wall.
              “How you like them apples, huh?”
              Whitey chambered another round and scanned the rooftops around him.
              “Gonna get you, bastard.”
              “You look for me I think” Whitey froze.
              He took a breath and turned. The man sat on his haunches with six dogs around him.
              “Put the rifle down, if you please.”
              The dogs growled and Whitey carefully placed the Marlin at his feet before straightening back up.
              “You come so far looking for death, gringo. Why, when it is all around you?”
              Whitey shrugged.
              “Guess you’re fitting to set those dogs on me?”
              “Of course! You killed so many of their brothers, tried to hunt their father. What did you expect?”
              Another shrug.
              “Mind if I roll a cigarette?”
              “As you will. But one whistle and my children will rip you worse than they did your friend.”
              Whitey nodded conscious of the weight of the Smith and Wesson at the back of his black market Levi’s. 
              “Wish I had a sip of Wild Turkey to go with this” said Whitey as he sparked the cigarette.
              The man shrugged and Whitey thought for the thousandth time of Ignacio, Lorrie and Scott. Whitey held the cigarette between his fingers for a moment.
              “You gonna whistle the Mexican hat dance or set them dogs on me you son of a bitch?”
              Whitey flicked the cigarette towards the man and went for his six-gun – the man whistled in the same moment that Whitey fired and in the second before the teeth of half-dozen hounds bit into him. Whitey smiled – he had seen the bullet punch into the space between the man’s piggy eyes in a blossoming of crimson. Even as he screamed Whitey knew he’d hold Lorrie’s hand again, hug his son close and ride the trail once more with ‘Nacio.
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Bothersome
 
Andrew Hook
 
 
 
When I wake I remember that I used to be. Someone.
              My joints ache. I slowly sit up on the bed and reach out one hand, feel my way around the walls. The paper is embossed, like some alien Braille. My eyes are open but the patterns, shapes, are unfamiliar. The room isn’t quite how it was meant to be.
              But me. I have this recollection. Sunshine on my face. My brother, teasing me because I’m a girl. Throw the ball. Catch. Drop. Throw the ball. Catch. Drop.
              That was how it used to be.
              More than that. In the lab. Looking for something amongst the rats. The mole rats. Looking for the secret of longevity.
              I never used to be much trouble.
 
#
 
I kick at something with my feet. As I bend down my back gives way and I stay like that.
              Sometime later I bend further. Pick up a circular bowl containing yellow liquid. As I swirl it first one way then the other I recall the conundrum about which way the water spirals down a plughole on the other side of the world.
              There weren’t many female scientists when I was young. I used to urge women to do things. Remember: a horse threw itself under Emily Wilding Davison for you. It usually got a laugh, but not always the right kind. I made a play of being different, but it was a cocoon, a shield behind which the real me could function without being seen.
              Like a controlled experiment.
              As I return the bowl to the floor it tips and stains the carpet. Where are the windows in here?
              Sometime later I wake up and remember I used to be someone.
              But I never used to be much trouble. Kept myself to myself. Hands in my pockets.
              I watch my brother run over the dunes. Sand flicks up from his heels. See where it lands! There’s broken glass hidden there. My foot on a stool in hospital. Grains and blood and pale white skin. It’ll be alright. There’s a hand on my shoulder. I know I’ll be alright.
              It’s all a matter of knowing where to look.
              I bump into something else, feel my way around it. A large rectangular object made with wood, standing vertical. There’s a key which I turn and when I reach into the interior it’s like fumbling inside the stomach of a knitted animal.
              There’s a musty smell too. This object hasn’t been opened for a while.
              I try to get inside, but there isn’t enough foot space. Tugging on something my balance goes and I tip and it tips and the next thing you know I’m lying on the floor and the object has enclosed me with an almighty bang like the closing lid of a coffin.
 
#
 
When I wake up I remember.
              I visited a zoo inhabited by balloon animals.
              At the centre of the earth, I once postulated, was a giant mole.
              No one ever knew if they should take me seriously.
              I knew that they shouldn’t. Except when I was being serious.
              I laboured the point. Just to be obtuse. I often found it was at the wrong angles where truth was to be found. Just like the fountain of youth. But no one understood that either. Unlike me, who knew it was sometimes in the fifth bottle of a six-pack of Evian water on the third row of the seventh aisle in Morrisons.
              Once, I drank from it.
              If I listen very quietly I can hear voices through the floorboards. Which floor am I on? Top or bottom I suppose it doesn’t really matter. There’s a murmur but nothing distinct. No words. I crave words. I suddenly and absolutely crave words. I need to be fed.
              Running my hands over my legs I feel shocked at how old and waxy the skin appears. Pulling at the sides of my thighs near the bone it almost peels away, like unfurling a sail. When did this happen?
              I continue feeling my way around the room, avoiding the wooden rectangular object which has been returned to its place.
              Why aren’t there any mirrors?
              I could ask, but I really don’t want to bother anyone. I don’t want to be of much bother.
              My hair is brittle. Both on my head and between my legs. There’s my brother again, laughing. A semi-circle of his friends stand around me and I’m too young to understand. I don’t understand why I’m naked. Nothing happens, they just look like all boys like to look and then he tells me the facts of life and I’m dumbfounded and know immediately that I want to know more I don’t want to experience more I just want to know more I want to know all the secrets of the universe and suddenly I realise I have the power to know what ticks inside each and every one of us.
              I’ve aged. Somehow, when I wasn’t looking, I’ve aged. And my work is far from complete.
 
#
 
When I wake I realise I am already awake.
              I’m standing beside another rectangular wooden object, flat against one wall. There’s a round porcelain handle that’s gripped within my arthritic right hand, but however much I try to twist it’s just my hand that moves and not the knob. When I push it doesn’t budge. There’s the potential of movement there, for sure. I must be doing it wrong.
              On the other side of this object I know someone is holding their breath. A shadow moves in the light underneath the door, recedes. Everything is receding.
              I find my way into a corner. It’s all angles, all the wrong angles. I won’t find the answers here.
              Is there a clock somewhere?
              I invented something and I no longer know what it is.
              They laughed, eventually, at the mole in the middle of the earth. It tugged at my mind until I realised that hot mole centre was an anagram of the molten core. They didn’t believe it was coincidence, thought they had been tricked. But the trick was only with the words that played out in my mind and made me see that there are signs in everything.
              I reach out and touch things with my hands because I can’t trust my eyes to see.
              There’s pain in my stomach. When did I last eat? Again, I move sideways, knock into the headboard of the bed. Full circle then, full square. I’m lost.
              I lie across the bed sideways but it hurts. My body can’t be at every angle anymore.
              My memories are a dandelion clock. Each time I take breath, some are blown further away. Yet. Yet. There are always some which cling resolutely. Which just won’t go.
 
#
 
I wake a younger self. Watch me as I kiss the shoulder of the sleeping man beside me, his musculature firm and exciting under my lips. I sit up, run a hand through my short hair, stand, get dressed. Put on socks whilst balancing on alternate legs. Without holding onto anything. I’m an acrobat. I urinate almost clear. Clean my teeth. Open the refrigerator and bathe in the yellow light, cast a shadow of myself on the floor behind. The milk is cold. It courses down my throat. I remember my mother telling me never to drink from the bottle. I always did.
              I see myself take my keys, slowly close the door to the apartment. Descend the interior lift of the building to the underground carpark. My car makes an electronic sound as I press on the fob and suddenly I’m inside and feeling the engine hum beneath me as I maneuver this steel machine between the concrete pillars and merge into daylight as though being absorbed.
              There’s laughter in the office which continues as I enter. I’m well-liked. They can take the nonsense about my balloon zoos and hot mole centres because they know it’s a side effect of being a genius. A quirk. My intellect is in the motorbike, my peccadilloes are in the side car. It balances me. Keeps everything at one level, one angle.
              I am the bent paperclip that isn’t meant to be straightened.
              I watch closely as I lean over a test tube. I am about to discover something important. Really, very, important.
 
#
 
I make another circuit of the room. What’s happening here? There’s something I can’t grasp. I know what it is, but my brain won’t allow me to remember. What I mean is that I know I know the answer. But I don’t know the answer.
              I could knock on the walls, on the wooden objects, but I just don’t want to be a trouble to anyone.
              It’s only after I’ve been to the toilet in one of the corners of the room and thrown a towel over the top of it that I see the metal circular bowl beside the bed.
              When I sleep someone enters. I’m not sure if that’s physically or spiritually, but what I am sure is that they’re standing over me and saying something like she’s got lost in her own room again.
              And if that was the case. If that was the case. Then why don’t they leave the door open?
              I remember a red pencil. HB. Stem hexagonal rather than circular. With a point of graphite at one end and an eraser at the other. I journey along the pencil. From the graphite making marks on paper at one end of the journey to the eraser removing them at the other.
              What was it Stan Laurel said? You can take a horse to water but a pencil must be led. It always made me smile. He always made me smile. Despite, no because of, the inaccuracies.
              What is memory after all but a collection of misremembered inconsistencies?
              Sometimes when I throw the ball I catch it. And sometimes when the ball is thrown to me I catch it too.
              I make another circuit of the room. The space where I had squatted before is clean and smells of something sharp. Like lemons. When was the last time I had something to eat? Why are there no windows in this room? When was the last time I had something to drink? In which location can be found the fountain of youth.
              Sometimes it’s in a puddle, under a motorway bridge. Sometimes in the saliva of a cat. Sometimes bubbled as dew in a field of freshly cut grass. Then again it’s the hot tap rather than the cold. Then again at the bottom of the wishing well, carrying a coppery taste from all the coins. Sometimes it’s in your own urine. Sometimes someone else’s. What does it mean to be young anyway? When the memories are yet to be uncovered rather than remembered. Where do you draw the line? When do you erase it?
              I know they come for me when I’m asleep. I wake in fresh clothes, my belly doesn’t feel empty, my lips aren’t parched. But I miss the words, the conversation. She’s a daft old bugger. Even that can be enough. It all depends on the intonation. On how things are said.
              Mustn’t grumble. This is my mother now. Mustn’t grumble.
              I morph into her. Wake up and find that I’ve become her. With add-ons and other technological advances. With other memories. But following a line that runs all the way from the past to way into the future.
              Did I have a child?
              Yes, because I once misread her flick book as fuck book.
              I get off the bed and kick the metal bowl into touch but this time it’s empty.
              Where did that handsome man go whose shoulder I kissed as I got out of bed?
              Where did the girl go who got out of bed?
              Where did the girl go whose brother nipped her as she lay sleeping?
              Where did the girl go who heard her father whisper I love you as the blankets were tightened around her small frame.
              Where did the girl go who pushed her way out through her mother’s bloody thighs?
              Where did the girl go who formed out of sperm and egg?
              Where was the girl before any of this happened?
              As I say, where did the girl go?
              The mole rats were resistant to cancer.
 
#
 
My knickers are wet. I’ve soiled myself. I wander round and around the room, looking for a way out. I’ve become lost in my own room.
              There’s some kind of fabric obscuring the wall. When I pull against it light glares as though someone is shining a torch in my eyes. As though I have my face pressed up close against the sun. I tug on the fabric again. Shut out that light. Why aren’t there any windows in this room?
              Later in the day I see Gregory sitting on a chair but when I talk to him he doesn’t answer and later I realise that the chair can’t even be in this room.
              Well, that must be something else then.
              There was once more than this. Memory flickers but true and false. Do those words really mean anything? As a scientist, how much did I discover or how much did I just uncover? There seem to be more questions now than ever before. Someone must have brought in a cup of tea but it’s too cold, too milky and much too sweet to contain the fountain of youth. Even so, when I drink it there’s a reaction inside me and my face contorts and I realise that I’m smiling.
              Something’s just beyond my grasp.
              Something big is just waiting to be discovered.
 
#
 
When I wake and realise that I used to be someone the shape of the bedclothes frame a porthole. I look through it and see Earth receding, like a kicked football heading over a neighbour’s fence.
              Well, the cat’s among the pigeons now. What are they going to do with me?
              Is it possible, as an astronaut, to feel both agoraphobic and claustrophobic simultaneously?
              I reach out for the glass of water beside the bed.
              Here we go. Again. 
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The Sea In Darkness Calls
 
David Surface
 
 
 
Jack first noticed the green window when he was praying. He was not a particularly religious person, but had been driven to his knees by a series of actions and consequences over which he was realizing he had little or no control.
              He was on his knees in the spare room of his brother’s house where he’d come to “get himself together” in the aftermath of a long and painful divorce. It was the latest in a series of such visits, the first when he and his wife had separated, the second when he was trying to stop drinking, and the third when his ex-wife Kathy had left the state without warning, taking their two children with her.
              “I don’t see what the big deal is,” Kathy had said when he’d finally reached her on the phone. “Billy’s going to college next year and Kaitlin’s going right after him.” Behind her words, the hateful unspoken message. Your time with them is up. And you missed it.
              At first he’d thought of jumping onto a bus for the four-hour drive to Allentown where Kathy had taken the kids to her sister’s house. He pictured the scene in his mind, him standing alone on front porch in the rain, pounding on the door, Kathy, Billy, and Kaitlin huddling in the kitchen or the hall closet, Kathy scowling a warning and raising one finger to her lips. Shhhh. Be quiet. He’ll go away.
 
              After he’d calmed down a little, he told himself that things were not as bad as he imagined. Kathy was not a kidnapper. She probably just needed some time to think, sometime away. There was no need for him to go running after her like some kind of desperate character in a bad movie. 
              So he’d come to his brother’s house by the sea to clear his head and plan his next steps, but after almost three weeks he still had no idea what they might be. He’d already spent what little money he had on the divorce and had nothing left for a lawyer, if it was going to come to that. He hoped it wouldn’t.
              This morning he’d woken up in the spare room of Danny’s house where he’d slept so many times before. The same chocolate-brown futon that smelled of mildew, the same ash-grey cinderblock walls. It was where he and Kathy had stayed with the kids when they’d come for weekends at the beach during happier days. A poster from a circus Danny had treated them to when the kids were younger was still on the wall, its corners curling and mildewed from the damp sea air.
              It was the poster that had driven him to his knees this morning. An old-fashioned print of a pretty girl riding atop an elephant being led by a clown, once all bright reds and yellows, washed-out now by years of harsh sunlight. The girl was smiling, even the elephant looked as though it was smiling. He thought about how someone had made this image and put it out into the world for a reason; it was an advertisement for happiness.
 
              That’s all I wanted, he said to himself, I just wanted everyone to be happy. A surge of grief washed through his chest and suddenly he was sobbing. “I just wanted everyone to be happy.” He said it out loud, and the words brought on a second wave of wrenching grief that felt like it would tear him apart.
              He found himself on his knees, both hands covering his wet face. “Please...” His voice sounded loud and strange inside his hands. He said it twice more before it occurred to him that he was praying.
              He took his hands away from his face and looked out the window at the row of clapboard beach houses that hid the ocean from view. A flash of bright green drew his attention. It was coming from inside the house directly across from Danny’s. At first he
thought it was a TV screen. Then he realized it was another window and that he was seeing straight through the house to the ocean on the other side.
              The small, square patch of green looked bright and warm. As he looked at it, he felt some of the heaviness start to lift from his chest. After a few minutes he almost felt peaceful. He stayed there on his knees, staring at the green window inside the house across the road until the smell of coffee brought him to his feet and into the kitchen.
              Danny was standing at the counter, sawing away at a bagel with a long bread knife. He turned and flashed that same big, optimistic grin he’d greeted Jack with every morning. “Hey, bro. Coffee’s ready.”
 
 
 
 
              Jack followed Danny out onto the small deck where they sat as they had every morning, sipping their coffee and watching the gulls wheel over the rooftops of the houses across the road. My beach view, Danny liked to call it.
              The first time Jack had come here with the kids ten years ago, Kaitlin had been excited but Billy was just old enough to show a little disillusionment. “Where’s the beach?” he’d said, staring out from Danny’s deck with a glum expression.
              Unfazed, Danny had leaned down to Billy and said, “Listen. Hear that?” Jack had listened too. The sound of the waves was audible like the sound of blood in your own body if you stay quiet long enough. “If you close your eyes,” Danny said, “You can pretend you’re right on the beach.”
              That’s right, Jack thought, If you close your eyes, you can pretend anything.
              Kaitlin had wrinkled her nose and asked, “What’s that smell?”
              “That’s the ocean, honey,” Jack told her, taking a deep breath. “Isn’t it great?”
              “I think it stinks,” Kaitlin said. “It smells like dead stuff.”
              “That’s right, sweetheart,” Danny said, swooping in with a first round of beers for the grown-ups. “It is dead stuff. Lots and lots of dead stuff. Seaweed, plankton, fish...”
              “Sharks?” Kaitlin said, her eyes getting wider, “Dead sharks too?”
              “Sure. Dead sharks too.”
              “What about whales?”
              “Absolutely. Dead whales. Lots and lots of dead whales.”
              “What about people?” Billy spoke up.
“Billy!” Kathy hushed him. Danny looked at Billy for a moment, a serious expression on his face, then spoke in his best pirate voice.
              “Sure. Dead people too. All the sailors who ever drowned. All the little children who ever got dragged out to sea by big, hungry waves.”
              The kids had stared at him. Kathy did too, her look of disbelief changing to anger.
              Danny drank down the last of his beer, threw his arms wide and shouted, “Okay! Who wants to go swimming?”
              Later that night, Jack had begged Kathy to keep her voice down. I don’t care if he’s your brother. What kind of asshole says that to a little kid? He’d defended Danny, of course, which had only made her angrier and louder.
 
              Jack could smell the thick ocean breeze now, sitting on the tiny deck with Danny. It was the same deck where they’d all had bagel breakfasts and crab-claw dinners together in summers past. It looked so small now, barely big enough for Danny and himself. It was hard to remember how they’d all once been able to fit on it. 
              “Remember that time you told the kids about all the dead things in the ocean?” Jack said. “Man, I thought Kathy was gonna kill you.”
              “Yeah...she killed you instead.”
              Jack felt the blood rush to his face. Danny had heard. Of course he had. The house was small and the walls were thin. Which made Jack wonder––had Danny heard him crying this morning?
              “So,” Danny said, “You thought about your next move yet?”
              “I don’t know. I was thinking about joining the foreign legion, but I think they closed down.”
              “Very funny.” Danny took a long sip of coffee and squinted at the gulls diving overhead. “I mean, have you thought about what you’re gonna do if Kathy doesn’t...you know...”
              “No. What?”
              “Hell, Jack, I mean...how long has she been gone now? A month?”
              “No. Not a month. Twenty two days. She just needs some time. You know how she gets.”
              “Yeah, “ Danny sighed. “I know. It’s just...”
              “What?” Jack felt anger start to rise, slow and steady.
              “It’s just...you’re my brother. I don’t want to see you get hurt, that’s all.”
              “I know,” Jack sighed, “I’m just doing the best I can.” This was something he’d said a lot to Kathy. I’m doing the best I can. Kathy didn’t believe it anymore. He hoped Danny still did.
              “Well,” Danny said, glancing down into his coffee mug, “You know you’ve got a place here. As long as you need it.”
              “I know,” Jack said; then, doing his very best Bogie voice, “Danny boy, you’re a schweetheart.” 
              “No. You’re a schweetheart.” They’d been doing this since college-days, trading Bogie voices back and forth until one of them laughed. This time Jack laughed first.
 
              When Danny left for work, Jack went for his morning walk on the beach like he’d been doing every day. As he passed the row of houses, he glanced at the one right across the road and remembered the green window. He thought about getting closer and trying to look inside, but didn’t want to frighten anyone, so he kept moving.
              He passed through the short alley between houses, climbed the sandy hill, and the ocean opened up in front of him. That moment was always a little startling, even frightening, like the first time his father had shown it to him when he was a child. An echo of that first feeling still remained and came to him now, unbidden.
              The boardwalk was crowded, even at this early hour. Ancient-looking men and women wrapped in heavy clothes moved slowly on canes or walkers, their bored-looking care-workers trailing along beside or behind them. Other men and women, younger but well on their way to old age, jogged fiercely into the wind, their faces lifted defiantly to the sun that had baked their skin an alarming shade of mahogany brown.
              When the boardwalk got too crowded, Jack stepped down onto the beach and headed toward the water where the sand was firmer underfoot and easier to walk on. He turned left and started walking with the ocean at his right side, the sand stretching out in front of him as far as he could see.
              As he walked along the edge of the sea, Jack heard a voice. It was an echo of his own voice from a few days ago, strained and agitated.
              Let me talk to the kids.
 
              “They’re asleep,” Kathy had said after a long pause. It was the pause that told him she was lying.
              “It’s eight o’clock,” he’d said, speaking slowly to keep his voice under control. “Put them on the phone.”
              Another pause. “They’re tired, Jack. They’ve had a hard day. They don’t need to be upset.”
              “Upset?” he heard his voice rising on the surge of rage in his throat. “What do you mean upset? Put them on the god damn phone!” 
              “That’s what I mean,” she’d said. “Call me when you’re feeling better, okay?” Then she hung up.
              Don’t fucking hang up on me! Don’t you ever fucking hang up on me like that!

              He could feel the words burning in his throat, pushing for a chance to get out. He let them out now under his breath, relishing the feeling. Then he looked up and saw a young couple walking toward him, looks of suspicion and alarm on their faces. The man took the woman’s arm and led her away from the water, cutting a wide berth around him. 
              His face burning, he turned his gaze away and saw something on the horizon. An oil tanker, long as a football field but miles away, it looked as small as a child’s toy on the vast grey mirror of the ocean. The light was playing tricks with his eyes so the miniature ship looked grainy and ghostly, almost like he could see through it.
 
              He saw another ship in his memory, smaller and closer. It had been there one morning years ago when he’d brought Kaitlin and Billy down to the beach. A small blue and white boat running parallel to the shore just beyond the breakers. He could feel Kaitlin’s small hand in his.
              What’s that boat doing there, Daddy?
              He could see men moving around on deck, others standing at the rail staring down into the water. At first he’d thought it was a fishing boat. Then he saw the orange vests and the white letters NYPD painted on the side and remembered what he’d seen the night before.
              Kathy and the kids had gone to bed, worn out after the long drive. He’d been sitting up late by himself, drinking and trying to unwind when the news came on. He’d watched through a haze as the images rolled by on the screen: the same blue and white boat running parallel to the shore, yellow police tape fluttering in the wind, the sunburned police chief squinting into the sun and saying words like rip tide.
              Two children had drowned, an eleven year-old girl and her friend. He was glad that Kathy had gone to bed and hadn’t seen the news. The police had closed the beach the day before but had decided to open it the next day. The sunburned police chief encouraged parents and their children to exercise caution. That would not be good enough for Kathy. She would insist on keeping the kids out of the water, maybe for the whole trip. His anger rose at the thought of it. Leave it to her to ruin everyone’s good time.
              So the next morning he got up early, woke the kids and got them into their swimsuits and out the door before Kathy could wake up and stop them. He pictured her face, the angry things she’d say. He could always plead ignorance. At least they’d get in one good swim.
 
              The yellow police tape was gone, so was the news van and the reporters with their cameras and microphones. But he hadn’t expected the boat to still be there. It unnerved him to see it so close to the shore. Close enough, he told Danny later, to wade through the breakers and touch it.
              “What’s that boat doing there, Daddy?” Kaitlin wanted to know.
              “Oh, nothing,” he said, “They’re probably just looking for something.”
              “What are they looking for?”
              “Dead bodies.” Jack turned to look at Billy. He was facing the ocean, squinting out into the harsh glare on the surface of the water. “That’s a police boat,” Billy said. “They’re looking for someone who drowned.”
              A quick feeling of panic rose in Jack’s chest. He’s not supposed to know things like that, he thought. He’s only ten.
              “I don’t know,” Jack said, trying to sound casual. “Maybe they’re looking for something else...”
              “No,” Billy said. “They’re looking for bodies.”
              “Really?” Kaitlin sounded more fascinated than frightened. “Can we go in now, Daddy?”
              He looked at the grayish-green water as it rushed at their feet and retreated, hissing, then out further where it got deeper. There are bodies out there. Dead bodies. Billy was right. He glanced out at the police boat, at the men climbing over its deck, and felt a flash of anger. Why did they have to be here today? Why did they have to ruin this for him?
 
              “Daddy, please...” He felt Kaitlin tugging on his hand, breaking into his thoughts. He looked down into her little round face, hopeful and impatient. “Daddy, aren’t we going in? You said.”
              Jack looked to the right along the shore and saw a man standing alone far up the beach, staring out to sea. The man wore a bright blue windbreaker that ballooned and billowed in the wind and made him look like some kind of strange bird ready to take flight. Following the man’s gaze, Jack realized he was staring at the police boat. The man was too far away for Jack to see his face clearly, but for a moment it looked like he might be crying. Oh, God, Jack thought. God, no...
              Kaitlin tugged his hand again and he felt a flash of anger. “Daddy, you said we could go in. You said.”
              He looked down the beach in the other direction and saw other parents venturing into the water with small children, laughing and splashing. He glanced at his watch. Kathy would be awake soon. Then she’d come looking for them.
              “Sure, sweetheart. Sure we are.”
              Taking her hand, he led her down to where the cold gray water rushed at them and retreated. The first wave that broke across their legs was freezing cold, and he felt his muscles cramp instantly. Kaitlin didn’t seem to mind and squealed in delight as another wave rose to meet them.
              Jack looked around for Billy and saw him still standing behind them on the shore, squinting out at the police boat that was almost directly in front of them now. “Come on,” Jack yelled at him, “Kowabunga, dude!” Billy flinched, embarrassed by his Dad’s use of surfer lingo, then walked slowly toward the water and waded in.
              Jack glanced out past the breakers. A diver had surfaced near the boat and was talking and gesturing to the men on board. Jesus, Jack thought, What if they find something? He glanced down the beach toward the man in the blue windbreaker and saw the man”s mouth contorted in a silent howl.
              Kaitlin’s squealing tore at his nerves and he snapped at her. “Stop! Don’t do that!” She quieted down, but when another wave came at them and lifted her up she started squealing again, louder than before.
              Jack heard another voice raised in anger behind him. Kathy’s voice. He turned and saw her walking swiftly toward them across the sand, her face a mask of anger. Gripping Kaitlin’s hand tighter, he said, “Come on, sweetheart,” and drew her deeper into the water, away from the shore. He felt the waves sucking the sand from under his feet, making him lose his balance and stumble. He didn’t want to fall. Not today, not here.
              Then he felt it. Something long and soft drifting and grazing against his skin underwater, twisting around his leg. Long hair. 
              Panic and horror rose in his throat, choking him. He felt the thing below the water wrap itself around his legs, and he kicked wildly to get it off. He didn’t realize he’d cried out until he heard Kaitlin calling, “Daddy! Daddy! What’s wrong?” A strand of dark green rose swirling to the surface and he saw what it was. Seaweed.
 
              He saw Kaitlin staring up at him, fear in her eyes. Kathy was staring at him too, frozen at the water’s edge, the anger in her face giving way to alarm. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she called out.
              “Nothing,” he said. “It’s nothing.” With shaking hands, he tore the slimy strands from his legs and threw them away as far as he could, while out beyond the breakers, he saw the diver in the water wave to the men on board, then slip beneath the surface again.
 
              Kathy had ended up keeping the kids out of the water for only one day. She’d relented the next morning but kept watch from her beach chair, yelling at him whenever she thought he’d taken the kids out too far. He obeyed but tried to ignore her contemptuous, disapproving gaze at his back.
              Kaitlin, who’d been so fearless at first, running to meet every wave, now seemed to hold back a little, and clung to him fearfully whenever a wave came rolling toward them. On their third morning, she’d stood stiffly at the water’s edge.
              “What’s wrong, honey?” he’d asked.
              “I don’t want to go in.” Her voice was quiet but he could hear the trace of fear in it, and immediately felt a flash of anger toward Kathy.
              “Why not?”
              “I just don’t.”
              “Sweetheart,” he said, kneeling in the sand beside her. “Don’t be afraid. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” She didn’t look at him but kept staring out at the vast gray-green ocean before them. “Sweetheart,” he tried again. “You know Daddy will never let anything bad happen to you, don’t you?”
              He saw a scowl pass over her small face, though whether it was at the waves or at what he’d just said, he wasn’t sure.
              “Okay...” she finally said. Then, holding his hand, she let him lead her into the water.
 
              They’d been happy for a while, hadn’t they? For a few precious summer days, when she had trusted him. Even Billy had dropped his suspicious reluctance and played soccer with him on the sand. They’d both played with him and trusted him, and while those days lasted he had been happy too, really happy for a while. 
              Standing on the same beach now, he watched other parents playing with their children. He saw one man leading a little girl by the hand into the waves. The little girl had long brown hair and squealed and clung to her father every time a wave rushed at them. Sadness pierced his chest, and he turned and walked back toward the boardwalk, little broken shells buried in the sand cutting into his bare feet.
              By the time he made it back to Danny’s house it was almost dark. When he saw that Danny’s car wasn’t back yet, he almost kept walking. He didn’t like being alone in the house with Vicky. But he hated feeling like a coward even more. 
              Vicky was standing at the stove, stirring something in a pan, a half-empty glass of white wine on the counter next to her.
 
              “So, Jack,” she said without turning to look at him. “How are you? How was your day?” There was something in her tone that set his nerves on edge, a sing-song friendliness like she was speaking to a child.
              He wanted to keep walking past her, back to his room where he could be alone. Vicky thinks you’re rude to her sometimes, Danny had said one morning. She says you act like you don’t like her. So he positioned himself stiffly against the counter, acutely aware of his own body, unsure of what to do with his hands.
              “Fine, Vicky,” he said. “How was yours?”
              “Oh, you know,” she sighed, moving toward the refrigerator and opening it. “Same old shit.” Bringing out a bottle of Chardonnay, she filled her glass and then held the bottle out toward him. He shook his head and forced a polite smile. “Oh, that’s right,” she said. “Sorry...”
              No you’re not, he thought.
              “Well,” she said, turning back toward the pan and stirring it. “Must have been beautiful out there today. Sure wish I could spend all day hanging out on the beach. I guess that’s what vacations are for, right?”
              Is that what you think this is?
A vacation? He started to walk back to his room when she spoke again.
              “So, heard anything from Kathy?”
              “She’s fine.”
              “Really? Good. What about the kids?”
              “They’re fine.”
              “Well, that doesn’t surprise me. Kathy’s a good mother.”
              “Excuse me,” he muttered, and walked out of the kitchen and back to his room, closing the door behind him. 
              The room had a claustrophobic, animal smell. His smell. Walking over to the wall, he yanked the window open and sat heavily on the futon, letting the soft sea air wash over his skin while the blood pounded like a drumbeat in his ears.
              Outside the light was failing, draining all the color from the sky and the houses. In a few more minutes it would be dark. The lights were already coming on in the houses across the road. He could see people moving back and forth inside the windows; a woman with curly gray hair and bare brown arms working at a kitchen sink, and in the next house, a group of young people laughing with beer bottles in their hands.
              He turned his gaze to the house right across the road. It was dark except for a flicker of greenish light in the downstairs window. Probably a TV or computer screen. But the longer he looked the more he was certain––it was the same window he’d been looking at this morning, and he was seeing straight through the house to the ocean on the other side. How could it be so bright? He decided it must be some kind of trick of the light, an optical phenomenon. The reflective quality of the water or the sand crystals trapping the last of the sunlight.
              A loud knock on his door startled him and Danny’s voice boomed from the other side. “Chow time, bro!”

              Vicky had lit citronella candles to keep the mosquitos away. Their cloying, medicinal scent clung to Jack’s nose and he pushed the candle in front of him to the other side of the table.
 
              “So,” Vicky said, spooning salad onto her plate, “You like having your blood sucked, Jack?”
              “Actually, no, Vicky. I don’t like having my blood sucked.”
              “Those are there to keep the mosquitoes away,” she said, measuring each syllable slowly.
              “Really? I thought you were just trying to set the mood.”
              While Danny talked on about things that had happened at work, Jack looked over his brother’s shoulder at the house across the road, trying to see into the window. But the angle was wrong, and all he could see was darkness. Danny was still talking when Jack finally spoke up.
              “Who owns that house? The one right across the road?”
              Danny looked at him, an expression on his face that Jack couldn’t read, then looked down and kept eating. “Nobody.”
              “You mean it’s empty?”
              “It is now,” Vicky chuckled, taking another sip of wine. Jack thought he saw Danny throw her a warning glance, but it was growing darker so he couldn’t be sure.
              “Did you know you can see the ocean right through that house?” Jack said. “It’s pretty cool, actually. I was looking at it all morning.” He stopped when he realized how this sounded. I was looking at it all morning...
              When Vicky had gone inside, Danny leaned forward and spoke in a low voice.
“Jack, I was thinking...how would you like to borrow the car and go to Allentown? You know, see Kathy face-to-face? Figure things out?”
 
 
 
              Jack felt a twinge of panic in his chest. “I don’t know, Danny. I think it’s probably better to do that on the phone...”
              “No offense, bro, but I don’t think it’s the kind of thing you can do on the phone.”
              Jack saw a flash of the same picture he’d imagined before, of himself standing alone on the front porch of Kathy’s sister’s house, pounding on the door and calling out to be let in. The feeling of panic in his chest started to grow.
              “You could see Billy and Kathy,” Danny said. “You’d like to see them, right?”
              “Sure I want to see them.”
              “Okay, then,” Danny smiled, “It’s settled. You take the car Saturday morning, have it back Sunday night. No worries.”
              Back in his room Jack turned out all the lights and lay down on the futon. He could hear Danny and Vicky’s voices through the walls. Their voices had an anxious, angry edge. He could fill-in the words himself. You’re letting him take the car? How do you know he’ll bring it back in once piece? What makes you think he’ll bring it back at all?
              He swallowed back the anger in his throat. He was imagining things again. What made him think they were talking about him? But what if they were? He’d made mistakes, he knew, and there were consequences for those. That’s what they all said at the meetings. You have to pay for your mistakes. He’d listened and wanted to say, Yes. But when does it end?
              A small flapping sound drew his attention––the circus poster on the wall, moving in the current of air pouring in through the window. He saw how the corners were curled and stained by 
the destructive elements of sunlight, water, and air. The pretty picture was rotting away before his eyes.
              The same thing was going to happen to him. It was happening already.
              A terror he’d only felt vague hints of before suddenly rose up fully formed inside of him. It was going to happen. It was going to happen and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
              The room tilted and he was clinging to the side of a bottomless chasm, trying to keep from sliding down. It wasn’t until he felt the ache in his hands that he realized he was digging his fingers into the mattress.
              He walked over to the window, gripped the window frame with both hands and drew deep breaths of the sea air into his lungs. When he could breathe again, he opened his eyes.
              There in the house across the road, the green window was blazing bright. He stood staring, unable to believe what he was seeing. But there it was. Surrounded by the darkness of night, one small square of sunlight.
              He rubbed his eyes and looked again. It was still there. He could see the sun’s rays glistening on the waves as they swelled and rolled. And what should have felt frightening, a rip in the fabric of the world, instead felt peaceful, almost comforting.
              As he stood gazing, he saw another motion different than the rhythm of the waves. Human figures passing quickly across the frame and then disappearing. He stood still, afraid to breath, waiting for them to reappear. When they did and he saw how small they were, he knew they were children.
 
              They vanished from the frame and his body was flooded with a terrible yearning. The mystery of the sunlit beach in the window no longer felt important. All that mattered was those small bodies that flickered back and forth across that bright green space like moths flying in and out of a light. He wanted them.
              When the sunlight woke him in the morning, he didn’t remember laying down on the bed or how long he’d stood at the window waiting and watching. He got up, stiffly, walked over to the window and looked across the road at the empty house. He could still see the beach through the window on the other side, but it no longer looked strange or miraculous. Daylight flooded everything with ordinariness.
              He wanted to tell Danny but he didn’t dare to. What would he think? That he was drinking again? Or that something had gone wrong with his mind?
              He thought again about that bright square of daylight shining in the middle of the night and felt no fear, no confusion. It was other things confused and frightened him. People’s faces on the beach and on the street. The thought of coming face to face with Kathy again after all these weeks. The sound of her voice on the phone.
              Danny had urged him to call Kathy to let her know he was coming to see her and the kids. He took a deep breath and punched-in her number on his cell phone. She sounded confused and alarmed when he told her.
              “You’re doing what?”
              “I told you. I’m coming there. I’ll be there tomorrow.”
              “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Jack.
 
              “Why not?”
              “It’s just not, okay?”
              “No,” he said, trying to keep the anger out of his voice, “It’s not okay. I haven’t seen the kids in a month, Kathy, did you know that? A month. I need to see them.”
              “It’s just not a good idea, Jack.” She paused. “It’s not going to be like you think.”
              “What do you mean?” he said, the anger starting to rise in his voice. “I need to see them.”
              There was a longer pause and for a moment he thought the line had gone dead. Finally, she spoke again.
              “Alright. Do what you have to do.” Then she hung up.
 
              Danny made dinner the night before Jack left. Steamed clams and crab claws, grilled corn on the cob, bottles non-alcoholic beer buried in buckets of ice. It made Jack nervous. It was the kind of meal you make for someone who’s not coming back.
              “What’s the occasion?” he asked, watching Danny moving back and forth from the grill to the table and back again.
              “No occasion,” Danny smiled. “Do I need an occasion to cook for my family?”
              Jack glanced at Vicky sitting on the far side of the deck in a lounge chair, her face lifted toward the sun, her eyes hidden by sunglasses. My family. Was this the picture Danny had in mind when he said my family?
              Later, after the sun had set and the table was littered with broken crab claw shells and empty bottles, Danny raised his drink and said, “Well, bon voyage, bro.”
 
 
              “You mean bon chance, don’t you?”
              “Sure,” Danny shrugged. “Bon chance...bueno suerte...break a leg...whatever.”
              Jack was looking over Danny’s shoulder again at the house across the road. The sky wasn’t dark yet but it would be soon.
              “What are you looking at, Jack?” Vicky’s voice was slurred. Jack hated the sound of it. Danny had gone inside to take a leak. Jack glanced toward the door, wishing he’d come back.
              “How come you’re so interested in that house, Jack? Any naked girls move in over there or something?”
              “No. No naked girls.” 
              “Well,” Vicky smiled, bringing her wine glass to her lips, “There used to be. Shit, that guy knew how to party. Till his money ran out. All that booze and blow. Loud music every night. Funny thing is, he never used to be that way. Till he lost his girls...” 
              “His girls..?” Suddenly, Jack could see it. The police boat just offshore, the man in the blue windbreaker standing alone far up the beach, his face a distant, ruined blur.
              “Yeah, you remember,” Vicky continued. “First his girls drown, then his wife left him. Pretty soon, no more parties. I used to watch him wandering around over there in that big empty house...”
              “Vicky...” Jack looked up and saw Danny standing in the doorway glaring at her.
              Vicky raised her hand to her mouth like she was trying to hush herself, then her shoulders started to shake. “Jesus,” she said, and Jack realized she was laughing. “All that great big ocean right there in his front yard. And the asshole goes and hangs himself...”
 
              “Vicky––goddamn it...” Even in the dark, Jack could see Danny’s mouth trembling. Standing quickly, he hurried past his brother and down the hall to his room.
              Jack locked the door and sat on the floor right in front of the window and looked across the alley for the bright green window. But it wasn’t there. Only darkness.
              He closed his eyes and concentrated on the sound of the waves, thinking of the green window shining in the darkness. Please, he thought, like he had the first time. Please. And when he opened his eyes, there it was. The little figures he’d seen passing back and forth were there too. This time they were not running but were sitting in plain sight playing in the sand, their backs turned. But he knew them. He knew them. He watched and his heart filled with a longing that lifted him up until it felt like he was there with them in that bright warm place.
 
              The drive to Allentown was longer than he remembered, and he stopped twice to check the map and make sure he hadn’t gone too far. The sky was a molten iron gray rimmed with red like he was driving into a tornado or a forest fire. When pulled up in front of Vicky’s sister’s house and opened the car door, he felt the first drops of rain hit the back of his hand. By the time he reached the front door his shirt was soaked.
              He rang the doorbell twice before he started banging on the door. He’d promised himself that he wouldn’t do this, that he would not pound on the door or call out her name, but that promise felt useless now, as useless as the sound of his own voice coming back to him in the rain.
 
              He tried the doorknob; to his surprise, it turned in his hand and the door swung open. Stepping across the threshold, he listened for a moment. Hearing, nothing, he began to move through the house, his heart pounding harder in his chest. “Billy? Kaitlin? Sweetheart, it’s Daddy...”
              He thought of how long it had been since he’d heard her call him that. Kaitlin had stopped calling him Daddy when she’d turned thirteen, about the same time he’d left. That was going to change, he decided. That was all going to change, starting now.
              He climbed the stairs to the guest room where they usually slept and it was empty, no sign of their clothes or luggage. He opened the closet door and froze when he saw what was scrawled in black marker on the wall.
              F U C K Y O U A S S H O L E  I H O P E Y O U D I E 
              He stared at the black letters, feeling everything drain out of him. It wasn’t Kathy’s handwriting he was looking at. It was Kaitlin’s.
 
              Jack had turned around and driven back from Allentown without stopping; the four hours behind the wheel he could only remember in jagged pieces like a bad dream.
              Danny’s face had looked worried when he’d opened the door. “What happened, Jack? What’s wrong?” Jack couldn’t answer at first. He took the glass of water Danny handed him, and when he closed his eyes to drink he saw headlights and the white lines of the highway flying toward him out of the dark.
 
 
              All he wanted was to lay down, close his eyes and hear nothing, see nothing, feel nothing for a while. When he finally finished telling what had happened, he looked up and was shocked to see Danny crying.
              “I’m sorry, Jack. I’m sorry,” Danny’s voice sounded small and strangled. “You can’t stay here. Vicky’s been really patient. You’ve been here a lot, Jack. A lot of times. That’s why I gave you the car. I was hoping...” Jack stared at Danny’s wet, red face, his mouth twisted out of shape, unrecognizable. “Vicky’s been really patient, Jack. She’s been patient with me too. You know what I mean. I can’t blow that, Jack. I can’t.”
              Danny stopped to wipe his eyes. When he spoke again, his voice was steadier but still fragile-sounding. “You can stay here tonight. You’ve got someplace to go, right?” 
              Jack could only nod his head. Yes. Yes I do.
 
              The green window was still blazing bright inside the house across the road, just like he knew it would be. As he sat staring at it, finishing the last of the bottle of vodka he’d found in the kitchen, it all became clear to him. These past three weeks, the months and years of anger and separation, the ugly black letters on the wall. None of it was true. This, the green window shining in the dark, the beautiful figures that moved and called to him from the light and the fierce and powerful yearning inside him that answered them. That was true. And if it wasn’t, it was all he had.
              It was a short walk across the alley to the empty house. When he climbed the wooden steps and approached the sliding glass door, he could see the green window flickering inside, closer than ever. Then his whole body went numb with fear. A man’s face, pale and hollow-eyed, stared back at him. He cried out and struck at it, and the face shattered into pieces of glass that fell at his feet. His hand was cut but the pain felt distant, unimportant. Only the green window mattered, and the small familiar figures waiting for him on the other side.
              The closer he came to it, the brighter the light grew until he had to shut his eyes. He felt for the windowsill with both hands, gripped it and pulled hard until he felt it slide up. Then he climbed through.
              The moment he was on the other side he knew something was wrong. The air here was not warm but icy cold and felt thick and hard to move through. As he walked, the sand rose up around him in grainy, swirling clouds, and his limbs moved slowly and heavily as if he was dragging them behind him. 
              By the time he reached the small figures in the sand, he understood they were not his children. When they began to turn their heads, their long hair swirling around them in the thick, green air, he covered his eyes. He didn’t need to see their faces to know what they were. He didn’t need to feel their cold, damp fingers on his wrist to know where they were taking him. He had known that for a long time.
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Walking the Borderlines
 
Tracy Fahey
 
 
 
I’m writing the story of me and Charles Anderson. It’s a story from the year I turned twenty and went travelling. It’s a story of where we went and what came back.
 
#
 
My memories, inevitably, have been shaped by photographs. In the photo, he’s smiling an all-American smile, the sun is shining and he’s linking arms with me and the hostel desk clerk, Philippe. He looks like a young Rob Lowe.
 
I’m sitting here, trying to remember what happened fifteen years ago.
 
I remember lots of disjointed things about that Parisian summer, like a recovering amnesiac. I remember huge dogs, fetid gratings masquerading as toilets, post offices like palaces, palaces like boulevards, beautiful bridges topped with cherubs, the sinister red-lit Redons in the Musee D’Orsay, and the overriding smell of the Seine – a dank, foxy smell of sun-warmed urine.
 
And Charles and all that happened after. It all happened. I remember it with almost-sadness; nostalgia for the person I was.
 
#
 
It was late afternoon beside Notre Dame, sun slanting low and yellow across the bar table. Charles and I were talking about life and death and life after death.
 
No, back further than that.
 
#
 
We met in the hostel lobby standing by the desk. Charles. It was a strange feeling. We smiled broadly at each other, smiled like old friends, and I felt an immediate shock of recognition. There wasn’t even a desire to start talking immediately. He was standing with my Irish back-packing friends Dee and Adele and we all started chatting. Finally, inevitably, I turned to him.
 
The next bit is a montage of the lobby, the street outside, the bar, the bar table, his pack of Marlboro lights, his soft Georgia accent, our conversation.
 
“He’s nice, isn’t he?” Adele asked.
“Yes” I agreed.
 
But how did I really feel about him? Even back then, that first night, I had that inflated, giddying feeling when you meet someone you click with, when you can think of nothing more intoxicating than becoming the friend of this new, fascinating person.
 
The next day we went to my “usual” café, Le Chat Noir. It was late afternoon beside Notre Dame, sun slanting low and yellow across the café table. Charles and I started talking about life and death and life after death.
 
“Do y’all believe in an afterlife, another dimension?” He cocked an eyebrow at me.
“Well, I do think that there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio…” I began my pat answer, and then stopped, recklessly. “Actually yes, I’ve had weird things happen to me – I’ve heard and felt things I can’t explain”
He nodded peacefully
“I mean really strange things. Once in college, some friends were messing around with an Ouija board at a party. They started screaming about someone moving the board. I thought it was just a ploy to get attention, until I heard a strange noise, like a group of people whispering in unison. I didn’t even think. I just acted.”
My voice grew smaller. I snatched a quick look at his face to gauge its expression. He continued to nod, slowly.
“So I put my palms on the table and started saying the Our Father, over and over. All around me I could hear people calling to each other. Under my hands I could feel- I don’t know – a kind of a thrumming”. I searched for words. “Like when you put your ear to an electricity pole as a kid. I kept saying it – some people joined in – and then, suddenly it was over.” I sat back in my chair, remembering. “Funny thing is, no-one ever mentioned it again. But I lost a few friends that night. People don’t like it, it turns out, if you think you hear noises from another dimension. Strange, that.”
I sneaked at look at him from under my eyelashes. He touched my hand.
“S’all right now”. His voice was soft as syrup. “No need to make a joke of it. Folks are just afraid of what they don’t know. There’s more than you, you know. I call them borderliners. People who can see or feel things like you.”
I looked straight at him, eyes wide.
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I’m a borderliner too.”
 
I sat there in the warm sunshine, looking at his blue, unafraid eyes. In another world, close by us, everything ticked onward, the buzz of voices continued to sound around, a car horn blared, two dogs barked in quick succession. At our table, there was nothing else but our conversation.
 
“Tell me about you.” I urged. “I thought I was the only one.”
He paused. “Well, it’s a long story. It kinda starts when I was a kid.” He stopped again. “I’m telling it all wrong. I mean, I can’t remember a time when that stuff wasn’t going on. Right beside my bed, when I was little, I’d see a man watching over me when I slept. My momma told me he was there to protect me.”
“You’ve seen things – people?” I couldn’t imagine the awfulness of it.
He ducked his head. “Yeah. I’ve thought about it a lot and I guess crossing the borders is like climbing rungs on a ladder. First step is feeling things are weird, or a bit wrong. Then comes hearing. Then seeing. I’m at a different level of the ladder than you, because I’ve seen stuff too. Not just felt it.”
As he talked, I felt a slow sigh of relief escape me. Not mad, my mind insisted. Not mad like the people from the home up the road with their slurred, muffled talk speech, and their slow, blank eyes. Just sane. Just like Charles. I felt my old never-voiced terror start to wash out in great, breathless surges.
 
#
 
Charles left Paris soon afterwards. I was only consoled by the thought I would follow him to London to stay in his step-mother’s apartment. A few weeks later, after a prolonged overnight coach-ride in a bus where the French driver played rap music and no-one slept, I arrived in London with Adele, full of tired elation to see him again.
 
And it was lovely. The glad, face-aching smiles at meeting again, the trip round the supermarket to buy food and strong cider for the evening. Over the bread counter he held my arm - “I am really so glad you’ve come over.” I felt a little, warm wriggle of happiness in my stomach. Adele walked back with us, agreeing to stay for dinner before meeting her relatives in Camden. We were all tired, but it felt nice to reassemble part of the old Paris group. In fact everything was lovely until we got back to his step-mother’s apartment in Battersea. Nice neighbourhood, rows of Sloaney houses and tidy trees. The people were smartly dressed, even the dogs looked more manicured than usual.
 
Then I stepped in the door of the apartment. It was all wrong. The sunlight of the late afternoon lay flat and yellow against the walls, which seemed just a little darker at the top than they should be. It was quiet and a little cold, despite the golden heat of the summer day outside. 
 
The corridor in front was a pool of empty silence.
 
I looked around out of the corners of my eyes.
 “This is nice.” Adele enthused. Charles looked at me sideways. I opened my mouth to politely agree, and then closed it again. 
Rosemary’s Baby, went the insistent voice in my head It’s like the apartment in Rosemary’s Baby. 
My mind felt slow and puzzled. No it didn’t. There was really no physical resemblance. 
“Grocery bags?” Charles was still watching me.
“Oh yes!” Confused, I followed him to the cool, white kitchen and started unpacking.
 
Later that night, we were tired and a little drunk, especially Adele and Charles. I’d tried to explain that English cider was stronger than French, but their blurred, pink faces told me they hadn’t listened. My home-made hamburger lay half-finished on my plate, bleeding ketchup. My mouth was almost too weary to chew.
 
Yawning and lusting for sleep, I stumbled into the spare bedroom savouring the smell of fresh cotton and the cool, slithery mass of pillows. I lay half-awake in a sensuous swoon of fatigue. At the end of the corridor I could hear Adele laughing at the door, then sounds of diligent, drunk Charles clearing up in the kitchen, banging plates and glasses heavily against the draining board. And then silence. My eyes closed, I stretched out my throbbing leg muscles. 
 
Seconds later, I was awake, exasperated. Upstairs, there was the distinct sound of feet walking then running, a quick, light thumping. It was no use. The running feet were in my head, read and visible. Round and round they went. My shut eyes projected visions of them, neatly shod in trainers, completing perfect circuits, over and over, overhead.
I’ll never sleep now, I thought, almost savage with tiredness. Stop running!
 
And then it was morning. A smell of coffee and toasting bagels drifted into the room. I sniffed. Sesame seeds? My stomach remembered my half-finished dinner and propelled me up.
 
Charles sat with his back to the window. His hair was unusually unkempt, the back sticking straight up, framing his head like a spiky halo. He snapped the lid of his Zippo back, cigarette tilted between his lips. I took a bagel and buttered it. 
“You OK?”
“Yeah, fine, feel a lot better. Except for your bloody neighbour keeping me awake.” I smiled to bely my angry words, last night’s annoyance fading.
He looked directly at me.
“Your upstairs neighbour walking round and round. Actually, it was more like a run. Weird time of night for it.”
Charles exhaled, dropped his eyes to stare at the cigarette in his hand.
“There is no upstairs” he said quietly. “This is the top apartment.”
The bagel felt like dough in my mouth
“There was no-one upstairs.” He kept his gaze on his hand, tapping the cigarette into the ashtray.
“But you’re right. There were a lot walking last night”
“Who was walking?” My voice was tiny, my insides airless.
“Well, y’all for a start.”
Fear hung low and cold inside me. “Me?”
“Yes” he said quietly. “Found you in the kitchen. Fast asleep. I guess you were sleepwalking. Walking the borderlines.” He ground out his cigarette, hard, and looked up. His blue eyes seemed glassy as marbles.
“But I do think you heard footsteps. That running sounds right.”
 
“It’s this apartment, isn’t it?” My voice felt dry and light in my throat. “There’s something wrong here. Tell me what it is!”
“I don’t know what it is. But that running sounds right” he repeated slowly. “Whatever’s here is restless, moving.”
“I knew when I came in. I just didn’t know why.”
“I was watching you to see. If you saw...” I heard the same tightness in his voice as I felt in my own “Look honey, I’ve been here for two nights on my own already. I wasn’t sure if it was just me” I moved the chair to sit close to him, craving the solid feel of him, cheek against the fabric of his white T-shirt. My mind marvelled - Two nights of this! On his own!
“What is it?”
He shrugged, and I felt him breathe in deep under his t-shirt. 
“Look I’ll take you round. See if y’all can feel anything”
 
Small steps. We walked slowly from the front door, down the corridor. 
Into the kitchen. 
Fine. 
The living room was a little chilly, a little dark. 
The bathroom was gray and dull. For a second, a shadow chased past the corner of my eye. My heartbeat jackhammered. I couldn’t drag my gaze to the mirror beside the sink.
Charles held my arm. “No, not there” I said, flatly.
 
We walked into the master bedroom, Charles’s room. 
 
There was nothing there. 
Except at the top of the walls.
 
Twenty minutes later, we were standing outside the front door, not speaking. We were holding hands like children, gripping each other, tugging downwards. Our rucksacks spilled clothes at our feet.
 
#
 
What did we see in that room? My mind has rolled over that memory so many times that it is as flat and unrealistic as a poor effect in an old B-movie.
It was a movement, darkness, a shadow, nothing more. But as I looked at it, it seemed to stretch and grow, to pulse with an oily black shimmer.
 
 
It’s not even a dramatic story, is it? In the end, all I saw were shadows. What I didn’t realise back then was that shadows are everywhere. When you cross a border, things are never quite the same. Now I see the darkness everywhere. It follows me, stealthy as a black cat. I see it sometimes, half-glimpsed, on the edges of vision. Sometimes I think I see it behind my eyes at night. That’s what I fear most. Whatever lies beyond our borders moves easiest in the darkness. All borderliners know that.  Charles and I didn’t really stay in touch. Sometimes experience draws you closer together. Sometimes it has the opposite effect. I think that privately we were reluctant to be near each other, in case our combined presence attracted anything else. He did come to see me in Dublin, towards the end of his backpacking year. It wasn’t a great success, with little time to talk. Besides, things that seemed interesting or philosophical in Paris and urgently important in London just felt odd and off-kilter against the normality of home. Afterwards we wrote to each other in a haphazard fashion. He moved to New York, fell in love with a Californian waitress. I heard he was engaged to her and I wrote to congratulate him.
 
It was just yesterday that I heard about it in an e-mail from Adele. She must have stayed in touch with him. “Isn’t it so sad about Charles? What a lovely guy. I can’t believe he’s gone. Suicide is so hard for a family to cope with.”
 
I’m sitting on the seat in my back garden, thinking about him. It’s a crisp autumn evening, and the lawn looks like dark, soft velvet in the twilight. His twenty year old self is so clear in my mind, even though almost everything he said to me and I to him is lost, when he is just a smile in a photo album, when I don’t even have his address anymore. I recall that eye-meet in the hostel lobby, that clicking into sharp focus, that whirling sense of recognition, that inevitability of speech. If I weaken and remember the whole story, I will move the darkness closer to me. I concentrate on trying to retain that memory of sunshine and eager chat, his smiling face, his southern drawl. I’m making an image to hold on to like a talisman, to sustain me through the long night ahead.
 
Yet, in spite of my best efforts, I can’t stop it. My fists unclench, I give way. I remember our journey to the borders, the pulsing blackness that we found there. As I sit in the dusk, cold tears edge down my face, tears for Charles who tried to outrun the shadows and failed, Charles who spent so many years walking the borderlines, Charles who has left me alone in the darkness.
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It Came From the Ground
Stephen Bacon
 
1
 
We’d been in Rwanda for only a few days before we saw the child with the machete. In the grand scheme of things, he came to represent the human form of horror that greeted us, unlike the things we encountered later. Sometimes at night I wake shuddering, desperate to escape my own glimpse through that border of sanity. The child with the machete was our motivation for going to Kigali, but the creature we witnessed in the sprawling farmland of Rwanda is the reason I will never return.
This was in the winter of 1994, when Rwanda was infested with death and madness. Karen, Joel and I had flown in from Johannesburg, my camera and Dictaphone hidden deep in the bottom of my rucksack. I’d been listening constantly to In Utero, the raw vocals of Kurt Cobain throbbing in my head like a mantra. It was the only CD I had in my Discman. Nirvana’s fury definitely eased my mood. 
The airport was balanced on the summit of a rocky mountain. We caught a cab down into the city, feeling a sense of relief when we escaped the baking exposure of the airport.
We’d bummed around for the first twenty four hours. I tried to ignore the atmosphere between us, occasionally throwing surreptitious glances in the direction of Joel and Karen. To her credit, she never once betrayed her true feelings, although my own imagination taunted me mercilessly.
The heat was less oppressive than in the hills so the narrow roads encircling the western quarter offered welcome shelter from the sun. Tucked inside my wallet was a piece of paper bearing a single name – David Kirenga. Next to it was a hastily scribbled phone number, given to me by our contact in Burundi, who’d recently fled the country to escape the civil war. In the back room of a sweaty café we had examined the photographs he’d shown us; six blurred polaroids of a child running through the street wielding a bloodstained machete. Apparently the kid – an orphan, who looked to be no older than twelve – was an influential Hutu warlord, who’d allegedly seized power by escaping the orphanage after the atrocities had begun. He he’d lost his left arm in the conflicts, and this added to the grotesque image. Our contact – a jittery Tutsi farmer who constantly mopped his brow with a foul-smelling handkerchief – gave the information with an air of near-hysteria. He described an area of farmland, many miles outside Kigali, where the kid had set up a kind of commune.
I’d stared entranced at the polaroids. They were poor quality but I could imagine the potential they promised. My Nikon was capable of doing the hard work – all I needed was to get close enough to catch the opportunity. The photos, grainy and blurred as they were, offered enough to suggest that we’d not come on some fool’s errand. My journalistic instinct had been right.
Ask any reporter and you’ll get one of a few different answers about why we do what we do. Some will say the desire for honesty and truth, the need to tell the news. Some will cite noble ventures like integrity and morality. For me it was the Pulitzer.
For years I had dreamed of achieving the highest recognition in my field. It was what kept me warm on those days when I shook cold rain from my hair. It was what kept me alert on those nights when boredom tugged at my eyelids. If I’d thought about it long enough I might have actually realised that the possibility was beyond hope, but it was all I had to keep me focused. Images from a time of war were the way to reach the Pulitzer – think of Nick Ut’s photo of the little Vietnamese girl running naked along the road, or Joe Rosenthal’s shot of the flag being raised on Iwo Jima – absolutely breathtaking images that have resonated with the public ever since. I wanted my name to be spoken of with such esteem. Recognition was the only reward that would impress my father; his own millions bought him whatever he wanted. Even a minor journalistic award would be the ultimate way of ramming his disapproval of my career as far down his throat as possible. 
We rented a room in a cheap hotel on the outskirts of the city, more out of necessity to remain low-profile than for financial reasons. Karen and I took one room, Joel the one next door.
I lay on the bed watching the ceiling-fan rotate. Karen was taking a shower. Somewhere nearby an argument raged in staccato French. Upstairs a television blared out a programme in Swahili. I wondered what Joel was doing, imagining his movement in the room next door.
Karen hadn’t brought her journal on this trip, just her notepad. I’d checked it for entries while she showered but it was just filled with background on Rwanda and the civil war. Joel wasn’t even mentioned.
At nine o’clock I went down to the payphone in the foyer. I dropped several centime coins into the slot and dialed the number from the scrap of paper in my wallet.
David Kirenga’s voice was quiet and distinct. We agreed a fee for his trouble, and made arrangements for the following morning. I returned to the room.
Karen was in a weird mood. She tried to entice me into bed, but I resisted. She’s a noisy lover and I was afraid Joel would hear us.
The car drew up outside at the allotted time the following morning. The trunk of the vehicle smelled of sour milk so I was careful where to stow our rucksacks. Joel took the front, Karen and I jumped in the back.
David talked as he drove. I had to lean forward to hear, which left me nauseous and disorientated. His English, though accented with the soft intonation of French, was near perfect. The initial journey through the streets of Kigali was tense and jerky and I was relieved when we finally reached the outskirts of the city.
 
 
2
 
Rwanda isn’t called The Land of a Thousand Hills for nothing, and the grasslands and countryside that extended beyond the capital were far more verdant than I’d expected. David explained that armed guerrillas frequently patrolled the hills. An anxious glance passed between us, even though our research had prepared us for such facts.
David’s voice was captivating and he told a compelling tale as we travelled the dirt roads that encircled the city, rising high into the hills.
The kid with the machete was called Fabrice Kambanda. Little was known about him prior to his escape from the Kigali orphanage in April. David pointed across the valley to a black scorch, stark against the green hillside.
“Our president’s plane was shot down in April.” He swallowed. “The fire is still burning in our hearts.”
I could hear the scratch of Karen’s pencil as she wrote in her pad. I remembered the report of the president’s death; several days later the news was eclipsed by the suicide of Kurt Cobain. To the Western world, the immortalisation of a rock star takes precedence over the death of the leader of an African nation. What a fucked-up place we live in. 
“Fabrice has become a legend in less than two months. People talk about him like he’s the Devil. Maybe he is, but he’s still a twelve year-old boy.”
“How’d he lose the arm?” Joel asked.
“In the skirmishes.” David shrugged. I could see the reflection of his dark eyes in the mirror. “Many bad things have happened. It’s like the world has gone mad.”
“Not the world.” Joel raised a cynical eyebrow. “Just Rwanda.”
We drove through the countryside for about an hour. It was difficult to gauge the distance because of the undulating terrain. At one point we had to pull over to the side of the road and let the car rest behind a screen of bushes. We waited anxiously as the vehicle ticked and creaked in the heat, silently awaiting the approach of the jeep that David had spotted across the far side of the valley. The armoured truck was carrying three passengers - all members of the Hutu militia – brandishing rifles and knives. As we watched through the trees I felt the weight of Karen’s stare and understood the message; David’s fee had been worth every penny, given his knowledge of what we were dealing with.
Soon we were on our way, slowly climbing into the foothills. David continued to talk as he drove and we were lulled by his narration.
He spoke of the way the atrocities had affected the people he knew. Karen was frantically transcribing these personal accounts, but I was impatient for us to reach the kid. The endless stories of mutilation and massacre were hard to absorb, and I felt my mind hardening against the reality of what was happening here.
There were several signs of horror on the road. We saw a burned-out car, blackened and twisted like a grotesque metal beetle. The shattered glass glittered in the sunlight as we passed. Several feet away, a body lay in the shrub-grass. I could have been wrong but it looked like the figure was missing its head. I fired off some shots through the window, convincing myself that I was mistaken - that it was instead a bundle of rags or some remnants thrown from the fire-stricken car.
The ache in my back was starting to become an acute pain when David suddenly announced that we were a few miles from our destination. Fatigue that had just begun to settle into my limbs was now dispelled by the news, and I licked my lips and glanced out of the window, suddenly alert.
Our car pulled over. A dried mud-track bisected the grass that edged the asphalt road and threaded into the trees thirty feet away. Our passage was blocked by a tree trunk that had been deliberately placed to prevent vehicles from driving along the dirt road. We climbed out.
“From here we’re on foot.” David opened the trunk of the car and we grabbed the rucksacks. He took a bottle from his own bag and gulped down a long swig of water. “It’s too dangerous to go any further by road. The militia is active along there.”
I noticed a lingering glance pass between Joel and Karen at this point, as I was fastening the rucksack’s strap across my chest.
David was attending to our equipment, checking to ensure we were ready for the hike. He stood and peered at me. “There’s a convent about four miles east. We’ll be staying there for the night; Fabrice has taken over a farm close to the convent. That should enable us to be near enough for you to get what you want.”
His intent may have been lost in translation, but I thought I detected a hint of distaste in his voice. For the first time I wondered what these people must think of us; taking photographs and writing reports while their own people massacred each other. I glanced away.
We began walking, led by David. All around us the long grass whispered in the gentle breeze, creating movement and confusion. The ground underfoot was soft. I tried to concentrate on covering the distance with minimal damage to my body. My gym days were long behind me, and I was a little worried that I might become a liability.
Karen suddenly took my hand and I turned and smiled at her. Instinctively I glanced towards Joel, who was peering into the trees. The mid afternoon sun was beginning to descend, shadows encroaching across the grassland.
We walked for about 45 minutes. The going was tough because the track was overgrown. Once or twice we crossed chain-link fences that ran into the distance as far as we could see. Their gates were padlocked so we had no option but to climb them. We stopped for a break in the shade of a small grove. David passed around some crumbling flatbread, very sweet to taste. He urged us to eat to maintain energy levels.
              We set off again shortly, and I noticed Joel’s face was flushed with exertion. I felt a sense of satisfaction that I appeared to be managing better physically.
              Our terrain was changing; the gently rolling hills were giving way to denser vegetation. Clumps of trees were springing up at increasing intervals, adding to my feeling of claustrophobia. I moved carefully. Darkness settled around us, though the sky still retained the final vestiges of daylight.
              We were about to cross a narrow stream when, from somewhere nearby, a volley of gunshots rang out.
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Instinctively we hit the ground. My ragged breath sounded deafening in the still air. A flurry of yells rose from the trees ahead. We remained as we were for almost ten minutes as the voices seemed to diminish. There was one further gunshot, sounding quite distant, before we relaxed enough to stand again. We negotiated the stream with increased nervousness before hurrying after David.
              Within twenty minutes we emerged from the woods into a clearing. The outline of a large two-storey building stood in silhouette against the sky. An adobe wall encircled the perimeter of the ridge.
              “We’re here.”
              I felt a surge of relief at David’s words. We dragged our feet up the incline towards a wooden gate that stood proud of the wall.
              “It’s more like a prison than a convent,” Joel remarked.
              There was an electric bell on the outside of the gate. David pushed it twice. I noticed relief in Karen and Joel’s faces, even in the darkness. Presently a small hatch in the door opened, and a wrinkled face appeared. David explained why we were there. The door swung open to allow us entry.
              The poor light hid detail from the building but we walked towards it nevertheless. Lights burned in several of the windows.
              We let David do the talking. The old man who’d admitted us - a shuffling Rwandan - ushered us into a sparsely decorated hallway. Various religious paintings adorned the walls. A rickety staircase rose into the darkness to our right. He led us along a dimly-lit corridor towards a room at the rear of the building.
              A woman stood as we entered. Grey hair peeped out from beneath her blue wimple. Her face was lined with kindness and she greeted us warmly.
              “My name is Sister Claudine.” She spoke English with a gentle accent. “Welcome to the convent of the Sisters of Saint Francis.”
              She gave us a brief tour of the place. Unused to the practices of organised religion, I was impressed by the atmosphere of reverence that surrounded the convent. That may sound strange, given the fact that we were taking refuge within the confines of a religious order, but the horrors that were occurring elsewhere in Rwanda seemed distant. We were shown to our rooms on the first floor, both containing a pair of single beds. David and Joel took one room, allowing Karen and me to take the other.
              After unpacking our meagre belongings and washing in the basin that seemed to deliver only cold water, we returned downstairs. There was a smaller room, separate from that of the nuns, and we ate a simple meal of soup and cold meat with vegetables. Sister Claudine accompanied us. Our conversation touched on the reason for our visit to Kigali, and I was again struck by how shallow and mercenary our motives seemed. Sister Claudine’s eyes clouded when she spoke of what she’d heard about Fabrice.
              “Like all false gods, he is surrounded by people who wish to commit sin.” She dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “I find it hard to believe that you have come all this way, for what? – Just to take a photograph?”
              I nodded. “To take a photograph…with extreme prejudice.” Either she didn’t get the reference or she didn’t find it funny. An uncomfortable silence fell upon us.
              David bowed his head politely. “Sister Claudine, we are very grateful for your hospitality, but we must impose no more upon you. I think my friends have – “
              “The boy’s tribe attacked a family several weeks ago.” The words sounded harsh in the silence of the dining room. Her eyes locked on mine. “The family had been fleeing from their home. They killed the children and raped the mother.”
              I heard Karen inhale sharply.
              “They tortured the father for several days but he managed to escape. He came here. We did our best to help him but the madness had…infected him. He left us. Several days later I heard he had consulted a sorcerer, someone from the hills. He chose a dark path instead of the one we offered.”
              “My God.” Karen held her hand across her mouth. I wasn’t sure whether this was because of the story, or her blasphemy. “What happened to them?”
              “A man comes here every two weeks to deliver supplies. He told me, according to the reports, that a jinn has been invoked. People are afraid.”
              “What happened to the family?”
              Sister Claudine blinked. “His wife and children had been killed. These people are very superstitious. They believe that a great sacrifice is required to summon a jinn. The man slit his own throat - as instructed by the sorcerer - to unleash the jinn in a fit of vengeance.”
              I have no idea how, but the conversation shifted quite suddenly onto something lighter. By the time we finished the meal and retired to our room we had managed to repair the feeling of awkwardness that had festered between us and Sister Claudine. I felt we had reconciled our Westerners’ lack of understanding with their country’s beliefs.
              Our room seemed dimmer than it had before the meal. We were both tired from the hike across the fields, so it wasn’t long before we were asleep. My dreams were troubled; creatures made of black smoke walked through the grass, their eyes glowing with fiery intent. I awoke disturbed, a faint shriek trembling on the edge of my lips. With relief I realised where I was, and in an effort to shake the remnants of the vision from my mind I climbed out of bed and approached the sink. I splashed cold water onto my face, its bite invigorating me.
              I became aware of a noise from the bed. Karen, too, was dreaming. Her face was twitching and her breath came in sobs. She was writhing slightly, and from the moonlight that poured in through the window, I could see the sweat on her body. A murmur escaped her lips.
              Frowning, I approached, tilting my head to one side. Had I heard correctly? Did she just say Joel? I watched her for a second. Maybe she had said no. Her movement under the covers suggested arousal rather than fear. I gently shook her by the shoulder.
              “Hmmm? What – Jason?” She opened her eyes, wide in surprise. “What’s wrong?”
              “Nothing. You were having a dream, that’s all.”
              “Oh.” She closed her eyes, turned over and returned to sleep. I settled down next to her but it was quite a while before my mind allowed me back to sleep. When at last it did come, it was restless, made uncomfortable by the wedge of resentment that had been driven between us.
The room was unbearably hot the following morning. The window was a shimmering haze of light and I sat up in surprise. I was alone in the room. Dressing and washing quickly, I went downstairs. There was an unbelievably lovely aroma of cooking food. At the foot of the stairs I caught a glimpse directly into the small dining room in which we’d been entertained the previous evening. Karen and Joel were sitting at the table, laughing at something that Joel had just said. Their mirth abated somewhat as I entered the room.
              “Morning, Jason,” said Karen. “Thought you’d never get up.”
              “It’s not that late.” I glanced at my watch.
              “Sit down, buddy.” Joel stood. “I’ll tell the cook you’re up now.”
              “Where’s David?” I took a seat next to Karen as Joel left the room.
              “He’s gone to organise some supplies. He thinks we might be able to get our shots today, and be back here for nightfall.”
              I felt disgruntled, as if they’d all been organising things while I’d slept. David entered, followed by a young lad carrying a plate of food. I began to eat enthusiastically, as David and Karen drifted out into the corridor. Joel joined them. I could hear their conversation as I ate, and this added to my feeling of dislocation. Maybe I was just tired, but the paranoia was beginning to get to me.
              After I’d gulped down my breakfast I joined them out in the yard. The nuns had created a modest vegetable patch in the land adjoining the building. Rows of sprouting vegetation ran the length of the furrows like leafy markers.
              We double-checked our rucksacks. I sat in the shade of a moringa tree and took out my Nikon, making sure the batteries were still okay, looking over the light meter and checking the hot-shoe contacts were free of dust and moisture. Karen helped David refill our water canisters and stow them in the rucksacks.
              I felt suddenly, as we crouched there in the sun, an overwhelming sense of inevitability, a dark cloud on our horizon. I stood and urged my friends together, arms outstretched so they could join me. Offering my camera to David, I posed on the veranda, Joel and Karen either side, smiling uncertainly at the lens. Just last week I was looking at the photo in my apartment, realising that it captured the final time we were all together before death swept in.
              We said our goodbyes to Sister Claudine. I discreetly slipped a wad of francs into the collection box in the hallway. Soon we were out in the fields. Just as we topped a low hill, I sneaked a final glimpse back towards the convent. It was almost as if I needed reassurance that polite society still existed out here in the wilderness.
              As we walked, I brought up the subject of the jinn.
              David seemed to consider his words carefully. “This is a country with an ancient history. Some people have beliefs that stretch back many generations.”
              I threw a bemused glance at him. “But a sorcerer conjuring jinns?”
              He shrugged. “Is that any less realistic than those of western faiths? Would you believe a man could return from the dead any more than you’d believe a monster could be conjured using black magic?”
              “Fair point.” I looked at him. “You don’t believe then?”
              He was staring ahead into the trees. For ages he didn’t speak. “As a child I was brought up in the faith of Catholicism.”
              “And now?”
              His eyes seemed to darken. “I have seen a great deal recently to test what I previously believed to be right and wrong.”
              We walked on for a while in silence. I chewed over his words, trying to prevent his thoughts from unnerving me. Joel and Karen chatted brightly alongside us.
After about an hour of walking, I suddenly spotted a looping coil of black smoke in the sky some distance ahead. I looked at David, but he shook his head gravely.
              “We’re some way distant yet – this isn’t Fabrice’s place.”
              We continued carefully, Karen and Joel falling to the rear. We entered a small copse of trees, peering through the branches towards the clearing that angled upwards at a gentle slope.
 
 
 
4
 
A ramshackle hut stood desolate and conspicuous in a ripped clearing. A clutch of chickens pecked the ground. Smoke was rising gently behind the dwelling, creating a dark cloud.
              “Wait here.” David walked cautiously into the clearing. I followed close by, noticing his right hand move slowly towards a Velcro strap on the side of his rucksack.
              The earth around the door of the hut was scuffed and bleached. David tried to peer in through the small window, but the grime and the interior netting conspired to obscure the view. He gently tried the handle of the door. Part of me wanted it to be locked, but I felt a surge of adrenaline when it opened and he slowly pushed the door.
              The hut – which looked like it was usually home to several people – was empty. Two chairs were overturned, and the sheets had been dragged off the ramshackle bed that crouched in the corner. Broken pieces of earthenware pottery were scattered across the floor. David suddenly touched the edge of the table and held his hand up to the light that struggled to filter through the window. “Blood.”
              We went back outside and walked round the back of the building. A grain store was propped against the hut, blackened and smouldering, its wooden struts protruding from the chassis of the frame. The fire had been doused by something – possibly the damp air that had descended upon us quite suddenly – and I felt myself looking toward the perimeter of the clearing, where the trees seemed to intrude.
              David picked up a thick tarpaulin from the back of the adjacent shed and covered the remaining flames, dampening the smoke. Soon he drew it back and we gazed at the dying embers. “Let’s go on.”
              We moved back to where Karen and Joel anxiously waited. I fired off some photos of the dwelling. Together we continued. My mind was preoccupied with the scenes at the abandoned hut and, not for the first time, I wondered if we understood the full implication of what we were taking on.
              Within minutes the dark clouds had gathered and I could sense the electricity in the air. We plodded onward, our conversation light and positive. We talked about things from back home, the familiar details that reminded us of our normal lives. I found myself missing my office. We’d only left home four days earlier but already it felt like an eternity.
              Underfoot, the terrain was grassy and rutted. No sooner had we reached the summit of a low hill than we faced countless others beyond. I noticed the vegetation was altering as we progressed, becoming more leafy and tree-like. I’d been surprised by how rural the country appeared when we’d first arrived in Rwanda; now we were going to experience something that my ignorant mind realised was jungle.
              Drips of perspiration tickled my body. Flies buzzed ahead of us in the heat. The sky was darkening, closing its grey wings over the diminishing amber light. Objects shimmered in the distance, the heat-haze twisting things unfamiliar. We broke for a rest in the shade of a rocky tor... A stream bubbled between the rocks, plunging underground several feet away. David directed us to refill our flasks. I, for one, was grateful for the break. Joel and Karen had been silent for quite a while and I was starting to feel that their moods were synchronised, something that irritated me intensely. The welcoming chill of the water burned my throat.
              I sat next to Karen for a few moments. She was red-faced, her features slick with perspiration. She nodded at me reassuringly, but I sensed a slight crumbling beneath the exterior, a tiny erosion of her confidence. I squeezed her knee and reminded her that we’d be home in a couple of days. While we talked I watched Joel prowling the perimeter of the clearing, looking into the dense trees that fringed the clearing, twitchy with nerves. Occasional snaps of branches or bird cries from the forest elicited wide-eyed responses from him. I’d be lying if I said his behaviour didn’t please me.
              Eventually David turned from where he’d been peering across the valley through a set of brass binoculars. “We’re getting close.” He hitched his backpack onto his shoulder and smiled at us.
              We set off once again. I fell into pace next to David, feeling satisfied that my moment with Karen had helped repair our relationship. I allowed myself to ignore that they were following together. Instead I enjoyed the trek, relaxing in the prospect of us attaining our target, focusing on not missing our opportunity to get the photo that would make us famous.
              I was comfortable in David’s company; the more time I spent with the man the deeper I appreciated his acceptance of our proposal, even though it was at odds with his own beliefs and concerns. I asked him if he was nervous of encountering Fabrice.
              He shrugged. “It’s true he commands a great deal of influence. Yet he is still a boy. Maybe power is something that should only be bestowed on those mature enough to handle responsibility.”
              I stared out across the valley. “Power seems to attract people, whatever their age.”
              Soon we were descending the slope, wading through the tall grass. Flies hovered ahead, frantic in their movement. A narrow track encircled the valley, winding down towards a building that stood isolated in the foot of the basin. We stepped onto the track, suddenly feeling exposed and vulnerable. I stared at the silent house that awaited us, relieved as we plunged again into the cover of the overgrown grassland. It seemed like the building drifted towards us on a sea of green, as my senses went into overdrive, alert for any sense of danger. It felt like we were trapped inside a glass jar; the darkening clouds had smothered the breeze. I could almost taste the moisture in the air.
The house was dark and silent. As we drew close I became aware of a low moan coming from further around the veranda. We froze for a second. The sound came again. David crept up the steps, peering round the corner of the building. From my vantage point on the bottom stair I could see a black man sprawled on the decking, arms outstretched, low moans coming from him. David quickly knelt down and examined him. The man’s prone state inspired a little courage in me; I followed and peered inquisitively.
              His eyes were closed, tears flowing down his dark, weathered cheeks. His body was wracked by spasms, causing his limbs to judder. David loosened the man’s shirt at the neck and leaned in close to examine him. White foam bubbled at the man’s lips as he murmured incoherently.
              David frowned. “He’s delirious.” He lifted one of the man’s eyelids. “Looks like he’s been poisoned.” I recoiled slightly at the man’s white bulging eye rolling in its socket.
              “Will he be all right?” My voice sounded lost in the panic.
              David shrugged. Behind us I heard the swing door open and then close; I listened to Karen and Joel moving inside the house. There was a huge tear in the man’s clothing, revealing a glistening wound in his shoulder. The screen door banged again and Karen appeared holding a cloth.
              “It’s empty.” She handed the cloth to David, who pressed it against the man’s shoulder. He grimaced and thrashed his head from side to side. Again I could see his eyeballs rolling beneath the lids. After a few moments he grew still.
              “I think he’s unconscious.” David stood. “We should move him inside.”
              “What’s happened to him?” Joel nodded from the top of the porch steps.
              David shrugged. “He has a wound to his shoulder. Looks like something ripped into him, though his symptoms suggest poison.”
              “Machete?”
              David looked at me. “Maybe.”
              We lifted the man and heaved his body into the house, taking care not to jolt him. I was struck by how smothered the atmosphere felt inside. Dry shadows scuttled in the corners.
              We laid the man on a wicker sofa in the centre of the room. Joel drew a bowl of water and Karen bathed the gash on the man’s shoulder with some towels from the kitchen. David took me to one side.
              “Jason, we need to think about finding the boy. It’ll be getting dark before we know it.”
              I nodded towards the unconscious man. “What about him?”
              “Two people are just as effective as four. I thought you and I might leave Karen and Joel here with him, and we’ll go and get your photographs.”
              I nodded slowly. In a way I felt more reassured leaving Karen in the house, as if its walls offered sanctuary from whatever lay without.
              The ochre sky outside bled into the late afternoon as the clouds thickened and stole away the light. After we’d transferred the wounded man to the bedroom, David explained our intention to the party. Karen threw me a worried glance but I smiled in reassurance and nodded casually.
              “We should be back before nightfall.”
              Within half an hour we were ready. Joel had decided to spend his time propped in a chair next to the unconscious man’s bed, a solitary vigil. Before David and I left we all shook hands and he wished us well. I took my Sony Discman from my rucksack and pressed it to him. The look in his eyes meant he knew I was trusting him with much more than my Nirvana CD. David allowed me a brief moment with Karen, as he searched the rear outbuildings for anything of use. Her eyes scoured my face for any sign of nerves, although I managed to mask my true emotion. On the steps of the veranda we embraced. I kissed her, and then David and I turned and began heading towards the foot of the valley, beyond a grove of trees that extended as far as the farmland. Just as we reached a slope at the head of the canyon, I turned and looked back at the distant house. The veranda was empty.
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Quite suddenly the rain came.
              I heard the sound in the trees before I actually felt the drops. Huge, strong, splashes of rain that drenched us in seconds. In a way it was a relief; hopefully it would herald an end to the oppressive heat. Above us the heavy clouds glowered.
              I drew my hood over and continued trudging, noticing that David’s hood looked far more substantial than my own.
              Soon we were descending into the crest of trees that lined the edge of the valley. The rain caused movement all around. A broad canopy of foliage sheltered us from the downpour, and I was grateful for the respite. In the deepening darkness of the afternoon, shadows seemed to press against us. 
              Our trek took us through the heart of the forest, where trees watched silently, obscuring the light. David insisted we break after about forty minutes. The air almost hummed with misty heat. From somewhere above, thunder rumbled a sinister growl.
              We sheltered beneath a vast cam-wood tree. I tried to scrutinise the darkness of the forest floor, where I had the impression that things slithered and scuttled around my boots. Just before we set off I spied a huge black bird perched on a bowed branch. So intent was its gaze that I felt compelled to grab my camera and snap a photograph. It was an enormous crow, its feathers oil-black. But I must have been mistaken; when I had the pictures developed many months later, once the eventual horrors had faded, the photograph showed only a bare branch, exposed in its isolation. Perhaps the bird was just a product of my frenzied mind.
              The weight of the Nikon around my neck was comforting so I tucked it beneath my rain protector, a light nylon poncho. As I strode it counted beats with my pace like a pendulum.
              Eventually our progress through the forest - which so far seemed haphazard and meandering, although I had the utmost trust in David’s navigation skills – took on a more resolved aspect as we came across a man-made trail that crossed the edge of the trees. Dewy shafts of light penetrated the periphery of the forest, illuminating the tangle of vines and broad leaves that inhibited our progress.
              David turned to me, his voice low. “We’re here.” 
I peered anxiously through the gap in the vegetation.
A large square building stood conspicuous in the basin of a shallow clearing. By its basic structure and the abandoned agricultural tools that stood in the yard, it was clear that the building had originally been a farmhouse. A makeshift fence surrounded the compound, though I could see several spots where the barrier had been breached. A sense of fear settled on me as I noticed several prone bodies scattered on the ground. Everything was ominously silent. We watched for several minutes but there was no movement from the site.
“Let’s have a look.” David stepped out of cover of the trees, moving with an assuredness that was startling. I hesitated for a split-second and then followed, catching up with him at the foot of the incline. He was carrying a vintage-looking pistol. I gripped my camera for support.
Puddles of rain speckled in the continuous downpour as we approached the fence. The wire had been flattened, one of the posts almost uprooted from the soil. We carefully made our way across the twisted fence. My heart was hammering.
A dead male Rwandan lay on his back, staring unblinking into the falling rain. Death had left his skin looking unnatural. There was a gaping wound in the man’s chest, from which flies buzzed and swarmed. His hand was closed around a rusty machete. 
As we drew close to the door I noticed the ground around the building was deeply scuffed and disturbed; strange undulating waves patterned the soil like ripples. David cocked his pistol and approached the open door.
I could see partway inside. There was a wooden rack standing just inside the threshold, cluttered with various implements. David flicked a switch on the wall and shrugged when nothing happened. The power was out. He began rooting through the tools on the rack. I noticed another machete half-buried in the disturbed soil and, on impulse I picked it up. David grunted in satisfaction and held up an electric torch. He clicked it on, and the strong beam sheared through the darkness.
We were standing in a small ante-chamber, not much more than a storage room really. Ropes and candles were stacked on the shelves, alongside a crowbar and some spare batteries. I poked around and was pleased to uncover another torch. My relief turned to dismay, however, when I realised the batteries had run out, so I quickly loaded another set from the storage supplies. My own beam pierced the darkness.
“What’s happened here?” I peered along the corridor. “Maybe we should just move on?”
David shook his head. “No, this is what we’ve been looking for. This is the compound.”
My instincts told me something was not right. I’d been in quite a few tricky situations over the years, some of them potentially life-threatening, but the sense of remoteness took away any control I pretended to feel. I wondered whether it was better to cut our losses and head back. Before I could vocalise my doubts, David made the decision for me.
“Come on.” His whisper echoed along the corridor. He crept into the darkness.
I followed cautiously, sweeping my torch around. My beam suddenly played across something on the ground and I knelt to examine it.
A pool of shiny mucus lay on the floor, like a huge snail-trail, extending for about four or five feet. David probed it with his finger and strands of the slime spanned the gap like glistening threads. He shrugged and we moved on, our progress sounding clumsy and conspicuous.
Pale light diffused through a window of opaque glass as the corridor opened into a small inner room, with a door ahead. I pressed my ear to the wood and I could hear a distant moaning coming from somewhere further inside the building. David opened the door and we stepped into what appeared to have originally been a kitchen. Oversized tins lined countless shelves that dominated the room from ceiling to floor. It was obviously now used as a food store. I took a couple of photos, hoping that the flash wouldn’t overexpose the pictures; the light filtering through the grimy window was meagre. I was struck by how much food was stored here; before coming to Rwanda we’d heard stories of starving people and militia-controlled rationing. This stockpiling seemed absurd.
A door on the far wall opened into a wide hallway, with spindled stairs leading off to our left. It was clear that we were within the old farmhouse, and the prefabricated corridors and supplementary rooms that surrounded the original building had been recently added. Skeletal shadows swept across the walls as my beam touched on the spindles of the stairs. The moaning we’d previously heard was louder now, a low groan that seemed to come from both everywhere and nowhere.
I noticed David crossing the hallway to where a row of doors led away, feeling a sudden sense of alarm at his disjointed movement. It took me a few seconds to realise that his progress was hindered by fear, and I hurried close behind and let my beam support his own, which penetrated the darkness ahead. Then, instinctively, I gasped.
Beyond the climb of the stairs, over in the far reaches of the hallway, several figures watched us, motionless. The light bleached their features, casting a deathly pallor to their skin. I heard David’s anxiety in the ragged exhalations of his breath.
Several seconds passed as I wrestled with the dread that was threatening to overwhelm me, before David let out a relieved laugh. I peered at him, incredulous.
He approached the figures and I saw him reach out and touch the face of the one nearest. “They aren’t real.” He looked at me. “They’re statues.”
I frowned and approached them. Up close I could see that it was true; there were four figures in total, all in different positions. I gazed in wonder at the lifelike detail, and my fingers felt the rough, cold shape of the stone. Something about the precise detail unsettled me, though. David poked around in the darkness while I examined the bizarre formations.
It wasn’t just the detail that unnerved me, but the fact that it was inconceivable anyone would ever fashion a sculpture in such a way; one of them had a tongue lolling out of the corner of his mouth, stone spittle lining the contours of his lips. Another one had an open gash stretched across the extent of his back, from where his torn clothing stuck to the implied wetness of the wound. One was sitting with his head bowed, elbows resting on his knees. The final figure was frozen in the act of cowering back into the corner. A thin tear furrowed his neck. Were these things simply pieces of art? Did they illustrate what was happening in Rwanda in the same way I hoped my photographs would? I took several shots of the eerie stone formations.
David suddenly opened a door to our left, allowing the moaning suddenly to increase in volume. A short corridor ran away into the darkness, but an open trapdoor several feet over the threshold caught our attention. David stood and peered down, shining his torch into the hole.
A short metal ladder bolted to the edge of the pit descended to the corridor below, which appeared to run parallel with the floor passage. The groaning was coming from somewhere along there.
I swallowed and tried to catch David’s eye but the light was too poor. I could just make out the square angle of his jaw and the determined nod of his head.
“Come on,” he said.
He descended into the pit. The sounds of his boots on the metal rungs made me cringe, and I threw a quick scan around before hurrying after him.
The ladders were slippery. I felt my feet trembling on the rungs as I climbed to the bottom. Shining the torch onto them I noticed that much of the vertical wall was coated in the same slimy residue we’d seen upstairs.
The tunnel ran the length of the house for as far as we could see, eventually curving out of sight. It looked like it was originally built as a storage alley, though the heavy presence of dust and the emptiness of it now hinted that it hadn’t been used as such in a long time. I noticed emergency lights fixed to the ceiling at intervals, and they flickered intermittently, throwing a sinister throb of shadows into the passage.
Just out of view, beyond the bend of the passage, someone moaned. The sound was unnatural and stark in the confines of the narrow tunnel. I felt the hairs on my neck stand on end.
David stepped forward, gaping at an angle so he could see round the bend. His approach obscured my own view of the curve, and I felt a surge of panic. I swallowed, and fought the terror that threatened to claim me.
The next few seconds were a blur of intense activity; movement and sound roaring at us all at once. Something rushed out of the shadows ahead of David, screams spiraling around us. Almost in slow motion, I winced. Instantaneously a shot rang out, halting the inhuman screeching. The gun’s report sounded ugly in the narrow tunnel.
A man sat on his backside, staring at us in surprise. The light was enough for us to notice the crimson stain blooming across his chest. A thin ribbon of smoke drifted into view from the barrel of David’s revolver, where it remained pointed at the man. The man’s eyes followed the smoke for a moment before fading into milky, sightless beads. He dropped onto his back.
David turned to me. “I just pulled the trigger in surprise.” He swallowed. “I didn’t mean to shoot him.”
I nudged the machete that was still gripped in the dead man’s hand. “Lucky for us you did.” Before we moved on, I took a couple of photographs. The squeal of the flash recharging added an element of alarm to our mood.
We edged further along the tunnel. I sensed there was now a degree of apprehension to David’s movement. The moaning that had infused the house could now be heard more clearly, just ahead of us. As we approached a bend in the passage ahead I spotted the kid.
He was crouched in the corner, almost melting into the darkness that surrounded him. His chest was rising in shallow movements as the low moan escaped him. The eyes stared indifferently at the wall, unfocused and oblivious to our presence. He clutched something in the crook of his amputated arm, stroking it with trembling fingers. I peered closely and saw that it was a child’s toy, a dog-eared stuffed harlequin. The material of its diamond clothing was grubby and soiled.
Over the previous few days my mind had been creating a powerful image of expectation based on the blurred polaroids we’d been shown. I was anticipating a mutilated monster wielding death and madness, but instead we saw a frightened kid cuddling a stuffed toy. There was something about how pathetic he looked, how utterly innocent he seemed, that made me feel bad about photographing him.
“Fabrice?” My whisper sounded deafening in the silence.
He flinched as I touched his arm. “Come on.” I helped him up. His eyes continued to stare into the darkness. “He’s catatonic.”
Fabrice’s mouth was moving soundlessly. David cocked his head closer to the kid’s lips and listened for a second.
The older man’s eyes glittered in the tunnel. “He said, “It came from the ground.” What does that mean?”
I shrugged. “He’s delirious.”
David began to lead him by the arm. “We’d better take him with us.”
“Are you sure?” I was beginning to feel detached from reality. “I mean, he’s dangerous, isn’t he?”
They moved past me. “Does he look dangerous?”
Hysteria bubbled in my throat, and I fought hard to suppress a laugh. Where I’d been expecting a machete, the kid was carrying a soft toy. The situation seemed to be growing more absurd by the minute.
Between us we managed to guide him back to the end of the tunnel and up the metal ladder. He seemed withdrawn almost to the point of stupor.
The room with the statues had lost none of its weirdness. Fabrice’s eyes held not a flicker of recognition; I wondered whether he actually noticed them. I hesitated, staring uneasily at the shadowy figures.
“This way.” David motioned to a door at the rear of the room. I followed, relieved not to have to pass through that bizarre exhibition. We entered a deserted lounge, dusty and silent in neglect. I could hear the rain pattering the window, from where weak light diffused through the closed blinds. I dragged them down with a clatter, yellow light brightening the walls instantly. I unclipped the handle and pushed the window open.
David climbed out and I helped Fabrice through. His movement was vague and disorderly, the fingers of his right hand gripping the harlequin like a talisman. I clambered out of the window of the dusty farmhouse, breathing the damp air with a relief that edged towards hysteria.
Eerie statues – similar to the ones that were huddled inside – lay in frozen depictions of death. I examined one in the daylight.
The material was definitely stone; I scratched the surface of the thing with my torch, noticing the crumbling remnants that attached to the rubber. The actual detail was unreal; raised veins, skin blemishes, authentic touches of verisimilitude that increased the creepiness.
“Come on.” David nodded to a jeep that was parked further up the incline. It seemed to shimmer in the rain like a beacon. I followed eagerly.
David let out a gasp of triumph when he spotted the keys in the ignition. I almost wept. We helped Fabrice into the back. I jumped into the seat next to him. David started the engine. “We can get back much quicker this way.”
“What are we going to do? ...” I nodded my head towards the kid, “…with him?”
David stared into the trees as if searching for an answer. “I think they’ll look after him at the convent.”
I nodded uncertainly. “What’s happened here?”
David pursed his lips. “I don’t know. Something bad.”
“What about the statues?”
He shrugged and shook his head.
The jeep spun in an arc on the grass and we were soon accelerating along the track that threaded around the perimeter of the farm. Lifeless bodies lay at intervals as we progressed.
“Brace yourself.”
I peered ahead and saw that we were moving at high speed towards a locked chain-linked gate. I put my arm around the indifferent boy and braced myself.
We crashed through without fuss, bouncing over the struts of the gate. David righted the vehicle and we headed along the track that skirted the woods.
“It’s longer this way,” David indicated ahead with a nod. “But it would take ages trying to manage the boy between us.”
I nodded, suddenly impatient to return to Karen and Joel. Darkness waited among the trees as we sped past, vague indistinct shapes huddled together under the canopy of leaves.
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The kid rocked, continuing to stare into the distance. He looked to be beyond reach.
The mud track we were on circled back along the banks of a river that ran parallel with the perimeter of the farm. The fence had been breached at various intervals; tracks on the ground indicated a frantic mass of bodies had escaped the compound in a hurry, the posts left twisted and in disarray. Once again I was left to wonder what had caused such panic.
Rain continued to fall, disorientating me with its incessant patter. Constant drips from the overhang above reminded me that our shelter was transitory; that we’d soon have to brave the elements again.
David negotiated the track with a degree of reckless caution. Every so often I spotted bodies lying in the grass, but I found it impossible to take any photos with Fabrice next to me. Instead I simply averted my gaze.
Soon we were descending the track that ran into the valley. I knelt up as we emerged from the trees, studying the house.
It was just as we had left it.
We drew to a halt in front of the veranda. David and I managed to get the kid down from the back and up the steps. He was still catatonic.
As we entered the house I knew straight away that something was wrong. The house had taken on a different atmosphere.
“Karen? Joel?” My voice sounded invasive in the still air.
And then, almost creeping down the stairs towards me, I heard the barely audible sounds of Karen sobbing.
I was up the stairs in an instant, following the noise. There was a bedroom at the far end of the landing. I pushed the door open and stepped inside.
As soon as she saw me she leapt up and clutched wildly at me. She looked terrible. Her face was a pale mask of anxiety.
“Jason, he’s gone - Joel’s gone.”
“Gone where?”
She took a series of deep raking sobs. “He came round for a while, that man downstairs. We managed to speak to him.”
“Where is he?”
She ignored the question. “He told us what happened. He said he’d seen something in the forest – something horrible.”
“Where’s Joel?”
Her eyes widened as she spoke. “He went to find it.”
I sat down on the bed. She resumed crying. Part of me wanted to escape, to get as far away as possible from this place. I was also irritated at Karen’s behaviour. I thought about pointing out that he was probably just poking around the trees, looking for something in the woods. And then the reason for her trembling struck me.
“Karen.” I held her face in my hands. “Where is the man we found? The one who was unconscious?”
She swallowed a low wail and motioned to the floor. Downstairs.
“Jason.” David’s voice was weighted with intent as it rose along the landing. “You’d better come and see this.”
There was something in his tone that drew a shiver from me. I leapt up and hurried down the stairs. He was standing in the doorway of the sitting room, so my view was obscured. As I approached he stepped aside and I saw what he was looking at.
Curled in a foetal position on the low couch was the petrified figure of the farmer. The resemblance to the man we’d seen earlier was striking in its detail. Even the bulging madness in his eyes was captured. Veins stood out on his neck like tightened cords.
“Good God, what’s happened?” I heard my voice raising the question at the same time as my brain raced ahead with insane theories.
David frowned. “It’s the same …”
I touched the statue’s cold cheek. It felt as solid and unnatural as the others at the compound.
“This has to be the man we found earlier.” David sounded less than convincing. “Something’s happened to make him like this - to calcify him.”
He glanced at me. “Where are Karen and Joel?”
I fought a wave of nausea. “Karen’s upstairs. She’s pretty traumatised. She said Joel went into the forest looking for a creature that he’d spotted.” It felt weird acknowledging that the statue in front of us had ever been alive, could ever have seen anything.
We left the effigy where it was and drifted into the main living quarters. I noticed the kid, Fabrice, perched on the edge of a chair. He maintained that same disconnected stare.
We hurried upstairs. Karen was crying on the bed.
“It’s okay, it’s okay.” I stroked her hair. “Listen, we need to go and find Joel. What did he say?”
Tears were streaming down her face. “The farmer woke up. He was frightened. We calmed him down. He said that some kind of monster had attacked him in the forest. He said he needed to get some gasoline to burn it.” The sobs overwhelmed her. After a moment she continued. “Joel got him to say where it was. He went to look.”
“Where did he go?”
“He said…he said it was up near where the tracks crossed, quite a way into the forest.”
David caught my eye.
“Karen, we’re going to get Joel. You and me and Jason and Fabrice. We’ll find him.”
She nodded absently.
It took David and me nearly fifteen minutes to prepare for our final departure from the farmhouse. I guided Fabrice into the rear of the jeep, ensuring he was comfortably wrapped in the blankets and pillows that we procured from the house. He gripped the little harlequin doll in his only hand.
I ransacked the building from top to bottom. David managed to find a shotgun and a box of shells in one of the outhouses, and we stowed it in the front.
By the time we went to get Karen she’d composed herself somewhat. Her pallid face was streaked with tears, her eyes bloodshot. I put my arm around her and we walked to the jeep. She clutched at me with trembling hands. “Why did we come, Jason? Were we mad?”
“It’s okay, Karen, it’s okay,” I soothed. “We’ll get Joel, then go home.”
She nodded.
Once we were all loaded into the vehicle, David started the ignition. I felt a sudden sense of trepidation. Karen’s words had brought home to me the ridiculous nature of our trip; once again I was struck by how trivial our expedition actually was – to think we’d dared brave the insanity of this place just for a photo opportunity. Suddenly I wanted to be home more than anything else in the world.
The rain was still falling, although less heavily, but the minute we careered into the shelter of the trees I could no longer feel the drops on my head. Nevertheless, the foliage around us shivered and hissed with the drips. I felt the vehicle slide and judder as David crunched the gears, fighting to keep the tyres on firm ground. We skirted the slopes, accelerating up the grass incline that rose to a plateau, extending as far as I could see. I tried to glance back to see the farmhouse, but the pale trunks of the trees blocked my view.
The track led into the forest. We carefully traversed the muddy terrain, wheels bouncing to maintain purchase. Just as I felt we had gone too far, we reached the junction where the two paths intersected. The jeep slid to a halt and we paused, trying to listen, as the engine ticked and the leaves fluttered in the rain.
My thoughts had taken a macabre turn, and I was finding it hard to keep up with events; missing members of the team, petrified humans, the fact that we were in the midst of so much bloodshed and trauma. It felt like we were teetering on the brink of something far darker.
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David stepped out of the jeep and started poking around in the undergrowth. I suddenly realised how tense I was, as I jumped down and felt the stiffness in my limbs.
For five minutes or so we searched the area. It was quite clear that the thing we were looking for – and I had no real idea what that might be, other than feeling a strange foreboding – would lie nowhere near the track, but somewhere rather more obscure. Eventually I discovered a series of rippled patterns in the soil, almost destroyed by the rain. The vegetation had been crushed, plant stalks broken, leaving a faint path cutting between the tall grass and bushes. I held back several wide fronds that extended from the trunk of a tree and noticed the mound of earth that rose sharply beyond the line of sight. Strands of mucus glistened on the loose soil, spanning the dapples that decorated its surface. I scaled the incline, my feet sinking into the barrow of earth. It was clear that this was soil that had been recently excavated. I squinted in all directions. The waist-high grasses did their best to obscure our target. And then I spotted a stretch of blackness hidden beneath the shadows of a conifer tree and my heart leapt.
“David.” He looked over from where he was crouching by the trunk of a wisteria. I motioned him over.
As he drew near, I nodded towards the smudge of darkness. David gingerly swept his foot in an arc, parting the ground ivy and grass, revealing the yawning mouth of a tunnel.
I was starting to tire of this God-forsaken country, with its array of tunnels and darkness, strange vegetation and elusive places. 
I suddenly realised that I had left my camera in the jeep. David shone his torch into the tunnel, illuminating the swathes of webbing that laced the edges. The size of the hole bothered me; the diameter was probably only two feet across, and the way David was kneeling indicated he was considering crawling into it.
“What are you doing?”
He dug at the rim of the tunnel with his hands, dislodging clumps of soil, pulling strands of vegetation from the edge. Very quickly he’d opened up the mouth of the tunnel, which I now realised was much wider beyond the first few feet. It appeared to drop down and then run horizontally. We both peered into the hole. I realised with dismay that it was wide enough for us comfortably to climb into.
“Joel?” David’s voice seemed to be swallowed by the tunnel. He moved as if to climb down.
“What are you doing? He won’t be down there.”
David looked at me with eyes that glittered in the shelter of the trees. “This must be the place that the farmer described.”
“But we’ve come to find Joel. He wouldn’t have climbed down there.”
David glanced into the hole. “He came to look for a creature in the woods. I think this is the thing’s…nest, or lair.”
I understood we needed to check down there, but I felt torn by the idea. It seemed cowardly to allow David to go down alone whilst I waited on the surface, yet the prospect of going down on my own felt repellent. Grudgingly I accepted that it was best if we both went.
I jumped down first, feeling my boots sink into the mud as I landed. David passed me the torch. I bent and shone the light into the tunnel, but the curvature of the walls meant that little of any interest was revealed.
“Joel?” My voice sounded feeble.
At least the torch beam indicated there might be enough room to bend and crouch, rather than having to crawl along the tunnel. I ducked my head and scuttled further into the burrow, while David joined me.
The light picked out glistening striations along the surface of the passageway. It reminded me of a photo I once saw of the chamber of a gun, where it had marked the exterior of a bullet as it passed through.
David’s breathing behind me did little to calm my nerves; the sound seemed to spiral ahead. The arc of the light was sufficient to illuminate the entire width of the tunnel, banishing any possible surprises that might lurk in the shadows. That fact gave me a modicum of courage.
At one point the burrow dipped slightly and curved at an angle. Just as I shuffled far enough across for the torch to meet the perspective, I froze in my tracks.
The burrow ended abruptly about fifteen feet away, opening into a roughly circular chamber, wider than the rest of the tunnel. It might have been possible to stand fully in the hollow. 
But there was no way in the world I was going any further.
The torch beam picked out several objects gathered together in bundles, propped against the wall of the burrow. A glistening cover of opaque mucus did little to conceal the odd human elbow or foot that protruded through the wrapping. I felt the first surges of panic rising in my throat.
And then a sound came to me very faintly from the surface. It was Karen, screaming.
 
 
8
 
We scrambled back along the tunnel. I was aware of the shapes behind us, wrapped in the mucus-shrouds, tried to force the meaning of their presence out of my head. David leapt out of the tunnel. I quickly followed.
I could see movement through the trees as we sprinted back to the jeep. Karen’s screams injected me with a sense of terror. Through the tangle of shrubs and brush I could see a blur of motion. The air fizzed with a palpable sense of panic.
Just as we burst into the clearing, I collided against David’s back with a gasp.
Karen stood screaming on the rear of the jeep, her hands covering her mouth, eyes wide with terror. I turned to get a better view. For several seconds I just blinked, trying to compute the information.
A monstrous insect writhed on the ground. It was a mass of legs and antennae, moisture glistening on the shell-like segments of its body. My first impression was of a pale, bloated centipede, the countless legs of its enormous length flexing in obscene ripples. It looked to be about eight or nine feet long, though it was difficult to tell because it was constantly coiling against the wheels of the jeep.
It must have sensed our approach, for its head angled towards us. It was at that moment that I feared my sanity teetering; even now I struggle to describe the sight.
 The creature was something out of a nightmare, like a monster from the depths of Hell. The tip of its thorax bulged to accommodate the head. Between the grotesque mandibles I could see a pair of faceted eyes, insectoid, yet possessing a human-like semblance that was terrifying. A series of discs spanned the underside of its body. The glistening maw gaped, issuing a chitinous rattle. A shiver of muscular movement teased the legs into an undulating wave as it flexed against the back of the jeep. Karen screamed again and cowered against the glass of the cab. Fabrice remained motionless, still draped in the tarpaulin, silently moving his lips. The insect’s mandibles twitched as if tasting the air. I could see a pointed barb protruding from its monstrous face. 
Karen yelled again, breaking my reverie. I took a few steps back. David edged towards the border of trees that fringed the clearing, and scooted towards the front of the jeep. I moved towards the insect despite every fibre of my being urging otherwise.
The centipede scuttled forward with a hostile rattling noise, trying to grasp Fabrice’s leg. He kicked desperately and recoiled. Karen attempted to drag him away. I could hear the driver’s door of the jeep open, and it occurred to me that David might suddenly drive the vehicle away, abandoning me. I panicked. There was a machete in the back of the jeep, and I grabbed it and swung in a wild arc.
The blow connected heavily, cracking the shell-like carapace. Twisting and hissing, the creature reared up and flicked a set of antennae at me. I felt myself dropping back onto the ground, half delirious with terror. My hands grasped wet leaves, mossy undergrowth, desperately snatching at something to tether me to reality. Helpless, I bowed my head and awaited the strike.
Instantly a sharp crack split the air, closely followed by another. Almost in a blur I saw the creature jolt and jerk, coiling back on itself. I was only vaguely aware of David in the background as I scrambled out of reach. He continued his aim, the barrel of the shotgun remained constant even though both shells had been spent.
Then the creature was moving, scuttling low across the carpet of dead leaves with astonishing agility. I gasped at its speed. David cried out, urging me into movement. The creature seemed to be heading back towards its burrow, scurrying from side to side as its legs slid on the damp leaves. David was quickly reloading the shotgun. I ran through the trees, feeling the fronds and branches swipe at me. I arrived in the clearing just in time to see the tip of the monster’s body disappear into the hole. The soil surrounding it was patterned by those ripples, only there was something different about the scene this time. I stopped suddenly as the realisation hit; the air was heavy with an overpowering smell of gasoline. An empty canister was lying half-covered by the grass; nearby a lighter glistened in the rain. The torch that I’d discarded as I’d clambered out almost leapt into my hands.
I peered into the burrow. “Joel!”
My voice was swallowed by a threatening hiss. I jumped down into the hole, staring intently into the darkness; a darkness that was punctured by a light from some frantically bobbing source.
Just then, from the far side of the tunnel, beyond the creature, a direct beam burst forth from Joel’s torch, illuminating the nightmare creature in its path. I switched on my own torch and shone it along the burrow.
The monster rolled and arched its length as it sensed Joel’s vulnerability. He was backing away, further into the burrow, almost reaching the point where the tunnel curved. It was clear he was trapped. He threw a canister at the centipede and it bounced off its body in a spray of gasoline. That’s when I knew what to do.
Joel’s eyes caught mine and an unspoken message passed between us. I clambered out of the tunnel and dived to one side. My fingers scrabbled around in the grass, before finally settling on the steel lighter. It took three strikes before the tiny flame caught. I dropped it into the hole and rolled away. 
A roar erupted in my ears, threatening to burst my skull. I was aware of David grabbing and dragging me away from the hole. The air blistered with fire and, from the bowels of the earth, a shrill, desperate whistling.
I was almost unconscious by the time David loaded me into the jeep. The creature’s dying chittering was still in my head many hours later.
The next few days passed in a fugue. Before we left I was vaguely aware of David telling Karen that we’d seen Joel’s body in the tunnel, wrapped in the creature’s mucus cocoon. He made no mention of what really happened. Joel’s fate secured Karen’s acceptance to leave. We paid David a small fortune, though no amount of money could possibly reward him for the expertise with which he guided us back to civilisation. It was only months later that I realised his resolve might have been strengthened by his experience of the country’s religion. Maybe he’d seen so much madness that it had fortified his mind.
One minute we were perched on a brittle chair in Kigali airport - lost in a dream of uncertainty - the next we were home, being silently taxied to our apartment. I have little memory of the intervening events. 
Karen and I endured the next year in fraught proximity. Our experience could have strengthened the bond that we’d shared, might have meant that we’d understood each other. Instead the madness and horror that we were exposed to simply accelerated the poison in our already-diseased relationship. Karen moved out. Her mind had remained in those farmlands and fields of Africa. The resentment that I’d harboured over her fling had swollen to gigantic proportions; Joel’s loss did nothing to relieve that. If anything, it martyred him. There was no way I could compete.
The impact of what happened has lessened with time. I no longer have nightmares, although I can’t watch documentaries about Rwanda or the civil war. I quit my job, and eventually found work at my local newspaper. It’s a more sedate career. I met Joanne in 2004. Our relationship is fine, although I’ve only spoken briefly about what happened in Rwanda. We’ve been trying for kids, but we’ve had no luck so far; the miscarriages she’s had have left us raw and emotionally fragile. 
Even to this day, I find I’m claustrophobic. The thought of entering a tunnel leaves me with a tight chest and palpitations. There’s something about the safety of the city that reassures me; concrete and glass, the constant sound of humanity, the ever-present reminders of society. 
Sometimes I find my thoughts are wandering, covering the miles in a second, travelling back to the place where we almost lost everything.
My enduring image is not of the monstrous, bloated centipede that burned to death in its burrow, but the final look on Joel’s face as he realised he was trapped, and the lighter offered the only answer. I feel no guilt at what happened; he’d have done the same thing if the situation had been reversed.
Occasionally I imagine someone nosing around in the tangle of vegetation – maybe a westerner, searching for riches to plunder – when he comes across those bizarre stone figures in the derelict farm. Perhaps instead he stumbles over the fire-stricken tunnels, and discovers the remains of that grotesque nest. What horror might that conjure?
And often I think of Fabrice.
He was the reason we went to Rwanda, after all. I no longer picture him as a fearsome warlord, mutilated by combat, wielding his machete in the scrabble for power. I think of him as I saw him last – just a young boy clutching a soft toy, terrified of the realities of life.
Just as we’d neared the road that began its wandering approach back into Kigali, Karen woke in the back of the jeep. She was violently ill. We’d pulled over and tried to soothe her. That was when she’d pointed to Fabrice.
He was lying in the back of the jeep, covered by the tarpaulin. I’d drawn it back and we’d stared at the stone image of the kid, frozen in the act of sleeping, his hand still grasping the harlequin to his chest. I’d examined the statue and discovered a rip in the calf of his trousers. A trickle of blood had leaked from the wound and pooled into his shoe. The gash looked consistent with the spike of the creature’s barb.
David and I had lifted him from the back of the jeep and placed him on the ground, concealing his whereabouts with a screen of bushes. His face looked composed and relaxed. I like to think that he at last found peace in that short life of his.
As we’d driven away, I’d ignored Karen’s hysteria. She’d wanted to take the stone thing with us, but I’d experienced enough madness to see me through the rest of my days; the last thing I needed was a macabre reminder.
Maybe one day I’ll be watching some documentary on the Discovery Channel and see his serene face again, frozen in the act of eternal slumber, as some narrator speculates as to who created it. But I suspect that – like most of what happens in a country as steeped in mystical history as Rwanda – the only reminders of that horrific trip will remain forever in my memories.
 
 
For Paul Wright, who was keen to know what happened next.
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