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for my dad, Dennis and for Marta
 


  



And is not that a mother’s gentle hand that
undraws your curtain, and a mother’s sweet
voice that summons you to rise? To rise and
forget, in the bright sunlight, the ugly dreams
that frightened you so when all was dark.
 

—Alice in Wonderland



 



  

DEMON THEORY 16
 


Part I of a three-part novelization of the feature film trilogy The Devil Inside, as adapted from D, the unauthorized best-seller inspired by the case notes of Dr. Neider, as recorded in a series of interviews conducted during his residency at Owl Creek Mental Facilities and originally published in the journal P/Q as “Narrative, Me-dia, and Allocution: Genre as Mnemonic Device.”



 
  


I know what happens at the moment of death.
 

—Evgenii Kharitonov
 



  


FIRST is the sound of a siren, insisting it’s there in spite of the as-yet lightless screen, dredging up gut-level associations of fire trucks, ambulances, vehicles full of purpose screaming down some thin road not walled in by buildings: instead of being amplified by brick and steel, the siren dopplers away in inverse proportion to the image fading in on-screen—as if the light’s chasing the fire truck away, the ambulance. And then it’s gone, the siren, which is to say we’re the motionless ones, the captive audience, left with a crouched figure, a mid-twenties male breathing deep in the poorly lit hall of an apartment building. CON.1 Wearing jeans and a couple of mismatched shirts, running shoes with blood or iodine on the toes, a detail barely perceptible before the close-up of the duffel bag he’s digging through.

In the bag are the various clothing changes, pill bottles, and anatomy books of a medical student, possibly an emergency room intern. The one book title that resolves itself is Brain’s Clinical Neurology.2 Below it is the justification for the close-up: a pair of human forearms, cleanly severed just below the elbow, and, below them, a mess of roan-colored hair that seems to originate from the back of what nearly has to be a human head, getting jostled as Con removes the forearms. Just before it rolls face-up, though, a door crashes open down the hall. A female skeleton and a male flasher emerge, holding hands, running the other way, disappearing into the elevator, already all over each other.

Con smiles.

In his right hand is the severed right forearm. With his left he fishes a cigarette from the pocket of his outer shirt, spreads two of the cadaver fingers, and fixes the cigarette between them, then leans the forearm carefully against the wall. It stays. The left cadaver forearm isn’t so easy: to get the hand to hold the custom lighter, he has to break the hand into a fist, surgical tape it shut, then set the lighter in the well between thumb and forefinger. Success. He takes the left forearm in his left, the right in his right, and inspects, smiling, then hooks a foot through the duffel bag, drags it with him to the door the skeleton and the flasher spilled from.

He swallows his smile, holds one forearm in the crook of his own, and just manages to get the lighter going. With a cadaver finger he rings the buzzer, then adopts a consciously romantic cigarette-lighting pose [leaning down to the cigarette as if there’s wind in the hall], recites poetry to himself:


“Let me stand in your
doorway and light my
cigarette with the sun—”



 

But the door opens before he can finish, party noise drowning out any more lines he might have had, the song a slow and sadistic remix of “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door.”3 In the doorway is a mid-twenties female with large, obviously false breasts stretching her T-shirt to its fabric limits. Pooh-bear pajama bottoms, animal slippers with lidless eyes. VIRGINIA. Con exhales smoke, appreciating her breasts.

“Virginia … ” he says, displaying the cadaver arms, “so you going to invite me in? Trick or treat … ”

Virginia’s eyes remain level on Con. She shakes her head. “Thought you were on tonight.”

“I’m on every night, haven’t you heard?”

Virginia rolls her eyes, extends an arm to invite Con in, but Con doesn’t pass by immediately, instead takes advantage of their closeness by patting the outside of her false breasts with his false arms.

“You’re what now,” he says, “the prototypical teenage victim?”

Virginia smiles. “Not yet. But the night’s an embryo.”

She doesn’t dignify the groping cadaver arms by shrinking away from them, either. She does direct Con’s gaze to the left one, though. “Your thumb’s on fire,” she says, already walking away, and after Con extinguishes the forgotten lighter and the charred thumb his POV4 zeros in on her receding pajama bottoms, follows her 5 into the party, which—through a series of est.6 shots—is replete with jack-o’-lanterns, surgeon’s masks, whiskey-filled IV bags, the remains of a commercial Ouija board, etc. Against one wall is a CPR dummy strapped into a lawn chair with its rubber eyelids gator-clamped open, so it’s being force-fed a slide show,7 a series of images lifted from some old movie, of a bat biting into a mouse, the black and white blood spilling down the wall.8 On the floor by the dummy is a cat-dressed INTERN, her thumb on the slide clicker, faster faster Ms. Basinger9—stop-motion blurring into animation, animation resolving that one trembling image of the bird and the bat.

Soon enough the bat-figure perched on the back of the couch becomes important, easy to segue to—EGAN—a slender guy wearing all grey, no skin showing, and on his head an expensive gargoyle mask, pointy ears and all. He’s balanced well, oblivious to the party going on around him, oblivious even to the cat-dressed intern screaming when someone gooses her, setting off a cycle of false screams culminating in Virginia, outscreaming them all. Back to Egan though, who’s looking at the television set no one’s watching, one of the Howlings10 or something playing on tape, an aerial shot of a two-story house in the country, a bad place to be. As the television set draws closer and closer the party noise distances itself, until we’re through the convex glass ourselves, above this house in the woods.

THE ext.11 of the house is well-kept, was once nice. Still lived-in. Blanketed in snow, no chimney smoke. Were the front door to open, it would be opening onto an apron porch. Opposite it, near the line where the trees begin, is an old-style cellar door set at an angle in the ground, a small rise behind it, topped by a vent pipe. Behind the house, not quite square with it, is a shed. Our aerial POV is circling slow, est., est. Getting closer and closer. Not quite behind Michael Myers’s mask12 yet, but the genre is familiar enough that the visual shuffle through the still-unopened front door isn’t uncomfortable.

On the other side is a living room in keeping with the age of the house. It’s unlit, vague shapes of furniture hulking in the spaces between windows. A doorless kitchen entry to the right, landingless stairs to the left.

The shuffling noise comes from upstairs.

It’s irresistible.

It’s an old woman in her bedroom, a MOTHER on her nightgowned knees, scrabbling through her nightstand drawer for something, holding the telephone in the crook of her neck. Via a close-up on the drawer there’s the scrap of paper she was looking for, the phone number with Hale written above it in block letters, and we stay close on that name and number as she rotary dials it in.

THE cordless phone rings beneath the party noise. It’s on the counter directly behind the CPR dummy. The television isn’t in the shot. Soon all that is is the phone, ringing and ringing, until a female med student type—TJ, not in costume—happens to lean on it as she’s squeezing around a wide someone in the kitchen. She draws her hand back, startled, then picks the receiver up.

“This is TJ.”

She listens, nods, and then navigates dutifully through the party, bee-lining the shut door of the master bedroom, which we’ve already cut13 to and through: inside there’s an unsmiling, red-haired female, mid-twenties again, wearing a black trench coat and nursing a beer. NONA. She’s not happy; on the bed in front of her is a horizontal SERI, wearing only a suggestive black bra and pumpkin boxers, getting baby-powdered by HALE. Aside from the powder-cum-pallor and the cartoon X’s drawn over her eyes, Seri’s only costume is a toe-tag; Hale is dressed as Mulder to Nona’s red-haired Scully,14 all trench coat and will to believe. When he lingers too long with the baby powder over Seri’s farside breast, Nona smoothly withdraws an undeniably real 9mm from a shoulder holster, levels it on Hale.

“Uh-uh, mister. Assume things. Bullets, position. Our first official date?”

The shot now is stand-off wide, so there’s no cutting back and forth. Seri cups her breast in her hand, as if protecting it. Hale assumes the position, hands up.

“I—” he begins, but is mercifully cut short by the door opening, TJ taking stock as she enters with the phone.

“Don’t mean to be interrupting your little threesome here,” she says, “but it’s for you, Hale. Your mother.”

Nona lowers her gun. “You’ve been a bad boy, Fox.”

Hale slowly takes the phone, fake flips it open qua Mulder, speaks importantly into it: “This is Hale.”

HALE’S mother is still on her knees by the bed, the phone to her ear neglected. What’s important for her is the bedroom window. She’s breathing fast, irregular. Hale’s o.s.15 voice comes through the phone: “Mom? Mom, you all right? Mom, Mother …”

“Hale,” she says back, almost a question.

“Yes. Mom, is it your insulin, the house, what?”

His mother smiles—“Come inside, dear”—and her words are punctuated by a leathery flapping outside the window. “Come inside, dear,” she says again, “the movie’s just beginning. That one you and Jennifer like so much.”

“Movie?” Hale asks.

His mother smiles then, her breathing becoming regular if shallow, and she answers—“All the blue monkeys”—her singsong voice leading us again to the window, where her POV lingers, draws tight, match-cuts16 to the window of Hale’s bedroom, a shot which widens to include Hale, holding the dead phone, and, opposite him, Nona, gun reholstered, beer dangling, mouthing the words Hale has evidently just spoken aloud: Wizard of Oz?17 Seri sits up on the bed, preoccupied with the powder in the lace of her bra.

TJ studies the exchange between Hale and Nona, speaks: “Everything okay on the homefront there, Hale?”

Hale looks at TJ as if registering her words one by one. “Homefront,” he repeats, when he gets to it, a partially voiced-over18 word that carries us back out to the country, to a frontal shot of the house, virgin snow and blueblack sky and something about to happen: the front door swings open, and framed for an instant in it is the slight figure of Hale’s mother, in her nightgown and house slippers. She leans on the jamb as she passes, pushes off to the banister guarding the porch, and holds on to that as long as she can, which is about halfway down the four wooden steps ending at ground level. For a few tense moments her descending slipper dominates the screen, pointing with its toe at the ground, the snow, the worn heel dragging but empty.

She makes it without falling, breathes, a child again.

From well above house level she’s insignificant; from roof level she’s the only motion there is. “Prey” is the unspoken word here. She has to lift her feet high to step down through the crusted snow. She holds her gown up just enough, steps, steps, and on maybe the fifth step out from the porch her right foot when it comes up is without a slipper, and instead of moving forward with her we stay with that slipper, already a high-definition terricoat-blue smudge, a color framed by sound, by her crunching footsteps, still crumbling at the edges, one after the other. There’s no music at this point, only a pensive strain to hear, to be warned. Anything. Even more laboring over the silent tracks.

“Oh,” she says finally, o.s. but close, hardly a noise at all. But enough: her tracks end midstep, become a faltering line from the porch to nowhere. Above there’s only the octagonal attic window, giving nothing away, and past that the sky, but the sky’s too big to take in all at once.

IN the emergency lane of the county hospital a cabdriver sits smoking, tapping the dash-mounted meter. Every tap coaxes the next number down prematurely. On his talk radio some weatherman is ad-libbing19 doom about the coming ice storm. The cabdriver ashes directly onto the radio knob, adjusts his pirate eye patch, and is busy admiring himself in the rearview when he’s blinded by reflected headlights. The headlights are an SUV, screeching up. In the cabdriver’s rearview the SUV’s doors open all at once, pouring out Hale and Nona and TJ and Egan and Virginia and Seri, Seri in Nona’s trench coat, Egan still in mask, Hale striding ahead. Con remains at the wheel, smoking with the dead hand, his window halfway down.

“Fools,” he says, suddenly large on-screen, watching them traipse past the cab, toward the emergency entrance.

IN the waiting room of the hospital the cab driver’s radio weatherman now has a face, on the wall-mounted television set. He’s still ad-libbing doom, making recommendations, etc., the coughing bank of senior citizens rapt on his every word. From their midst a bold six-year-old superhero emerges, climbs onto a chair, and changes the station to cartoons before any of them can react. But they will; it’s there in an old man’s curling lips. In the expectant hush before he rises, Hale walks in, full of purpose, his trench coat dramatic behind him. Before he can reach the restricted access door though, two things: 1) the desk NURSE slides the plastiglass divider shut, effectively muting the waiting room, and 2) Nona grabs him by the shoulder, keeps him from actually going through that restricted access door. From behind the dividing glass their words are lost—as are the superhero’s screams when he’s manhandled off the chair (the reason the experienced desk nurse insulated herself)—and we have to make do with gestures, with Nona directing him to a chair, leaning down so he doesn’t get up, finally kissing him once on the lips and then holding her finger there, which both quiets him and est. that this “first date” stuff is just a formality.

The register nurse harrumphs, her voice reversing the shot onto herself, so she can flick an annoyed eyebrow at Hale and Nona, no longer muted:

“—but she’s my mother,” Hale says over the waiting room buzz.

“Which is why we’ll do it,” Nona says back.

“Girl power,” Virginia adds, flaunting her foam breasts.

Hale closes his eyes, opens them, shrugs defeat. “Maybe some syringes too.”

“So she’s type one, then?” Nona asks, Hale not answering when everyone turns to him.

“We’ll just get it all,” Seri says over Nona’s shoulder, “maybe some goodies too,” and then her and TJ and Virginia are through the door, Nona rising to follow.

“Don’t worry,” she tells Hale in a serious voice, and as she passes the desk nurse she waves a familiar hello, and the desk nurse nods gravely, directs us back to the waiting room, where Egan has taken up a gargoyle perch on the coffee table, the children quietly watching him, Hale watching the children in turn: the dracula with his lip pierced by false fangs; the candy-sick gunslinger girl; the albino-blond Plains Indian. The wan ten-year-old girl in a nonhospital wheelchair, her mouth moving around words that aren’t quite reaching Hale.

JENNY.

The words she’s making look like go back. Her head motion supports this.

“Jenny?” Hale says, and half-rises toward her, turning at the last instant to Egan for verification, but Egan’s stone. By the time Hale redirects his POV, Jenny’s gone, the exit doors swishing shut, and beyond the doors there’s only the cab, Con’s SUV idling curls of blue exhaust.

Now Egan’s watching Hale. “You don’t even know whether she’s type one or type two?” he asks. “Oral or intra-?”

Hale doesn’t look at Egan.

“How can you not?” Egan continues, then mocks, all whiny: “‘But she’s my mother.’”

“Fuck you, Egan. You didn’t have to come, y’know.”

Egan shrugs. “Just wanted to play old-time country doctor, you know. Like the rest of you.”

With that he retreats to his surly perch. Past him the senior citizen man is using the end of his cane to run through the channels. They whiz by, straining Hale’s eyes. He looks below the television instead, to the vending machine, its rows of candy. Considers them.

“Glucose,” he says, a eureka moment, but then in short order the machine steals his change and Egan holds out a grey, clawed hand with more—nickels and dimes and quarters—and we leave them there all extended and unresolved.

FROM above and moving with them, Nona and Seri and Virginia and TJ form a lopsided, overcranked20 phalanx as they make their way down the hall, the waiting room far behind already. Nona’s at point. As they pass a wall of curtains TJ veers off, behind a curtain, and emerges with a handful of syringes, never breaking stride. They’re all about business. As the shot retreats, still following them, their prey comes into focus over their shoulders: MARKUM, a late-forties resident, walking toward a set of double doors at the end of the hall. His slacks/high-tops combination gives him away as not quite with it, as does the braided rattail hanging limp over his white collar. Seri accelerates, pads up behind him, covers his eyes with her hands.

“Guess who?” she says.

Markum sways his back, places his hands over hers. “Someone with nail polish,” he says, “and … yes. Breasts.”

Virginia steps around him. “You call those breasts?” she says, and on cue Seri removes her hands, so that Markum’s attention is directed at Virginia’s chest. He cocks an appreciative eyebrow. Seri drapes herself over him, cheek to cheek, admiring with him, and then peels herself away, walks on, toward the double doors. Just before she reaches them she holds up Markum’s keys, dangling from her index finger. Success. Back to Markum. Virginia subtly nods Nona and TJ on, then leads Markum in the other direction, dragging him by the base of his skull, the rattail. Nona remains for only a moment, long enough to shake her head in general disapproval of the male species, and then she’s through the double doors as well, crowded under the PHARMACEUTICAL LOCK-UP sign with Seri, TJ trying the keys one after the other.

Beside them is a morgue-routed gurney, a roman-nosed figure under the sheets. As Seri eases the door open the figure rises—a camp shot, all in good fun—and clamps onto TJ’s wrist. In the same instant Nona pulls Seri into the darkness of lock-up. We lose them for the moment, stay instead with TJ and the figure, the sheet sloughing off to reveal a large and matronly nurse. The insert21 of her name tag introduces her as NURSE HILDA. She puts her glasses on, and for a split moment Seri and Nona’s POV intrudes—Nurse Hilda, hairnetted, bespectacled, and Ratchet22-like through the narrow window set in the door of lock-up—and then back to the hall.

“Broomhil—”23 TJ starts, catching herself.

Hilda looks TJ up and down, appraising. “We’ve been wondering who it was, Theresa Jane. I must say I’m disappointed.” Her gaze remains on the syringes TJ has, and they weigh the evidence together for a long moment.

TJ sags, caught; covers: “Me and my monkey, y’know.”

Down the hall a drunken MUMMY lurches through a curtain, trailing interns and nurses and one security guard. Hilda depockets some soiled scrubs, evidently trash bound. But no longer.

“Weren’t you on tonight?” she asks TJ, but TJ is rapt on the mummy. Hilda continues: “If you were on tonight, I mean, then you couldn’t have been … unexpected. It’s Halloween, dear. The hospital might be just the place for a young lady. Keep you occupied, safe from the … ” She doesn’t finish.

TJ picks up where she left off: “Occupied, yes. Wouldn’t want to place myself in harm’s way or anything.” Her words are punctuated by an intern crashing bodily into a supply closet, its contents spilling over him. She takes the scrubs. As they leave mummyward, with the keys, Hilda leans into lock-up one last time before closing the door, her POV somehow missing Seri’s toe-tag in the only sliver of light, and then directs TJ down the hall, TJ trailing the syringes indiscreetly, the mummy suddenly looming over her.

IN their wake, Nona nods to the now-empty narrow window. “Already our numbers are thinning,” she says, careful not to look at Seri. As if there’s a tenseness between them.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Seri asks.

“It’s Halloween, dead girl. There’s a storm coming and all the beautiful sinners are headed out to BFE24 on a mercy mission. Do the math.”

“Gloom it up, Nona, geez. You don’t have to come, y’know. Doesn’t take six interns to administer insulin to the elderly.”

“If that’s all it is.”

“You know something?”

“I know Hale doesn’t want to go back out there, yeah. You were with him all those months. He didn’t talk about it?”

Instead of answering immediately, Seri makes a show of reading Insulin off a container, finally shrugs. “We didn’t … talk a lot, I guess,” she says.

Nona smiles a sardonic smile. “Of course, ” she says back, and then Virginia’s stage-scream comes rolling down the hall, resounding off everything, cutting the conversation short.

BACK to Con, still in the emergency lane, smoking with the dead hand. He waves with it to the cabdriver, who pretends not to have seen him, rolls his window up anyway, becomes b.g.25 as Nona and Seri emerge. Planned moments later, Hale and Egan follow. They all climb in.

“This all?” Con asks.

Hale, riding shotgun, looks over the seat to Nona and Seri. “TJ, Gin?” he says, and Nona shakes her head no. “Looks like this is it, then,” he tells Con.

Con pulls away, singing old Yes—“one down, one to go / another town, one more show”26—but is interrupted by Virginia running into the lane in front of him. He brakes hard, tires squealing, nose diving. Virginia’s breasts are all disarranged; in her hand is most of the braided rattail, a bloody patch of skin at the root. She shakes it off—not touching it anymore than she has to—and climbs in.

“Don’t ask,” she says, and Seri tries hard not to laugh, almost makes it.

Con rolls forward to the emergency lane exit, hesitates, hesitates, waiting for Hale to fill in: “Forty west,” he says. “And we need some candy and shit. A convenience store. Doctor’s orders.”

Con pulls out, is replaced by a close-up of the slowly rolling numbers of a gas pump readout ($18.32 … $18.33 …). The SUV is nestled up by pump 3, framed by a bright convenience store. It’s picturesque in a neon, last-outpost sort of way. Seri is womanning the pump, mad about it, a raw deal of some sort implied. She’s cold in the drafty trench coat. And there’s Egan in the SUV window directly before her, the lone occupant, leaning forward in his warm grey wool to run through the radio channels. Seri flips him off where he doesn’t see.

Past the SUV is Hale at a pay phone, the receiver to his ear. He’s cold, large and huddled on the screen, the busy signal loud and clear for us. Hunched just below him is a densely bearded FIGURE eating from a can of corn. Hale hangs up, retrieves his change and then drops it. The figure returns a coin, an unexpected move there. Hale redials.

“C’mon, c’mon,” he says, and this time there’s ringing, once, twice, and the third time is in the house, the bedroom phone somehow back on its hook. Ringing and ringing, an ancient bell, loud enough it’s even audible from outside, past the window.

HALE closes his eyes, impatient, then carefully balances the still-ringing pay phone receiver backside down on the hook, where it doesn’t disconnect. He squats down by the figure, who becomes motionless. The ringing of the phone is just there for them. Hale nods to it.

“If she—” he says, and the figure completes it: “—you’re on the way, man. Got it.”

They share a nod then turn as Virginia exits the store, her breasts normal, and moments later Con too, with the necessary beer. Last, Nona, waiting for Hale. They pile into the SUV again, and as Con pulls away Virginia’s false breasts are pushed out the window, roll and settle. The shot lingers on the unattached body parts long enough that we get it, but just in case: the convenience store CLERK is standing dutifully at his station. On the counter before him is an unopened pack of cigarettes, their receipt, and the cadaver forearm with a lit cigarette in hand, trailing smoke.

“Fucking Halloween,” he says, and doesn’t touch the forearm.

FROM a high angle the SUV is all alone in the wilderness, picking down a rut road, struggling through the snow. Inside Con and Hale are the last ones awake, except maybe Egan, but his mask is giving nothing away. Con withdraws a fugitive cigarette from behind his ear and lights it, the whole time keeping an eye on Seri’s black bra’d breasts in the rearview, jouncing with the uneven road.

“Can’t believe I left my damn smokes,” he says, turning to Hale. “That means we can’t stay out here long, y’know. You don’t want to see me withdraw.”

“Don’t worry,” Hale says, “there and back, in and out.”

“Famous last words there, pilgrim.”27

“Pilgrim,” Hale repeats, spitting the word, but Con corrects himself: “No, you grew up out here, eating bumpkin pie. Pioneer, I should have said. D. Boone and shit.”

“Dee boondocks,” Hale says, pointing at a side road. “Not by choice.”

Con takes the indicated turn, sliding slow toward a slight copse of pines.

Hale leans with the slide but is too distracted to be worried about the trees. “She’s been living alone in that house for seven years now, y’know.”

Con shrugs, realigns the SUV, his POV tight on the rearview, Seri jiggling there. “It’s America,” he says. “She’s old, hidden.”

“And diabetic.”

“How far along?”

“I only … heard about it indirectly.”

“Her diabetes you mean?” Con asks. “Shit. And I thought I was a bad son—[stopping respectfully]. What about your old man?”

“Kind of what I always wanted to know,” Hale mumbles back, just when it seems he’s not going to answer.

Con makes a show of retreating, focuses again on Seri’s chest in the rearview. He offers the passenger-side visor mirror for Hale. Hale looks, takes a long drink, and when he lowers his beer his mirror is crowded with the blue metal of Nona’s gun, held sideways just for him. He smiles.

“All a misunderstanding,” he says.

“He’s a doctor, Noan,” Con says, “we all are.”

“Not yet,” Nona says, and casually directs the gun toward Con, who moves out of the line of fire, hands off the wheel, and in that instant the SUV rattles hard, veers, slides to a stalled stop, Con fumbling after his falling cigarette.

“What the—?” Virginia says, sliding awake, into Egan, and from a sudden vantage point behind the SUV the cattle guard they just crossed comes into focus, slowly blurring into the f.g.28 as what’s beyond settles on-screen: the house,29 looming over them.

INSIDE the SUV, Con forgets about his cigarette.

“Welcome to Amityville,”30 Seri whispers, and after her words have had time to settle, Nona leans over the seat in admiration.

“So here we are,” she says, “we’ve assembled the crew, isolated ourselves on Halloween night. One weapon between us, a storm moving in. One girl in lingerie and the other practically named Virgin. Young Doctors in Love31 meets Gross Anatomy32 and elopes into a whole nother genre.”

Egan turns to her. “So where do you fit in?” he asks.

“I’m the one who narrates our plight. Cassandra-figure,33 thirty-two B.”

“B?” Seri asks, playful, and gets a nonplayful glare back from Nona.

“And the gargoyle here?” Con asks.

“Mister token,” Nona says. “Antisocial, vaguely ethnic, on scholarship, not here for the same trick-or-treating we are … Why did you come, Egan?”

Hale doesn’t give Egan a chance to answer, though. “We’re just going to give her her insulin and leave, babe, okay?”

“Headfirst or feet …?” Egan leads off, Nona isolated on one side of the screen, questioning Hale’s name for her: “Babe?”

“For the second time, Egan,” Hale says, “fuck off.”

Egan leans back just as snow begins falling on the windshield, monster flakes. Virginia reaches over the front seat, touches her finger to the glass.

“Look at the clouds,” she says, “all full of snow and Christmas.”

“Yeah,” Nona tags on, “The Nightmare Before Christmas.”34

AS they exit the truck Nona looks to Hale.

“‘Babe’?” she asks him, but since he’s too preoccupied with homecoming to answer, Con offers a substitute—“Old lady?”—and is already flinching from Nona’s feint, a motion both mute and ridiculous from behind the thin glass of the high attic window. At that height the slight impressions of Hale’s mother’s tracks are just visible.35

BACK to ground level in a disorienting, through-the-glass rush. Con runs the bottom of his beer over the extremely level hedges, whistles appreciation. Hale is watching the sky, the window up there too. He becomes overly aware of Egan, looking up with him.

“Your mask,” Hale says, “before we go in. Consider it toll.”

“What?” Egan says, turning on him. “You know what this thing cost?”

“It’s November already,” Hale explains, “after midnight. No more costumes.”

Egan looks to the crew for help but there is none.

“Pay the man,” Con says, “shit. It’s too cold out here for this mano to mano.”36

Egan shakes his head in disbelief, looks at the rest of the crew not having to pay toll, but does it, removes the mask, never breaking eye contact with Hale. He tucks it in his belt instead of handing it over. As they trudge to the porch though, Hale nimbly lifts the mask and, before Egan can react, flings it out into the snow. The wind picks up ominously, on cue.

“No more costumes,” Hale repeats, and Con looks suggestively to Seri, in her toe-tag and undergarments. She smiles suggestively back, preens the littlest bit. As they move out of the shot and onto the porch Egan remains for a few beats,37 looking for his mask through the storm. No luck. His POV does almost seem to intuit Hale’s mother’s abbreviated tracks, though. We can still see them anyway. They end roughly on the extreme close-up of the gargoyle mask, face-up in the snow, a frozen grin and empty eyes.

“Sixty-seven dollars,” Egan says to himself finally, blowing on his fingers as if kissing the money good-bye, and in that silence the wind slams the front door violently open then shut, Virginia screaming for all she’s worth. Everyone looks to her, at her, impressed.

“Sorry,” she says, “in character, y’know?”

Con pulls her close to him, and she lets him.

The door swings slowly open this time and there’s melted snow there on the floor, refreezing. Hale is closest. He steps forward but Con stops him just before he can cross over.

“The gun, man,” he says, whispering in cheap imitation street talk, “never go in without heat.”

Hale looks to Nona for the gun, but she already has an answer: “No bullets.” Hale interrogates her with his eyes. She doesn’t look away.

“There was alcohol at the party,” she explains.

Con muffles his laugh, looks away.

“Our socially conscious Nona,” Seri says.

“Screw it,” Hale says abruptly. “It’s my goddamn house, after all.”

He pushes the door all the way open. Dark inside. A phone ringing.

“It’s for you,” Con says, nudging Hale, and as Hale enters we get a wide angle of the storm behind them, here to stay.

HALE’S POV immediately locates the ringing phone. He moves toward it, has his hand on it just as the lights come on, Nona at the switch.

“Go ahead,” she says, prompting him.

Hale lifts the receiver. “Hello.”

No response, just crackles, maybe wind over the other mouthpiece. Hale shakes his head in disbelief, recradles long enough for it to ring once, answers again. The same.

“It’s me,” he explains, then into the phone: “Dude, dude, hang up already!”

No response.

“Do phones even work like that?” Seri asks, half behind her hand.

“Country phones do, I guess,” Con says, “person to person … ” and then everyone gets quiet, quiet enough for Seri to dig the insulin and syringes from the trench coat she’s wearing. She offers them to Hale.

“For your mother,” she says, “right?”

They all look up the stairs together.

“Mother?” Hale calls, not too loud.

“Not to be rude, Hale,” Seri says, “but, facilities?”

“Through the kitchen,” Hale says without looking, “there.” Seri wanders off where he points, flitting from light switch to light switch.

“Motherrr,” Hale calls again, this time louder.

Egan takes two of the steps up, stands between Hale and upstairs. “Not to be critical, doctor,” he says, “but your bedside manner … ”

“Is missing a bed, right?” Con asks.

“Not to mention a patient,” Virginia adds.

Nona nods agreement. “It’s your GD house,” she says.

Hale looks back and forth from Egan to Nona. “That’s the right word for it,” he finally says, then follows the banister up, his free hand opening and closing into a fist, dominating the screen, gently turning the doorknob to his mother’s room. Past him the hallway is dark except for an important glint he doesn’t quite see. He finds the room’s light switch without thinking, on the wrong side of the entryway. It doesn’t turn the overhead on though, just a weak lamp on the nightstand. The room is empty, but Hale’s POV sweeps twice anyway: the closed closet door, the dresser-mirror combo, the window to the left of it, the queen bed deadcenter, the nightstand beside it upturned. From its scattered contents Hale ferrets out a syringe.

“Type one,” he says, and then to the bedroom, the house—his mother: “Where are you?”

No reply. He leaves the lamp on, backs out, and is turning for the stairs again when the glint becomes peripheral for him. He approaches without hesitation. It’s a wheelchair, the same one from the waiting room of the hospital. Jenny’s. Dusty, unused. Hale kneels by it, places one hand on the armrest, almost penitent, and just as we’re beginning to be lulled by his stillness into some vague empathy with him, he’s replaced by a down-the-chimney shot of the flue slamming open for Con, already rolling away from the falling ash, standing, brushing the blackness from his sleeves. Evidently enough time has passed that the crew is wanting heat. Con casts a critical eye across the living room to Hale, in the witness box formed by the lowest two steps of the staircase.

“I don’t know,” he says, “she’s just not there.”

“Well she’s not down here either,” Seri says, then explains how she knows: “Got lost.”

“And you would have recognized her?” Egan asks, falsely incredulous.

“She didn’t see anybody,” Nona clarifies for Egan, then turns to Hale again. “And you checked all the rooms?”

“There’s just hers and the bathroom and the towel closet. And she wouldn’t be in ours.”

“‘Ours’?” Egan asks, but Nona’s in charge. “Then where else could she be, Hale? Work with us here … ”

Hale doesn’t answer, instead stands, studying the room. “Where the hell’s Gin?” he asks.

“Warming the porcelain with her better end,” Seri says, rote. “Why, more toll?”

Egan snickers, looks away. Hale shakes his head and walks to the front door, opens it. Just beyond the porch the storm is hunched over for the long haul, blowing, whiting out reality. Behind Hale the o.s. query continues.

Nona: “Does she have a car?”

Egan: “Use the present tense, Nona. Good.”

Hale shakes his head no, no car.

“What about groceries?” Seri asks. “She did eat, right?”

Egan, in passing to the suddenly seductive Eisenhower-era radio, whispers to Hale that “This should be an easy answer.” Hale nods to himself as if for control, then turns calmly around, pins Egan to the wall by his gargoyle lapels. As Virginia returns, stealing the shot for her entry, Nona and Seri are separating Hale and Egan.

“I miss something?” Virginia asks.

“Just round one,” Con says, en route to the radio himself.

Nona looks from Egan to Hale. “We were just about to discuss leaving,” she says.

Hale looks away from her, to the radio, where Con’s dialing in that same weatherman, still ad-libbing doom through the static, recommending stay put, hunker down, expect the worst, etc.

“This place is great,” Con says appreciatively, spinning an old tin sign on its nail.

“Scary,” Seri corrects.

“Hallo-weenie … ” Egan adds, keeping an eye on Hale.

But back to Virginia again: “I thought we were going to discuss leaving?”

“You heard the weather, Gin,” Nona says.

“But you said we were going to talk—”

“And we’re about to.”

Seri does: “The truck is four-wheel drive, right?”

Hale closes the door, locks it. “Doesn’t have the clearance … now. With the storm. Or the weight.”

“Even with all us trick-or-treaters inside?” Con asks.

“And our candy?” Seri adds. She upturns the pockets of the trench coat she’s wearing and it’s all the sweets Hale wanted for glucose. Much candy. But Nona only shakes her head at it, turns her own purse up on the coffee table. When she lifts it away it spills all the various urban survival tools the convenience store would have had: key chain knives, lighter-sized squeeze flashlights, a road flare, two tampons, Horrorscope scrolls decorated with jack-o’-lanterns, bubble gum tape, etc.

Con is incredulous. “You expecting a siege, Noan?”

“Someone had to plan ahead,” she says.

They dig in. Con gets Egan to fence him with a miniknife, and then kisses the sucker-ring Seri is offering ladylike. He bites it off then smiles with it puckered, doing his best fox-smile.38 Virginia stands purposely in front of the lamp, blocking it, and squeezes a flashlight behind her index finger, extended like E.T.39

“Home, home,” she says with all the necessary creak, then collapses on the couch into Hale, who moves over.

“Sorry,” she says.

Hale shakes his head no. “If she’s not here then she must have got to town somehow—”

“—leaving us this whole creepazoid40 house … ” Con finishes. He circulates beer to all, starts a toast.

“Doctor,” he says, can raised, and they all say it in series (with some duck-duck-goose/Spies Like Us41 lilt)—

“Doctor.”

“Doctor.”

“Doctor.”

—until Nona, the last one before Hale.

“Doctor?” she says to him, and he finally relents, touches cans without quite saying the word.

The lights flicker with the storm but don’t go down.

AGAIN the ext. of the house, from a high angle, the lights holding steady for now. Descent is a soundless rush, the wood shakes becoming irregular things with grain, impact imminent, but then, suddenly and without explanation, no more aerial view, no more snow, no more wind. Penetration. We’re inside, the octagonal attic window high in the shot serving as orientation. The only other thing visible in the dried-velvet darkness is an even-breathing, cold white moisture rising once, twice, dollied42 toward, positioned on the screen so that there would be room above the implied mouth for eyes, if the eyes were open.

IN the downstairs bathroom Hale shakes off, flushes, then on a whim reaches deep into a high cabinet. Extracts a dated porn mag.

“Home again home again,”43 he says, but the reverie is cut short by a dull thud from above, which for us already translates as attic. Before he can even reconceal the mag we cut ahead of him to Egan, in the living room, the Wizard of Oz on the ancient VCR, heads screaming with the tornado. It’s early in the show yet. Con isn’t there, so Egan’s filling the conversational void: “In an alternate world Betamax dominates, y’know. The only reason it lost out in this one is that my dad liked to record football, which is longer than beta’s two hours.”

“Meaning we’re all living in your father’s world?” Nona halfheartedly objects.

“We all have fathers,” Egan says, and then Hale is upon them, counting heads.

“Where the hell’s Con?” he demands.

“Mister expendable crewman?”44 Nona asks.

“Mister beer run,” Seri says, as if Hale should have expected it.

Egan adds the finishing touch, motioning toward the front door: “Blizzard of Oz.”45

Hale shakes his head, and instead of asking them why they let Con leave—which the impatience of his body language suggests he really really wants to do—he just walks to the front door, pulls it violently open, turns his head from the snow gusting in, but still, doesn’t look away.

FROM an ambiguously elevated vantage point—possibly aerial, possibly rooftop—Con’s footprints lead from the overhang of the porch to the SUV, only go one way. Hale’s dim shape appears leaning over the porch railing, and then we’re over his shoulder with Nona and Seri, holding themselves against the cold. Hale’s POV studies what he can make out of Con’s tracks and then peers up, up, until Nona asks it: “What already?” “That damn movie,” Hale says, loud over the wind.

“Tornado?” Nona asks.

Hale shakes his head no. “Monkeys,” he says, not really to her, and Nona studies him, his word (if she even heard it), then flinches when Seri steps forward, leans over the railing, calling: “Connn, Conway, Conagher,46 Conner, Connnnnn … ”

“—Conan,”47 Nona quietly tags on, her first comic attempt. It’s counterbalanced immediately by Con himself, staggering out of the bushes, some massive head wound leaking down over his face. Seri screams. Hale freaks, backpedaling. When Con staggers onto the porch, though, Nona cocks her head, steps forward, and pushes him easily back off, the roan-haired corpse mask he’s evidently had in his bag all along now apparent, a bad joke.

He falls laughing into the snow, lifts the mask to speak. “Timing, man,” he says, all agrin. “Shit. I had you.”

Hale starts to say something, stops, then says something else: “You’re an asshole, Con. You know that.”

“Among other various and sundry other things,” Con says, palming an apologetic beer to Hale, hanging two six-packs over the porch railing. Hale holds on to the beer, seriously inspecting Con’s tracks to the SUV. Behind him, reentering the house, Nona leans close to Con, whispers, “You’re digging your own grave. You know that too, right?”

Con rolls his eyes in mock fear, nudges Seri. “Co-nan,” he overpronounces, “like the barbarian,” and then wrestles her inside.

Left alone, Hale has to concentrate to open the beer, has to calm his hands down. After some extended inner debate he turns it up, slams it, drops the can, then slams the door behind him too as he enters. On the porch now, the only sound is that of multiple locks engaging, the can rolling away.

WHAT feels like fifteen or twenty minutes later—judging by the comfort level achieved—the crew is lounged around Oz, Con the only real motion, patting himself down for the cigarette he doesn’t have.

“It’s starting,” he says, and when Virginia turns to him, explains: “Withdrawal”—then, to Seri—“My barbarian side.”

Virginia bats her eyes in false mercy and is just getting back to Oz when the electricity sputters again, this time pausing the blue monkeys midair. We go close on the inset48 television screen, through the static/snow, and either one of the monkeys is still moving without the rest of the flock or betamax isn’t wholly reliable for playback purposes.

Seri sees this, looks around for support.

“This isn’t funny,” she says. “Did you see that?”

“What?” Hale asks.

“The … the movie,” she says.

Nona smiles. “This is the country, city girl. Lions and tigers and bears—”

“—oh my,” Con finishes in falsetto.

The tape ejects itself before Hale can see the unpaused monkey, and Virginia succinctly turns off the television set. “The tube might blow,” she explains. “We had it happen once.”

“Serious, guys,” Seri says, still trying to drum up support. But there is none. The wind pushes up hard against the house, spooking Virginia.

“We should talk or something,” she says. “To keep from all this listening. Like about why we’re being doctors, maybe?”

“Or surgeons,” Egan adds, inspecting his nails (the putative reason he wouldn’t pump gas).

“Why medicine, I mean,” Virginia says back, “school. All this debt.”

Con spins the close-up of a beer can, makes a show of arranging it to point at Virginia. “You first,” he says, “bachelorette number one,49 baring her Hippocratic soul.”

Virginia smiles at Con, in a good way. “Don’t laugh,” she says, to everyone, then gets stage fright. “No. Hale first. It’s his goshdarn house, after all.”

“Pass,” Hale says.

But Con is leaning down with his talk show beer-as-microphone. “You’re amongst friends … ” he leads off, then corrects, tilts his head Nona-wards. “… and lovers,” he adds, “and Egan, too, of course.”

“Thanks,” Egan says, and Con shrugs no problem.

Hale looks to Nona, who’s already looking at him. “You don’t have to,” she says to him quietly, changing the atmosphere Con was creating. Everyone turns to Hale, whom we’re tight on, the conversation about him continuing just o.s.

Seri: “Like he can’t, now.”

Con: “Misss-ter tease.”

Virginia: “He hasn’t really teased, y’all. Hale—”

“You don’t have to,” Nona repeats, trying to protect him.

“It can’t be that cheese,” Seri says. “C’mon. It’ll be worse the way Con makes it up.”

“Yeah,” Con says, playing along: “‘There he was with his appendicitis Barbie doll50—’” But before he can finish Hale nods, has made a decision. His mouth spans the width of the screen:

“It was stupid. I was fourteen—” and like that he becomes a partial v.o.,51 narrating the static flashback: a younger Hale, balancing on a picnic bench, his head in a noose. We don’t recognize where he is, but it’s dark, damp, a black and white feel though there is color. It’s just off some. Enough.

“I thought it would be like that Air Force show,” his v.o. says, “that one with the song. Gere, Winger—” “—the obligatory suicide near the end of Officer and a Gentleman,”52 Egan interrupts, pulling us back to the correctly tinted living room just before fourteen-year-old Hale would have stepped off that bench.

“Love lift us up where we belong … ”53 Egan sings, precisely on key, snagging an appreciative smile–nudge combo from Con.

“My father had an extensive video collection,” Hale explains, ignoring Con and Egan, nodding instead to the many-tiered video cabinet.54

“And so you went to medical school?” Seri prompts. “Because of the movies, or because of …?”

Hale nods, shrugs. “The medics brought me back. Twice.”

“From where?” Seri asks.

“Think Flatliners,”55 Nona answers.

Egan leans forward, piqued. “So what’d you bring back for us, then?”

For a beatslong awkward silence Hale just looks away, leaving Virginia room to own up to what she started, push on: “With me it was that doctor on Field of Dreams … ”56

“… Archie fucking Greene!”57 Con says, way too excited about it. “I thought I was the only—”

“—why, though?” Egan asks, not yet distracted. “Richard Gere’s performance didn’t make you … try to do that, did it? I mean, not that we wouldn’t understand … ”

“You don’t have to answer,” Nona says, “he’s just doing this.”

Egan leans back, picks up the song where he left off, nominally to himself but clearly for Hale: “… where the eagles fly, on a mountain high—”

“Like I said,” Hale interrupts, unflinching, “I was fourteen. It was two years after my sister got hurt. You remember that space on three-wheelers, between the foot peg and the rear tire?”—holding the index fingers of his two hands maybe six inches apart—“She was eight. Her feet were … the same size, about. Close enough to fit. I told her I’d get us home before dark. The grass was tall. It was April. Her foot—” His hand shows how Jenny’s foot slipped under.

Seri has her fist to the hollow of her throat. “I’m sorry,” she says, bold black X’s still crossed over her eyes, beginning to run.

“Yeah,” Hale says, “well it’s November now. I’m all better.”

Using only the tilt of his head, Egan questions this “all better.”58

“How about you then?” Hale asks him. Egan just rubs his fingers together over imaginary money, though. “Thought it was assumed,” he says. Con is next, volunteers: “I saw my first speculum at the tender age of sixteen … ”

Virginia throws candy at him for this, and the electricity falters on cue. Nona stands in the unsure light. “That’s it,” she says. “We’re going to need some candles, blankets, that kind of stuff.”

“Just until morning,” Hale adds.

Virginia’s already standing. “A scavenger hunt?” she asks, “like church?”

Con shakes his head no, not like church, but keeps his mouth closed about it.

Egan studies the int.59 of the house they can see from the living room. “This where we pair up for safety, Nona?”

Seri sees how the pairing up is looking, though: Hale and Nona, Con and Virginia, her and Egan. She shakes her head no to him. “Go stand in the shower and wait,” she says.

“I’ll be thinking about you … ” Egan trails off, reversing her Psycho60-jibe. Seri flips him off where he can see it this time, huffs off.

This gets a smile from Nona. But there’s Con and Virginia to deal with, already traipsing kitchenward. She calls after them: “And nobody goes outside to make snow angels, clear?”

“Yes ma’am,” Con calls back, saluting, and in moments Egan is upstairs and Seri’s gone somewhere, leaving Hale and Nona in the living room. The lights go out for a bit. Hale makes his way to the uncradled phone, listens to it. The same crackling.

“The one time the lines aren’t bowing to the storm,” Nona says.

This is their first time really alone for us. Medium shots, not much between them.

“Best thirty-five cents I ever spent,” Hale says, setting the phone back down.

Nona draws closer, without quite touching him. “Your sister’s name was Jennifer,” she offers.

Hale nods. “Past tense,” he says, “yes.”

AND then the flashback continues, gets visuals and loses Hale’s v.o. Not the attempted suicide but the accident he blamed for that attempt: this time he’s twelve, but it’s the same young actor, different hair. He and an uncrippled Jenny are on a three-wheeler in a field, her foot on the foot peg inserted over and over, the grass rushing past beneath, pushing her shoe back. Her heel catches on the knobs of the balloon tire, gets thrown forward. Hale looks down from being kicked then buries his thumb in the throttle, the four-stroke engine buzzing, whining, topping out, the house there ahead. But then the shot widens, pulls back until, for all their speed, the three-wheeler seems to be hardly moving. The effect is that distance equals the slow motion of accidents: Jenny slips quietly under, leg first, not even a sound.61 Hale slides to a stop yards ahead, and we’re with him, on him. He’s looking back at what’s hidden to us, and there’s no emotion in his face, not yet.

IN the upstairs hall Egan is trying the knob of bedroom door number two62—Hale and Jenny’s—but it’s locked. With his squeeze light clamped between his teeth he explores the hall, feeling for the switch, finally stumbling onto Jenny’s old wheelchair. He sits in it. Wheelies back and spies the attic string, caught in his small beam of light like a bad idea.

He pulls on the string and the stairs fold down silently for him, the hinges black with grease.

“Hello-hello-hello,” he whispers, doing the Krueger-echo63 himself, half smiling, but in the attic his o.s. voice is more foreboding than funny, coming weakly through the opening in the floor. The beam of his squeeze light stabs up jerkily, and the POV watching him scuttles over, behind some trunk or chest, breathing calmly enough that the retreat outside—to an ext. shot—is welcome, a necessary prolonging.64 From a ground-level view which makes the house look taller and narrower than it has before, the many lights go out all at once. The snow is bright in comparison.

IN what initially seems to be that same breathing darkness of the attic a squeeze light is squeezed on, but in its haze is Virginia, hesitantly opening kitchen cabinets. The breathing turns out to be Con, in her b.g., rifling through the drawers by lighter light. Virginia directs her beam into the cabinet she’s just opened and immediately inside is a wall of creamed corn. The next cabinet is the same—the whole row.65 Before she can comment on it the electricity surges back on, is unsteady at best.

“Wish it’d decide already,” she says. “Off or on.”

Con isn’t listening, though. “Just one,” he says, “that’s all I ask. Even a butt, with old-lady lipstick on it … ”

Virginia shakes her head. “There weren’t any ashtrays … ” she says, but Con persists, finds a drawer of files, books, clippings, ketchup packets. It’s out of place enough to warrant a line of dialogue: “Household records in the kitchen?” he says. “With the ketchup?”

“This is the country,” Virginia says back, “according to Nona.”

“Not Marlboro … ” Con adds, mister dissatisfied, and moves on to better pickings in other drawers. We stay close on the files, however. As does Virginia. She thumbs through them, reading one here, one there.

“Well,” Con says, making talk, “Was it Elvis on the grassy knoll, Amelia Earhart’s plane in Roswell,66 what?”

“Not sure,” Virginia says, scanning a piece of paper, “… records … a chart? She paid her groundskeeper in food?”

“No taxes,” Con says, “mail the IRS seven percent of your mashed potatoes and gravy and see what they—”

“A weekly rotation,” Virginia continues. “Jeez, as anal as Hale. Pork chops—”

“Corn,” Con supplies in a flat voice.

“Chicken—”

“Corn.”

“Peanut butter—?”

“Corn.”

Virginia laughs. Con gives up his search, approaches Virginia from behind, runs his hands along her hips. “I’m about to not be responsible for my actions,” he says, talking low, then quoting: “‘In a nicotine fit the debonair paramedic ravaged his tempting co-student-slash-worker … ’” He nuzzles into Virginia’s neck a bit and she buries her chin in her throat, pretends to still be interested in the files.

“I’m not your cigarette,” she says, “and I don’t like you.”

“It’s Halloween. You’re in your PJs. We can pretend.”

“You can pretend.” But still, she’s not resisting. As Con runs his real hands down her real side we modestly pan67 to the walls of creamed corn, settle on the unwavering close-up of an ancient pack of emergency cigarettes tucked up there, overlooked. Con and Virginia’s parting words barely make it through.

Virginia: “We need blankets, remember?”

Con: “Among other things … ”68

A toilet flushes o.s. and Nona emerges from the downstairs bathroom, into the low-ceilinged utility room. She’s flipping through the dated porn mag. Hale is bent over an unbalanced pile of storage boxes, the rear pocket of his jeans overstuffed with candles. Nona tsk-tsks the magazine.

“For the days before silicon,” she says.

Hale notices what she has. “When there was privacy, you mean?” he asks.

“When the field was even,” Nona says, “as in un-augmented.”

“My nature girl … ”

Nona rolls her eyes, sets the magazine aside. Studies the place, Hale studying her.

“Not much of a first date is it?” he says. “After six months of non-dates, I mean.”

“Seven and a half,” Nona corrects. “Unofficially.”

Hale smiles. “Sorry for dragging you out here is what I mean.”

“Into your childhood?” she says back without blinking. “I’m not. ‘A remote, romantic hideaway tucked into the primeval forest … ’”

This is their second time alone for us. They draw nearer, touching, an awkward hug but not shy. As if they already know each other’s bodies.

“And isolation has its perks … ” Nona says around Hale’s lips.

“Speaking of perks … ” Hale says back, his hands well under her shirt, “seven and a half months is a long time to … ”

“Court,” Nona says for him, “as in ‘woo,’” then laughs a muffled laugh, assists with the strange mechanics of her shirt—showing us nothing—and again, as Hale smiles and lowers his head to hers, we’re left with a thematic close-up, this time the porn mag in detail, some Adonis and his Venus pumping away, all their shiny parts hidden by words.

“That a candle in your pocket or are you just glad to see me?” Nona whispers, and the sounds of heavy petting carry over to Con and Virginia, on one of the two living room couches, Virginia offering only token resistance.

“We’re not the only ones here,” she says, intoning high at the end.

“Still two hours till your parents get out of the movie … ” Con mumbles, flying strictly on autopilot now, and then there’s some thirty seconds of accelerated petting, where there are some flashes of skin, but not when we want them on-screen anymore, either: heavy footsteps are approaching.

Virginia hears, tries to sit up. “Con,” she says.

“Virginia,” Con says, not slowing down, and then behind the couch a figure takes shape as the footsteps cease, and before the tension can mount too high it’s Seri, larger than usual, as she’s carrying a load of blankets, jackets, an ancient flashlight, etc.

“Viewer discretion ad-vised,” she says, not looking away. “Making some medical advances there, guys?”

“On the edge of a real breakthrough … ” Con says, trying hard to ignore her.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Virginia says, pushing Con’s head away, and Seri laughs, unloads her blankets and jackets over them. Sits down on their legs.

“Of course it’s not,” she says. “You were looking for a contact lens, sewing a button, practicing for a part, studying for a diagnostic. Your hair got caught in his zipper—” but then she stops, sits up suddenly, wiping her backside.

Virginia gets meek, apologetic. “Beer,” she says, “sorry.”

“Beer?” Seri says, rubbing her fingers together, afraid to smell.

“Honest,” Virginia says.

“Speaking of,” Con says, rubbing his eye as if trying to focus the world, “I think I lost a contact on the porch … ” He leads Virginia to the front door, pleading with Seri to be quiet. Seri shakes her head in disapproval, but shrugs agreement.

“Long as I don’t have to watch,” she says, trying to tap the ancient flashlight alive.

Con has to unlock four locks to get out, all the while keeping Virginia from slipping away.

ON the porch the storm is absolutely howling. Con and Virginia are just standing there, looking at the railing. There’s only one six-pack left.

“I thought you got a case back there?” Virginia says, twice, and when Con finally hears he nods, is confused. Holds up his fingers meaning “two,” yes. He steps to the railing, leans over, and, looking out, is in the same position Hale was in when he was being watched from above. And Con’s being watched as well, the same ambiguously elevated POV. Behind him Virginia squats down for body heat, removing herself from the shot, leaving Con slightly off-center, seemingly indifferent to the cold.

His POV sections off the yard beyond the porch, searches it, and for an instant succeeds: a few yards out is a half-buried silver can. The shot reverses onto Con’s smile.

“That bastard,” he says, teeth all together. He holds up a finger to Virginia, meaning wait, and then jogs out into the yard, retrieves the can—which turns out to be the whole six-pack—and dances the victory jig demanded by the genre: eyes shut, feet happy, death approaching at a breakneck pace.

As he returns to the porch he becomes aware of his tracks. He turns to Virginia, and his smile this time is all about trouble. He holds his hand out for her, but she shakes her head no, shivers for him. He steps up, leans down to her.

“Cold,” she says into his ear, and he nods, considers, then leads her back to the front door, inside, where the electricity is evidently off again, or still off, it’s hard to keep up anymore. Seri has the flashlight-as-overhead hanging by its wriststrap from some hidden nail in the ceiling. It gives enough light to see her: she has the remote control in hand, is pointing successively at the VCR, the television set, the lamps, the floor heater. “Play, talk, on, warm—” she says as she gets to each of them, and then the door opens, spilling snow, Con, and Virginia. Seri points the remote at them, pushes the appropriate button.

“Enter,” she says.

Con and Virginia do, begin layering themselves in the jackets Seri scavenged.

“Snow angels,” Con whispers to Seri, “shhh.”

Seri points the remote at him: “Off.”

Con notices the overhead she’s rigged. “Nice,” he says, tapping it as he and Virginia open the door quietly again—Virginia almost reluctant, as if fooled into all this somehow.

“Be careful,” Seri says to Con, seriously, not pointing the remote at him.

“Careful’s my middle name,” Con says, then, with his back to her, to himself: “I just never use it.”

Behind him the light he tapped swings back and forth on its string. Seri points the remote at it.

“Stay,” she says, but the extended close-up disagrees.

OUTSIDE, Con is already making snow angels, Virginia not too eager to lie down in the cold. There’s the breathing again, o.s. but close. Virginia maybe hears it too—or feels it—gets spooked anyway, keeps looking behind her. But back to Con, from directly above: one angel complete (and impossibly symmetrical, as if pressed with a form), he rolls over onto his front side for the scissor-angel effect, being careful enough not to leave unnecessary marks in the snow that he doesn’t see Virginia, backing away from him at first, then turning instinctively to run. Inserted is a flash of leathery black pursuit, the flapping.

From directly behind and slightly above her, an unsteady POV is approaching fast, but at the last moment before contact she sheds her jackets, stumbles, continues with her swaybacked run. The jacket is tossed aside, never even hitting the ground. At the next last moment she dives, saving herself once more, but this can’t go on. The next last moment is tight on the weave of her no-longer-taut T-shirt, and then, in a rush of flapping and skin tearing and longindying o.s. screams, she’s forced out of the shot.

Con stands up into the blowing snow, brushing himself off. Another aerial insert, the central image of the promo poster: his scissor-angels nearly surrounding him, his small face turned up. Slowly his POV pans three-sixty.

There through the snow is a large, possibly winged FIGURE—there, there.

“Gin?” he says.

And then he’s running.

IN the utility room Hale and Nona are pretty much where we left them—crouched in the darkness, Hale’s head buried in her willing chest, the reflected snowlight through the high window showing them in outline.

“So am I the first girl you’ve taken into cold storage, Agent Muld—” Nona starts to say, but is interrupted by ‡a close-up of the light pooled on the hardwood floor of the living room. The pool intensifies briefly and then the flashlight crashes into the shot, bouncing once, twice, settling into the darkness it just made.

HALE turns his head toward the living room, grubs for a squeeze light.

“What?” Nona asks, covering herself.

“I don’t know.”

“Is it that important?”

Hale looks to her as if for the first time, then backs away.

“Is it me?” Nona asks, but Hale only shakes his head no unconvincingly, leads her by her hand into the living room, making her dress en route. He confronts Seri with the squeeze light; she has the fireplace poker casual under her arm, a weapon. She looks away from the light.

“Where is everybody?” Hale demands.

“Your shirt’s inside out there, Nona,” Seri says. “Guess everybody’s playing X-Files but me.”

“You don’t really have a shirt to lose—” Nona says, not in a hostile way, but gets interrupted again by Hale motioning for silence, trying to hear through the walls to outside.

“Where are they?” he says again.

Seri looks in the direction of the front yard and back to Nona. “You shouldn’t have told them not to.”

“No,” Hale says, racing for the door. Just as he gets there though, it explodes inward, slamming him square in the forehead. He goes limp and Con falls in over him, kicks the door closed, scrambles to lock it. Moments later it’s rammed hard, by something big bad and mean.

Hale’s depocketed candles roll across the floor in all directions. No one reaches for them.

UP in the attic, out of the action, Egan has just arrived at the window, is looking out. He’s carrying an armload of the blankets, etc., Nona wanted. In the yard below are three shed jackets (two of them Con’s), Con’s ring of scissor-angels, and Virginia’s tracks ending midstep. Egan cocks his head and turns around slow, suspicious of something behind him. His POV zeros in on the trunk, the implied shape behind it, and then the shot reverses to catch the attic window over his shoulder, momentarily blotted out as a black leathery something passes outside, moving simply up. Egan looks back out a moment too late, at the angels and jackets and tracks.

“Idiots,” he says.

As he moves back to the opening in the floor, however, the POV is watching him from the dark.

THE next thing is a candle being carefully lit, and as the shot expands, it’s the last of many, arranged randomly in the fireplace by Nona. She shakes the match out and looks to Seri, sitting on the hearth, her knees tight together, the file drawer from the kitchen beside her.

“That enough?” Nona asks, and Seri nods, the shot tagging along with Nona to Hale, more or less unconscious on the couch. In the chair opposite him is Con, shivering in a blanket, and behind him the front door, bulky furniture piled in front of it.

Back to Seri, reading another chart: “Corn, corn, corn … ” She pushes the page into the fireplace, and it flares up for a moment.

“It’s not in there,” Con says. “It’s fucking outside.”

Seri ignores him though, extracts a dog-eared Strange Stories/Amazing Tales/TimeLife–type book,69 hefts it onto her knees. As she reads, Nona counts the four of them.

“Our numbers are still thinning,” she says.

“Still?” Con asks.

“TJ … Virginia,” she explains, counting down on her fingers, “now Egan.”

“Maybe we should all hold hands,” Con offers. “I’m not kidding here.”

Seri stands from the hearth then, uninvolved with their conversation, all involved with her reading, which she takes vocal: “‘… just as perplexing was the 1889 case of eleven-year-old Oliver Larch of South Bend, Indiana, who vanished on his way to a well on Christmas Eve. Moments after the boy set out, the assembled guests heard Oliver yell for help. But they found only his footprints in the newly fallen snow … the trail began at the door and abruptly ended only halfway to the well.’”70

Seri offers the book around as some kind of proof, but there’s no takers, only a close-up of Hale’s face, his eyes twitching violently in accord with the flashback he’s reliving. It’s still nighttime and he’s fourteen all over again, this time standing in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, an Arthur C. Clarke paperback in his hand, his finger saving the place as if he just saw something. He has: it’s Jenny, in her wheelchair, facing the front door. Though open-eyed, her eyes are dry and she’s absolutely still, not a sign of life. As we move to Hale’s face for his take on this we lose Jenny, have to rely instead on a combination of Hale’s breathless expressions, punctuated by a series of sounds: the front door opening; wind (which lifts Hale’s bangs); dragging footsteps; that same breathing; the wheelchair shifting in relief. Just as fourteen-year-old Hale opens his mouth to breathe or scream or say No mid- to late-twenties Hale sits up fast from the couch, reeling from the intense little gash on his head.

“No sudden movements,” Nona prescribes. “No solid foods. You know the drill.”

“Your pupils are reactive, sir,” Con adds, pretending to examine, “and careful, now, there’s a thermometer up your ass.”

“We don’t want you sleeping for twenty-four hours, either,” Seri says, playing along. “Now if the nausea persists … ” but she can’t maintain the necessary levity: “Oh God. What’s out there, Hale?”

“Better yet,” Con adds, “how is what’s out there even possible?”

Just then a clipping escapes the Strange Stories book Seri’s still holding. Which is to say it couldn’t be more on cue. She catches it centimeters before the ground, reads it to herself.

“Virginia?” Hale asks weakly, as if he doesn’t really want an answer, and Con shakes his head no. “Egan …?” Hale asks in an even more hesitant voice, but Con only shrugs.

“Your mother?” Nona adds.

“Your … sister?” Seri asks as she’s reading, then continues: “‘Vanishing act. According to her younger brother, ten-year-old Jennifer Sweren, wheelchair-bound since an ATV accident two years hence, stood from that chair after dinner three days ago, and apparently managed to walk halfway across the yard before—’”

“—before she disappeared … ” Nona completes flatly.

“‘… midstep,’” Seri adds. “Or, as her younger brother recounts, ‘was taken from above.’ Shit, Hale.”

“From above?” Nona asks.

Con leans forward to Hale, now with the heels of his hands pressed into his eyes. “That was you?” Con asks. “In the papers?”

“They got it wrong,” Hale says. “I was fourteen. She was the younger one.”

“Why didn’t you tell us any of this?” Seri asks, but Con answers: “Because this is the kind of thing that’s revealed, right? Timing, man. Consider yourself saluted, Haley. Trick or fucking treat.”

Hale tries to stand, has to lean on Nona for support. But Seri’s not through: “People go to hell for revisiting this kind of shit, y’know?”

“Or just die gruesomely,” Con adds.

Nona looks to Hale. “So what’s out there?” she asks. Hale doesn’t reply, though, just indicates Seri’s clipping. Seri is confused, until she turns it over. And then she’s more confused. She passes the clipping to Nona, who shakes her head at it.

“Our own vanishing act,” she says, dismissing it, “the gargoyle.”

“They got it all wrong,” Hale says.

Nona crumples the clipping, tosses it to the fireplace candles, where it doesn’t burn but gets an extended close-up as it uncrumples. There in an artist’s hasty rendering is a gargoyle/demon torso all right, very similar to Egan’s costume, but with the hint of folded wings in the b.g., too tall for the small frame the clipping provides.

DIRECTLY below the attic window, Egan, squeeze light in mouth, gargoyle gloves laid aside, is rummaging through some drawers, finding the usual rocks, video adapters, wing nuts, etc., until the bottom drawer: pistol cartridges. Oh yes. He laughs through his teeth, pockets them, then gets his hair blown into his eyes by a sudden gust of wind. In the attic. He doesn’t understand. Without looking away from the dark area on the other side of the floor opening—which would seem to be a wall—he ferrets something from one of the drawers, tosses it lightly, end over end (flat, silvery, can opener–ish), and just as it’s reaching the top of its arc it’s muffled to a stop by a blanket hanging from the ceiling, bisecting the attic.

“Door number one … ” Egan says.

The wind rustles the blanket in invitation, and Egan holds it aside, crosses over, catches himself in the last instant from stepping into the puddle of melting snow. From an unsteady POV behind him he follows the moisture logically up, to the roof, where there are large holes rotted through. But then he cocks his head slightly, in a way that means he has no doubt this time: he’s being watched from behind.

He tries to initiate conversation—“It wasn’t my idea to come out here, y’know”—but, when there’s no reply, he counts on the slammed-to close-up of his hand, fingers falling, one, two, and on three he spins, onto nothing, no one.

“Of course,” he says, but still takes an unwitting step back, into the melted snow, and with only one warning creak the floor gives beneath him, and he has no chance of catching himself.

THE resulting crash is heard in the living room by Con and Hale and Nona and Seri. Seri smiles a nervous smile.

“Like we’re going to go investigate or some shit,” she says. “Right? Right?”

“They can’t get inside,” Hale says, looking up.

Con sneers. “Says who?”

“They can’t,” Hale says again, and then the backfocus71 delineates Seri, open-jawed in Hale’s b.g.

“They?” she asks.

AS the sheetrock’s already wet, there’s no dust from Egan’s fall. Immediately to his left, though (in the meager glow of his squeeze light), is an overly phallic-looking bedpost, uselessly tall. It scrolls down the screen until his POV is at the ragged hole in the ceiling. Egan winces from the close call, touching his backside to indicate what almost happened to him, here.

“Thank you, dungeon master,”72 he says, to the Cadbury tune,73 and then his POV scans this new place, following the beam of light, and it appears to be Hale’s old room—Traci Lords, Nancy Wilson, Shannon Tweed.74 One wall is different, however. A little girl’s wall. On the single bed running along it, too, is a FIGURE under the blankets, motionless, too vague and buried to guess at the actual size.

Egan doesn’t say anything for as long as it takes to establish the absence of regular breathing, and then he says it to himself, for us: “The little sister.”

He’s already standing, flecks of ceiling acoustic on his face and clothes, glittering.

He walks quietly to the bed. The wall above is cluttered with charcoal drawings but he doesn’t stay there long enough for us to distinguish any more than that—that they’re charcoal drawings. He’s intent on the bed, the figure in the blankets.

His arm extends seemingly on its own, his hand the entire, moving shot, and just as it’s about to make contact we cut away, not to the posters on the wall, as expected, but to Hale, studying the fireplace poker, his new weapon. Beside him, Con is way dissatisfied with the fireplace brush he’s got, is displaying its uselessness by using it to dust years off the coffee table.

Seri’s pacing. “So … they can’t get inside?” she asks, gets no answer.

“How long till daylight?” Con asks Nona.

“Three … two and half hours,” she says, unsure, no watch either.

“And then we can leave?” Seri asks, no answer again.

“I’m going up there,” Hale says.

“You’re what?” Seri asks, but Hale only looks to Con, who shakes his head no, smiles.

“I’ve had my close encounter75 of the night, man,” he says. “Anyway, the sidekick tends to get it in the ass, right?”76

Nona enters the dialogue: “He’s right, Hale.”

“About sidekicks?”

“About not going up there.”

“But how do I know it’s not her?” Hale asks.

“Your mother?” Nona asks back.

Hale doesn’t answer, just places his hand on the banister. Nona closes her eyes in exasperation, opens them, and removes the gun, cocks it professionally. “Note for the log,”77 she says, “there are bad ideas and then there are bad ideas … ”

They ascend together, Mulder and Scully, Scully locked and unloaded. Con cups a hand around his mouth, calls behind them: “Maybe these things that can’t get inside’ll be scared of the bullets we don’t have, right?”

By now Hale and Nona are disappeared. Seri scooches closer to Con on the couch and he continues dusting circles in the coffee table, boring into it. The repetition of it, him, them, foregrounds the rest of the living room, and we pan to the only other interesting thing—the video cabinet—linger on the triple row of horror movies, giving Hale and Nona time to have been in the upstairs hall a few moments already. Nona is wary of the poker Hale’s carrying. The attic stairs are still lowered.

Just to their left Hale is talking to himself: “They can’t get inside, they can’t get inside.”

“You keep saying that,” Nona interrupts, “but you only saw one, right? I mean, if you even saw that.”

Hale looks back to her.

“You were fourteen,” she explains.

Hale doesn’t say anything to her, instead skirts the stairs, steps into his mother’s bedroom, reinspecting the bed, dresser, closet, etc. When he gets to the phone he shoulders the receiver again, in ritual—[whispering] “hello, hello”—but the convenience store connection is still there, static and wind.

“She wouldn’t be up here,” Hale says to Nona, as if just realizing it.

“Your mother?” Nona asks, “I thought we established that. She must be in town, right?”

“Anybody,” Hale says, then, “but it’s my FNA78 house, right? My noises?”

In the hall again, he tries the door to his old room, but it’s still locked. He pushes pulls and rattles it, but it doesn’t even begin to give. The only thing left is the attic staircase, still down. His body language is a study of reluctance.

“Virginia,” he says, guilting himself into action, then steps onto the lowest rung, is about to stand up through the opening when Nona stops him, removes Con’s corpse mask from her belt, offers it.

“Always be prepared,” she says with a light touch, guilty smile.

THROUGH the opening in the floor of the attic Con’s corpse mask appears, on Hale’s fireplace poker. A strange enough sight by itself, eyes aglow with ambient squeeze light, but then it looks around, gets joined by Nona’s gun/Hale’s forearm. After making a round each—the gun watching the mask’s back, and vice versa—the head lowers slowly, is replaced by Hale, squeeze light in mouth. It’s all about contrast: his face isn’t dead and rotting. But it is at the same height, so there’s that association to file away.

In the beam of his light there’s snow falling.

Hale leans back, his POV tracking the snow to the large holes in the roof, the sky beyond.

“Shit,” he says around the light, and his head lowers slowly, into a continuous, medium shot of him spitting the light into his hand. He wipes it on his pants, hands it to Nona, then slams the stairs closed.

“Guys?” Seri calls up, moments later.

“Nothing,” Nona calls back, then turns on Hale, “right? You were saying … they can’t get inside?”

Hale answers by jamming the fireplace poker up between the attic door and its jamb, effectively locking it. Nona watches, laughs a sick laugh to herself.

“Yeah,” she says, “assure me why don’t you. God, Hale.”

They’re stairward-bound, finally, without incident, when a potential incident presents itself: the brass doorknob of Hale’s bedroom begins turning. Hale and Nona look at each other, but there’s no time for anything like a plan to pass between them. When the door swings open Nona simply presses her back to the wall, the gun between her and whatever, and Hale instinctively dislodges the poker, swings it. Buries its brass hook in the doorframe inches from Egan’s gone-white face.

Egan holds his hands up.

Nona lowers her gun.

Hale muscles the poker free.

“Just me and my bladder,” Egan says, unblinking, and then—instinctively as well—swings the door shut behind him before Hale, reaching, diving, can catch it. The close-up of Hale’s hand trying the knob est. that it’s locked again.

Hale turns his head slow to Egan, and all Egan can do is offer the ammo in mute apology.

“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Nona says, taking the ammo. As they’re heading downstairs, Hale stops under the attic door, shoves the poker back up between the door and jamb, relocking it. Egan looks to Nona with a question in his eyes about this but Nona only shrugs, directs him on.

LATER, as est. by the diminished candle-height: Con on the living room couch, his mouth candy-stained; Seri lost in the book; Hale forcing shells into the pistol; Nona watching him with both disdain and pity.

“Hale,” she says, “just because you want them to be the right size … ”

Hale forces one more in anyway, then just throws the gun down, onto a cushion. Nona jumps, doesn’t say whatever she’s wanting to about gun safety. She tries to remove the shells but they’re seriously in there, at all the wrong angles. She turns to Egan with a heaviness in her shoulders that suggests she’s really turning back to Egan, picking up again.

“What were you doing then, for half an hour?” she asks.

Con raises his head. “It wasn’t him out there, Noan. I’ll vouch.”

Nona silences Con with a glare, returns to Egan. “You know how in the movie the people always die because they didn’t share information?” she asks, leaving a rhetorical space for Egan not to fill, “how you don’t feel sorry for them because in a sense they brought it on themselves—”

“—by not communicating, yes,” Egan finishes. “Like all those blind men in a room with an elephant, one thinking he’s got a suitcase, the other pretty sure he’s got a trashcan or some shit—”

“Exactly,” Nona says. “They never even try to construct a master narrative, meaning that they get to die by episodes—”

“—which for us add up to the master narrative, the elephant, stepping on these blind guys, who think a suitcase is killing them. It’s called dramatic irony, Nona. A device. It keeps us at the circus.”

“Well,” Nona says, mad now, “your refined sense of dramatic irony isn’t helping us any here, Egan.”

“I didn’t figure it all out, y’know.”

“Well what did you see?”

Egan doesn’t answer, instead does a long look to Hale, who finally looks away.

“Nothing,” Egan finally says. “I was getting blankets and I fell through the ceiling. Not my fault the house is in an advanced state of disrepair … ”

Nona stares at him, not looking away until Con can’t handle it, tries to allay the tension: “You two should take it on the road, y’know. Or just get married … ”

Nona doesn’t even acknowledge this.

Seri speaks for her: “Then we can’t trust you, Egan. Sorry.”

“Ask your boyfriend there, why don’t you?” Egan says to Nona. “Our host. The one who tricked us all out here. Like this was just an innocent house call.”

Hale looks from person to person for a few beats. “In the morning two of us can ride out on my three-wheeler—”

“As bait?” Con interrupts.

“They won’t come in the daytime,” Hale says.

“Like they won’t come inside?” Nona asks.

“We don’t know they have,” Hale says back.

Egan paces, studies Hale. Time passes and finally he asks it: “You mean to say you kept that … that three-wheeler?”

“Egan,” Nona says, a warning.

“But this is interesting,” Egan argues.

“Yes,” Hale answers, interrupting them both. “It’s in the shed.”

“Only two of us?” Seri asks.

“It’s just a one-ten.”

“A mean one-ten,” Egan adds, not so aside.

“Egan,” Nona repeats.

Then Egan has a eureka moment: “Ohhh. Like the bicycle at the end of It,79 right? The cornball little rituals we have to do to escape the cycle of horror … ”

“It worked, didn’t it?” Nona counters.

“In the movies, yes,” Egan says.

Con drapes an arm around Hale, buddying up. “Guess it’ll be you and me then, kimo?”80

Nona smiles. “Thought you’d had your close encounter, Conan.”

“Well then me and Nona,” Seri offers. “It doesn’t have to be the guys that save us. We can save ourselves.”

Con tricks a high-five from Seri for that.

“It’s just … ” Hale says, “I know the way out.”

“And you’re joined at the hip with a certain somebody,” Con says. “Right?”

“Then me and Hale,” Seri says, “to be both gender correct and no favorites?”

Nona rolls her eyes at this combo. “Just like old times …?” she says.

Egan is amused by all this. “The problem,” he says, “is that there’s one raft, one river, two seats, and six people—”

“Five,” Nona corrects, shutting Egan’s logic problem81 down before it can get started.

Con offers some generic pixie sticks around for people to draw; no one does.

“Wired enough, thanks,” Seri says.

“We’ll decide later,” Hale says.

“We,” Con repeats.

Egan has a different angle: “There’s still two hours left, anyway, and, as of now (for Nona, holding his spread-fingered hand out), five of us.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Seri asks.

“Math,” Nona says, and Egan nods.

“Subtraction,” he says, almost hissing, and looks around at the crew.

THE dialogue continues in the downstairs bathroom, Hale and Nona, in the medicine cabinet mirror we don’t initially realize is a reflection. Backing off doubles them, though: Hale sitting on the counter, Nona tending the cut in his temple. She has a thimble, bent needle, and sutures from an opened first-aid kit, so old the white’s gone yellow. Hale pulls away in pain.

“It’s going to scar if I don’t get at least one in there,” she says. “It probably will anyway. Not my fault this is a house without butterflies.” She gives Hale a toothbrush to bite. He does.

“I’ve seen your stitches, though … ” he mumbles, and Nona replies by running one through hard, into the waiting thimble of her other hand.

“Why don’t we have these?” she asks herself, poking the thimble with the needle, and then watches as Hale bites the toothbrush through, retches it into the open toilet, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, still spitting plastic.

“Attractive,” Nona says, but still, as soon as Hale looks back up to her she’s at the stitch with a cottonball, dabbing away the thin blood.

As she ties the stitch off she talks: “So what do you think?”

Hale doesn’t get the question.

“About Egan,” Nona clarifies.

“You think it’s him?” Hale asks, eyes narrowed with doubt.

Nona shrugs. “It’s anybody, anything. He was right about communication, though. You just told me she disappeared. Your sister.”

“What was I supposed to say?”

“You were supposed to trust me. You can, I mean.”

Done with the facial embroidery, Nona flushes the cottonball, and her POV tracks it swirling down. She laughs a bitter laugh through her nose: “No electricity but the phone and the water stick it out … ”

We pan over to Hale, trimming the stitch in the mirror with a pair of scissors, go close on the reflection: the stitch is similar to the thick, stubby black hairs on Jeff Goldblum’s back in The Fly,82 and the transformation-association carries over. But then the shot reverses, to Hale, and his attention has drifted considerably. He leans back from the mirror, looks to Nona, the toilet. “You’re right,” he says. “The electricity.”

Nona squints, playing mental catch-up: “Meaning either the power was intentionally cut, or someone had the foresight to wrap the pipes …?”

Hale walks out with purpose.



  


“Or something?” Nona says to herself when he’s gone.

ON the kitchen counter is a pyramid of creamed corn cans, a few candles. It has to have taken a while to set them all up. The shot reverses as if tracking a sound—Con making gun noises as he fastdraws the pistol from his belt, fans the hammer that isn’t there, fake-shooting the cans into oblivion.

“Corn, corn, corn,” he says. Sitting on the counter behind him is Egan, watching the cans not fall, either appreciating the show or just enduring it. Again, it’s hard to tell with him. Seri is just inside the doorway from the living room, as if she doesn’t want to be there with them, but doesn’t want to be alone either.

Hale enters, taking the room in in a glance, not interested in Con’s game. Immediately behind him, though, Nona is. She rips the gun away from Con. “That’ll blow your hand off?” she says, waiting for him to try to argue. “Don’t you know anything?”

Con backs off some instead. “If there’s one thing I don’t know,” he says, “it’s anything.”

Nona levels her gaze on Con, accuses him: “You act like nothing happened out there.”

Con looks away, then back, has to answer a serious answer: “Or like too much happened?”

“I imagine you’ll need that hand anyway,” Seri says, out of the blue. Con looks to her, waiting for the punchline. Seri gives it: “Since you left your spare one at the store, I mean.” Con smiles, lets the joke stand, some important ice broken there.

Back to Nona, looking to Hale: “So where’s the breaker box?”

Hale points at the dated cloth calendar (red rooster on brown burlap) between the pantry and the refrigerator. “There.”

With everybody watching, then, he removes the calendar—hooking it over the top of the pantry door—and inspects the breakers. Close-up, none of them are tripped. Hale clacks them back and forth anyway.

“But there’s the main switch, too,” he says, and almost before he’s done talking we cut to the window in the ext. door of the utility room. Through it, on a pole some ten or so yards out, is the main switch, the red plastic insulation of the handle mostly rotted away. The shot reverses, the switch suddenly in the f.g., and leaning over at the glass are Hale and Nona and Seri, gauging the open spaces, not a smile among them. Seri starts to turn around and we go close enough on the back of her head that by the time her turn is complete, we’re through the glass, in the utility room.

Seri shivers. “I’m not going out there,” she says.

Hale is still at the window, looking as high as he can around the eave.

Nona stands. “They’ll think you’re dead already, though,” she says to Seri, who doesn’t get it at first, until Nona X’s her own eyes to show.

IN the kitchen, Con has the corn cans arranged in a half-finished pillar now. He’s not working on it anymore.

The whole crew’s there, mid-discussion.

“Sounds like a kamikaze run to me,” Con is saying, shrugging the whole endeavor off.

“We could have lights, though,” Nona says.

“Or we could find out that the switch is already on,” Egan counters.

“He’s right,” Seri says, then turns on Hale, messing with a mop. “And you don’t remember … up-on, down-off?”

“It was off-limits,” Hale says, for what’s sounding like the tenth time. “But I do remember there was something wrong with it. Either up was on, or it should have been.”

“I see,” Egan says. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

“There should be fuses out there too,” Con says. “House this old. So even if our gracious host here did remember … ”

Nona makes the decision for them: “Well, we need to look. To know.”

Seri asks the obvious question—“Are they that smart, to turn off the power?”—and they all look to Hale. He fingers his stitch and nods, but Egan doesn’t wholly buy it, is the last to walk into the living room, where again, Con has built something: spanning the distance from arm to arm of the couch and then some is an extension of mop handles, yardsticks, tape, etc. At the tip is a squeeze light. Hale is watching the construction like he doesn’t approve, but can’t think of a good objection either.

“Sun’ll be up in an hour,” Nona says to Con. “Not to rush you or anything.”

Con smiles, and, for a finishing touch, ties a suture knot tight tight around the squeeze light, keeping it squeezed on.

“Now that’s how you tie a knot,” he says for Nona, then, to the rest, holding the pole behind the couch for them, a gift. “Now run along and play.”83

Hale takes the pole, balances it, nods, and leads the crew out, through the kitchen. Except Con; he stays on the couch. As Seri passes he snags her wrist, pulls her down by him.

MOMENTS later the back door of the utility room is chocked open, and Egan is holding Hale’s arm as Hale reaches out with the pole, trying to keep the light steady enough to read the switch’s position, to make out through the glass of the fuse box whether the twin fuses are burned or not. In the door with them is Nona, holding an ancient pair of bifocals at about half-arm’s length, using them as binoculars, as opera glasses. The pole is too flimsy though. In her binoculared POV it waggles back and forth. She smiles to herself.

“Seven years of medical school for this,” she says.

Egan, straining to keep Hale from falling outside, hums the circus tune for her and Nona grits her teeth, looks through the glasses more, and her blurry, unsteady POV just makes out that the switch is up, at least, if that means anything.

“COLD in here,” Con says, a line for Seri, close enough on the couch to him that she has to turn her head to reply: “And you’re still a pig,” she says.

Con backs off, stands, wanders the living room, improvises a song about Seri—“Dead girls aren’t much fun,” to the tune of “Dead Puppies Aren’t Much Fun,”84 runs his finger along a shelf of books and on a hundred-to-one shot ferrets out the exact Arthur C. Clarke book fourteen-year-old Hale had in the flashback. It’s inserted for a moment—Childhood’s End—and, just in case we’ve forgotten, when Con flips the cover back there in pencil is Hale Sweren, written in columns, as if Hale had been trying on different signatures, different personas.

Back to Con, framed by the fireplace brick: “I read this, I think … Overseers? These aliens come to Earth to help us or some paranoid fifties thing, and we all die.” He turns the book over, laughs a sick laugh at what he finds on the back. Tosses the book onto the couch by Seri. She looks reluctantly, and her POV lingers on the demon–gargoyle on the back cover, obviously the original of the newspaper clipping, which is something of a revelation.

Con falls into the chair across from her.

“Which came first,” he asks, rhetorically, “what Hale saw, or what Hale read?”

Seri tries to assimilate this. While she does, Con looks around, smiles: “This is our window, isn’t it?” he offers.

“Our window?” Seri asks.

“Our chance,” Con says.

He palms the SUV keys from his pockets. “You haven’t seen them, Seri. You don’t want to. Virginia … ”

Seri doesn’t say anything; Con continues: “In the morning him and Noan are going to ride out of here. You know that’s how it’ll go down. Leaving you, me, Egan, and mister Rod Serling.”85

“But—” she starts, gets cut off.

“It won’t be an entertaining episode,” Con says. “Trust me. The way that book”—[Childhood’s End]—“ends is that we all die. But that’s Hale’s way. It doesn’t have to be ours.”

“We can’t just—”

“The plan is for two of us to ride out in the morning. It’s morning now. There’s you and me.” He holds up two fingers for her. “We can get help.”

“But they’re going to get help … ”

“It’ll be too late,” Con says, then mocking Hale: “‘The snow’s too deep. The truck doesn’t weigh enough.’”

Seri considers, considers, rationalizes: “TJ. She’ll be … expecting us for breakfast.”

“Exactly.”

“All of us, though.”

“We’ll make their apologies.”

Con takes her hand, leads her off the couch, pushes the furniture out of the way enough that they can fit out the door. Seri goes first, leaving Con a moment alone in the living room. He looks back at the book on the couch, says it—“Childhood’s end my ass”—then closes the door quietly behind him, leaving us with another close-up of the back cover of the book, the demon–gargoyle looking out of the past, looking outside where Con and Seri are standing at the top of the porch stairs, the last covered place. Already cringing. Con gets Seri’s attention, counts on his fingers one, two, and as the third finger drops we get a high angle on them as they dash for the SUV, hand in hand, Con leading with the doorkey.

In a rush, Con’s key scrabbling at the lock dominates the shot. Bad news, though: he feels around and the door is frozen shut, iced over.

“Shit shit shit,” he says, slamming the flat of his hand into the door, but then Seri hands him one of the mini-knives. Con opens it with trouble—finally with his teeth—then, careless about the paint, uses it to chip the door open. It works. He smiles.

“I love you Nona fucking Pearson,” he says, then pushes Seri in, through. Again, leaving him with the last look. He takes it, turns to the sky—from which he’s small—and flips it off in good-bye.

FROM a passenger-level angle in the backseat of the SUV, Con grinds and grinds the starter, pats the dash—“c’mon, c’mon”—and it’s taking long enough that Seri gets worried. She thumbs the automatic locks, the shafts huge and important on-screen, being sucked down into the door panel, and in that instant the SUV starts, as if from her thumb. She looks at it, doesn’t involve Con with the seeming chance that she helped.

“Go already,” she says, “go,” but now the windshield’s iced over. Con jacks the defrost up to an inset High, tries the wipers, which only moan. He shrugs to Seri, and, refamiliarizing himself with the int. of the SUV, cocks his head as if remembering something.

“What?” Seri asks. “We forget something?”

“Almost,” Con says, then leans forward to feel around in the floorboard for his lost cigarette we’re already close on, from under the seat. It’s half covered with slush, nestled up against the seat rail. Impossibly, Con’s hand finds it, and even more impossibly, his anxious fingers don’t break it.

He sits up, mister orgasm—“Ohhohohoho … ”—and pushes the lighter in, fumbles for the headlight knob too, and for an ext. instant again there’s that high angle over the SUV, the lights pushing out into the storm maybe ten yards.

BUT back to the warmth of the SUV. “We haven’t really got time for a nicotine fit,” Seri says.

“The truck has to warm up,” Con says back, distracted by the promise of the cigarette. He talks to it with love: “And there’s always time … ”

His POV settles on the lighter knob, and he watches, waits, the cigarette already in mouth, and an instant after it pops out we’re tight on his lips as he inhales gloriously, holds it in, leans over to kiss Seri in celebration. Seri leans away though, into her own glass.

“Drive, already,” she says, “or scoot your ass over.”

Con smiles, exhales, looks in the rearview, which—even though it shouldn’t, with the ice and all—has the house there, all haunted and picturesque.

“Good-bye Cueste Verde,”86 he says, exhaling again, smoking us out of the SUV, to a moving POV high above it, the SUV just spinning its rear tires, going nowhere. In our anxiousness for it to move we’re drawn to Con’s foot, buried in the accelerator, backing off to a medium shot of Seri. She shakes her head, and with her left hand nudges the truck into 4WD. The transmission and transfer case whine protest but finally catch, the front wheels inching the SUV away.

“You want me to drive, Conan?” Seri asks, but is cut short by the SUV jumping forward blindly, traction there under the snow somewhere. Con rolls down his window to see in front of them, cigarette still in mouth.

“You shouldn’t be—” Seri says, but then they’re already rattling over the cattle guard, everything in the truck shaking hard, including Con: when he opens his mouth to protest all this bouncing, he loses his cigarette out the window.

FROM an angle behind them, the brake lights flare.

FROM the passenger seat, Seri staring hard at Con: “Just get us out of here, okay? I’ll hijack a truckload of them for you, I swear. Just move.”

Con isn’t listening, though. He turns away from Seri, leans his head out the window to see where the cigarette’s landed. The wind gusts past and when it’s gone there is something red at the tip, more or less cylindrical. But it’s the main power switch, Hale and Egan and Nona in the b.g., the pole spanning the distance between. Of the three of them it’s Nona who gets the shot, as she’s the most fed up. She lowers the bifocals, talks to herself: “Don’t do it, Noan. Don’t do it.”

But she does—whips the glasses away and storms out to the pole. Throws the switch over once, twice, leaving it on ON. By this time Hale is with her, very aware of the sky above. He reaches up, tries to rub the window on the fuse box free of ice but ends up just making it worse.

Nona opens her mouth, indicating breath, body heat, and Hale nods, lifts her by the hips (she’s that light) so her face is to the fuse box. She breathes, rubs the steam off, and the insert of the twin fuses shows the thick filaments to be undeniably unbroken—wholly whole.

“Hunh,” Nona says, “guess it is the wires,” then catches something out of the corner of her eye, just around the house. When Hale tries to lower her she latches onto the post, resists, straining to see more. She does: in her POV the wind blows, the snow passes, and then, for a long and torturous moment, headlights sweep across the trees.

“That rat bastard,”87 she says.

CON’S POV can just make out the cigarette through two of the cattle guard pipes. It’s still lit. He turns to Seri.

“Honk the horn,” he says, “and keep it honking, no matter what, okay? They apparently don’t like daylight or indoors, so maybe noise—”

“Con—”

“Just do it, Seri. We made it to the truck, didn’t we?”

He nods to her to see if she’ll do it, and when she will [rolling her eyes okay] he steps out of the SUV, letting the storm in for a moment, then squats, reaching, his hand with the cigarette almost too balled up to clear the two pipes, but when it finally does, and he’s bringing it to his lips, the horn blasts and doesn’t let up, knocking the cigarette back into the cattle guard.

“Goddammit, Seri … ” he says through his teeth, closing the door on her for maneuvering room. He gets the cigarette again. In his b.g., through the open SUV window, Seri’s head as she leans over is just where she can’t see him.

Which translates into won’t see him.

Meaning he’s alone, vulnerable.

This is emphasized by a rough POV shift, high and angled overhead as he stands, taking a long-long drag—the romantic cigarette cupping pose again, his trademark, his downfall—and then looking up in the moments before impact. He narrows his eyes for what he can see coming at him, and gets large on the screen—near—the storm muted and unimportant all around.

“Trick or treat … ” he says, his last joke, and then is hit, hard, and from inside the SUV his blood and brains splatter88 over the windshield ice.

Seri freaks—“Oh god oh god oh god”—and just when she’s at the peak of it, about to slip over into hysteria, the roof of the SUV punches in, the doors jamming, Seri screaming. She thrashes all around, unable to open the door, scaring herself with everything, and finally, accidentally, kicks a foot through Con’s still-open window. She crawls out stomach up, crying, and ‡there on the roof is Con’s ravaged body, a truly gruesome sight—the first. His cigarette is still in his lips.

Seri instinctively falls back, into the snow, kicking her legs free, and, realizing how open the sky is above her, rolls under the SUV to the centermost place, discovers the keys in her hand she must have taken.

She can’t seem to contain the crying.

It gets worse when her limited POV—the wide-screen effect, with the top lopped off by the chassis, the bottom by the snow—makes out thick black legs through the storm. It’s vague, but they seem to be testing the ground, as wingéd things will.

And then they’re pointed, gone.

Seri talks herself sane: “They won’t come in the daytime, they won’t come in the daytime, they won’t come in the daytime.”

And it is getting lighter.

SERI’S chant doesn’t reach the caved-in roof of the SUV, though. Especially not the cherry of Con’s cigarette, in fine detail. It glows a deep red, and then, around it, Con coughs once, dies open-eyed. Past him and the SUV the headlights still shine on virgin snow, headlights that are dim through the breathed-on window of the living room. Nona’s POV.

“That rat fucking bastard,” she’s still saying.

Behind her Hale is pacing and Egan is perched on the hearth, eating corn and reading Clarke aloud, as if he’s Lovecraft89: “‘There was no mistake. The leathery wings, the little horns, the barbed tail—all were there. The most terrible of all legends had come to life, out of the unknown past.’ Sound familiar to anybody …?”

“They didn’t get anywhere,” Nona says to Hale, ignoring Egan, “if it makes you feel any better.”

“Why would that—?” Hale starts, then doesn’t know how to finish. Can’t think about it.

Egan becomes important, tending to his corn spoon, nodding with Clarke’s prose. He puts the book down, saving the place with his finger.

“I’m the unlikeliest to die, y’know,” he says. “Because I’m doing all the things you say would make me deserve to die.”

“What?” Hale says, having to acknowledge this.

“I may have to kill you myself,” Nona says, not giving up window duty yet [nor turning to speak].

“Exactly,” Egan says. “Not only am I potential fodder for whatever’s out there, but it’s also unlikely that anyone here will save me.”

“At this rate it’s unlikely there’ll be anybody to save you,” Nona says, turning around. But Hale’s into it now: “So?” he asks.

“So I eat corn and read science fiction,” Egan answers. “The world’s a sophisticated place. Because I’m expected to die, I’m invulnerable. It’d be too obvious to kill me.” He licks his upside-down spoon, studies it, goes wistful for a moment: “Funny. He never eats a second can at home … ”90

“I think you’re presuming an audien—” Nona starts to object, but Hale cuts her off.

“If this is such a sophisticated world,” he says, “wouldn’t that mean that because you’re expected not to die, you have to?”

Egan nods appreciation. “And they gave me the scholarship,” he says. “I’m impressed. There’s still a few minutes left till sunup, though. Many a slip.”91

Hale extends an arm for the Clarke book.

“That’s my book,” he says.

“And your … demons?” Egan says back.

The book doesn’t change hands. Time drag-asses by. Hale nods off enough that Nona has to nudge him awake.

“No sleep for twenty-four hours, concussion boy, remember?”

“We don’t know for sure if it’s a concuss—” Hale begins to answer, but is cut off by the door being rammed, hard, for the second time. The exact same sound as before.

The three of them draw back, no longer so quick to panic. The locks hold.

Nona and Egan look to Hale for a decision. Hale looks at the door, holds his head, closes his eyes and opens them back up. Decides—“We don’t know”—but is interrupted again by the door being rammed. The next impact isn’t quite as hard, and the one after that’s just a weak scratching.

Nona looks to Egan. “Did we even lock that utility door?” she asks.

Egan nods.

They stare at the scratching sound.

“We have to wait till daylight,” Hale says.

“Because they’re that smart,” Egan adds, extrapolating, “smart enough to trick us.”

This time it’s Nona who’s looking at Hale with doubt.

TWO beers and four cans of corn later. The living room windows aglow with dawn, Hale and Egan and Nona positioned around the door with—in respective order—the fireplace brush, a crucifix, and a no-joke BBQ spatula. Nona pulls the door open, and once the wind evens out there’s Seri, blue-lipped, X-eyed, and unconscious, SUV keys in hand, a half hour of key marks scratched into the door. Nona steps cleanly over her, walks to the edge of the porch, shields her eyes.

“Look,” she says, “it’s the sun.”

Hale and Egan do, and it is.

BY midday the storm hasn’t let up yet; it’s just brighter. The house is re-est., an ext. shot rushing down again, not through the front door this time but directly to the kitchen, close on the open cabinets, the wall of corn no longer supporting the emergency pack of cigarettes. As soon as that registers we cut to the breathing POV in the upstairs hall. It’s on the move, a Grendel-cam.92 It finds Egan in the doorway of Hale’s mother’s bedroom, his butt jammed into the corner, feet run up the frame. He’s nodding off, ad-libbing medical terms to himself in an effort to stay awake.

Arranged behind him, beyond the door, are Seri, shivering in her sleep, and Nona, tending to her. Just past them is Hale, crumpled by the window, head buried in something like sleep. The POV lingers and lingers on Hale, until Hale looks up, around, bleary-eyed.

“Hunh?” he asks.

Nona answers without looking: “I didn’t say anything.”

Hale gropes to stand, his head still hurting, the room unsteady around him—a FIGURE rising behind Nona, but it’s just Egan, hovering, yawning.

“We should get a temp on her,” Egan says, indicating Seri, “core sample, y’know.”

“Our geologist,” Nona says, then turns to Hale. “So?” she asks.

Hale looks around, still confused.

“A thermometer,” Egan clarifies, “long glass tube with hash marks, mercury? Named after the guy who invented it?”93

Hale glares at Egan, slouches out of the room, and from an occluded place halfway down the stairs the breathing POV watches him make the corner to the upstairs bathroom, where he’s already found a thermometer in the medicine cabinet. He shakes it, wipes it off, runs it under hot water until steam blurs the mirror. He leans close to it. In his POV there’s something reflected there—a FIGURE behind him. Undeniable, just vague enough to tease. He doesn’t turn around.

“Jenny?” he says, as if not wanting an answer.

Still, he’s not turning around. Instead he looks deep into the sink, the steam, the hushed sound of the thermometer snapping in two between his fingers, blood and mercury chasing each other down the drain, another Psycho-nod.

“Water,” Hale says to himself, then with more meaning: “Water.”

The reflection over his shoulder is just steam now.

HE walks into the bedroom with newfound purpose, his index finger wrapped in toilet paper to stop the bleeding.

“We have water,” he says, then explains: “The pipes are wrapped.”

“You’re so ominous,” Egan says with a fake lisp, but Nona’s following.

“Meaning there was a pipe wrapper?” she says.

Hale nods.

“And not your mother?” Nona continues.

Egan laughs, turns dramatically on his heel, a lecture-hall move. “Am I the only one paying attention here?”

Hale and Nona get all soap-opera pensive, waiting, waiting, but it’s not Egan who completes it: from under the bedcovers it’s Seri. “Dick Hallorann,” she says.

They all reevaluate this bedcover lump that should have been sleeping.

Egan’s the first to recover: “Scatman Carothers,” he explains, “Dick Hallorann … quit hollering … the telepathic cook from The Shining.94 Our corn eater. Your mother’s shrub guy, work with me now, c’mon … ”

“Could it be him?” Seri asks, trying to sit up.

“He’s an actor,” Nona says.

“The other him,” Egan says, then to Hale: “Your mother’s caretaker. She hadn’t fed him for two weeks. Maybe he got hungry.”

“Egan,” Nona says, a first warning.

“Just a contribution,” Egan snaps back.

Hale doesn’t break them up, is already somewhere else, playing connect-the-dots: “Maybe he’s the one who took her to town … ”

“Your mother?” Nona asks.

“Along with Virginia and Con,” Egan says before Hale can answer. “Yeah, they’re all in town waiting for us, Hale. By the way, how’s that concussion?”

“Fuck you, Egan.”

Nona tries to redirect: “Maybe the caretaker—”

“Will save us?” Egan interrupts. “Yeah, likely. I’ll take my chances on our getaway vehicle for two, personally.”

By now Hale is removed enough from the conversation that he’s at the window.

“Hale?” Egan says.

Hale catches up mentally. “Yeah,” he says, “okay. Yes. We can get it started.”

Nona begins rearranging the blankets over Seri. “I can play doctor here. Daylight’s burning, gentlemen.”

Hale and Egan leave together, an unlikely pair, and we cut ahead of them to the hall. As Hale passes out of the shot, heading downstairs, he slows, looking up, narrowing his eyes at the missing poker that should be keeping the attic jammed shut. We linger on the raw wood where it was.

“What?” Egan asks.

“Nothing,” Hale says, but still, he closes the door for Nona and Seri, checks it, and then walks downstairs, many possible shadows in the hall behind him.

OUTSIDE, the storm is more mewling than howling, and it’s more grainy too, a trick of scale: we’re close on the SUV’s wan headlight, the snow blowing large before it, passing flake by flake almost. The headlight shines, shines, then gets pulled down as the engine grinds, the battery too weak to turn it all the way over. Whoever’s trying, though, tries again, and then we go from close on the headlight to a high angle of Hale, reaching in the SUV window, turning the key with his whole shoulder. He finally gives up, abandons the keys—which already seems to be some kind of obvious mistake in the making—and positions himself near the gas tank, runs a siphon hose into it. Egan enters the shot lugging a gas can. Hale directs him where to hold it, then takes a big drink of gas, blows it out. Coughs, coughs. No siphon action. He holds his thumb over the hose end, pumping it, doesn’t look at Egan when he speaks.

“No bullshit,” he says. “What’d you see up there, in my room?”

“Your?”

“Our.”

Egan smiles, pretend-reminiscing: “Traci Lords, Shannon Tweed. Angels. And someone sleeping in your sister’s bed.”95

“Sleeping?”

“Or something.” The storm gusts, interrupting him for a moment. “Now,” Egan continues, “no bullshit. Your father. He have some unholy alliance with corn we should know about?”

Just when it seems Hale isn’t going to answer again, he does: “He split for Idaho after … the Jenny thing.”

“‘The Jenny thing,’” Egan repeats. “Now that’s the healthy way to remember it. No annoying details.”

Beat.

“And you’re mixing your vegetables anyway,” Egan says. “Idaho’s potatoes, not corn.”

Hale talks around the hose he’s about to try again. “You’re asking if he was the caretaker, right?”

“Or is, yes.”

“I don’t know, okay?” Hale says. “I didn’t talk to … to her about things.”

“Your mother, you mean?”

Again though—predictably by now—Hale skirts the question, the pronoun issue. Instead he sucks gas, spits, gets the siphon started. Plunges one end of the hose into the tank. It’s a hollow sound.

He wipes his mouth on his sleeve, grimaces. “Unleaded,” he says, one of his est. shots in the trailer, toward character. Taken in context of the scene, though, it’s not a comical moment, but a stall. What is comical, or has potential anyway, is Egan, not very mindful of the gas tank he needs to be holding steady as it gets heavier.

“You haven’t told Nona this, either?” he asks.

“She’s smart,” Hale says. “She knows.”

“Yeah, well. Con was smart too. Didn’t help him much.”

At the last moment before Egan is going to spill their hard-earned gas, Hale catches it, takes over. Egan stands, bored, sweeps the accumulated snow off the SUV’s roof, a motion Nona is watching closely through the window of the upstairs bedroom. Under the snow, the roof of the SUV is suddenly bare. Just punched-in.

The shot reverses, and over Nona’s shoulder Seri is shivering.

“He’s not there, Sare,” Nona says, “Con. He isn’t there.”96

“But he has to be.”

“You should sleep,” Nona says, “fortify. We all should. This day—” but then doesn’t finish, just waves her fingers near her face as if the day is already flitting away. Which it is.

Seri sits up straighter. “Don’t leave me alone, Nona.”

Nona picks up the phone, listens, evidently hearing more of the same. “We do have an intercom system, I guess. If it comes to that.”

She recradles the phone and Seri watches it, trying to understand.

We backfocus past her, the windowpane that’s already been match-cut once. Through it is the storm, and through the storm is the snow-covered concrete mound that defines the cellar, and then we’re in it. It’s dark, dank. That breathing again, and something else: the unmistakable sound of a shovel falling again and again into the dirt floor. Once the shovel blade glints off some stray light but then is buried, fast and hard. Directly above all this is the vent pipe, blue smoke rising to it, moving away from the sound of the shovel blade crunching.

THE sound doesn’t make it through the vent pipe, though. Only the smoke does. It rises for about a finger’s width and then gets flattened out by the wind. In the vent pipe’s b.g. is the outer edge of the shed. Egan’s voice arrives on-screen moments before he does.

“How long’ll it take on that thing?” he asks. “To the highway or wherever?”

He’s standing in the open door of the shed, Hale staring out into the snow. The three-wheeler’s there before them, red, balloon-tired, round headlight tilted toward the front fender.

“Hour and a half,” Hale says, no eye contact.

“If it still runs.”

“It’s a Honda.”

“Cha-ching,” Egan says. “You getting paid for this or what?” He slicks his hair back for the presumed camera.

“Some of us don’t have scholarships,” Hale says.

“That old song,” Egan says back. “It’s a world of better men, you know. And of them winning.”

Hale, already at the three-wheeler, clicking it up into neutral, starts to say something back to Egan but Egan stops him: “I know, I know. ‘Fuck me.’ Twentieth-century Americans are so articulate. The envy of the civilized world.”

Hale begins pushing the three-wheeler out, and Egan leans into it as well. Their heads are close together.

“Don’t cover up that logo, there,” Egan says to Hale, Hale’s hand on the tank, but Hale’s already ignoring him.

The shot moves with the weathered gas-tank decal as they push the three-wheeler out, until Hale’s hand does cover it up.

NEXT is a tight shot of a coffee can half full of gas, Hale’s hand cleaning a spark plug in it, then we pull back to an angle over him and Egan, Egan squatting on his heels, cleaning his surgeon fingernails. By the grease up Hale’s arm and the dirty snow around the three-wheeler it’s clear he’s been at this a while. Egan wets his lips to speak.

“Two on the o’clock, doctor,” he says, and when there’s no response turns and tosses a snowball at the upstairs window (already a few snowball remnants there too). Nona appears, waves down: they’re all right. Egan returns to the three-wheeler as if to help, but is distracted by a loose string on the naked axle. He pulls, it gives, and soon enough he has a recognizable piece of fabric in his hand—the distinctive pattern Jenny was wearing the day of the accident. It didn’t stand out before, or, was there just enough that we know whose it is now, or was.

Egan holds it up.

“This hasn’t been … ridden since you were fourteen?”

“Twelve.”

“Shit.”

He lets the wind have the fabric, his fingers moving the same as they did when he kissed his mask good-bye. He stands, his insulated back to the driving snow.

“We need some clever way to kill these things, you know,” he says. “Hypodermic arrows or homemade tranquilizers or some shit. We are med students, after all.”97

“Hmnh,” Hale says, unimpressed.

Egan continues. “And unless I fell asleep during all the important parts, the Achilles heel usually involves the origin of the thing … or, things.”

This makes Hale crossthread the plug.

“I wish you and Nona didn’t have to see everything in terms of movie cheese,”98 he says. “We’re just going to ride out, end of show.”

“For you and yours, yeah,” Egan says. “For those of us who remain, however, knowing where these things come from might just make the difference. No bullshit, now. Tell me about some hillbilly Moreau,99 about bats and men and menbats.100 Stone gargoyles come to life. Indian curses, disturbed graveyards, buried spaceships, pterodactyl eggs.101 Whole Boy Scout troops lost and forgotten.”

“You just can’t leave it alone,” Hale says, through with repairs.

“Because we’re not alone.”

Hale throws a rag onto the porch in anger. “I made them up, then,” he says. “For the newspapers. That do it for you?”

Egan looks to the house, as if Nona could hear. “Bullshit,” he says. “No way.”

“Way,” Hale says back.

“Seriously?” Egan asks, and Hale nods once, reluctantly. “Does Nona know this?” Egan asks, the “too” implied. Hale shakes his head no. “Well fuck me,” Egan says after a digestive pause. “Then it is the caretaker … your dad. Your father’s world … ”

“It couldn’t—”

“He’s the only one it could be. The improbable possible.102 So he got himself a hang glider and a javelin, an ostrich and a lance.103 T-bars and some guide wire”—gesturing to the suddenly apparent electric/phone wires laced back and forth above them—“poetic, really. Because a father’s supposed to be responsible for the life of his child, his daughter, he became what you blamed for her death. Thought it was his fault, that since it happened on his watch, it must have been him doing it, like. And then to square himself with the world he took care of your mother until … until she quit feeding him?”

“Give me the gas,” Hale says.

Egan does, still talking: “So you’ve been letting us believe … Con. That demons or gargoyles or some shit were out here waiting for us. Was there really even a phone call, Hale? No bullshit, please.”

Hale doesn’t answer. Instead he tops off the three-wheeler’s gas tank, braces himself to pull the cord. He chin-points Egan to the thumb throttle.

“There,” he says, getting them in sync, “with me, now.”

Egan allows himself to be directed, positioned. But he can’t shut up: “I’m one of those riding out, Hale. If this ever—”

And then, with Hale’s first pull, it starts, coughing blue smoke, but also startles Egan into letting the throttle go. Hale dives for it too late. He looks hard at Egan.

“Again, please,” he says.

Egan returns to the throttle and Hale pulls, pulls, rips at the cord until the inserted weak section snaps. He falls back and we leave him midair, Egan looking up at the window.

NONA’S there, watching. Shaking her head.

“Looks like surgery’s over,” she says.

From her POV, Hale and Egan are trying to push-start the three-wheeler now, slipping and sliding, jostling each other in anger, jockeying for position.

“Post-op’s something of a bitch, though,” she says. “They need me, Seri. To think for them.”

Seri sits up. “No—”

“We need to get that thing started. You don’t want to try to stick it out another night here, do you? Listen. You’re alive because you waited until daylight. And it’s daylight now.”

“Math, I know.”

“No,” Nona says, “logic.” She sits on the edge of the bed, in consolation mode. “I’ll stretch the living room phone out to the porch.” She plucks the phone from the nightstand, displays it. “Contingency line one, okay?”

But Seri’s far from consoled: “I can sit on the por—”

“No,” Nona says, “you can’t. All hypothermic people must remain indoors.104 We are med students here, after all.”

“Not for long … ” Seri says, already trailing off.

Nona doesn’t disagree, just begins layering herself in jackets. Seri sits up in her lacy black bra, all doe-eyed and helpless.

“But I thought we weren’t going to split up …?” she says weakly.

Nona smiles, almost a derisive laugh. She indicates Seri’s nearly exposed chest. “Your powers are useless against your own kind, Sare.”

Seri realizes what she’s doing, covers up.

“You’ll probably be safer than the rest of us, anyway,” Nona says, looking around the bedroom. “You’ve got a ceiling, walls.” Nevertheless, she hands Seri a marble bookend, points with her head (her hand still buttoning jackets) at the window. “Throw this at that window if we’re … not online, the intercom. I don’t think Hale much cares about resale value at this point.”

On her way out Nona tosses the sister bookend onto the bed as well.

“For anything else,” she says, and then is out the door.

AS she’s presumably making her way down the stairs there’s already another dialogue in process, around the three-wheeler:

“So where’d you almost get it done?” Egan asks over the rising storm. He fake hangs himself to show what he’s talking about. Hale gauges the distance between him and Egan and then looks away, to the cellar, and just manages not to see the blue cigarette smoke still rising from the vent pipe during a wind lull. There, obviously—the cellar—what he isn’t telling Egan.

Egan continues: “Just looking for a good beam myself, man. There’s not enough of us to go around another night.”

Hale looks at Egan as if trying to figure him out, and they’re locked like that when Nona opens the front door, the living room phone cradled in one arm, a snow shovel in the other.

The wind nearly blows her over.

“The third stooge,”105 Egan says under his breath, where no one else can hear.

“How long?” Nona asks, then clarifies: “Till night, I mean?”

Egan uncovers his watch, tries to tap it alive, no luck. He shrugs with his lips, the rest of him too bundled up to relay anything.

“Two hours?” he says, nodding upward to the storm, the distinct chance of premature darkness. “Not counting this BS.”

“And how long to the highway?” Nona asks, but Egan makes a show of demurring, waits for Hale to answer—which he doesn’t.

Nona begins clearing a three-wheeler runway with the shovel, and Hale gathers a plank, falls in.

IN the upstairs bedroom Seri’s in quiet panic mode, wrapped in blankets, standing at the window, phone in hand [indicating for someone outside to pick it up, pick it up], bookends neglected, behind her on the bed. Another mistake in the making. And Nona left the door open behind her, it would seem. Just past it the attic stairs are lowering m.o.s.106—the jeep hatch opening on Neve all over again.107 Seri’s not looking behind her, either.

EGAN stumbles away from three-wheeler duty and up to the phone, sits in one of the ancient Kennedy rockers, breathless, rocking to stay warm. We hear only his side of the conversation.

“Walking dead108 here,” he says. “No, this isn’t Con. Con’s … yeah … okay, I’m sorry … well it’s not going well. We’re doctors, not mechanics … even with Wonder Woman109 on our side … what’s that?”

He steps as far from the house as he can while still holding the phone, looks up as if gauging distance too.

“Ten feet maybe. Eighty of wire.”

Now he looks to Hale and Nona, per orders. From his POV Hale is slipping, trying to push the three-wheeler.

“Could be,” he says about them. “Minimum wage gets minimum work, and we’re not even getting paid, y’know? Okay, okay. That was a joke … yes because I’m scared. You should get to know your classmates better, Ms. Serendipity Parker.”

He smiles, shivers, holds the phone close then listens long, narrowing his eyes, trying to keep up.

“Could be,” he says finally. “Like he’d camp at the convenience store waiting for the phone to ring, though, in this, just for a good samaritan badge? So he could be listening right now, then, right, is that what you’re getting at?”—[to the idea of the eavesdropping bum]—“Hello, sir, mister indigent?” and, instead of hokey split-screen, we simply cut away into the eighty-odd feet of wire between them, winding at high-high speed down blue red green white etc., to a moment of darkness which could be anything, could be the convenience store bum listening in, or could just be a handy close-up of the receiver Seri’s holding to her mouth. When she moves, the bum-spell is broken, and the shot expands to medium, her off to one side, still looking out the window, yards and yards of open bedroom behind her. The attic stairs already down. Suddenly she’s the teenage babysitter far too alone in an unfamiliar house.110

This time only her side of the continuing conversation comes through.

“I’m just saying what if,” she says, almost whispering. “He could have even followed us here somehow. Rode under the truck like DeNiro,111 I don’t know … of course I know it’s not him, I saw them, remember? … okay, one of them.”

On cue—with her “one”—a gargoyle-headed FIGURE approaches calmly, as if curious, half-hesitant even. The camera angle makes it look too tall, almost preternatural. Something wrong with the legs, too. The music is bone-deep by now, and twice as shrill.

“I’m just—” but she’s interrupted by something out the window. She shakes her head, relays to Egan: “They’re calling you … yeah … leave the phone off the hook, though, for me?”

From her POV, then, Egan stumbles out to Hale and Nona, the runway they’ve dug. The wind almost pushes him over. He looks up to Seri and spreads his fingers for her, meaning ten—ten feet. Another kiss of death. Seri smiles, finally consoled, then turns around, to an empty room. Too empty. She knows. Looks to the bookends, half a room away. Past them the attic stairs.

She shoulders the phone.

“Anybody …?”

BUT the receiver on the porch is talking to no one, to us, is spilling Seri’s o.s. voice, already distant, trailing off:

“Someone, please. Okay, okay. The reason why med school then. Because it takes the longest. Because it costs the most, because it changes your name … because I don’t want … because doctors aren’t supposed to die … please … ”

AND when the shot draws back, past the uncradled receiver is the three-wheeler, Hale, Nona, and Egan at the uphill end of their hard-earned and quickly filling runway.

“I’m just saying you’re the lightest, Nona,” Hale is saying, “not necessarily the weakest. It’s a compliment.”

Nona smiles at him as if she was just playing anyway, pecks him on the cheek, and while close to his ear—i.e., far from Egan—whispers “You okay?”

Hale nods. “We just need to get out of here,” he says.

“But we’re still …?”

“Alive,” Hale says, in lieu of the “together” Nona seems to have been meaning, and Nona pulls back, climbs onto the three-wheeler.

“Now when we—” Hale starts, putting his hand down on the shifter, but Nona’s already interrupting, evidently not all the way satisfied with Hale’s answer: “I know about gears, guys. My father already taught me.”

Egan smiles, makes scared-eyes. “This some sort of urban mating dance?” he asks. “Am I in the way here?”

“Just push,” Nona says, settling herself behind the bars, and they do.

IN the upstairs bedroom Seri is walking softly toward the door, suspicious of everything, talking herself calm: “Just close your eyes just close your eyes … ”112

With great effort and misplaced trust, she does, and when she opens them the figure is there, looming in place, wearing black rubber hip waders and either Egan’s lost gargoyle mask or no mask at all.

It’s finally on-screen.

In the wader’s belt is one side of some dismantled garden shears/hedge clippers, and the edge is shiny sharp, ground fine.

Seri sums it all up: “Oh.”113

They stare at each other, locked in their respective places, the figure cocking its head ever so slightly, a Voorhesian tic.114 Which is bad news. It reaches for Seri’s shoulder with its gnarled gargoyle hand and Seri avoids that hand gently, and they dance like this for about five steps, then Seri bends slowly to the bed, comes up with one of the marble bookends in her near hand.

Her blankets fall away and she’s in undergarments again, eyes still X’ed.

The figure is unmoved.

She smiles for misdirection and the move she makes is fast, calculated, unexpected: she lofts the bookend window-wards, allowing the figure to catch it, and then, as it’s extended, absorbing the marble weight down its arm and shoulder, she nails it hard in the gargoyle face with the other bookend. It goes down to one knee, and the bookend rebounds to Seri somehow. She takes a step closer, holds the bookend this time and hits the figure with everything she’s got, driving it lower even—blood spilling from the mask onto the hardwood floor (so it is a mask), the blade carving painful designs in that floor—and just as she’s about to bring it down again the figure’s hand rises deadly fast, catches her wrist midswing, and the weight of the bookend carries it out of Seri’s hand and through the window just as the three-wheeler roars to life, suddenly getting even louder, meaning we’ve cut outside, to Nona tearing away from Hale and Egan. Hale as he falls is all about relief, salvation. Egan as he falls is simply bitter cold. But they’re not the focus here. The shot moves alongside Nona, her inserted right toe shifting professionally up into second, the front tire going weightless for a moment, somewhat justifying the brief balloon-tire close-up which seamlessly expands into the black hip waders of the gargoyle-headed figure, Seri held close to them as it stands, the flat of the garden-shear blade pressed into her cheek. She instinctively flinches back upon realizing what it is and with zero effort it opens up the side of her face, allowing an unwanted flash of ivory molar before the blood. And the blood is everywhere now, from both of them. Seri tries to hold her face in place.

“No no no!” she screams, breaking free, backing away.

The figure looks down to her, its face unable to register either rage or pity, whatever it’s feeling.

Seri makes it to the bed. Crawls under the bed.

Soon enough it sags, the figure standing on it, and then the blade comes down through the mattress, Seri narrowly avoiding it more times than should be possible, catching a few Sarah Connor scratches115 in the process. And screaming the whole time.

Finally the stabbing stops, the mattress unsags, and Seri breathes premature relief, holds it in until the foot of the bed lifts. The figure drags Seri out by the ankle. She thrashes around for all she’s worth but it’s no use. It manages to pull her up into its arms, cradle her, stroke her hair with its off-hand, with what must be Egan’s lost glove, its eyes watching her from some place far inside itself. Its eye-hole framed POV regards her.

She still has the phone.

NONA pulls back around to Hale and Egan, the blue-grey smoke of the three-wheeler whipping away. She downshifts into neutral inches from both of them and stands on the foot brake, sliding with confidence, kicking snow like an Olympic skier. Egan sits in place, brushing himself off. Hale stands, unsure, something there in his hand.

He shakes the snow off of it. Close-up, it’s the marble bookend. Hale half-smiles when he finally recognizes it.

“Wonder how long this has been here?” he asks.

“About ten seconds,” Nona says, and she’s already in motion toward the front door, the three-wheeler still idling evenly.

Hale nods toward it for Egan.

“Now that’s how you do it,” he says.

Egan rolls his eyes and turns around, to Nona’s commotion, the house, and his POV has a low angle on the window, the blurred action of Seri and the gargoyle figure struggling within, Seri bringing the phone up into the masked face again and again, the figure stumbling, trying to hold on to her, failing: Seri finally bucks lengthwise out of its arms, bringing her feet the unexpected (gymnastic) direction—over her head—tucking herself into a smooth roll.

But behind her is the window.

Phone still in hand, she crashes through, twisting as she goes. Hale and Egan are right there to witness too. And it is ugly: her twisting does keep the glass out of her skin, but it also manages to garrote the phone cord around her neck. It draws tight, her neck audibly snapping, and there she is, the swinging corpse we’ve been waiting for, bloody in lingerie,116 eyes already X’ed over.

“Shit,” Egan says, half in appreciation almost, but Hale isn’t there to agree, is already at the door with Nona, the door which seems to be unaccountably locked.

“No no no,” Hale is saying.

BACK to the bedroom, close on the old-style phone cord absolutely planted in the wall, but stretched taut. Feet approach in hip waders. The garden-shear blade comes down silently, severing the phone cord, Seri outside jarring a few feet lower, but the cord is wrapped around the bed leg. The bed creaks toward the window, as if Seri’s pulling the room down with her. It’s a nice visual effect, but the gargoyle figure stops it with a well-placed foot. One of its gloved hands lowers into the shot then, and, with the other, begins reeling Seri in. As her head clears the windowsill there’s a crashing downstairs as Hale, on the porch, assaults the door with the snow shovel. Once, twice, three times, then, finally, the door gives, swings brokenly back onto darkness (thick curtains over the living room windows, already blocked with furniture). Nona rushes in but Hale catches her at the bottom of the stairs, and it’s a blind grab: from their POVs—or just Hale’s, it’s not clear—the int. of the house is vague shapes, lots of shadows. The shot reverses and they’re squinting painfully, their pupils not yet caught up with the move from reflected snow to no electricity.

Because he has to though, Hale tries to look up the stairs, and, from his angle, there’s a large, blurry figure with demon ears, way top-heavy with Seri over its shoulder. And then it’s gone.

“It can’t be,” Hale says to himself. “It fucking can’t be.”

Nona breaks free, gropes up the stairs, pulling Hale behind her.

As they pass under the attic Hale holds it closed with the shovel, and once in the room he stops breathing, isn’t thinking to breathe: the hardwood floor hasn’t soaked up any of the blood, and it’s been stepped through, spread around. Wind coming through the window. Nona is drawn to it, looks down to Egan, still sitting, pointing above them at the gargoyle figure agile on the roof with Seri, looking back once then disappearing.

NONA looks away from Egan, to Hale, sitting on the edge of the bed, holding the shovel with both hands, blade up, pressing his head into the backside of it again and again.

The three-wheeler is still idling, part of the b.g. noise.

Nona reaches for Hale but is hesitant to step through the blood. Before she can navigate through, the b.g. idling shifts slightly. Into second gear. Nona spins to the window.

“He’s got the damn three-wheeler,” she says. “Shit. Hale?”

Hale’s useless though.

TEN feet below them Egan toes the three-wheeler into third too early, pulling the engine down dangerously close to nothing. He compensates with the throttle, lowering the whole right side of his body into it, the front wheel rising.

When he finally gets control again he looks back once in either apology or derision, or both at once somehow, and then he’s gone.

IN the bedroom Hale is still in flagellation mode, Nona sitting by him now, staring blankly.

“Perfect,” she says. “And then there were three. Then two.”117 She looks to Hale, unplugged from reality. “Or one and a half,” she adds.

Each time Hale hits his head—the stitched-together wound reopening the slightest bit, as if onto something else, something buried inside him, leaking out—we jump into his continuing flashback, where he’s fourteen, mired in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, terrified beyond words at what’s in front of him. After maybe three back-and-forths from the bedroom to his flashback, a distant hammering asserts itself: Nona, nailing a looted plank across the broken front door. They’re in the living room, fast-forwarded, Hale on the couch, mid-interrogation.

“What do you mean it can’t be?” Nona asks. “Or what did you mean? You have seen them once, right? One, I mean. When it took—”

“I saw something, yes. God. I was fourteen, Nona.”

“We all were once. It’s no crime.”

“You didn’t kill anybody.”

“Neither did you.”

They stare at each other, not mad.

“Jenny was already … ” Hale says, answering her original question, then starts again: “She didn’t walk, I mean. When she went outside. She wasn’t walking like the paper said. Like I said to the paper.”

BACK to the flashback, just after dinner, Jenny apparently dead in her wheelchair. This all from Hale’s liminal (kitchen/living room) POV. The front door swings open, and framed in it is STAN, Hale’s father, garden shears in hand, snow blowing in behind him. He doesn’t care. He’s seeing Jenny. He walks to her arms-first, shakes her, slowly realizing.

“That you, dear?” Hale’s mother calls from the kitchen. “Stan?” Hale’s POV tracks around to her, bent over the sink, anonymous from the back, her hair strawberry-young instead of the grey we know from the opening scenes.

She doesn’t investigate, though, so Hale returns to his father, who calmly—too calmly—picks his daughter up from the wheelchair (seat-cushion springs relaxing), holds her out to Hale as if to show him what he’s done, and then, as the dishwater stops, or, because it stops, he carries her out the front door, attaching visuals to the dragging footsteps from earlier. It’s all from the same audio track.

Hale follows him out to the cellar, where he has to lie on his stomach to see in the left-open door, the drill bit anchor-as-counterweight holding it open. Over his shoulder, down the stairs, is Stan, cradling Jenny, humming some distinctive lullaby, scratching her a grave with the shovel in his free hand. A big enough man to do that.

When the hole bottoms out on some half-poured concrete, an aborted floor project, he lays her gently into it. But she’s too long.

He closes his eyes, opens them back, not so much resolved as just resigned. Breathing deep, he raises the shovel with both hands, saying “there there” all the while, then as we pan up Jenny’s body—resting on her delicate torso—he brings the shovel down, bones cracking wetly, and the way her upper body moves it’s as if in reaction to pain, as if she wasn’t really dead after all.

Her eyelids are mostly still.

“SO,” Nona says, choosing her words, “there never were any … demons.”

She’s kneeling by Hale, watching his mouth.

“Him,” Hale says. “My dad.”

“But you covered for him. To the reporters. To the cops.”

“To my mom.”

Nona doesn’t say anything to this. Hale continues: “He’s not the one that killed her though.”

Nona looks away in mute exasperation. “So as you see it then,” she says, “you were covering for yourself, for that wreck that happened two years before?” Hale’s nonanswer is practically yes. Nona laughs through her nose. “What’re you going to tell the papers about Con, Seri, Gin … your mother?”

Hale leans back into the couch. “At this rate,” he says, “maybe nothing.”

“No,” Nona says, standing, walking, inspecting the living room, “somebody always lives. You’re Charles Bronson118 here, Chuck Norris.119 We’re all just stages for you, rungs on the ladder of self-awareness. A good night of confrontation therapy. Each time one of us dies you’re forced that much closer to dealing with your whole father-sister thing. This is all for you, Hale.”

“No.”

“Yes. And whatever story you tell, you did lie to us, by omission. You made it sound fun, even. ‘Let’s go play doctors.’ God. You’ll probably be back here in another ten years with a new crop—a new date—working through your memories of us.”

For punctuation Nona swings the hammer onto her thumb, the nail she was aiming for a clear inch away.

She grinds her teeth hard, leaves her thumb there. Breathes. Won’t give in.

“Do you know why me and med school?” she asks. “You never asked. It’s a standard first-date question.”

Hale watches her, waits.

“Because I didn’t want to be a nurse. And now here I am, all coded female, weak, a love interest, a potentially shrieking victim … ”

“No,” Hale repeats, rising to her, taking the hand of her hurt thumb in his hand. Not kissing it, though. Not quite.

“No to which one?” Nona asks.

“Say them again.”

Nona looks away, back. “Love interest was one,” she says.

“I shouldn’t have brought you out here,” Hale says in return.

“Into your childhood … ” Nona starts, then cuts herself short: “You didn’t kill her, Hale. People die. Even children. Even little sisters.”

“You weren’t there.”

“But I am here,” she says. “And I’m not dead yet”—holding her thumb out, indicating it—“in spite of my best efforts.”

“Maybe it’s you that lives, then,” Hale says, “the love interest … Miss Bronson … or would that be Mrs.?”

“Maybe it’s us,” Nona says back, smiling, “who knows? Egan could even be talking to the DPS about us right now … ”

“I’m sure he is … ” Hale says around a spreading grin, and suddenly there’s a false o.s. laugh from the direction of the kitchen: Egan standing in the doorway. There all along.

“Mister and Mrs. Easy Prey,” he says, correcting Hale’s naming. “Guess you didn’t notice the gun was gone, either.” He saunters in, his entry line made. Hale and Nona look for the gun without moving and it is gone.

“Shit,” Hale says.

“Why’d you—?” Nona starts.

“Couldn’t take the survivor’s guilt,” Egan finishes.

Hale corrects: “You didn’t know the way out.”

“That too.”

“How’d you get back in?” Nona asks, peering behind him.

Egan shrugs. “Guess I didn’t lock that utility door as well as we might have liked.”

“Great,” Nona says, “excellent.”

“So you heard …?” Hale asks weakly.

“And filled in the blanks. Just one thing, though. For the Scooby-Doo ending.”120

Hale falls into a couch, looks back up in defeat. “Go,” he says.

“You never answered her. Not why you made the cover story up, but where you got it from, really.”

“She didn’t ask that,” Hale says.

“Well she is now,” Egan says. “Or I am.”

When their male stare-off session threatens to last for hours, Nona cuts it short, defending Hale with a breathless recital, pop-psych 101: “When memory of an event is unclear, repressed, et cetera, the individual will, in hopes of maintaining a coherent narrative, try out various hypotheses, with the high likelihood that what’ll be recalled will be in line with one of those hypotheses—however out-there.” Hale and Egan stare at her for an explanation. “Donahue,121 I think,” she says, already waving it away.

“But that’s just it,” Egan says. “He wasn’t recalling it, right? As he says, he was making it up. From nothing, he’d have us believe, right?”

“He was—” Nona starts, about to take another defense angle, but Hale puts a stop to all this: “It was made up already,” he says.

IN the beat after he speaks we cut upstairs, to his bedroom, no more figures sleeping in the smaller bed. What’s important is Jenny’s wall, the drawings in focus, dwelt upon now as they must have been then—charcoal angels, winged, clawed, hermaphroditic, terribly beautiful. In an oval mirror122 nested among the drawings is the gargoyle-masked HEAD, listening to Hale, o.s., below:

“She thought they were really coming for her. For two years it was all she talked about. All we heard.”

The gargoyle head looks away, directing us back to the living room, the curtains hardly even glowing with daylight anymore. It’s slipped away already. Hale’s still talking:

“And then my mom turned her on to Swedenborg. Emanuel Swedenborg.123 ‘Emanuel’ means ‘Christ.’ In seventeen forty-four Swedenborg looked in the mirror and saw Jesus—”

“Which would have been himself, right?” Nona asks. “‘Emanuel?’”124

Hale doesn’t answer, just continues: “He talked to angels too, after that, or, the angels talked to him. About what they wore, the things they ate. Their daily habits. What they thought of us.”

Egan rubs thought from the bridge of his nose: “So if you would have gone so far as to believe in these … her … Swedenborg’s angels—”

“She said she was dying,” Hale interrupts.

“You were humoring her?” Nona asks.

Hale shakes his head no. “I tried to talk her out of it … out of them.”

Egan carries it further, though: “But it was because she was dying that the angels were coming in the first place, right? The way she saw it. Like big flies … heavenly vultures?”

Nona crinkles her nose at the fly association, reevaluates Egan.

Hale finally nods.

Egan smiles.

“So if the angels only come when you’re dead,” he says, “then you buying into her angel theory would be accepting that she was dying … that you … ”—[searching for the right nonoffensive word here]—“you mortally wounded your kid sister that day.”

“You just didn’t want to have killed her,” Nona sums up.

“So you made the ‘demons’ do it,” Egan adds. “Tidy. Matlock125 couldn’t have even caught you. Except your dad read the newspaper a little too closely—”

“—as a script,” Nona finishes. “Now we’re back where we started.”

“At the end,” Egan adds.

Before Hale can say anything—and he looks ready, if reluctant—there’s what might be a footstep on the ceiling above them. They all watch it, waiting.

“And I guess demons can come anytime now?” Nona says.

“There aren’t any demons,” Hale says. “There can’t be.”

“Then nondemons,” Egan says, positioning himself away from where the footstep seemed to have fallen. “At least now we hypothetically know who he thinks he is … the friendly neighborhood angel of death.”

“His father, you mean,” Nona says, “right?”

“Of course … ” Egan says, looking at Nona, her purple thumbnail. “We should really take a look at that cartoon thumb there, y’know … if you can keep from, what was it? ‘Shrieking,’ that was it … ”

Nona flips him off affectionately.

BEHIND the house the three-wheeler is idling quietly, its approaching tracks already filled in. It’s dark dark, starless, and under the weight of it all the three-wheeler sputters out, the silence hissing in its absence. Around the edge of the house is the kitchen window, and behind the window is a candle moving back and forth, casting irregular shadows onto the wall opposite Hale and Egan, on separate couches in the living room. The candle isn’t in the shot, is in the kitchen with Nona, evidently. Hale blinks, rubs his eyes.

“How long was the sun even up?” he asks Egan.

“About ten minutes,” Egan says with the flat edge of his voice.

Hale smiles. Recites Seri: “‘No sleep for twenty-four hours … ’”

“Plus,” Egan says. “And time’s almost … ”

Hale wavers, waiting for Egan to complete his sentence, then nods off.

“… up,” Egan finishes, smoothly palming some yellow amphetamine-type pill into his mouth.

THE kitchen faucet turns on suddenly and Nona holds her thumb under the cold water. Relief. The candle is steady now, in a saucer she’s rigged by the sink.

Behind her the kitchen is unusually large. The utility room door open, pantry too, the burlap calendar not letting it close. So many points of entry. Of all of them, too, she looks to the living room. “Hale?” she calls, no response, then, half-worried: “Egan?”

“Wide awake,” Egan answers, o.s.

Nona crosses the kitchen, towel in hand, leans into the living room. Looking for all the world like the mother of the house, dinner just over. In her POV there’s Hale, sacked out, as uncomfortable as any human could ever be and twice as asleep.

“He had a hard day,” Egan explains, swallowing, “or night. Both.”

“Let him sleep,” Nona says. “We’ll go in shifts or something.”

Egan shrugs “whatever.” “You really think you could close your eyes?” he asks. “I mean, if you didn’t have a concussion, a guilty conscience?”

Now Nona shrugs, and in the absence of conversation sonars in on the faucet dripping annoyingly behind her. She walks by candlelight to the sink, giving the pantry wide berth.

“You did lock that utility door this time, right Egan?” she calls back.

BUT in the living room Egan is watching Hale, deep in some personal REM sequence.

“Shhh,” Egan says, waving her voice away. “He’s dreaming … ”

NONA’S almost to the sink by now, talking herself through: “She said to herself ‘I’ll just check out that noise, because noises never signify danger, right? Just a harmless little faucet, dripping … ’”

She turns it off, and when her POV rises to the window over the sink—her hand still on the faucet—there’s the inevitable gargoyle head over her shoulder, looking dead-eyed back at her.

Because it’s set up to look like a reflection, she whirls around fast, but behind her is just linoleum, a refrigerator. Open doors telling her nothing. Or, too much. Her whole being sags with realization: it wasn’t a reflection. She sways her back to run but doesn’t quite make it: an arm shatters through the window, bodily drags her out by the hair, her hand the last thing, finally taking the faucet with her.126

Her candle-rig flickers with the new breeze. Water gurgles sickly from the broken faucet stump.

Egan’s o.s. voice comes from the other room, distant, insistent: “Nona?”—and then he’s on Hale’s couch, shaking him violently, Hale’s eyes still twitching. We go close on the right lid, the eye beneath staring hard at the ground where Jenny was buried. The mound still there, fresh, telltale fabric around, just starting to rot. His POV expands slightly, and in the lower third of the screen the picnic bench he’s standing on presents itself mutely. This is it, his Officer and a Gentleman moment, yet another piece of the disjointed flashback. The shot reverses and his lips are moving. Mid-word, then, he steps calmly off, holding the rope with his hands. Slowly and without much resolve he lowers himself, his neck taking the weight in increments, blood trapped in his face, rising to the surface, vessels going off in his eyes like fireworks.

He keeps his arms by his side too.

From his POV again, the room spins as he spins, the centrifugal force finally seeming to sling the POV away. An out-of-body experience here. The room settles down. Hale’s strangling body becomes a twitching object seen from above, reducing itself in size as the OBE127 POV rushes up the vent pipe Hale on the couch flailing resistance and emerges in open air, melting snow. On the porch is Hale’s mother in motion—all strawberry hair and dish towel hands, no face, and young, the same indistinct actress as the other flashback.

“Haaaale …?” she calls, then again, the shot focused on her lower body so that she’s any of us, all of us, her feet nervously crossing the lawn. Then she sees the open cellar door, moves reflexively toward it, out of the shot. She doesn’t hear what the OBE POV is hearing either: the deep moan of the angels circling above, charcoal black and just as crude. One becomes aware of Hale, separates itself from the rest, falls into a dive, wings tucked, air rushing past it, ‡Egan still trying and trying to wake Hale, Hale backing into the couch, away from Egan, the diving angel.

“No no no,” Hale says in his sleep.

Egan fumbles his pills out, forces two down Hale’s throat, no immediate effect. In desperation then he steadies Hale’s head as best he can, pincers onto the lone remaining stitch.

“You’ll forgive me later,” he mumbles, leaning back, the inserted stitch match-cut to Hale’s suicide rope, not breaking, but gathering slack as his mother lifts him desperately from the knees, pulling Hale’s POV backward down the vent pipe, the demonic angel mere microns from him, close enough to be an undivine smell, close enough to have a scar across one eye, a history.

EGAN falls back with the stitch, and Hale’s head wound is worse than before now, seriously aggravated. Hale, disoriented, unsure, attacks Egan—fists, elbows, and tears. Egan curls into a defensive ball. Hale’s assault becomes less brutal as he wakes fully. Which isn’t to say he’s in a good mood.

“Where’s Nona?” he demands, and gets the answer from how Egan avoids the question: “It was supposed to be me, man, I know,” he says. “You and her were the ones, Gere and Winger. I am sorry, for what it’s worth.”

“How?” Hale asks, but all Egan can do is shrug, nod to the kitchen.

“I guess they’re housebroken, now,” he says, a bad, wrong joke.

Hale sits down hard onto the stone hearth.

“This is where I’m supposed to get all mad, right?” he says.

Egan plays along, adds the tagline:128 “Because it’s personal now.”

Hale does an eyebrow-lip combo that illustrates exactly how mad he isn’t. More like defeated, ready for it all to be over.

“You’re right,” he says. “It was supposed to be her—”

“The final girl. Nona Lee Curtis.”129

Hale winces for Egan as Egan tries to compose his split lip. He turns his back, his POV studying the kitchen door, and we cut behind him, to Egan, surly, in pain, trying out his lips, whistling the distinctive lullaby of Stan’s. Straight from the basement of Hale’s continuing flashback.

Time slows in Hale’s POV. The lullaby becomes more real than just Egan whistling it.

Hale spins, pins Egan by the gargoyle lapels for the second time. “Where,” he demands, “where in the hell is that from? Where’d you hear it?”

Egan shrugs, either confused or acting confused.

“Are you in with him?” Hale asks. “Is that it? Is that what you were doing those thirty minutes up there? That why you came back?” He throws Egan down hard, stands over him. “Where’s Nona, Egan? Take me to her. Now.”

When Egan won’t stand, Hale reaches behind for the fireplace brush, holds it backwards, the handle end dangerous enough.

“I think he took her from the kitchen,” Egan spits. “I thought we were past all this shit by now.”

“After you, then,” Hale says, stepping around Egan, waiting for him to get up, lead the way.

“Whatever you say, man. It’s your goddamn house, your goddamn father, your goddamn girlfriend … ”

NONA’S candle is guttering in its saucer. Hale and Egan approach it, Egan hands up, singing to himself, for Hale: “Devil inside / devil inside / every single one of us the devil insi-ide.”130

The wind through the broken window slaps them in the face as they reach the sink.

“Makes you won-der,” Egan continues, reaching for the hard note, “how the other half died … ”

And then, agile as ever, he plants his hands on the counter and vaults effortlessly over the sink, out the window, instantly becoming small fast and running away in the window-framed POV, where we stay, Hale’s even breathing filling the theater.

Somehow he controls it.

MOMENTS later the three-wheeler is still in the same place: just in front of the utility room door. Nothing moves, then more nothing, just wind, snow, and finally the stillness is est. enough to be violently shattered by the utility door bursting open. Nona’s road flare arcs out, already lit, followed by Hale, apparently heedless of the sky now.

He walks a straight line to the three-wheeler. The inserted gas-cap fuel gauge is deep in the red. But enough, it would seem. Hale nods, breathing the cold air through his nose, breathing it fast, Egan’s speed kicking in, beading sweat on Hale’s upper lip. He looks down to his hand and it’s trembling. He steadies it as best he can, digs for the three-wheeler’s onboard wrench, removes the spark plug after about four bad tries, pockets it.

“Fuck you, Egan,” he says.

He stands then, trying to resist the wind, everything, and is easily taken into a clean headlock from behind, by Stan, in mask, materializing out of nowhere. Hale tries to fight but his father has size, position, and some pretty badass gargoyle gloves. Hale finally relents, is let go. They’re on their knees in the blowing snow, facing each other for too long.

“So get it over with already,” Hale says, “fucking cold out here. Or is that part of it?”

Stan pauses, emphasizing that he’s not responding to that. “Your sister,” he says, his voice deep and level, “Jennifer’s belief in angels was simply her way of dying. For your mother it was the movie, Oz. Everyone has their own way. For you—”

“Demons. Fallen angels. You.”

Stan shakes his head no.

Hale continues, weaker, as if fourteen again: “How could you do that, even? To her legs?”

“Her legs didn’t have any feeling. They hadn’t had feeling for—”

“But she was ten years old … ” Hale says, his voice breaking up.

“I couldn’t let your mother see her … not like that.”

“Dead, you mean?”

“She believed in the angels too. In her own way. Her own angels.”

“You weren’t helping her,” Hale says. “Or me.”

“You don’t understand,” Stan says, but it’s too late: the shear blade in his belt has become far too important. Hale closes his eyes, offers his throat. “So finish it,” he says. “Pretend I’m Jenny. Hide me from Mom. Hide me with Mom.” When he opens his eyes seconds later though, there’s only the blade in the ground, in Stan’s place. Tracks too muddled by their wrestling match to really guess direction.

“No,” Hale says, “not like this.”131

He unplants the blade, snags the flare, then stiff-legs it to the front yard, a long shot of him yelling as he rounds the corner of the house: “Fatherrr!”

From the corner of the house he beelines the cellar door, one of the two places he’s yet to visit, then stands over it as if waiting for something.

Egan is squatting just to the side of the door. He coughs to be seen.

“It’s true,” he says, shivering. “They all return to the scene of the crime. To finish … unfinished things.”

Hale looks at Egan as if no longer interested in him. Egan shows what he means by fake-hanging himself again.

“You don’t really have to go down there, though,” he continues. “I’m saying this because you know the way out and I don’t.”

“You’re standing guard,” Hale says. “For him.”

“No,” Egan says, spitting ice, displaying his fingers (that have been in his armpits), “I’m freezing my livelihood off. And you’re fucking paranoid. Guilt, anger, then paranoia. Like a windup toy. I shouldn’t have given you my stuff (he holds his pill bottle out, in display). It makes some people paranoid. You’d be better off asleep. Next you’ll be wondering if any of this is even real. Us, I mean.”

“Don’t anticipate me,” Hale says. “I’ve had enough of that already.”

“There,” Egan says, giddy with it, “it’s already starting. How could I anticipate you if this wasn’t all some mind trip? If I wasn’t some construct … some mental projection, someone programmed into the game just to fuck with you?” He hunkers down further into himself. “I’ll be here when you come up,” he says as good-bye, “if.”

Hale pries the rusted-over padlock off with the blade then flings the door open, giving it to the wind. Drops the flare hissing down. Descends after it.

AT the bottom of the stone stairs Hale breathes too deep, vomits. Vomits again. Stays there for way too long, doing nothing. Finally the stillness is broken by someone behind him—Egan.

“This is sacrilege, y’know,” he says, but still, tosses Hale the snow shovel.

Hale catches it defensively and doesn’t nod thanks, but does show a modicum of trust by turning his back on Egan, digging, digging. Behind him Egan studies the still-hanging noose.

“The freaky things people save … ” Egan says. “But … the medics. It’s SOP132 to cut this, right? They wouldn’t have tried to lift you out, shit … not even in the dark ages of emergency medicine … ”

Hale ceases digging for a moment, studies the noose too. Doesn’t get it either. Poses for a nice through-the-noose shot, the rope-as-frame shaped like a teardrop, oval like a cameo. It manages to signify age, somehow—evoking the past.133

Hale returns to digging and his next thrust crunches bone.

He closes his eyes, opens them.

Egan pushes the rope away, swinging it. “Okay,” he says, not wanting to look, “now we know. We don’t have to—” but Hale does. Bit by bit he uncovers Seri’s mangled body—arm broken to pillow the head, legs shattered, face skin flayed back, her skin pale now from simple blood loss, phone-cord ligatures neat around her neck.

“He was hiding her from me,” Hale says.

“More than hiding, I would say,” Egan adds.

“But she’s got to be here,” Hale says.

“Your mother?” Egan asks, no answer.

Hale digs and digs, even with his father’s blade finally, but only bottoms out on the half-poured concrete floor.

He collapses onto the ground, shaking his head no in delayed response to Egan’s question. “My sister,” he answers, low enough in his throat that it’s almost below hearing. “It happened,” he says, voice rising. “She was here. I saw it … him. She was here … ” He leans back then, against the wall, and it gives: another dirty blanket. Behind it, a narrow tunnel.

Egan backs away from it. “No, Hale,” he says, “seriously now. Even I—”

“Door number one,” Hale says, reckless with defeat, and climbs in, up. Ahead of him someone or something’s scrabbling away—presumably Stan, just moving more like an insect than a man. Hale does everything he can to catch up.

BEHIND him, in the cellar, Egan, scared shitless, tests the rope noose for strength, pats the beam it’s wrapped around.

“Give me five minutes,” he says to the noose. “I’ll be back.”

He trudges up the stairs, with the blade, is sitting, waiting for Hale when he finally emerges from behind the brush minutes later, covered with dirt, etc. Reborn is the visual push. The door cracks of the cellar are glowing evil red with the flare, as is the dust rising angry and steamlike from the vent pipe. When Hale reaches him Egan hands the blade over, and Hale hesitantly accepts it, leans over to catch his breath.

“Been thinking,” Egan says. “Angels and demons are phylogenically134 similar. I mean, the Bible tells me so.”135

Hale looks up at him in question.

“Meaning your sister’s angels were demons already. Before you or your dad even got to them. I saw the wall.”

A beat passes between them.

“She knew,” Hale says finally. “She wanted to die, I think. After I … ”

“You don’t have to say it for me,” Egan says. “I don’t really give a damn. My only question is can we leave now?”

“We?”

“I didn’t have to give you the blade so … politely. As you know. But why believe me.”

“In the morning,” Hale says, a compromise.

“How about now,” Egan says back.

“I—” he begins, then corrects: “We’d freeze.”

“Probably,” Egan says. “But there are worse things.”

In the silent looks they pass back and forth an agreement is reached. They rise, walk to the house, keeping their distance from each other.

“So his name,” Egan says, almost back to his old self—as if it all really is almost over, as if this could be the closing credits already—“it’s really Stan? One vowel away from ‘Sa-tan’? And a son named—”

But the scene cuts ahead before he can finish, to brass buttons, Hale wrestling them together, pulling the jacket over the two he’s already got on. Egan has three jackets on as well, not yet buttoned. He’s in the doorway to the kitchen, stuffing cans of corn into his many pockets. The door yawns behind them, evidently rekicked in. Hale leans the blade against the coffee table, shoulders the phone, listens to nothing, then recradles it.

Egan, occupied with the corn, takes note of this.

“Seri thought,” he says, then starts again: “She thought that the bum at the convenience store was your father. Your eyes, she said. The same.” He two-finger points to his own, as if Hale isn’t getting it.

Hale considers this, lets it go. “What’s with the corn?” he asks finally.

Egan smiles. “Souvenirs,” he says.

Hale shakes his head.

“You want to remember this?”

“Proof, then,” Egan amends, then returns to the kitchen for more, leaving Hale alone in the living room, which is improper protocol, typical fare.

The meager candlelight they were able to raise flickers out as the door yawns open again, and there in it—inevitable—is Stan, the exact same posture and everything as when Hale was fourteen and seeing him then. Only now Stan’s in a mask. And Hale isn’t in the kitchen door, but is sitting on the edge of the coffee table, roughly where Jenny was in her wheelchair.

Which is to say he’s in her position.

He’s aware of this.

And he can’t move.

For a moment there’s the distinct possibility that Stan might be dead on his feet, wavering, about to fall, but a quick shot from the porch remedies that: he’s physically whole, unharmed. Entering. Speaking: “I took care of her, for … all this time. While you were gone.”

“Mom?” Hale asks hesitantly, but gets no answer. “Where is she, then?”

“They took her. Into the movie. Her movie. She went.”

“Is that how you say it, ‘went’? They are you, Dad. We’ve got that far already. Have you looked in the mirror? Have you looked in the cellar?”

Stan approaches, closer, closer, Hale backing away at first, then standing his ground.

“You don’t understand,” Stan says, lifting the mask over his mouth to speak clearer.

“Do you?” Hale asks, the blade springing up silently in his hand, Luke and Anakin all over.136 “If everybody has their own way of dying,” he asks, “then what’s yours?”

“I didn’t kill her.”

“Mom.”

“Yes.”

“What are you telling me then?”

Stan stares, stares.

Hale continues: “I made them up, Dad. You.”

Stan shakes his head no though, and does it in a way that lowers Hale’s blade in increments.

“You took care of who, then?” he asks.

Stan nods as if Hale already knows, says it anyway: “Jennifer.”

“No!” Hale says, stepping forward with the blade again. “She’s … I saw you bury her, father. I saw you break her legs … ”

“That’s over now,” Stan says. “I replaced her. You saw. She doesn’t have to be there … like that anymore.”

“Where’s Nona?” Hale asks finally, and Stan is at first confused by the question—evidently not all there—then simply looks upstairs. Leads Hale to look upstairs.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t use this,” Hale says, meaning the blade. “After all … this.”

Stan looks to the kitchen—at something—then away. “You didn’t kill her that day,” he says finally. “Jennifer. She’s not—”

“It doesn’t work like that, Dad. You can’t just put my friend in Jenny’s place in the ground. It’s not that easy.”

As Stan’s looking back up though, about to say something, anyway, a can of corn catches him hard under the cheekbone, whips him around, zygomatic arches collapsing in THX.137

“Speak of the devil,” Egan says, striding in. “Old Satan himself. He’ll tell you lies,138 Haley boy. Whatever you want to hear.”

He whips another can at Stan, and Stan goes down to one knee. And another, and another. Because we’re trained to,139 we count the flying cans: six.

The seventh one Stan catches with his gloved hand, as he caught Seri’s bookend. Which is when things turned back on her.

“You,” he says, the mask fallen back down, distorting his words. “Don’t do this a—” but he’s interrupted by a can in the gut. His hand goes there, returns with Nona’s pistol, a fast draw per Videodrome.140

Egan flinches at first but then smiles, advances. Bares himself. Looks knowingly to Hale then back to Stan. “Never point a gun at anyone unless you plan on using it,” he says, “isn’t that the rule?” [looking to Hale to play along] “Isn’t that what he taught you? Isn’t that what all fathers say?”

Stan throws the can he’d caught down. It rolls between them, in slow advance of other projectiles. “I never liked that corn,” he says lucidly, bringing it all down to the moment, immediate cause, immediate effect, and—even with Hale saying “No” nanoseconds too late—the inserted trigger guard frames Stan’s gloved finger, easing back gently.

Egan laughs o.s. and, from an angle that isolates him for effect purposes, Stan’s hand blooms graphically along with the gun, red ink spilling in water. In the strained silence afterward he looks to Hale as if just hearing him, then staggers down to the floor, curling around his hand.

Egan calmly approaches, his own face flecked with shell fragments—tiny dots of blood welling like anger—and stands over Stan, looks once to Hale with an evil grin, then makes his own [swishing] sound effects for the miniknife he has palmed.

“Scalpel please,” he says, handing it from left to right.

He turns Stan brutally over then and goes to work on his neck, carving, carving, removing the mask at neck-level it seems, Stan trying at first to resist, but finally giving in. As Egan leans back to inspect his handiwork—the liberated mask, blood everyfuckingwhere—the garden shear blade emerges from his chest, curving up, up.

The shot backs off to reveal Hale on the other end.

“But we … were winning … it was—” Egan says, trying to look behind, see where he missed this eventuality, but dark, oxygen-rich blood froths up in the place of more words, and he keels over, off Stan.

Hale tries to ferret a pulse from Stan’s wrist.

When there is none he lowers his mouth to Stan’s, breathes life into it. Pumps the sternum dutifully, which only pushes blood out the nicked carotid.

Hale sits back, holds the gargoyle mask up, tosses it aside for the second time. There he is, Stan, some ten years older than in the flashback. Waxy. Lifeless.

“You should have let her rest,” Hale says to him. “It wasn’t your fault. It was mine. I shouldn’t have let her foot—the peg … ”

He stands then, using the stair banister. Egan is on the floor, flaying his hands trying to pull the blade through, refusing to die as he should. It’s a sad spectacle, even for him. He looks to Hale for help.

“I understand,” he coughs, “serious … just … get this … ” but Hale doesn’t, won’t.

“You shouldn’t have come,” Hale says to him. “You didn’t have to.”

As Egan coughs his lungs up and out, Hale allows a muffled bumping sound to lead him upstairs, squeeze light in hand, reunion in the air.

THE feeling in the upstairs hall is all epilogue—Hale with his ear to the door of his old room, trying the knob in vain. Past him, deeper yet in the hall, is the wheelchair glint. He hasn’t noticed it yet. He backs away from the door to kick it in but at the last instant doesn’t, instead pulls the attic stairs smoothly down. Which is when he finally catches the wheelchair glint, is drawn to it momentarily, but turns away. Up the stairs, back down into his old bedroom, via the hole Egan made. He uses the phallic bedpost as a guide down, his POV taking it all in in order: Jenny’s angel wall; his old posters, hot rod models; the locked door; a FIGURE sleeping in Jenny’s bed. Hale approaches, pulls the covers back slowly, revealing Nona, bound and gagged. He unbinds her. She ungags herself.

“I didn’t break the door down,” he explains.

“Yeah,” Nona says, her voice weak, the rest of her disoriented, resisting.

“I wanted to walk out through it,” Hale says. “Us, I mean.”

“Like the bicycle at the end of It.”

On cue, Hale produces the plug to the three-wheeler, offers it to Nona. She takes it, holds it tight. Turns around, wanders to the window, the storm oddly calm past it.

“Blizzard of Oz,” she says to herself, Egan’s words.

“Let’s get out of here,” Hale says.

But Nona’s not quite there yet. “I heard the gun,” she says, leaving room for more, from Hale.

Hale nods, squints as if trying to come up with an acceptable story. Which is to say not the real one.

“You were right,” he says. “It … didn’t shoot.”

Nona waits for the rest; Hale falters on: “Egan’s … not coming with us. We’re the ones who live. My father—”

“He didn’t know what to do with me,” Nona says, as if from a dream. “He carried me all over. Outside, but it was so cold. The other bedroom, but all the blood.”

“He put you here because the door locked,” Hale explains.

“But why didn’t he just … ”

“Because he already had Seri. To replace … to bring my sister back, I think.”

“He was confused,” Nona says weakly. “He was calling me something else too.”

“‘Jennifer,’” Hale says, and Nona’s reflection in the glass doesn’t answer, is trying hard to blink away tears.

IN the living room below, Stan’s chest rises with sudden breath, establishes a shaky rhythm, all rasp, little oxygen. The angle is level with him on the floor. He gropes for the mask with his good hand, latches onto it.

UPSTAIRS, Nona is still at the window, facing out, Hale hesitant to touch her.

“So it’s over?” she asks.

“He’s dead, Nona.”

“So it’s just us now … ” she says.

“A romantic hideaway tucked into the woods … ” Hale offers, trying to lighten the mood, failing: seen from the front side, Nona is crying softly, fists balled. But she doesn’t let it infect her voice; it’s even, controlled: “So, Romeo, where you taking me for the second date?” No reaction shot from Hale before we cut outside, to Stan, mask in hand, slouching out the open door, making it to the middle of the yard. The mask blows away, out of the shot.

Stan looks up into the night, smiles.

“I’m ready,” he says, overlong grey hair whipping serenely around his head, and we pan down his body to his feet, to his tracks coming from the porch, the only sound a leathery flapping.

The shot expands slowly—just like with the mother—and then his footprints end midstep. All that’s left of him is a light splatter of blood on the snow.

It’s not over yet.

THE hall upstairs is empty, the door to Hale’s mother’s bedroom swinging (the window in there broken by Seri), the other bedroom door still closed. Slowly, the knob of the second door turns, turns, and Hale and Nona walk out hand in hand. As they pass the first door a SHAPE momentarily passes the bedroom window—going simply up—but they’re not looking in there.

Halfway down the stairs Hale becomes aware that there’s no Stan in the living room below. He tightens his grip on Nona, walks softer.

“You didn’t even—” Nona says, and Hale’s already whispering back: “There was no pulse. I checked. Goddammit. I even tried to … ”

They reach the bottom of the stairs, Hale standing at the front door, looking out, Egan rising behind him, smiling his smile.

“They got him,” he says, his voice hardly even there. “They fucking got him. Swoosh, swoosh … just like your … ” but he collapses before he can finish. Nona separates herself from Hale in order to catch Egan. In her arms Egan coughs blood—dark and vital now—passes out.

Nona indicts Hale with a look.

“They were … ” Hale tries, “they were fighting.”

Still though, Nona just stares, as if daring him to lie more. Her unasked questions drive him out the door. The wind slams it shut behind him, leaves him hunched against the wall moments later, afraid to venture any further, afraid to do anything.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” he says.

NONA has Egan on the couch, is stroking his matted hair.

“It’s okay,” she’s saying. “I’ll be your nurse. Just don’t tell anybody.”

Egan opens his eyes, barely gets any words out: “False ending number one … ” Nona smiles, nods. He tries to go on—“It’s the … ”—can’t. Dies.

Nona speaks for him, her voice devoid of all irony: “It’s the sister. I know.”

BY the amount of snot frozen to Hale’s face he’s been on the porch a good while. The door opens and Nona joins him, careful not to touch her butt to the frozen planks. She leans the cleaned blade against the house, between them, hands a jacket over. Hale takes it, nods out to the yard, Stan’s abbreviated tracks still there enough to make out.

“My dad taught physics,” Nona says, apropos nothing. “This is another date question. Did you know they have a demon theory too?”

“Maxwell’s demon,”141 Hale says grimly, but Nona shakes her head no.

“The information sorter, right? Okay, then they have two. But the other one.”

“Descartes. That there’s a demon creating—maintaining—all this. Just to fuck with our heads. So we never know what’s real.”142

“Which is pretty much the definition of evil.”

Hale nods.

“That’s metaphysics, though.”

Hale turns to her, waiting. Nona smiles. “Guess your demonology’s a little out of date. Demon Theory Sixteen.143 The idea is that if you balance a sack of flour on your head and knock on the table sixteen times, a demon will appear. Like the Candyman. Bloody Mary.”144

“They’re real, Nona,” Hale says. “I don’t know how but they are.”

Nona is ignoring him though. “And if you knock those sixteen times with no result, then you simply escalate, knock seventeen times. And so on.”

She knocks on the porch, a demonstration. They both tense up, wait, nothing. Or, nothing yet.

“It’s a model,” Nona continues, “a parable, a scientific allegory. The push is that you need a less random way of generating hypotheses than knocking on tables. Just because sixteen times produced no result doesn’t mean that seventeen will. It’s about misplaced faith.”

“I’m telling you—”

“Demon Theory Sixteen isn’t based on facts, Hale, that’s the thing. And neither is what you think. We haven’t exhausted all the possibilities with real people yet.”

Hale laughs. “But there aren’t any ‘real’ people left,” he says. “What else could they be?”

“You didn’t create them. That’s not how the world works.”

“I created my father, the … whatever he was.”

“Self-fulfilling,” Nona says. “That’s different.”

“And they’re different.”

“There is no ‘they,’” Nona says, starting to get exasperated by Hale’s lack of logic, “there is no them. It’s your sister, Hale, as bad as you don’t want to hear it. There. Now don’t say anything.” Hale doesn’t. “The facts,” Nona says: “Your mother’s not physically capable of all this, your father’s … incapacitated somewhere [sweeping an arm expansively across the yard], and your sister, she’s the one with all the motivations here. She was buried alive, Hale, her legs—”

“She wasn’t alive,” Hale interrupts.

Nona stands, motions at the cellar, still glowing red at the edges. The yard, miles of open sky around it.

“Then let’s go decide this,” she says. “Once and for all.”

Hale looks away from the cellar. “She’s not there,” he says. “I checked. It doesn’t mean anything, though. My father could have gotten her out.”

Now it’s Nona’s turn to laugh. “Yet you cling to your demon theory. Her demon theory. I’ll be your next stage of awareness, then, Hale. Watch her come for me.”

She bends then, to kiss him good-bye, and the kiss gets a little carried away, Hale trying to keep her there maybe. She draws back smiling, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“So what do they think of us,” she asks, “Swedenborg’s angels? We all grubby and mortal to them?”

Hale looks away. “They hate us,” he says. “Flat out hate.”

This doesn’t do the mood any good.

Nona squints at his coagulated wound, picks at it. He draws back.

“My stitch?” she asks, but Hale’s already somewhere else, is holding her by the wrist.

“Don’t—” he says, but she pulls away.

“This is what it takes,” Nona says. “For you. To ever be free of here, of her. I’m not afraid. We’re both women, human, people. Un-supernatural. She can die just like the rest of us, Hale, I’m sorry. We can’t stay on this porch forever, y’know … ”

She smiles at the end of saying it, then two-hands the blade, walks off into the yard, watching all the angles. “Red Sonja,” she calls back, showing her teeth savagely, dawn there in the east, and then she offers the challenge three-sixty: “Come out and play, Jennifer … Show your brother that there aren’t any demons, c’mon … We won’t be here tomorrow night … Last call … Going once … going twice … ”

The shot reverses onto Hale, thin-lipped, watching. Shaking his head no, but appreciating her, what she’s trying to do for him.

He closes his eyes only when the phone rings, keeps ringing. In a flash he’s up, scrambling stiffly inside to pick it up. Behind him, outside, there’s a great whoosh, and when his POV makes it back around, Nona’s gone. Her tracks end midstep, no blade in the ground, even. Hale stands in the darkened living room listening to the phone, his own o.s. voice coming through as if across a great distance: This is Hale.145

He lays the receiver down carefully, backs away from it. Shakes his head no, no.

But the connection is still made, maintained.

Sunlight penetrating now, the rope from his suicide flashback being cut in half by a medic’s serrated belt knife, the ripping sound seeming to come not just from overhead but from upstairs.

“Please,” Hale says, “no.”

He follows the banister up though, nudges the attic stairs closed, the springs pulling hungrily at them. Pushes his old bedroom door open for more light. There at the recessed end of the hall, JENNY, in her chair, way-way desiccated, legs cleanly broken, clothes still on—new clothes it seems, as if she’s been recently dressed.

She raises her arms for Hale to pick her up.

He does.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “God, I’m so sorry.”

HE walks out the front door holding Jenny as his father held her when he carried her: cradled to his chest. Three-day maggots crawl between the two of them, brother and sister. The storm is abated, the snow blinding white by now, the two of them small on it. Hale walks to the most open space in the yard he can find, where Nona just was, holds Jenny up as high as he can.

“Take her,” he says—insisting on his demon theory—then louder: “Take her, take her, please … ” but then Jenny’s hanging arm wraps around Hale’s, her hand clamps onto his shoulder, and the only sound is crunching footsteps ‡in the melting snow. The footsteps belong to someone in uniform-blue pants, walking away from the cellar. By the gait, the legs are male. The trim of the house in the legs’ b.g. is the same color it’s been in the other flashbacks. The shot moves with the legs, anticipates them, reveals an older-year-model ambulance emergency-parked in the yard. The legs pass through the shot and it expands, and it is a male, a medic type, no face yet. A female paramedic is already at the ambulance, sitting on the running board tossing snow at nothing. She’s sad, defeated; her shoulders talk about it. VIRGINIA. It’s sewn onto her jacket. It’s her.

“I thought he was going to make it that second time,” she says. “God I hate this job.”

“No you don’t,” the male medic says back in CON’s voice. “He was already dead. Practically, I mean.”

Virginia walks around the ambulance, opens the door, spilling out the radio, INXS’s “Devil Inside.” It remains. Con turns back to the cellar one more time, regards it, then leans over, cupping a cigarette in the windless cavity of his body. It won’t light, though. Again and again he tries.

“Let’s get out of here,” he finally says to Virginia, though she’s out of hearing. “I hate the country.”

As he walks to the ambulance he throws the wasted match and it lands in the snow, just to the left of Egan’s gargoyle mask, its icy grin rigid, enduring, fading out only for the credits.



  

DEMON THEORY 17
 


Part II of a three-part novelization of the feature film trilogy The Devil Inside, as adapted from D, the unauthorized best-seller inspired by the case notes of Dr. Neider, as recorded in a series of interviews conducted during his residency at Owl Creek Mental Facilities and originally published in the journal P/Q as “Narrative, Me-dia, and Allocution: Genre as Mnemonic Device.”



 
  


I can feel the Devil walking next to me.
 

—Murray Head
 



  


THE sequel begins the same as the original: with a siren fading in, wailing overhead, moving blind through the crackling darkness, the nature of the emergency not yet on-screen. Tires screech around a corner this time, though, the sound trapped in brick alleys, resounding back, accreting in our inner ear until the flashing red light of the ambulance resolves itself, then the rest of the ambulance, a moving POV from a high angle and behind, as if the ambulance is being followed, tracked from above, the shot accelerating ahead suddenly, rushing in for a close-up of the driver’s mouth, mostly covered by the CB handle he’s holding hard there, his hand bloody, charred, lips angry with heat. In the b.g. of his hand is the other paramedic, CAT. She’s blood-splattered, staring blankly out the window, as if in shock. Scratching the diamond of her solitaire on the window. The divider immediately behind their heads is pulled shut, the patient hidden from view.

The driver makes a hard, one-armed turn, scraping a parked car, dragging sparks between them. He overcorrects, recovers, leans back into the static of the CB: “Yes,” he says, lips sardonic-thin, “call the psych guys, hell, call them all. And somebody in a priest costume, over.” When dispatch doesn’t come back he holds his hand up, into his POV, palm in, just above heart level. Inspecting the damage.

As he spreads his fingers for a better look, the CB handle snaps to the dash, jarring the shot back, and through the front glass he’s nobody we recognize. VANGELESTI. The airbrushed bug-shield on the nose of the ambulance reads CANNONBALL RUN,146 in fast, leaning-back letters that don’t fit the mood, the paramedics’ expressions, the mirror dangling off the passenger door.

The ambulance slips past in a rage of sirens then, stranding us with a large, barking dog, forcing us to cut miles ahead, come in at car level to the emergency lane of county hospital, other ambulances already gathered around. And it’s a packed house tonight, Halloween again—slush everywhere, satanic masks on the dashboards of ticketed vehicles, candy in the gutters, twin jack-o’-lanterns guarding the entrance doors, swishing open and closed for no one, the draft they’re making pulling a stray lid closer, closer, drawing it in.

To the immediate left of the entrance is a dark recess, open to the sky some fifteen stories overhead. The recess is maybe four feet wide and unnaturally deep, the result of added wings. Smoke coming from it too, the guilty cigarette momentarily inserted, glowing red with nerves: CON, exhaling.

He’s wearing scrubs, sitting on what was once a stoop, ankle deep in trash. Framed by a long-neglected metal door behind him, chocked open. Across from him is VIRGINIA, holding herself against the cold, wearing a crucifix around her neck.

Con offers the cigarette—“warm,” his advice—and Virginia takes it as if she smokes, inhales, coughs it out. Hands it back. She shrugs to Con like an apology and Con doesn’t respond, instead directs his POV up, the slit of sky overhead, narrow enough to be safe.

He exhales, filling his field of view with smoke, then looks dramatically through it to Virginia, who’s already looking all furtive at him, a question there on her lips, in a weak voice: “You still having those dreams?”147

Con laughs through his nose, looks away, back. Crushes the cigarette out then puts another in his mouth, now large on-screen, as the paramedic’s just was. One side of his mouth comes to a sharp point, not quite a smile.

“You really think they’re just dreams?” he asks, the scene slamming shut with that, on that, opening back up to an uncomfortably broad night sky, no reference points, no ambient city light, no cloud cover. Too much altitude for insects or bats. Just stillness, more stillness, finally getting est. enough for a falling FIGURE to pass heavily through the shot, backside to the ground, arms out. We follow, and it’s STAN’s destroyed corpse, dropped from somewhere high high above. The bud of an icicle forms from the tip of his nose. Deep in his b.g. but getting larger is the country house, looking just the same: blanketed in snow, no electricity.

The corpse falls for nearly ten art-house seconds—delicate orchestral music coming through, butterfly-type associations twittering in the unconscious—and finally crashes through the trees, craters into the ground, the thin nose-cicle breaking off with impact, twirling back up in high-res slow-mo, counterclockwise. It falls too, and shatters. From an angle directly above, the corpse is simply thrashed—torn, broken, in rags, etc. Part of the leaf litter.

But still, the necessary fingers move, per Nix148—one, two, three, then the pinkie.

Stan rises, limps through the snow to the lightless house, stooping for a moment to pick something up, hesitating over the unkempt hedges.

He stands on the porch, waiting.

The front door finally opens on cue and it’s Hale’s MOTHER, still old, wrapped in an afghan, leaning on a cane. She studies Stan, scowls.

“You,” she finally says.

Stan nods once—beat, beat—and when she tries to slam the door shut on him it only breaks his fingers, and that doesn’t even begin to slow him. He juggernauts through to the living room—silhouetted in the doorway for a moment, an imposing figure. A familiar figure. No campy Honey I’m homes,149 but nevertheless, he is. Hale’s mother is backed halfway up the stairs by now.

She already has a cross in one hand, a Bible in the other.

The inserted Bible slips from her fingers when Stan crosses all the way over the threshold, and it tumbles a long time toward the stairs, its monogram flashing SWEREN in goldletter, the rosary that was in it as a bookmark scattering into individual beads. One rolls against the toe of Stan’s workboot. He looks down to it.

Hale’s mother swallows, holds the cross out, between her and Stan.

“I don’t know what you think—” she begins, but Stan isn’t listening. “She’s gone,” the mother continues, interrupting herself, some shriek welling up in her voice now. “There’s nothing … you can … nothing… ”

Stan only undresses her with his corpse eyes as she sputters out, though, and then, with childlike deliberation, he puts on the gargoyle mask he’s been clutching in his other hand, wears it carelessly, Leatherface-crooked.150 It’s caked with ice, weathered.

He begins undoing his belt.

“No,” Hale’s mother says, her eyes spreading into awareness, the rest of her old self already running up the stairs, falling twice on the spilled rosary beads-as-marbles, rising with her cane, finally locking herself in her bedroom, the cane wedged under the knob. Vague shadows hulking and flitting outside the window, there and gone.

The knob of the bedroom door turns and she tries to hold it.

“It won’t work,” she’s saying, praying, eyes closed, “it’s not that easy, please … it’s too late … I’m sixty-seven ye—”

In the end, though, she can’t keep him out: the cane clatters down, springs give, tumblers tumble, strikeplates moan, and Stan enters. Stiff-arms her onto the bed. Loosens his ragged jeans.

Smiles behind the mask.

FROM a POV perched directly above them, on the roof, the top of the trees are motionless, the shingles rotten but interesting. Eventually, heated breath rises, steams the lens some, and just as it’s starting to clear, Hale’s mother screams, reversing the shot—a glistening black tail there, whipping up and out of sight at the last flapping instant—her scream bleeding into the screaming going on behind the divider of the ambulance, just backing up to the emergency room entrance, everything bathed in flashing red light.

In the cab Vangelesti looks to Cat, still just staring.

“You coming?” he asks, no response.

He touches her wrist carefully for a few moments, with his good hand—bridging us into her head, where a lemon wedge is being soundlessly squeezed into a tall glass of what looks like water—and then nods good-bye to her, rounds the ambulance in maybe two steps, looks Con and the other male INTERN in the eyes, to see if they’re ready.

“Vangelesti … ” Con says in greeting.

“This his first night?” Vangelesti asks back, chin-pointing to the intern.

Con nods. “Fishboy,” he says, patting the intern on the back, “still got his gills, even.”

Vangelesti shakes his head in apology and flings the door open, Con’s face inserted, eyes narrowing.

“Trick or treat,” he says, in sick admiration.

The intern is bent over, dry-heaving.

Behind them the stray lid the doors were drawing in is drawn in now, gone.

MOMENTS later, the twin aluminum doors of OR3 slam open, Vangelesti and Con and the intern pushing their way through, the patient on a gurney, already name-tagged: SWEREN—just like the Bible, except in magic marker, not goldletter—morphine dripping top-speed down the IV. The shot expands, moving with them still, and the patient is a full-term pregnant woman, skin badly badly burned, sloughing off like wet ash. She’s seriously frail with age, too, but breathing somehow, lidless eyes staring to the side in defeat.

“Tell the burn unit Christmas is coming early this year,” Con says, handing her off just as she starts seizing, and then the DOCTORS and NURSES converge, machine-gunning all the ER ad-lib back and forth.151

“Clear the OR,” a DR. WATKINS152 growls, “now. We’re losing her!”

“You,” a SECOND DOCTOR barks to Virginia, hiding in the b.g., “stay. Turn the lights down for the understandably photosensitive now … there. Like that, yes. Good girl.”

At the light switch, Virginia stares this second doctor and his good girl down, but the doctor’s already forgotten about her. When she’s done with him the door beside her opens and MARKUM drags in, all sneer, no rattail.

“Triage,” he says to himself, taking stock, tying his mask at the base of his skull: “Happy Hallofuckingween.”

As he leans into the crowd, a grinning Con pins Vangelesti with a question, asked in confidence: “She call just so you could watch, man, or what? A little rural autoerotic nonspontaneous geriatric combustion to cap off an otherwise eventless weekend?”

Vangelesti doesn’t seem to follow, though. Over Con’s shoulder, the patient flatlines, indicting Vangelesti with her dead stare, and then Vangelesti’s POV is backing away from her, from Con’s question, out into the hall, studying the entrance doors, their swishing too distant now to hear.

PAST them, past the dead ambulance, Cat is shuffling away, still in shock. Toward the road, a monstrous vodka billboard (tall glass, lemon wedge, so refreshing). She’s not looking both ways. There’s even a candy sack dragging from her ankle.

In her distant b.g. Vangelesti rushes out to the cab of the ambulance, sees her, calls to her, but his voice is delayed by what she’s flashing back to: the grainy, black and white int. of the house in the country, no electricity, ambulance light strobing through the windows. Her POV is downstairs, in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, Vangelesti pushing past her, as if he’s going to get something. On the kitchen table are eight glasses, each with a lemon wedge. An open canister of kerosene is on the table as well. The last two glasses are still full. Not with water is the practically spoken idea.

Hale’s mother’s cane is hanging off the edge of the table, and directly below it there she is, smoldering into the distorted linoleum. Writhing, legs pedaling.

“It can’t … ” she just manages to say to Cat, alone with her. “… please, don’t let him … me, no … ” and then Cat is backing away, to the front door, then running from it too when Vangelesti bursts through, extinguisher in hand. The door pushes her into the stairs and she falls up them, away from all this, is soon in the darkness of the hall, the master bedroom door open for her, inviting.

She approaches, looks in, and there, half on the bed, facedown, is Stan’s corpse, rotting into the linen, pants around his ankles. The cross standing up out of his back, evidently the killing blow, its shadow long, red-edged, severe.

“Ca-ther-ine,” Vangelesti yells at her, both up the stairs and from the emergency lane.

Cat’s POV turns to him, then, yes, but immediately snaps back to the road, the approaching headlights, the screaming radials of a slant-nosed sports car, her reflection serene and whole in the windshield. And then it spiders away, from impact.

THE crash reverberates through an int. darkness, and then that darkness is bisected by the flat green line that should be a heartbeat, spanning the width of the screen. The grey-haired finger of Dr. Watkins points to the lower frame of the screen-within-a-screen, the rhythm beating there once, twice, erratically. Strange dactylic spikes, shallow valleys.

“Fetal,” he says. “It’s alive.”153

“But how?” the second doctor asks. From an angle over the surgery table the two of them are crowded around with three others—a WOMAN DOCTOR, Markum, and Virginia. Smoke’s still rising from Hale’s mother. There’s a long, heavy silence, broken finally by Markum, behind his mask: “Talk about one in the oven, gentlemen … ”

His joke only meets with reproach, though—especially from the woman doctor—and he mewls out of the spotlight, out of OR3 altogether.

Dr. Watkins looks away, back, locks eyes across Hale’s mother’s corpse.

“We have to,” he says, grudgingly, “goddammit if we don’t … liability. It’s not our decision.”

The woman doctor he was locking eyes with concurs.

As they make the cesarean cut—the taut, burnt skin more pushed aside than really ever incised—Virginia begins intoning behind them, to herself:


“Our Father who art in heaven
Hallowed be thy name
Thy kingdom come … ”



 

But then she trails off as the water officially breaks, steaming over their feet, leaving a bloody residue, kernels of undigested corn there.

The second doctor lowers his mask, tests the air with his nose. “Is that lighter fluid?” he asks.

The woman doctor shakes her head no. “Lamp fluid,” she corrects. “Kerosene. Weeks of it by my guess.”

“Shit.”

“She didn’t want to go full term,” the woman doctor adds.

The amniotic kerosene feels around the tangle of wires.

Dr. Watkins looks across the table at the second doctor, then nods, and together they reach deep into the womb, and instead of Alien154 we get an Omen155 shot, from the floodlight angle: the two doctors lifting an infant-sized oblong shape, bloody black and limbless, holding it up, presenting, straightening their arms under it for some reason, as if they locked their elbows under every birth, held it blinking up to the gods with its Rosemary’s Baby156 eyes.

As evidence. For explanation.

The expressions on their faces give it all away too: disbelief, shock, revulsion.

The second doctor sums it up for them: “Holy hell, gentle—” [demurring for the woman doctor] “people.” He talks to Virginia without looking at her. “What about that prayer, Nurse?”

Virginia’s just mouthing it reflexively now, no voice.

Slowly then, the umbilical cord separates at a preformed node and begins dripping black fluid, which, inserted, eats into the aluminum frame of the gurney, trails acidic steam up.

Dr. Watkins removes his hands, and the second doctor recovers, catches the noninfant, cocks his head to Dr. Watkins, who’s grubbing desperately in his pocket for something.

“Are we … ” the second doctor begins, “… are we liable for this, Dr. Watkins?”

Dr. Watkins shakes his head no, slowly, and then raises his hand, the beeper now in it. He presses the test button surreptitiously and then holds it out like a shield, a shrill badge. “I’ve got to … go,” he says, all distant, “I’m needed … in … ” and with that he makes his weak escape, leaves the door swinging.

The second doctor is at a loss for words.

“This isn’t procedure—” he begins, but is cut short by Virginia, breathing increasingly faster, staring hard at the gurney: “What’s the … what’s that name?” When no one answers she repeats, with feeling: “What’s that name?”

Inserted again, it’s still SWEREN.

Virginia chokes up, too scared to scream, and, trying to run, slips on the amniotic fluid, into the fluid. All over her face, in her mouth; corn in her hair. She makes it crying out the door.

Now it’s just the woman doctor and the second doctor.

The woman doctor eyes the second doctor.

“This isn’t science, is it?” she asks flatly, and he shakes his head no, it isn’t.

“Can’t I just put it back?” he whines. “And I wasn’t the attending here, either. No matter what the good doctor says.”

The black umbilical fluid, burned through the aluminum of the gurney now, is being pulled to the floor, the inevitable kerosene. The woman doctor sees this, reacts.

“He won’t say anything,” she says, stepping carefully to a silver oxygen tank, backing the handle off like the second Halloween157. It hisses. “He won’t say anything,” she continues, “because this never happened.”

She makes her way to the door, eyeing the dripping fluid. Nods gravely.

“Doctor,” she says in farewell, and the second doctor looks around, eyebrows pressed together, eyes watering.

The fetal monitor is still blipping.

“Doctor,” he says back finally, nodding in reluctant acceptance, and the single drop of umbilical fluid is pulled silently down.

FROM halfway down the hall the twin aluminum doors of OR3 unhinge, are blown against the opposite wall like tissue paper, the oxygen-driven kerosene explosion following it, the woman doctor walking away, not running. She doesn’t look back either, nor to the side, where Virginia is, holding her crucifix with both hands, close to her mouth.

Moments later, the bad-luck overhead sprinklers come on.

IN OR3 too. Like rain. The only other sound the fetal monitor, unevenly blipping, and then too—its delicate lead wires inserted, burning slowly through, the ends falling away from each other—it’s gone as well. Leaving silence.

Hale’s mother’s corpse is blown against one wall, sitting grotesquely up, never wholly in the shot, but coming slow and in pieces, as if either respecting her privacy or saving the special effects budget for later.

Dragged a few feet from her—still connected by placental tendrils—is the oblong black sac, collapsing, empty. Abandoned.

Just past the sac is the oversized floor drain, and the metal grating there is eaten away, replaced by a virgin floor drain, on some dimly lit floor. Really faint music in the b.g., barely recognizable as old Sheena Easton. Directly above the drain is the underside of a bed. Topside is a comatose PATIENT—male, wan.

The shot rises, est. a whole bank of comatose-patients against one wall, the opposite wall just the same. Some decorated, some neglected. One dilapidated. A nurse’s station at one end of the long, high-ceilinged room, the nurse behind the glass filing her nails away. LIN. In the open part of the floor is a custodian monotonously mopping, head lowered, the music coming from her headphones. When she turns we rush in close and it’s NONA, still with the red hair tucked behind her ear, but augmented now, metallic: Gillian Anderson158 in her punk years. It’s a light moment, the inverse of the OR3 scene: she’s mopping with the music, lip-synching (“now take it slow like your daddy told ya”159), moving enough like Sheena E160 that she eventually tangles her headphone leads up, ripping the cassette player from her belt.

It crashes to the ground, the batteries rolling away. One heads for the patient/bed just over the drain.

“Fuck,” Nona says, then, to the patients, still comatose: “Sorry. Didn’t mean to disturb anyone.”

She looks to Lin but Lin is filing away.

Exasperated with herself, Nona plunges her mop into the bucket, becomes legs approaching the bed. Goes to her knees, leaning under, reaching, reaching—the battery there in the drain-grating, her fingers dancing all around it. Just when she’s got a tenuous grip on it though we cut above, to an inserted sprinkler head, splashing on.

Nona stands in the artificial rain, looking around. Her mop bucket is quickly filling, the dirty water overflowing. The comatose patients’ monitoring equipment flashing on and off, emergency lights flickering on, coloring everything amber.

“Just when I thought it was safe to be indoors,”161 she says, looking around at the patients, their mouths filling with water.

She takes off her shoes, wrings her white shirt out some—holding it away from her chest, at first, then remembering where she is, letting it cling back to her—and walks to the door, the hat rack with an old umbrella hooked over it.

“Guess I should just break a mirror too, while I’m at it,” she mumbles, splashing the umbrella open indoors, looking at the twenty-odd patients in real danger of drowning.

It doesn’t take her long to decide which one to save: she walks to the dilapidated bed on the opposite wall from the drain-side. Holds the umbrella over the patient’s face, saying “I won’t let anything happen to you, JD,” the patient resolving first as male, then young, then as the same actor used to play both twelve- and fourteen-year-old HALE in the original. He’s maybe two years older now, but playing fifteenish, his neck scarred all the way around, the rope almost visible there in his skin.

Nona looks again to Lin, still filing away behind a sheet of water, oblivious somehow, and then jerks suddenly to the patient over the drain. His chest rises for a moment, back bowing as if with electricity, so he’s held up by heels and head, and, from the opposite side—Nona in the b.g. now—his eyes flutter open in fear, pain, etc., then something better washes over and they close again.

Beneath the bed the water is pouring into the now-grateless drain.

Beneath the umbrella Hale’s eyes are twitching with flashback: the o.s. whine of his three-wheeler winding up and up, a demon rushing down out of the sky at his OBE POV.

BACK to the coma room. Under the drain-patient’s bed. Attached to the bottom is a pulsing black Alien-type parasite, what might be wing buds blistering up near what might be the head. We go close and closer, until the screen is wholly black.

Beat, beat.

SLOWLY, then, a modest subtitle fades in near the bottom of the blackened screen: DECEMBER 22. Meaning seven weeks have passed, Halloween’s long over. As the subtitle dissolves out, a room comes into focus, becomes walnut, panned three-sixty, est. all the degrees, diplomas, and awards you’d expect in a psychiatrist’s office, shelves and shelves of books, etc. A calm place. Virginia balled up on the maroon leather couch, small against it all.

“I don’t need therapy,” she’s saying. “I need someone to believe me.”

“Okay, then,” CURTIS says, leaning forward, into his therapist role, “let’s say I choose to believe you. That these dreams of yours are real. What then?”

“You’re not getting it,” Virginia says. “It’s not that my dreams are so much real. They’re not even dreams, really. More like … like repressed memories—”

“That unrepress when you’re sleeping, though, correct? When the rules of the waking world don’t necessarily apply?”162

Virginia chews her inner cheek in disgust, not nodding yes to his loaded question, turning her head in a way that reveals her hair isn’t just bunned up, but cut short.

“Are you still in the Christmas pageant?” Curtis asks, his fingers nimble with a pen. “Taking Cat’s place?”

Virginia laughs to herself. “This where you tell me about the therapeutic power of those sexy little elf costumes, Dr. Curtis?”

“Just Curtis.”

“‘Curtis.’”

“I do think it will … occupy you, yes,” he says.

Virginia closes her eyes, exasperated.

“To circle back,” Curtis says, “let’s pretend that, though you exhibit all the symptoms, false memory syndrome is nevertheless a misdiagnosis. Meaning your memories are real, sleeping or awake.”

Virginia opens her eyes, nods okay.

Curtis sits back, laces his fingers into a church, with Virginia in the b.g. “What then?” he asks.

“We all die,”163 Virginia says, matter-of-fact.

“Like … you did.”

“I can’t explain it, okay? That’s what you’re for. It’s like … I don’t know. Like everything’s jumbled up just to make my story unbelievable … like Reese in Terminator,164 right?” Curtis looks at her, waiting. She replies: “Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not real.”

“‘They.’”

Virginia nods again, obviously aware of how all this is sounding.

Curtis tries to continue, reading from his notes in a patronizing voice—“Let’s see, they have wings … not human … not affected by the cold, either, so scratch the reptilian angle”—but Virginia interrupts: “I thought it wasn’t real too,” she says, “that I was losing it. Until this.”

This is a crumpled, mostly burned piece of paper she sets carefully on Curtis’s desk. He unfolds it, nods without smiling.

“Oh, I see,” he says, then tries to read: “Swa … n … ”

“Sweren.”

Curtis pretends to be recalling the name. “Ah, yes. Sweren. The, um, combustible … birth situa—”

“The barbecue case. You can say it.”

“Your hair,” he says, pointing politely, as if in explanation.

Virginia nods. “She was from what I remembered. Her name, I mean.”

“Hmmm,” Curtis allows, studying the ceiling. “But do you have any, say, ante-partum-type evidence? Proof that you’re not just co-opting her into your … your memories? Did you write her name down in a diary or something? Tell a friend, perhaps?” Virginia just stares at him. He continues: “These are valid questions, Miss Cane.165 You’re a rational person.”

“Con knows,” Virginia says, getting surly.

Curtis shrugs helplessly, flips through his inserted notes to the page labeled CONAN SIMMS, reads without inflection: “‘… she probably is just in love with me. In her own little fantasy world. Girls will say anything to get me alone, you know how they are … There was this one time … ’ Well, he goes on from there. In many directions.”

“Yes, he’s quite entertaining.”

“And he’s lying to me, of course? Playing with me?”

Virginia nods.

“Because …?”

“Because it’s funny to him. But he wasn’t there, Dr.—Curtis. With her. Sweren. The barbecue case. He didn’t see it at the end.”

“‘It,’” Curtis repeats, enunciating clearly for her, “of course he wasn’t. Now about this ‘we’re all going to die’ … certainty of yours … Sarah Connor, right? The sequel to your movie?”

“I never should have said anything.”

Curtis smiles, points at her with his pen. “Almost a double negative there, y’know. The old Freudian slip, if you see what I mean.” Virginia doesn’t; Curtis translates liberally: “You’re glad you told me everything.”

“I’m not saying anything else to you,” Virginia says. “Starting now.”

Curtis rises, smiling agreement. Extends a hand to her, prompting her up. “Then I guess this means you’ll come quietly to my little show-and-tell.”

After much inner turmoil, Virginia lets him take her hand, pull her to the hospital’s security room, an old guard there in his bolted-down chair, surrounded by banks and banks of black and white monitors, scenes from the hospital tripping by in no particular order.

“Metatron,” Curtis says grandly, introducing the room and guard as one, ushering Virginia in: “The recording angel.”166 METATRON nods to Virginia, saluting with one hand, hiding his 3-D167 glasses under his chair with the other, a lit joint already stashed there. It burns into a plastic lens, the smoke trailing up his arm, curling around his full-sleeve tattoos.

Virginia is still tight-lipped, cross-armed.

“There hasn’t been an unsolved violent crime here for eleven years,” Curtis is telling her. “And never any … gargoyles. Should one appear, however … ” he trails off, giving the floor to Metatron.

Metatron doesn’t take it, though. Instead he looks one-eyed up at Curtis. “Gargoyles?” he asks. “You mean wings, teeth, all that bullshit?”

“Yes,” Curtis says, trying to make this work, “but—”

“No such thing,” Metatron coolly interrupts.

“But if there were … ”

Metatron stands, regarding Curtis. Shrugs. “I guess I’d have me a damn gargoyle gun, then,” he says, palming his Taser. “Instead of this piece-of-shit electric razor.”

“Put that—”

“I could shave their hairy gargoyle asses with it, though,” Metatron says, thinking aloud. “They hate that, don’t they? When it starts growing back all prickly and scratchy? Shit.”

Curtis stares Metatron down. Continues: “Now if there were … a threat—”

“Gargoyles or just … interruptions?” Metatron asks pointedly.

“Gargoyles,” Curtis says. “What would your professional response be? As a trained and certified security officer. As an employee of this hospital.”

Metatron looks at Curtis for a long time, considering. “You want I should just show you?” he finally asks, cocking his elbow for his Taser again.

Curtis neither nods nor doesn’t nod. Is wary. But all the same he watches as Metatron playacts astonishment at seeing gargoyles on his monitors. In animated slow-mo he reels back, runs carefully and with cartoonish exaggeration past Curtis and Virginia, double locks the door with his own sound effects, then returns to his seat, sliding his fingers along the row of buttons until the red of REC is inserted. He pushes it, laces his finger behind his head, and turns back to Curtis. “This is where the money starts rolling in,” he says, winking on the sly to Virginia, then chin-pointing at the door. “It’s bulletproof, like my wife, and impregnable. Not like my wife.”

Virginia almost smiles, manages to hide it.

Curtis purses his lips in anger then turns to Virginia. Starts to say something about rescheduling but Metatron interrupts again: “This … you mean this is therapy?” he asks, switching his fingers back and forth between Curtis and Virginia. “Who’s the crazy one, then?” he says, hand on his Taser again, but Curtis’s response is muffled by Virginia’s inattention. He and Metatron fade into the periphery of her POV. What’s important to her now are the flickering monitors: OR3, charred black, still police-taped off; the waiting room, some teenager’s arm up the candy machine, tongue Jordanned out; a high angle on a door opening and closing; a doctor sprinting down the hall, white coat flapping behind him; a thin twenty-five-year-old guy in a Cat in the Hat hat168—RUSH—approaching two wheelchair kids in the hall, one of them pulling a red wagon with spray cans and Christmas decorations.

The image disappears and, just when it seems gone for good, reappears on another monitor, Rush that many steps closer. Virginia frantically chases the image, once, twice, and on the third time it holds long enough for her to not want to see it anymore. She presses her hands over her mouth in silent scream, falls back, the guard catching her, tracking back to the bank of monitors for us, to one out of all of them: the woman’s bathroom door, a water fountain. Instants later another image replaces it: Rush, about to pass the two wheelchair kids in the hall, the first a ten-year-old boy in a serious racing wheelchair, SANDRO, the wagon hitched to him, the second a wan-looking ten-year-old girl from the original, looking directly up into the security camera, as if she knows we’re watching.

JENNY.

RUSH snaps in front of her eyes to bring her back to the suddenly colorized hall. She turns her head slowly, fixing her eyes on him. He’s evidently in the later stages of chemo: no hair; bad, pale skin; no meat to speak of.

He blows her a kiss and walks on, leaving her and Sandro, Sandro evidently offended by this.

“Hey, you,” he says, playing tough. “Michael Stipe!”169

Rush stops, cocks his head. Looks at himself; the resemblance is there.

“A shiny happy fan?”170 he asks, turning around hat-first.

“The end of the world as you know it,”171 Sandro says back, wheeling forward, grim in the face, smudges of green paint there.

Rush smiles, impressed. Sees Jenny and gets it.

“I think I missed her anyway, big guy,” he says, holding his kiss-blowing hand up below his chin, overplaying the Waco Kid172 unsteadiness. “I mean look at what the radiation … wait, wait,” he says, then, tacking into the wall behind Jenny’s chair. “There it is … I did miss. See?”

Sandro is suspicious of all this.

Rush looks both ways, and when the coast is clear plants his lips low on the wall, sucking the misguided kiss back off, making a big show of swallowing it, wiping his mouth.

“We’re not kids, y’know,” Sandro says, having to try not to smile. “We just saw a dead lady down the hall.”

“Then you’re already older than I ever want to be,” Rush says, and punctuates it with a grand bow, sweeping the top of his Cat in the Hat hat languidly across the floor, already backing away.

As he recedes, Jenny turns to Sandro.

“Michael Stipe?” she asks.

“R.E.M.?” Sandro says, obviously, wheeling back and forth. “Where you been anyway, sister?”

Jenny doesn’t answer, doesn’t answer, and finally the shot regresses back to a black and white POV inspecting the contents of their wagon from above—a Christmas tree stencil there, some paint—then passes them, follows Rush unsteadily, Rush looking back every few steps, nodding once suggestively to a particularly nubile CANDY STRIPER passing by.

The POV follows the candy striper intently, until she’s blocked by wide, white-stockinged legs, scrolling down the screen to reveal first a name badge—HILDEGARD—and then NURSE HILDA herself.

The shot reverses onto Con, stooped over, all guilty with a video camera. “Broomh—?” he starts, clapping his own hand over the last two syllables. The shot lingers on her long enough for the association to rise, circulate: the same nurse who caught TJ in the original. Con looks to Rush for help but Rush has his back to him, hat off, hiding in plain sight.

Con shrugs, caught. “You’re not going to believe me,” he says.

Hilda only stares at him in response. Con falters on: “My friend,” he says, “end-stage bone cancer. He won’t let his little brother come see him like this so I’m making him, the brother, a video, for … after.”

“How long’s this friend got?” Hilda asks.

Con looks into the lens, his POV registering the inset lower-left display: 3 h. Shrugs. “It depends if we go slow play or extended, I guess … ” Hilda shakes her head, looks away, back. Con says it so she won’t have to: “I’m working double shifts, aren’t I?”

“You were already working double shifts, Mr. Simms,” she says, depocketing a grimy red and once-white Santa hat. “Now you’re Santa Claus. Consider it an honor.”

“But I—” Con sputters, unable to finish, as Hilda’s broad backside is already turned to him. She clomps off in his just-raised video POV. As she recedes, though, things change, go high-def, everything suddenly weighted, heavy, the black and white contrast functioning in top form: Nona approaching in the viewfinder, looking down the lens, time card in hand, brows furrowed, hair still wet from washing, as if still wet from the sprinklers in the coma ward seven weeks ago.

Con lowers the camera for a clear look and seems to almost remember her, reach for her after she’s gone, but then Rush is over his shoulder, in his ear: “Cinderella in her janitor clothes, man … wait, wait [fake dry-heaving], I can feel the need to … she may have to come back yet … ”

Con pushes him off, still distracted, and they slope off down the hall, burst into Oncology. A DESK NURSE looks at her watch.

“Distracted again?” she asks, leading them back to the treatment room.

“Not exactly my favorite place,” Rush says, looking around, one of the doors heavy-duty, with radiation warnings.

“But our favorite nurse,” Con says, videoing her.

The nurse pulls out an oversized hypodermic needle in response, Rush reluctantly offering his pockmarked arm.

“Pretend it’s green eggs,”173 she says, slipping the needle in, sinking the plunger, Con right there with the camera.

“But I don’t like green eggs,” Rush says in black and white, biting his lip and looking away, at the radiation door, Con zooming in and out on it.

IN a dark and dislocated stairway Nona is getting ready for work: smoking a joint, blowing the smoke out the dusky window, open maybe a few inches. Some makes it, some doesn’t. On about the second drag, her watch beeps. She watches without emotion until it goes off, then nods, runs her still-wet hair behind an ear.

“Mother’s little helper,”174 she says, standing to reach in her pocket. Extracting a pill bottle. As she puts the pill in her mouth though, a door opens in the vague above, closes. She’s no longer alone.

Her POV leans out, trying to see who, but it’s a clear shot all the way to the ceiling, stories and stories above. She sets her pill bottle on the windowsill, swallows audibly. Depockets a boxcutter, leans down for another drag, then pinches the joint off, balances it on the pill bottle. Clicks her boxcutter open. All these small, tense things.

She finally shrugs the false-alarm shrug, leans over to look down, no one in her POV again. But then the POV switches, turns on her: Nona from one story up, unaware.

Back on her own landing she turns, is reaching for her joint when a shadowy FIGURE descends behind her.

The shot becomes a latexed hand, reaching for her shoulder. As it makes contact she spins, boxcutter first.

Markum.

Holding his now-bleeding forearm.

“Oh,” Nona says, disappointed.

“Who the hell were you expecting?” Markum says, indicating her knife. “Or what?”

Nona shrugs. “Always be prepared,” she says back. “A girl alone in the stairs … ”

Markum looks from her to the joint, continues for her: “… already engaged in all kinds of nonpolicy activities.”

But he smiles, reaches for the joint himself, managing to knock the pill bottle out the window where it can crack open on the cement stories below. Just enough light left to make it out. A dog head rises from the trash to inspect, growl. The same dog that was barking at Vangelesti’s ambulance earlier.

“THANKS,” Nona says, with sincere insincerity, looking out the window, cringing. “Hope that’s not your dog, though. Hope that’s not anybody’s dog. First night on that shit’s grade-A bad for sleep.”

Markum keeps his distance from her until she backs the boxcutter’s blade back into its handle, repockets it.

“Or good,” Nona adds. “Depending on your … chemical inclinations.”

Markum still has the joint. He lights it, inhales, studying her.

“Don’t you have to rush off to surgery or something?” Nona says.

“Not calm enough yet,” Markum says, inhaling again.

“I see.”

“What was that?” Markum says, motioning toward the window.

“Clozapine. Halonal. Something.”

“Ahh,” Markum says, holding the joint up to eye-level. “I see. And you must be trying to counter your anti-hallucinogenics with a … hallucinogenic? Original … ”

“It’s more of a depressant, right, doc?” Nona says, removing the joint cleanly from his hand. “And really none of your business.”

“I can replace it,” Markum says, “if that’s an issue.”

“You don’t even know where I got it.”

“Metatron,” Markum says, smiling with one side of his face. “Isn’t that what he’s calling himself this month?”

Nona just stares. Markum continues: “But I was talking about the clozapine.”

“Oh.”

“And whatever else too,” he adds, drawing near, jangling his shiny-new pharmaceutical keys. “Candy store, you know.”

Nona smiles back, looking him up and down. “Yeah, well. Saw that movie. And you’re no Matt Dillon.”175

“Well, you’re not even blonde … ”176 Markum counters, “not that that’s any kind of problem.”

Nona laughs, rolls her eyes, then cashes the joint and drops the roach in the front pocket of her shirt. Markum keeping his eye on it, her chest, etc.

“You don’t know what I am, Trapper John,”177 Nona says, making her exit. “And anyway, I don’t date doctors. I never know what they’ve had their hands into at work—or who.” With that she leaves Markum slowly bleeding on the stairs, the dog below snarling mad at something. Its attention is centered on a window three or four stories up. The window is the last in a series, all of them decorated for Christmas, twin electric candles on each side, not turned on yet, green paint sprayed between, in the form of a tree.

BEHIND that last window, too, there’s another POV looking through the tree at the dog, muted by the glass. A Predator178-quality image, but bleached out and jumpy, so the dog is there not so much via color but contrast. As if this POV sees some sort of charcoal shadow, its source of light wholly different, not about wavelengths at all. Christmas music in the b.g., “Jingle Bell Rock,” the song already associated with death for us, via Lethal Weapon.179

SOME indefinite period of time later, as established by her frizzy-dry hair, Nona is singing the same song quietly to Hale. Otherwise the coma ward is quiet, just Lin in the b.g. changing sheets, her male patient rolled over to one side of the bed, a rag doll. It’s the patient directly above the drain, the one who seized in the rain. The shot circles behind Nona and their window is dark with night now, a green tree decoration just visible, but there. The electric candles flicker on and Lin notices.

“You should have seen them,” she says. “Serious. They were pulling a wagon with their wheelchairs, Nona. It was so cute I almost got pregnant just standing there.”

“Yeah,” Nona says, eyeing the faint green wheelchair tracks leading out the door, “cute. They do everyone?”

“On this floor,” Lin says.

“Figures,” Nona says, straightening Hale’s covers in good-bye. Lin notices this too.

“So what is it with you and JD?” she asks.

Nona stares out the window, prepares her response: “You remember Heaven Can Wait?”180 she asks. “At the end, in the tunnel, when that football player’s not Warren Beatty but still something in her knows … ”

“You don’t even remember who the actress was, do you?” Lin asks.

Nona shrugs like it doesn’t matter.

Lin smiles, shakes her head in pity. “You don’t remember because you already think you’re her. ‘Best supporting actress from a movie she really wanted to be in … ’”

Nona gives Lin a casual middle finger over her shoulder. Lin smiles it away. “He’s not waking up, y’know,” she says: “Or is that the way you like them? Helpless, dependent, strapped down … ”

“It’s just that nobody ever comes to see him.”

“Nobody even knows his name. Just that he tried to hang himself.”

“Tried?”

Lin looks hard at Nona. “I took a workshop on this. Suicide. When someone shoots themselves in the stomach, it’s because they’re vain, they want to leave an attractive corpse. Et cetera. [nodding to Hale now] When someone hangs themselves, though, it’s more about justice. Punishment, all that. Like they think they’re guilty … ”

“You here when they brought him in?” Nona asks, turning around.

Lin shakes her head no. “The cute ones never wake up anyway,” she says. “Trust me. And they wouldn’t remember all your … attention if they did. Put some makeup on, girl, go to the bar. Find a real deadbeat like the rest of us.”

“I don’t drink,” Nona says. “It would interfere with my medication.”

“Well I know you dance,” Lin says, smiling, moving the patient, lifting him easily with one arm, to where his whole body is nearly off the mattress. Which should be impossible. She doesn’t notice though, continues tucking and talking: “I see you through the glass, y’know. I’m not as blind as everyone around here thinks I am.”

Nona starts to respond (“Blind isn’t exactly—”) but only has her denial partway formed when she does see what Lin’s doing.

“Been working out, Lin?” she asks in a impressed voice, and Lin looks, realizes, and jerks back in fear, breaking the passing close-up of her black nail off in the patient and spilling her Pepsi. It rolls fizzing under the bed.

Nona shakes her head.

“Sorry?” Lin says, already making a beeline for the nurse station, finger in mouth, festive toe-bells filling the place with jingling. Her feat somehow forgotten.

After Lin’s gone Nona just stands there. “No, Lin,” she says, sarcastic as ever, “you go take care of yourself. I’ll get this. Really.” She laughs a sick laugh, retrieves her mop, and approaches the bed, the patient still on his side. In her POV Lin is already manically tending to her broken nail.

Nona shakes her head, tests the weight of the bed by trying to lift it. It won’t budge. She narrows her eyes at the patient, not understanding, then extends an arm, a hand, but just as she’s almost there—contact microns away—thinks better for some reason, retracts.

“This won’t hurt a bit,” she says to him, going to her hands and knees again, reaching under. “I do it every day,” she adds, with that last-word lilt. Under the bed the wet Pepsi bottle slides ahead of her fingers though, and she finally manages to knock it once and for all into the grateless drain. From a tight shot directly above, her fingers inspect, inspect, don’t figure it out.

“Like they pay me enough for this,” she says, standing, evidently giving up. Removing herself from danger is the idea. Because she’s not supposed to be dying, not yet anyway. But then she has the mop, is stabbing under the bed, tempting God, the genre, mopping up the mess, bumping the frame—the inserted patient’s index finger either moving or moved, hard to tell—finally getting the mop caught in the snaggle-toothed drain.

She pulls, pulls, no luck, and then goes under again, fed up, this time her whole torso, extracting the mop strand by strand, running her finger carefully along what’s left of the drain grating. “What the hell …?” she mumbles, looking left, right, then, reluctantly, up, her POV reeling back from the mass of dried blood and mucus on the underside of the bed. In backing away, though, her hair catches in the frame, accelerating her breathing considerably, her POV looking desperately at the next bed over. Expecting anything.

From an angle even with the bed—where she’s in the lower half of the now horizontally split screen, caught, and the patient’s in the upper—the patient’s eyes smoothly open, and they’re distended, yellow, a black slit for a pupil, telltale green smudge on his nose. His hand is right at the edge too, so close to Nona.

Before he can move, Nona frees herself with the painful and real sound of hair tearing and rolls over twice, fast, only to find herself under the next bed, more mucus and blood directly above. She steamrolls on, the third bed the same story, and after her next frantic roll there are no more beds. She scrabbles away, to the wall, then just sits there rubbing the blood and mucus from her arms, breathing hard, trying to understand.

“Lin!” she screams, but Lin is soundproofed, filing away.

Nona stands against the wall, only advances with great effort, giving the row she was in wide berth, and then, realizing the opposite row might be more of the same, steering clear of it too. So she has just about nowhere to go.

“Lin!” she screams again, crying now, but Lin is oblivious. Nona clenches her teeth together hard, narrows her eyes, and calmly grabs a flowerpot full of fake flowers. Lin’s filing comes in as Nona must be exaggerating it in her mind: grating, incessant. “Fuck your nails,” Nona says, then runs forward, hurls the flowerpot at the nurse station window, her throw placing her ahead of the drain-bed.

In the acres of b.g. behind her, then, and with agonizing slowness, the patient sits up, looks around, but by the time Nona turns on him he’s sloughed off onto the floor, his motionless foot just visible.

Lin jingles out too late to see anything, fingernail file in hand.

“Your patients are acting up,” Nona says to her, her tone all about understatement, indicating the empty bed. Lin looks from it back to her window, the cracks radiating out from impact, still collapsing, and then she makes a show of not taking her eyes off the mess Nona is. She steps slightly away from her, the bells on the toes of her shoes jingling once, in time with a much louder Salvation Army bell, a tight ext. shot of someone swinging it: Con, sullen, sunglassed against the daylight. Wearing the grimy Santa hat, a loud RUB IT EASY MAKE IT HARD181 T-shirt, and knee-high motocross boots, scrub pants tucked into them. He’s alone at the front of the emergency entrance, cigarette in mouth, donation kettle hanging slack and empty beside him. As the shot pans over for a full view, the subtitle that’s evidently been there all along gets a dark b.g.—DECEMBER 23—then dissolves as Vangelesti approaches, paramedic overalls in hand, sizing Con up from all the angles.

Con thumbs a cottonball from his right ear.

“I see you’re in the spirit,” Vangelesti says.

“I am the spirit,” Con says, unsmiling. He offers the cigarette to Vangelesti and Vangelesti takes it, brings it partway to his mouth, but is able to resist. Just barely, though.

“I’m not like you anymore,” he tells Con, holding his bandaged hand up for display. “Once burned, twice shy … ”182

“Save it for New Year’s,” Con says back. “How is she, my favorite Cat?”

“Physically or otherwise?” Vangelesti asks and answers.

“Your astute, paramedical opinion.”

“Scared,” Vangelesti says after a medium pause.

“Welcome to my world,” Con says back, then evaluates Vangelesti. “You went to some seminary, right? In your other life …?”

Vangelesti nods.

“Why’d you come over, then?” Con asks. “Religion to science, I mean. You a double agent or what?”

“You talk like religion and science are exclusive or something.”

“Spoken like a true man of the cloth.”

“Well then why this sudden interest?”

Con shrugs. “No real reason,” he says, then confesses: “Virginia, I mean.”

Vangelesti doesn’t get it, but Con’s not elaborating. Not even looking at Vangelesti anymore, but up. He starts jangling the bell then as if there’s nothing more to be said, so Vangelesti takes his cue, backs through the swishing doors. It doesn’t last, though: his POV considers Con for a moment through the glass, and then he’s out there again. Con smiles, surrendering the cigarette butt-first, but Vangelesti shakes his head no, instead grabs Con’s wrist and takes the bell.

Silence; traffic.

Going slow to show what he’s doing, then, Vangelesti unwraps a stick of nicotine gum, chews it for a few beats, then winds it expertly around the bell’s clapper.

He shakes it for Con and there’s no noise.

“There’s a moral to this,” he says loud clear and slow for Con, dropping a piece of gum in Con’s front pocket as he backs away, washing his hands in the air, disappearing through the swishing doors a second time.

Alone, Con smiles, looks from his cigarette to the bell and back again. He leans over to ash in the donation kettle, then removes the other cottonball, gives it to the wind.

It blows to the forefeet of the same mean dog. The dog sniffs it, watching Con.

“Merry Christmas,” Con says to it, making his hand into a finger gun and pointing, then sighting higher, up, up, to the hospital cornices stories above, an anatomically correct stone gargoyle there, leering back at him.

NEXT is a bright blue splinter with no context, spanning diagonally across the screen, and for an instant it’s the terrycloth blue slipper Hale’s mother left in the snow last time around. As the shot backs off, however, the blue splinter is lodged in the X-ray of a skull, the X-ray viewer mounted on the wall of a darkened room. Light glances off a male DOCTOR’s glasses as he turns to Cat, the skull menacing her over his shoulder, grinning. She studies the X-ray and caresses her similarly trashed forehead—stitches, gauze, etc. Sags even deeper into the aluminum crutch she’s leaning on, her leg in a full cast.

The doctor taps confidently on the blue splinter with his pen. “The good news is it’s shatterproof,” he tells her. “And you don’t have to worry about rust or metal detectors. The bad news is there’s a windshield in your head.”

“But you can get it out, right?”

“The question we have to answer first is, is it worth getting out?” the doctor says back, then smiles. “Does the driver need it for repairs, is that it? Because I know a place that actually sells these—”

“I don’t want it in me, anymore,” Cat interrupts. “That’s the thing.”

“A common response,” the doctor answers. “Patients have the same initial reaction to pacemakers, insulin pumps, foreign livers … bullets, yes. Fetuses. But in time—”

“I’ll step in front of another car,” Cat says. “A whole truckload of cars. Because I can’t go on like this.”

“The visual incongruities you’re experiencing are nothing unusual, understand … considering both the nature of your injury and … ” He fumbles the end of the sentence politely away; Cat picks it up: “The barbecue case.”

“The barbecue case you initiated, yes, thank you.”

“You don’t know what I’m seeing, though,” Cat says weakly. “What I’m having to see.”

The doctor moves to embrace her, does. “As much as it feels like it, Cat, Catherine, I guarantee you this isn’t the Twilight Zone, you’re not seeing into some different, other world—” Cat pushes him away before he can finish.

“Just too deep into this one,” she says.

The doctor holds his hands up in mock surrender.

Cat closes her eyes to ask her question: “It’s in my temporal lobe, right? The glass?”

The doctor nods a professional nod, undims the lights.

“Temporal as in time,” Cat says to herself, defeat there in her voice.

“Pardon?”

Cat looks up, shakes her head, smiles. “Think about it,” she says, “optics. The glass is acting like a lens. Making me see … ahead, or through, or, I don’t know … somewhere we don’t usually look.”183 She shrugs.

“You almost died,” the doctor says, like an explanation. “Your synaptic pathways are still trying to make room for the windshield you planted there. Some people—”

“Are lucky and go blind.”

The doctor stares at her. She stares back.

“Is there anything I can take, then,” she asks, “to not see? Just for a few days? Until my synaptic pathways make room or whatever?”

The doctor shakes his head no. “Why would we even develop something like that?” he asks back. “Especially when there’s people out there doing it with homemade alcohol?”

“I guess you wouldn’t,” Cat says, and hobbles awkwardly through the ER, sweating, breathing hard from her POV: through one curtain is a code-blue man, doctors crowded all around. In Cat’s POV the doctors and the room and everything are normal, but the man is in black and white, and already decomposing. But still moving. Cat backs away, into a tray of medical supplies. She turns instinctively and there’s another patient on a gurney, all of him normal except his leg, which in her POV is already rotting, evidently going to have to be amputated.

Cat screams quietly, reversing the shot, and falls into another tray, her hands latching onto supplies, trying to catch them. The people naturally come out of the woodwork to help her too, and suddenly she’s in a Romero movie, three zombies for each normal person,184 all trying to get her.

She claws her way out, crutches her way down the hall as best she can, really sobbing now. Accidentally looks in a room and forces herself to look away, swallow, walk toward the elevator already waiting for her, opening to release two wheelchair kids: Sandro and Jenny, with their wagon. Each with green paint all over their faces.

Cat flattens herself against the wall as they pass, and Sandro isn’t even in her POV, just Jenny, the most radically decomposed so far. And the most aware of how she looks, maybe.

Cat forces herself to focus on the elevator. As she’s stepping in, pushing all the buttons just to be alone, Jenny seriously eyeing her from down the hall, Vangelesti rounds the corner, zipping up his paramedic overalls.

Cat looks at him and starts screaming and then can’t stop, holding him away with the crutch while she gets the door closed.

Bad news, though: the door is polished chrome. As the shot pans around, the elevator descending, red arrow blipping, the top of Cat’s leg cast becomes important. Lined in it from her gauntlet-run through ER are two bottles of alcohol, random samples of pills.

Her POV turns slowly to the door then, her inevitable reflection, but an instant before she gets there the close-up of Dr. Watkins’s beeper intrudes. He turns it off with one hand, studies the message. Across the mahogany desk from him is a half-eaten lunch, and, past that, Nona. She’s not a happy camper. In her b.g., on a shelf by the door, are rows and rows of jars, each containing a different organ of the human body, the organs all floating, the jars arranged bilaterally, gonads to eyeballs, with a musculoskelatal schematic sketched in behind. A whole person there, in pieces.

“You don’t understand what you’re up against here,” Nona tells him in her spooky-best Donald Pleasence,185 but Dr. Watkins nods that he does: “The custodian,” he says. Nona rolls her eyes. He continues: “The custodian who wants the hospital shut down on … vague allegations of the supernatural, what has to amount to a handful of suspicions?”

Nona nods.

“Suspicions founded on … ” Dr. Watkins says, looking through his papers, “bloodstained beds and … patient weight? Am I getting this right?”

“He lost eighty-five pounds in three weeks,” Nona says, getting strident. “Is that normal?”

Dr. Watkins shrugs. “Accelerated weight loss isn’t unheard of in the comatose.”

“Have you had what was on his bed analyzed?”

“It’s in the lab,” Dr. Watkins says back, motioning vaguely somewhere. “But I remind you that some of our beds rotate between departments. There could have been a gunshot victim on there last summer … ”

“In the other two beds as well?”

“It’s a violent city, Miss Pearson.”

“It’s about to get worse.”

Nona watches him watch her. Asks her question: “Have you had anything show up in the ER yet, then? Anything more unusual than usual?”

“It’s the silly season,” Dr. Watkins says in explanation, then looks away, deep into the LED readout of his beeper.

Nona smiles, presses him: “What about that barbecue case?”

“The barbecue case?”

“Halloween night. Seven weeks and eighty-five pounds ago.”

“I wasn’t on that shift,” Dr. Watkins says, as if reciting. “We were badly understaffed, I’m afraid. But to get back to the matter at hand. You’re not the first custodian to come to me over the years about patient … irregularities in the coma ward.”

“He had paint on his nose, though.”

“Which doesn’t necessarily mean he was walking around. The nurse seems to recall one of the children over by his bed. And you know how children can be with paint.”

He touches his own nose in demonstration, continues: “It seems that ever since Robin Williams glorified—”

Nona interrupts by slamming her hand onto the table. “Wrong aisle, Doctor,” she says, leaning as far forward as the desk will allow. “We’re not talking Awakenings,186 here. We’re talking Jaws. I’m telling you, the mayor, to clear the beaches.187 And you’re afraid to.”

Dr. Watkins leans back, studies Nona. “Fear … ” he says, drawing the word out, his voice retreating smoothly o.s., narrating the close shot of the coma patient, lying flat on his back.

“… yes,” Dr. Watkins continues, “fear. Of closing the doors to patients in need, patients with lawyers. We can’t have them expiring on our sidewalk.”

“You’d rather just bring them on in, right?” Nona says, a v.o. as well.

As she speaks the patient’s eyelids slide back with her words, as if impossibly hearing them. The eyes are yellow where they should be white, the pupils reptilian.

“There’s no need to get confrontational, Miss Pearson. A person in your position—” “I know I’m a janitor, Doctor,” Nona interrupts, suddenly back in the mahogany office.

Dr. Watkins nods, opens what must be her file, looks from it to her. “And a video store clerk,” he adds, listing, “and a pet groomer, and, oh, I see, yes. A former resident of—”

“Okay,” Nona says. “So I was committed to—”

“Delusional.”

Nona stares Dr. Watkins down. “I put it on my application like I was supposed to,” she says.

“And we thank you for your honesty,” Dr. Watkins says back. “May I ask, however, about the nature of your … delusions? This was, what, a year ago?”

“Fourteen months,” Nona says, looking momentarily away, to a distorted flashback of herself in a padded room, the ORDERLY across from her leaving a paper tray of food, walking out, swinging wide for the massive demon wings casually attached to his back. Nona in the flashback looks fast away, back to Dr. Watkins, waiting on an answer.

“It’s not important.” she says. “You’ve already made up your mind.”

“Might I ask then how long you’ve been without your medication?”

“How do you—” Nona starts, rising, then trails off, sits back down. Looks away. Answers her own question: “He told you. Markum. That rat fucking bastard.”

Dr. Watkins nods gravely. “Everything,” he adds, staring her down now. “We’re electing not to get the police … and their specially trained dogs involved, here. If you cooperate.”

“‘Cooperate,’” Nona says, standing now, all about manners. “Allow me. If I either quit fomenting suspicion or else foment it at my new place of employment, wherever that may be, right?”

Dr. Watkins shrugs, accepts.

“Meaning as of right now I officially don’t work here anymore?” Nona asks, Dr. Watkins agreeing again: “If that’s how you want it.”

Nona contains herself somehow, just heads glaring for the door, talking to herself: “Meaning I don’t have to clean up any more messes … ” At the door she turns, waves hidey-ho to Dr. Watkins, with her fingertips, then slams the door as hard as she can, the organ jars on the wall crashing to the ground. Meaning body parts are already getting scattered around.

Dr. Watkins doesn’t move muscle one until his beeper goes off beats later, and then he finally breathes, all at once. Doesn’t silence the beeper.

IN a room all her own, Cat sits on the edge of the bed. On the nightstand beside her are all the bottles she looted from the ER, now empty. A tall glass beside them, getting all the screen time. Filled with clear liquid. Cat’s hand squeezes a lemon wedge into it—everything framed so it might as well be the vodka billboard all over—and then discards the rind.

There’s no sound, nothing at all as her hand caresses the glass up, up.

FROM an angle directly overheard, the coma patient’s bed is now empty, Lin tending to something across the row. Not her nails for once, but some paperwork. From behind the clipboard she’s holding she’s really into it, counting to herself: “Sixth, skip one, the eighth, skip one, Sunday which was the eleventh, twelfth …?”

In her b.g. is the opposite wall, most of the high ceiling.

Lin blurs slightly around the edges, becoming f.g., the backfocus preparing, anticipating.

When it happens it’s both unexpected and necessary: the drain-patient skitters nimbly into the shot, crawling up the wall—an Exorcist III188 gimme—and then across the ceiling, keeping his body tight to the plaster, his yellow eyes on Lin. The extreme close-up of Lin’s broken black nail gets inserted, imbedded in his tricep, festering, inflamed. He reaches back to scratch it and it falls out, the hole it made evidently dry, and it tumbles slowly down, down, landing on the next bed over from Lin’s.

Black on white.

Lin sees it first as peripheral disturbance and next as what it is. She inspects, doesn’t understand. Looks to her own nails, the floor, then, finally, up, but in her POV the ceiling is now bare.

STORIES above the ceiling, the stone gargoyle sits on the corner of the hospital, mad in the face, night rushing in all around it, ambulance lights racing soundlessly below, time-delayed.

BUT back to Cat, asleep in her bed by now. Lying on her side so the vomit on her pillow is there. In case we missed it though, the shot lingers on the emptied glass, the pill bottles, etc., spilling off the nightstand. Her face more or less in shadow, getting light for a moment as the door opens silently, closes. Moments later her eyes open as well, in response, and in her POV now only the blurriest of images are available. The best she can do is to locate the wall the window’s on, the city beyond.

“Who … ” she says, just waking, “who is it?” but gets no answer. Just a presence.

“Vangelesti?” she asks weakly, trying to peer through the pharmaceutical darkness. “That you?”

She rubs her eyes, blinks, gropes, all the typical reactions. Reaches for something on the nightstand and knocks the glass off. It shatters, startling her into a sitting position, her left hand sinking into vomit. Which pushes her almost over the edge. She swivels her head all around, and in another, breathing POV—the thermal one, but more defined now, as if adjusting to the int.—her leg cast doesn’t register. The rest of her does, though: she tries to step out of bed and falls instead, stands with the crutch, the POVs cutting back and forth between her limited one and the other, enhanced one.

The breathing POV is playing with her too, it seems. Standing in front of the window, a vaguely humanoid figure, nothing more.

“No, no, no,” Cat says, crying, swinging with her crutch.

It scares her more to have the crutch touch something soft. To have the crutch pushed back.

She feels her way to the bathroom, hobbles in, turns to close the door—the breathing POV approaching from all angles—but the bad luck crutch she doesn’t need anymore has fallen, won’t let the door shut. And she can’t see it, and it’s too low to feel. And now she’s going to die.

The door opens slowly against her will, in spite of her protestations—“No no no please God no … ”—and then closes, locking us out, her screams muffled, not even making it to the sterile white hall, a long shot terminating at double doors, still moving, but settling, settling, the light level steadily increasing in inverse proportion to the doors’ movement. They just almost make it too, to stillness, but in the last instant the fluorescent whiteness wholly floods the scene, so we have to infer that they stopped, wait for the black letters dissolving in after them—CHRISTMAS EVE—the same size and font as the previous subtitled dates, but all the same, not a subtitle. More of a title card burning into the screen, radically enough opposed to the previous two so as to suggest that today will be similarly singular.

The black words dissolve away as reluctantly as they appeared, and the whiteness becomes just another wall, the typical irregularities of plaster, midday sunlight directly on it.

The shot pans to the source of light and it’s a green-tree’d window, electric candles off for the daytime. The nurse station just to the right, meaning coma ward.

The sound of tearing flesh distinguishes itself, not a Christmas Eve sound.

The drain-patient’s bed is empty, the moving shot passing over it.

No Lin, either. Just the close-up of Hale’s comatose face, eyes characteristically twitching with flashback: the field of grass again, as seen from his POV, stretching out yellow for acres in front of the three-wheeler. The sound of the dry grass comes before the rising whine of the three-wheeler, the scene assembling itself piecemeal, Hale looking to his throttle thumb as if telling it deeper, more. He buries his wrist for speed, leans down close to the handlebars, the grass pressing on the toes of his boots, Jenny’s small feet just outside his on the peg, her hands clawing his stomach.

“Hold on!” he yells, looking back to her once, her eyes nearly closed from the wind. She lays her head against his back, yips when her right foot gets grabbed by the rear tire, kicked forward.

Hale looks down to it again, her foot, a familiar action, the moment he could have changed everything, but didn’t. It’s worse this time because we know it’s coming too, because this is the same flashback as in the original, only from his POV, unnarrated, unabridged.

But the field is so big now. Hale wipes his face and focuses on the house, small in the distance, then gets distracted momentarily by a shadow that seems to be pacing them over the surface of the field, galloping over hill and dale effortlessly, as planes do.

It’s interesting enough for him that there’s no sound, the scene falling back apart.

In that silence Jenny gets pulled under.

The three-wheeler rocks violently but Hale manages to contain it, stands hard on the foot brake, sliding to a stop, the grass dust that was following them now passing him, a golden haze, dredging up for us knee-jerk associations of sepiatone photographs, which is to say age, re-est. all this as flashback material.

The shot is reversed now, old footage of his face looking back, but this time we cut to his POV, Jenny in the tall grass, her back maybe broken, her pelvis, a leg too—femur in the sunlight—and the rest of her small frame wracked with pain but something more, too: resistance.

For a split moment she’s able to turn her head to Hale, flare her eyes, blood seeping down from one corner of her mouth, and then the sound comes back in a rush and she screams for way too long, with way too much anger for a little girl, driving the shot out, to where once again she and Hale are small in the distance.

THE int. of a locker is harsh in comparison, claustrophobic, Nona reflected in the small mirror, collecting her belongings. Taped around her face are tabloid clippings of demon-related events. Cheap, sensationalistic stuff, lots of exclamation marks, doctored photos (devil’s face in a cloud of smoke, a scary yellow DEMONS scissored from a videocassette cover189). Nona collects two old jackets and behind them are all the hospital supplies she’s been squirreling away. The survival-type stuff we expect from her: flashlights, used dissection tools, rolls of surgical tape, etc. She looks at it now without confidence, sits alone on the bench directly behind her.

On her slowly inset wrist is a hospital ID band, dot-matrix numbers preceded by JD—John Doe. Meaning Hale.

She looks toward the door, in the direction we have to imagine the coma ward is, then hesitates, shakes her head no but rises anyway, walks mopless down the white halls, her POV watching the floor pass, not catching anyone’s eye. As if she’s ashamed. Just as the door of the coma ward approaches, we cut to the other side.

SHE pushes through moments later, the number of frames per second instantly increasing, slowing her down, her POV sweeping first across the opposite row of beds—a body there in the drain-patient’s place, face covered with sheets—and then to the other row.

The shot reverses onto Nona’s face, her reaction to whatever she’s seeing on that near row of beds: her eyes are all about No, no, no. The sound is still that flesh-tearing sound.

“Please let me just be delusional,” she says to herself.

The six patients down the line from Hale have had their midsections opened up, plundered. Big, graphic mess. And they’re still alive, one of them awakened even, her arm stabbing up, up.

On Hale’s bed—the next in line—is the yellow-eyed patient, his skin tinged grey. He’s sitting on his toes like a bird, like Egan from the original, just perched on Hale’s hips now, his head to Hale’s belly, just now ripping it delicately open, snapping around to Nona, studying her.

Nona backs up at first, then, with resolve, steps forward. Calmly grabs another flowerpot.

“Get away from him you sick figment—” she says, hurling the flowerpot at the patient, who slithers around, easily avoiding impact. The flowerpot crashes at the end of the room. The patient looks from Nona to it, deciding, deciding, and then nimbly crawls over Hale to the wall, goes down the wall to the flowerpot, to inspect, hesitant like a dog with an empty shopping bag.

Nona walks slowly forward, careful not to redistract the patient, and hooks onto Hale’s bed, pulls, pulls, but, inserted, the wheel brakes are engaged.

She closes her eyes in pain, opens them. Can hear the patient nosing the flowerpot.

For the third time, now, she goes to her knees, under the beds, this time to disengage the brakes, all four. It takes forever.

When she finally makes herself stand again the patient is there on the wall, inches from her, breathing on her, touching her with his lips, their paired faces huge on-screen. Nona doesn’t panic, though.

Instead, she smiles a fake smile, breathes in, and backs Hale out slowly, headfirst, the patient skittering up to the ceiling, watching her, her shoulder blades drawn together in anticipation, back swayed. But he doesn’t fall on her.

Staring straight ahead, she makes it out the door, begins running.

VIRGINIA pushes a similar door open without knocking. Two heads turn to her—Con and Rush, Rush in bed, laptop in lap, Con by the window, remote in hand, video camera rigged to the television.

Virginia rolls her eyes, says it flatly: “You both have hats now.”

“Status symbols,” Con says, flicking the grimy white pom-pom on his Santa hat over to the other side of his face.

“Thought you were supposed to be outside spreading cheer,” Virginia says to him.

Con shrugs, play-nods to Rush, the pity-case: “House call. He was depressed.”

“Suicidal,” Rush tags on, his real attention online.

Virginia looks to Con’s other hand, just out the window, cigarette in hand. “I guess, technically, you are outside, right?”

“Bingo. Busty lass in white … ”

On the television is the candy striper he was following. Virginia shakes her head, runs her finger along an improvised shelf of videotapes, selects one. Close-up, they’re just dates—Aug. through Dec.—and done up like postcards, ready for the mail. One of the tapes doesn’t fit with the rest, though. Virginia leans it out—Frankenhooker190—looks from it to Rush, an accusation. He’s online though, typing, impervious.

Over his shoulder it’s a chat session, but the shot’s too cursory for dialogue, just handles along the left margin, back and forth: Donkey Kong191 and Fey Ray.192

Con’s POV zeroes in on Virginia’s cross necklace.193 “You know Vangelesti’s officially religious?” he asks. “Real man of the cloth.”

Virginia looks to Con now. “We need to talk,” she says, “serious,” but Con holds her off, is suddenly intent on the television, the tape advanced to Nona now.

“Give us a name tag already,” he’s telling her. “Some full frontal, c’mon … I know I know you … ”

“I said we need to talk,” Virginia repeats, her voice dipping down into the mother-tones for authority, but Con is too preoccupied, holding her off with his remote hand. She sits on the bed by Rush, lies back on his pillow to see the screen.

“Well then let’s see some of these online distractions that you boys … ” she says, reading over his shoulder: “… Donkey Kong? [sneering] Yeah.”

“Fey Ray, thank you,” Rush says.

“This age-sensitive material?”

Rush doesn’t respond, instead types: It’s not so bad here, really. Hot.

Postcards? Donkey Kong asks back.

No mail, Rush answers, holding a finger over his mouth as if for Virginia not to tell.

“What?” she says.

Donkey Kong replies with 555-1314.194

No phones, either, Rush types. You know how it is.
Just hyenas and lions and all these snakes … his finger loud on the period key, nervously ellipsing.

When he’s done, his cursor blinks, blinks, waiting—Virginia saying “No phones, no mail, but internet?”—and then the reply: Mom says you never did have a passport.

Rush: And you know how I feel about snakes.

Mom says this isn’t healthy, Donkey Kong says back (spelling the next word about six times, indicating age), psychologically.

Rush shrugs, looks away, Virginia studying him. Is she there right now? he asks.

No.

I don’t want to get you in trouble, Rush types, then adds: (lie).

A long cyberpause then, Rush’s POV looking at the television, cued up to Nona walking past the video camera, looking into it.

Donkey Kong’s reply finally comes, letter by letter, which isn’t how the chat was working before: What kind of snakes?

Rush smiles ear to ear, asks Virginia a question: “What kind of snakes are in Africa? Big ones, I mean. That a seven-year-old would like.”

“He thinks you’re in Africa?” Virginia asks back, no help.

“Think Mowgli,” Rush prompts. “Wasn’t there a snake in Jungle Book?”195

“Try the Bible,” Con offers, steadily rewinding, rewinding, then overshooting, the remote not responding. Nona backs away, into the television, receding down the hall. In trying to work the remote Con loses his cigarette out the window, finally gets the tape playing near the run-in with Jenny and Sandro. Something not right there, though, lots of static. He doesn’t fast-forward over it. “Look at this,” he says.

Boa, Rush types, a guess.

In Africa? Donkey Kong ripostes back.

South America, I mean, Rush types reluctantly, uncertainly. They’re shaped the same, right?

“God I wish I took geology,” he says to himself, Virginia correcting for him—“Geometry”—Con correcting them both with “Geography,” then adding, “But check this out,” the television, these two kids. Rush and Virginia are occupied, though. The question burning into the screen now is Where are you really? Mom wants to know (lie).



  


Rush sags, defeated.

“He really doesn’t know?” Virginia asks.

“I’m the big brother,” Rush says. “We don’t die like this.”

“Yeah, bu—” Virginia says, but Donkey Kong’s already interrupting: When are you coming home then?

The cursor blinks, blinks, Rush not replying. “Soon,” he finally says, out loud. Africa is a long way off.

“South America,” Virginia corrects. Rush winces.

When there’s no reply he finally types, Fey Ray to Donkey Kong … No answer.

“Look at this, man,” Con says again, and now Rush folds the laptop half-closed and looks over the top in irritation, at his own back, approaching Sandro and Jenny in the hall, Con the cameraman zooming down onto his feet, doing the Saturday Night Fever196 music197 himself, falsetto and all. Soon enough things do look strange on-screen: through the static Jenny in her wheelchair is in black and white, and wrong somehow. Moving at a different speed almost.198 And inverted—black eyes, white pupils, etc.

Rush looks to Con.

“Your radiation?” Con asks, slowing it down to frame-by-frame, finally locking Jenny on-screen.

“I’m not glowing,” Rush says. “What about the rest of it?”

“You saw it,” Con says.

“Do it again,” Rush says, leaning forward, and Con does, Virginia busy scrolling up through the chat, reading back, impossibly not seeing Jenny on one screen after she already impossibly picked her out of a wall of fifty.

“The camera?” Rush asks, but Con shakes his head no.

“Just her,” he says, ejecting the tape. “We can clean it up with better equipment.”

“Metatron,” Rush agrees, easing out of bed, handing the laptop to Virginia.

“Con—” she says. “What about—?”

“We’ll do lunch,” Con says. “You supply the whipped cream, I’ll bring the cucumber.”199

“Lunch is over,” Virginia says.

“Christmas dinner, then,” Con says. “After the show … nine o’clockish?”

Before Virginia can answer, he’s out the door, Rush a half-step behind.

“Wait,” Virginia says, holding the laptop out to him. Close-up, the next line now is Donkey Kong here …

Rush pauses in the doorway, holding a finger over his lips again, in plea, and Virginia stares, looks away. Leans back with the laptop, trapped.

Now Rush is gone too, the door closed.

“Africa,” Virginia says to herself, the photograph of Rush’s little brother across the room about half-important here, for her. She talks to herself as she types: “It would seem that a certain snake just carried your brother off for the afternoon, Ray … ”

ON a different floor, Vangelesti is at a nurse station where three halls come together. Begging: “C’mon … I don’t know how it got locked.” The sour-faced nurse who was the REGISTER NURSE in the original looks over her bifocals at him, stops unwrapping her sub sandwich.

“She specifically said she didn’t want to be disturbed, though.”

“But it’s me. Her fiancé?”

“Oh, well, of course.”

“Those doors aren’t even supposed to be locked, are they?”

“She’s not officially admitted,” the nurse explains. “So policy doesn’t ‘officially’ apply.”

“Maybe I’m worried about her, then? She’s not even answering the phone … ”

“Phones are disturbances, right, Mr. Vangelesti?”

Vangelesti shakes his head in disbelief. Looks at the keys on their hook.

“I could just—”

“When I’m through with lunch maybe,” the nurse says. “We can go disturb her together.”

Vangelesti looks from her sandwich to her keys—within reach—and is looking, looking, obviously resisting temptation, when a light on the switchboard behind the nurse buzzes. She turns to it, then back to Vangelesti.

“Like I’m his stewardess,” she says, about the patient calling.

“It’s ‘flight attendant’ now,” Vangelesti corrects, then looks up the hall, whispers: “But I won’t tell anybody.”

As he’s walking off to Cat’s room—same hall with the double doors at the end—the shot pans over the counter of the nurse station, the nurse carefully unwrapping her sandwich, the hook beside her naked, no keys.

THEY’RE in the door of Cat’s room. Vangelesti standing in the doorway studying the unmade bed, upturned nightstand, the scattered pharmaceuticals. Hale’s mother’s room all over again. The association is hard to miss: Cat’s as gone as Hale’s mother was in the original.

“Here kitty kitty … ” he says, sweeping his POV back and forth.

The window is important here, curtains in motion.

He goes to it, looks out, down at the dog lying motionless on its side in the alley, in what could be a pool of dried blood, or just an old stain from 1972.

“What?” Vangelesti says to himself, then notices the bathroom door, Cat’s crutch peeking out at floor level.

He smiles and the focus changes: distant in his f.g. are the keys, still in the door.

He walks softly to the bathroom, evidently smelling something already, getting cautious. He pushes the door open with his foot, leans in, the music crescendoing, misleading: the bathroom is all white. Or mostly.

Kneeling, Vangelesti finds the telltale blood, just enough for his fingertip.

“Cat?” he says, trying to make sense of it all.

He stands the crutch up and the bathroom door closes, the outer door slamming moments later, the guilty ceiling vent inserted.

Vangelesti tries the knob, no luck, the keys outside jangling with his effort, no one there to hear them.

AT the nurse station another light buzzes moments later. The nurse looks from it to the in-house phone, and places it slowly to her ear, listening with a patient grin, looking first to the empty key hook, then down the hall to Cat’s room.

“Oh yes,” she says, “I’ll be there right away, Mr. Vangelesti,” and then leaves the phone off the hook, angled toward the sub sandwich she’s leaning down for, relishing all the more.

“LET me get this straight,” Con says suddenly, his voice a frame ahead of him on-screen, Metatron looking right back at him. “Because I admittedly left a cigarette unattended—”

“Lit,” Metatron clarifies.

“—which I apologized for, remember. To start over. Because they needed me in ER and I had to drop everything and run—”

“Meaning you didn’t have to answer for it,” Metatron interrupts, showcasing the ugly burn in the control panel.

“Someone’s life was probably saved because I didn’t use up those vital seconds properly disposing of that cigarette.”

“Not mine,” Metatron says, standing firm. “Near as I can tell you’re not smoking in here anymore.”

“It’s not like it doesn’t already smell like a Pink Floyd concert200 or anything … ”

“I’m responsible with mine. There’s a difference.”

“Yeah. You’re armed.”

Metatron shrugs, looks around on the control panel as if for any more burns. There are none; his point is made. Con slides his cigarette behind his ear.

“And he calls himself a fellow smoker,” Con says to Rush, who’s bent to the video equipment, slowly advancing through the Jenny section of their tape.

“I’m not taking sides here,” Rush says, fiddling.

“Well what is it?” Con asks, looking at Jenny.

Rush shrugs. “It’s like there’s something under the recording. At a different speed almost. Like when they record porn over porn201 and try to sell it to you as new.”

“That’s just audio, though, usually,” Metatron says. “Right?”

“Usually,” Rush says. “I don’t know.”

“Are we going to record over it, then?” Con asks, leading.

“Well we don’t want to psychologically traumatize my little brother,” Rush agrees. “I mean, any more than me dying’s going to.”

Con leans over to eject the tape and Vangelesti’s nicotine gum slips out of his shirt pocket, a prize. He unwraps it, chews loudly, for Metatron.

“Knock yourself out,” Metatron tells him, opening a drawer littered with free samples of nicotine gum, all the brands. Con unwraps a few, gets a serious big wad going.

“You’re enabling me here, y’know,” Con says.

“I’ll enable my foot right up your ass,” Metatron says back.

Con plays scared, gives him his chair back, writes CHRISTMAS EVE on the Jenny tape—a reminder for us—before loading it into a different VCR, the one wired into the monitors. Then he turns to Metatron: “So what’s on the boob tube, you old lecher?” he asks, and Metatron looks at the two of them, as if deciding whether they’re worthy.

Rush offers his argument: “I’ve only got so many rocks left to get off, y’know … ”

Metatron shrugs, convinced enough, and keys in some complex combination that brings up the female locker room on an individual monitor, various nurses changing into elven costumes, enough second-hand skin to satisfy.

“Ahhh … ye olde Christmas pageant,” Rush says, appreciatively.

“Shower scene from Carrie,”202 Con adds, then fake-yells into the screen: “Plug it up, plug it up!”

“Make room,” Rush says, trying to see more.

Metatron leans back, casts a cursory eye on the wall of monitors. One is an angle on a hall, something blacking it out for a moment, just passing. Metatron smiles about this, confused. With the joystick he keys in a few monitors, all with some angle on the hall. In one of them is an OLD MAN having problems with his wheelchair. Clinging to the ceiling above him is the coma patient, yellow eyes turning slowly onto the security camera. Metatron doesn’t see this one, yet.

Instead he raises his hand from the control panel, stringing nicotine gum up as high as his arm will go.

Rush sees, elbows Con, who starts fake-chewing on cue. But Metatron isn’t fooled.

His hand goes to his Taser, his eyes to the gum.

“You’re not serious … ” Con pleads, but Metatron is: under duress, Con balls the gum up, puts it back in his mouth. “It was making me shake,” he says, no pity there for him. “Like I need another addiction—” he starts to add, but then his POV locks onto the monitor behind Metatron, the patient skittering around a corner. On the ceiling. “What the hell …?” he says, all of them turning to the monitor.

Metatron chases the coma patient with the joystick, multiple cameras, never really seeing him all at once. Finally a security camera gets crashed to the ground for looking where it shouldn’t, it would seem.

“What is it?” Con says.

“Another video glitch,” Metatron says. “Probably nothing.”

“A fast nothing,” Rush adds.

“Was it seeing us …?” Con says, no answer.

“We need to recover that camera,” Metatron says, slipping into his security jacket.

“‘We?’” Con asks.

“I may cut my finger on the broken glass of the lens,” Metatron says slowly, buzzing the door open, “need some of your expert medical assistance.” He herds Con and Rush toward the door, Con maneuvering all around so he’s the last one out, the one to pull the door shut, his wad of gum shoved into the mouth of the lock, so the tongue won’t come out. So the door will just look closed.

Rush nods to Con, and Con acknowledges in passing, is more aware of the ceiling than before. Walking less tall.203

“Goddamn you, Virginia,” he says to himself.

DOWN whatever hall was on the monitor the same old man is still having wheelchair problems.

“Give me an acre I’ll turn this damn thing around,” he says to no one in particular, pushing the wheels first this wrong way, then that, no coordination.

The shot backs off some and directly above him the yellow-eyed coma patient is back, bellied up to the ceiling, the ceiling match-cut to the one passing over Markum as he strolls through the ER, trying to look busy. The match-cut suggesting that the coma patient could be on any ceiling—anywhere. An effective device.

Markum, strolling, isn’t looking behind any of the curtains either, which is his downfall: an arm stabs out from behind one, pulls him in. Nona the owner of that arm. Against the wall behind her is Hale, on his bed, midsection bloody under the sheet. Still comatose, though.

Nona pulls Markum close to her face.

“Fix him,” she says.

Markum scans Hale’s still-attached clipboard, laughs. “They warn us about these kind of situations,” he says, “our insurance department, I mean. But there’s usually a cop204 and his K9 unit involved … ”

Nona advances on him, boxcutter at his neck in a flash. “He’s not a dog, Trapper John.”

Markum gets a tad more concerned: “So this … John Doe. He’s already [reading] admitted … a patient?”

“Does it matter? He’s dying. Don’t you have an oath or some shit?”

Markum steers clear of Nona’s boxcutter, folds the sheet down, off Hale. Just playing along. But then the mess Hale is gets inserted. “What the hell happ—?” he starts, Nona already interrupting: “You don’t want to know.” Markum studies her, her response. She continues: “I don’t even want to know.”

“This is because I told Watkins—”

“He better not die. Or plan on having to heal yourself.”205

“I need to know the nature of the injury, then. Please? At least that.”

Nona stares him down, tells him—“Bite wound”—and after a long inner debate he finally rolls some latex onto his hands, gathers the minimum equipment, digs in reluctantly.

“Guess we’ll forego the anesthetic,” he says, Hale not even beginning to respond to the cold steel probing his insides.

In his f.g. Nona is watching every possible entrance into their curtain room, and there are way too many to see all at once.

AS Metatron rounds a corner, all business, Con looks back to Rush, saying now with his eyes. On some prearranged cue, Rush stumbles, gurgles, holds himself up with the handrail.

Metatron looks back. Con leans down to pretend to give aid.

“Go on,” Rush just manages to say, “go. Just need to cough it out.”

“You okay?” Metatron asks, half-hesitant, all earnest, but Rush just waves him on.

“We were probably walking too fast,” Con explains.

“Do I need to call someone?” Metatron asks, palming the radio snaked up the shoulder of his jacket.

“I am someone,” Con interjects, tugging on his ID badge. “And he’ll be okay.” [turning to Rush:] “It’s the green eggs, right?”

Rush just manages to get a nod across without cracking up.

Metatron stands over them deciding, deciding, then finally nods bye and turns to leave, Con still in tow.

We stay with Rush for a moment. In the doorway across from him is the nurse from Oncology, dinner under her arm. She claps ponderously for Rush’s performance. Rush smiles, caught, standing into another floor-sweeping hat-bow, and then we’re moving with Metatron and Con, Con already doing his best Eddie Haskell206: “I think he was faking it, really,” he’s saying confidentially. “I mean chemo makes you sick and all, but he tends to get sick at some pretty damn convenient times … ”

Metatron looks back at him with reproach, and they push on.

“WHAT do you mean he’s not in there?” Vangelesti asks Dr. Watkins’s SECRETARY. “He is on call, correct?”

The secretary nods. “He locks his door when he leaves,” she explains.

“Yeah,” Vangelesti says back, picking up the receiver of her phone. “What’s his pager number?”

“555-0971.”

Vangelesti punches it in, and for a v.o. message-request stabs in 666.207 Not fifteen seconds later, Dr. Watkins’s beeper goes off behind his door. Vangelesti smiles. The secretary accepts his challenge, doesn’t look away.

“Excuse me,” Vangelesti tells her, positioning her intercom so he can talk into it: “Dr. Watkins,” he says. “So sorry to have to page you. But there’s a situation.”

Beat, beat, then the falsely confident reply: “I am busy, here, mister … ” the intercom crackling for a name.

“Vangelesti,” Vangelesti fills in. “That paramedic who got hit in the street on Halloween?” he continues. “She’s disappeared. That’s the situation.”

The intercom clicks on, but there’s no voice, just static.

“Is that all?” the nurse asks. “Your girlfriend left and you want the director to take care of … your love life, now?”

“She’s more than just my girlfriend,” Vangelesti says, then explains into the intercom: “I found blood in her room. And it was locked from the inside. I think she was scared of something.”

“What?” Dr. Watkins asks, too defensively, and like that we’re on the other side of the door, Dr. Watkins waiting for a response from the intercom he has dragged to his place on the floor, where’s he’s evidently been trying to humpty-dumpty208 his organ-man back together again, with little luck.

“I don’t know,” Vangelesti says through the intercom. “That’s why we need to call somebody.”

Dr. Watkins shakes his head no. “Has the situation in the coma unit been resolved yet?” he asks.

“What situation?” Vangelesti asks back. “You mean there’s more shit than this going—”

Dr. Watkins cuts him off by pushing the button on his end.

“Not related,” he says. “Perhaps your friend just chose to release herself to another healthcare provider—”

“She didn’t,” Vangelesti says. “If you would just come look, or have somebody come look … run the blood through, see if it’s hers … ”

“Your suspicions have been noted, Mr. Vangelesti.”

“And that’s all? We’re just going to let her remain unaccounted for?”

“This isn’t a day care.”

“Oh yeah,” Vangelesti says, eyeing the childishly closed door, “almost forgot we’re all adults here.” With that he clicks off.

BUT Dr. Watkins depresses a third button, so he can eavesdrop—Vangelesti talking to the secretary: “Is there a procedure for calling the police?” he asks, his voice distant. Dr. Watkins closes his eyes in pain from this—the police getting involved. But he doesn’t open his door, either.

“WE’RE getting married in May,” Vangelesti tells the secretary, using a more confidential tone, trying to argue an answer out of her. “Wouldn’t you be worried if you couldn’t find your … whoever?”

The secretary shakes her head, sighs defeat. “Security,” she answers. “It has to go through them.”

“I can’t just dial 911 for emergency?” Vangelesti asks, which confuses the secretary.

“We’re who emergency calls,” she says. “And anyway, 911 calls from the hospital get a callback to Metatron, to verify.”

“Then I’ll start there,” Vangelesti says, running his fingers along the inserted row of quick-dial buttons, finally landing on SECURITY.

“Hello,” he says into the phone, Rush on the other end, trying like hell to match Vangelesti’s extension number to a joystick-key combo. Failing. Having to guess: “Vangelesti?” he says finally, only his side of the conversation available: “… yeah, well, Met’s stepped out … the PD? I don’t know [flipping through papers]. 911, right? There must be a code or protocol around here somewhere … ”

He looks for it, trying to keep Metatron and Con on the individual monitor the whole time. Close-up, they’re just trolling for trouble.

“How ’bout when I find it I just call them from here …?” he offers, then listens for a bit. “Nothing,” he says, “coma unit’s coma unit as far as we know here—” but then stops short, the coma patient crawling into view for a moment, across a ceiling, the old man in the wheelchair a body length below.

“Holy holy shit209 … ” he whispers, leaning forward, dropping the phone, Vangelesti forgotten, his small voice ad-libbing for a reply that’s not coming.

Rush begins pawing through the clutter for the radio mic, finds it, his voice crackling out of the close-up of the radio clipped onto Metatron’s shoulder, Metatron snapping his head around to it.

“Met?” Rush says, far, far o.s., half-frantic. “Metatron? Con? C’mon, come back,210 over … ”

“Yes?” Metatron says, his head angled suspiciously down to his shoulder, Con shrugging as if this is all news to him.

“4B west,” Rush says, then corrects: “No, no, east, I mean. 4B east. There.”

“What?” Con says into Metatron’s shoulder.

“Just go,” Rush says.

“Am I going to regret this?” Metatron asks, lips curled with distrust. Aiming it all at Con, who backs off. Swallows and follows, waits for the polished chrome doors of the elevator to open, his and Metatron’s standing reflections being replaced by degrees, by an open hall, dead-ending at a ceiling-mounted sign: 4A/4B, with its respective arrows. Con’s POV lingers close-up on the sign, as if he could just as easily go 4A—west, left. Which is the other, safe way. His body language is all about reluctance, foreknowledge, suspicions.

Metatron drags him through, around the corner, onto a group of geriatrics, bent with age. They turn as one—wizened old faces, the Dark Crystal211 muppets without their costumes—then slowly back to what they’re encircling: the old man, spilled from his wheelchair but still alive, his midsection opened up, him trying to see it himself.

Con starts breathing harder, fumbles on the wall for the in-house phone, ad-libs into it about getting someone to the 4B corridor, and then parts the crowd professionally—something we’ve yet to see from him—tries to render some sort of frantic aid to the old man, who’s pointing weakly at the ceiling.

“It just dropped on him,” an OLD WOMAN says.

“Like a spider,” an even OLDER MAN adds.

“I told you they had bugs here,” the OLDEST MAN OF ALL says, backing his wheelchair into his room, locking the door behind him.

Con is to the point of aid where he’s going to get his hands bloody; he runs through his pockets for something, asks Metatron—“Latex … gloves?”—but Metatron just shrugs, still trying to make sense of this all.

“Fuck it, then,” Con says, and helps the old man anyway, the geriatrics ad-libbing about the quality of care, the price of exterminators, how it used to be, etc.

Finally Metatron steps between, resuming control. “Go back to your rooms,” he says, voice level, and when no one moves he tells them “now” in no uncertain terms.

Soon enough it’s him and Con. He leans to his shoulder, the mic, asks the question for us: “Where is it?”

BUT Rush in the security room has no idea, has all the cameras working double-time, the coma patient not in any of them at the moment.

THE elevator doors open again on 4A/B, only this time the shot’s from the other side: various paramedics spill out, zero in on the old man. Con is pushed out of the way, backs off holding his bloody hands high, as if he’ll just have nothing to do with it, then.

“You’re welcome?” he says to them all when they don’t thank him.

Rush’s voice comes through Metatron’s shoulder: “Down,” he says, loud enough for Con to hear. “It was going down, I think.” Con locks eyes with Metatron.

Metatron nods. “Basement,” he says. “Then we’ll work our way back up.”

“Are you the only one here?” Con asks Metatron, and Metatron nods, explains: “Christmas Eve … told them I could handle it. [beat, beat; formally, to Con:] Consider yourself deputized.”

They walk out of the shot, leaving the various paramedics swarming over the old man.

“I don’t think it was trying to kill him, really,” ONE says.

“Well then what?” ANOTHER says, no answer, and we go closer than necessary on the old man’s wound, back off of Hale’s similar wound, Markum with both (gloved) hands in.

“There’s nothing really missing here,” he tells Nona, surprised. “I don’t know. It’s like it was all just in the way.”

“Of what?”

“What bit him?”

“In the way of what?”

“Look at this,” Markum says, shining a penlight into Hale’s still-opened gut, spotlighting the tangle of undifferentiated organs we’d expect from a high school biology lab.

“What is it?” Nona asks, worry there in her voice.

Markum smiles. “Used to be his stomach,” he says.

“‘Used to be’?”

“Now it’s … two stomachs,” Markum says, “as in cut in half, opened up. And look at this.” He shines the flashlight over the other organs, which are blackened, retracting. “Digestion,” he explains. “Fifteen minutes after death, the enzymes in your stomach begin eating you from the inside—”

“He’s not dead.”

“Yeah, well,” Markum says, directing Nona down to the digestion already going on. “I’m no microsurgeon here, y’know … ”

“You said the … rest of him. It was in the way. Of what?”

“Of his stomach contents, I’d guess.”

Nona rubs her left temple.

“Why … ” Nona starts, then starts again: “Why do that?”

“Well, what did this to him, first. Quid pro quo, Agent Starling.”212

Nona’s boxcutter opening and closing with impatience becomes important. But she keeps it in check, in her pocket. “A fellow patient,” she finally says.

“And what about this ‘patient’ made him want to … [indicating Hale, again]?”

“He’d lost eighty-five pounds since Halloween.”

“… and woke up with the munchies?” Markum adds, already not believing it. Getting Nona to hold Hale’s midsection together with forceps as he sews two flaps together. He talks about Hale as he works: “Without proper care he won’t make it. This is temporary. Field medicine. Civil War stuff. I’ll deny it, of cour—”

He’s interrupted by Hale, spasming, convulsing.

“I told you he better not di—” Nona starts, Markum already in denial mode: “It’s not me,” he says, fighting Hale. “Chart says he’s ten hours late already for his phenobarb. This is withdrawal. Whether he’s comatose or not. You don’t have to be conscious to seize.”

Nona makes a show of forcing herself patient. “Why go for the stomach contents?” she repeats, the shot settling on Hale’s wound, their voices floating above it.

“Because it makes sense,” Markum says. “Why burn calories digesting when you can get it predigested? Like with baby birds. If this patient did in fact lose all that mass—which I seriously doubt—then he’s looking to put it back on as efficiently as possible.”

“And then some,” Nona adds. “And when he gets back to weight?”

Markum doesn’t blink, smiles: “I imagine his eating habits would be quite refined, by then … the lion goes for the throat, the leopard for the skull. You know how the hyena kills her prey, though?”

Nona just stands there, waiting.

“By eating it,” Markum answers. “Until there’s not enough left to sustain life … ”

Nona holds the forceps and watches the ceiling, eventually gets crosscut with a wholly different place, now: dank, dark, low light level, concrete walls, chain link around a small power center, gate open. Muted sounds of heavy machinery. The basement. In answer to Markum’s stomach contents line of talk the est. shot pans over to a motherlode of vending-machine backstock arranged in crumbling aisles—all the candy and crackers the hospital could ever need.

Somewhere a wrapper tears, something is crunched into, and then in the opposite direction a door opens, Metatron pushing through, flashlight in hand, Con a few moments behind.

“Shit,” Con’s saying appreciatively, “Broomhilda always told me she’d put me in the dungeon, but I thought she was just being figurative … ”

“Keep your eyes open,” Metatron instructs.

“And my insides closed,” Con adds to himself, taking stock of the basement: “… like a candy store,” he says, Metatron correcting: “Heart and brains,” directing the flashlight at various junction boxes. “Electricity and phones … backup generators … ”

“Yeah,” Con says sarcastically, eyeing the gang graffiti tagged on the walls, “and practically impossible to get to. Veritable fortress of solitude213 you got here … ”

Another candy wrapper tears and Metatron’s flashlight swings over, down one of the many aisles of supplies.

“Clean up, aisle five,” Con says nervously, quietly, already backing off.

VANGELESTI doing the opposite in the coma unit: stepping lightly forward, two of the gutted coma patients writhing on their beds, the rest bled out.

He’s not interested in them though, but the drain-patient’s old bed—the sheet-covered figure, clearly female.

When he gets there he says it—“Cat?”—then can’t quite pull the sheet back yet, has to make do with fishing a hand out the side, searching for an engagement ring. Which isn’t there. Just black nails, absolutely perfect. Vangelesti sighs, pulls the sheet back with more confidence, revealing Lin, grotesquely dead, flayed open, staring eyes.

Vangelesti crosses himself instinctively, no confidence at all now, doesn’t see the PATIENT two beds down, her eyelids retracting, yellow eyes becoming aware.

“FUCKING rats,” Metatron says, advancing down the noisy aisle.

“Maybe we should just call—” Con starts, is cut short by Metatron holding his hand up like this is a military operation. Still advancing. As they round the corner there is the token rat, but it’s dead, butterflied, whiskers still twitching.

Metatron palms his Taser, looks back to Con.

Con shakes his head no, no, but Metatron advances, rounds the corner, disappears.

“We shouldn’t split up,” Con whispers after Metatron, then turns around fast, his POV trying to catch the scuttling directly above. But it’s dark up there. Trying not to look away from the ceiling he starts backing out of the maze of candy aisles, getting instantly lost and twice as frantic, stepping once on a stray bag of peanuts, popping it, Metatron spinning to the noise a few aisles over, nothing.

But then the coma patient drops silently down on him, falling slowly as if using air resistance to hush his descent. Metatron whirls, swinging a wide backhand, and the coma-patient is light enough that it throws him through a wall of candy.

Metatron looks at his arm in wonder, wades into the pile, nothing there but candy.

His neck is bleeding now.

He collects the blood on his hand, studies it, smells it. Looks up, flashlighting the ceiling finally, the patient never wholly in the beam, just an unpredictable hissing from the darkness, slit-eyes flashing.

“What in the living hell …?” Metatron says.

“Exactly,” Con says, suddenly there. He looks up with Metatron. Not quite at the ceiling, but higher: “Virginia,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “She was right.” He turns to Metatron, says, “We’ve got to get out of this place.”

Metatron smiles, nods with some suicidal, internal rhythm, finishes Con’s line with “… if it’s the last thing we ever do … ”214

“That’s what I’m trying to say, man,” Con whispers, hard.

“Not yet,” Metatron says, rubbing his hurt neck, pointing up with his chin. “Nut doesn’t weigh a buck-oh-five,215 y’know.”

“He’s not just some psych patient who thinks he’s Spider-Man,” Con says.

As if in response, the hissing stops, and Metatron can no longer locate the coma patient with the light. He and Con spin to every sound, the most telltale of which is the chain-link clattering.

Metatron steps forward, toward the seductively moving gate. Deliberates, decides: “I’ve got to go stop it,” he says. “It can’t get up to the main floors again.”

“No,” Con says, “that’s what they always say. You don’t even know what—”

“And you do?”

Con doesn’t have any answer.

Metatron smiles, takes his jacket off, folds it over a shelf. Lights a final joint, offering some to Con, who declines. “Just like ’Nam,” Metatron says finally, studying the joint, exhaling, “but without the damn defoliant,”216 and then he’s inside the chain-link enclosure, pulling the gate to behind him, a pay-per-view217 deathmatch in the making, Con shaking his head no. Backing away, taking the jacket with him.

But he has to watch too: the coma patient drops on Metatron again, and this time hangs on when Metatron tries to fling him away. The close-up of the Taser goes sliding across the concrete, nestling up against the chain-link. In a wider shot, Metatron is going at the coma patient open-fisted, some homemade martial arts stuff, the coma patient’s collarbone audibly giving, the skin tearing away like rice paper. Not that that slows him down; he keeps coming, Metatron screaming in anger and in pain, the patient finally locking onto Metatron’s face with his teeth while his feet claw Metatron’s torso open somehow.

“No,” Con says.

With Metatron not even dead yet, the impatient patient lowers his face to the opened gut, eating him dead like Markum was talking about. Metatron reaches for Con, for help, but Con is still shaking his head no. The Taser’s not a foot past Metatron’s outstretched hand, too—the nearness emphasizing how little Con would have to do here.

“I’m no fucking hero, man,” he says to Metatron, for himself, “sorry,” backing his way to the door, out, closing it behind him. The door locks loudly, with finality.

The patient, through with Metatron now, climbs up onto the fence, trying to reach through for candy. Below him, Metatron is inching his mostly dead self to the close-up of the Taser.

After some drawn-out long-finger shots, he has it.

The coma patient hears, looks down at Metatron smiling up, and then the Taser electrifies the fence, arcing the coma patient back into the many junction boxes, shorting them all out in a shower of sparks and noise. It cooks him, his yellow-eyed head bulging Scanners218-style, then popping wetly onto the backside of the screen.

FROM a high ext. angle with the stone gargoyle in the f.g.—the lens still humid—the lights of the hospital cascade out, from the bottom up, as if from the basement.

INT., it’s the expected madhouse montage,219 in sequence: Con finding himself midfloor in an elevator, the security jacket already on, his hand on the radio button, mouth lowered to it; Rush in the security room, the monitors blipping off then coming back on weakly, backup kicking in; Vangelesti performing something like last rites over one of the dead coma patients, stopping to look up at the missing light; Dr. Watkins on his knees in a pool of amber emergency light with organs all around him, the close-up of the beeper by his leg glowing 666, bad news; Nona and Markum in ER, Markum midstitch, Nona shaking her head no, no, the forceps suddenly, irretrievably disappearing in her POV; various ICU patients going into distress; the diesel generators in the basement coughing awake, rocking in place, Metatron just a slow pan away, undeniably dead—cooked with the coma patient; the swishing EXIT doors locking down, patients pressing desperately against them, until they crash out; etc.

Last is Virginia, still on Rush’s bed. The laptop battery-driven apparently, the cursor still waiting for her. She looks around. And then night fell on the savannah, she types, but hitting Return only gets her a DISCONNECTED error. She calmly reaches over to the nightstand, for the phone. It doesn’t have a dial tone.

IN another darkness is the sound of creaking wheels, someone moving in the darkness.

“Don’t worry,” Sandro says—evidently the source of noise here, “I know where the flashlight is. Every room has one.”

In a thermal-enhanced POV though, he’s just talking big, fumbling through the desk, on the shelves, etc. Still talking: “… this happens all the time on TV. They have backup power … my dad used to work for the electric company and he—” cutting himself short, to the closet now.

He opens it, his haloed hand touching the flashlight twice before realizing what it is. And even then, he drops it, has to grope in what, to him, is darkness, but in the enhanced POV is hanging clothes, a body behind them. Cat, a nondistinct grey, meaning dead. In case we doubt it though, the angle of her neck is something of a giveaway. And the way she’s sucked dry, cheeks and ribs caved in.

Sandro touches along her face. “What …?” he says, drawing back, finally locating the flashlight, turning the beam on Cat.

He reels back—wheels back—Cat unaccountably falling out on him.

He’s not screaming either, but hyperventilating.

In the beam of his flashlight is Jenny, just standing there, no wheelchair, coldly regarding him. The owner of the POV, obviously.

“What—” Sandro stutters, “what are you?”

We draw in tight on Jenny’s lips for the answer—“I don’t know”—then the shot dollies around behind her, the tie of her hospital gown carelessly undone, twin black wing buds blistered to the surface.

Close-up, her index finger lengthens as far as her skin will allow, and then a sharp black demon-looking claw pushes through. Sam Neill’s velociraptor claws,220 more or less.

Sandro swallows, breathes too much too fast, and wheels out of the room, hits the hall leaning forward for all he’s worth. Rolling, rolling, his racing wheelchair putting some serious distance between him and his room. Behind him, the thermal-enhanced POV steps out—Jenny—and coolly watches him try to escape.

After giving him what feels like too much of a headstart, she steps forward in pursuit, building to a run T-1000221 style: lips thin, all that hard breathing not really necessary.

IN an emergency-lit hall, elevator doors are slowly pried open.222 Fingers appear at floor level, become Con, crawling out.

He stands, flattens himself against the wall as Sandro blasts past, out of one darkness and into the next.

Double doors open and Jenny presents herself, begins running after Sandro.

As she passes Con he grabs her by the scruff of her gown, lifts her, smiles to her but she doesn’t even acknowledge him, is all about Sandro, retreating down the hall.

Aside from this, two other things become important with Jenny as Con holds her: 1) the crude string tied around her neck, threaded through Cat’s engagement ring, Con almost making the connection there, and 2) her legs, fully functional.

“Therapy must be going well for you … ” Con says, and she quits kicking. He sets her down. From a level angle behind them her hand is balled into a fist, the lone claw too long to fit, running up her wrist instead.

She flexes it.

“He told me to tell you he was sorry,” Con says, nodding in the direction Sandro took.

“Who are you?” Jenny asks.

Con looks down at his jacket, his motocross boots, etc. “Security,” he says. “Now get back to your room. Santa Claus won’t come if you’re not asleep.”

With that he walks off in Jenny’s enhanced POV, his hat still on.

“Santa Claus,” she says, intoning it all wrong, and then turns her head catlike and mad in the direction of the waking scream of the the next yellow-eyed coma patient, apparently scared of what she’s become, thrashing all around, Vangelesti not retreating to the hall and safety as a sane person might, but into the nurse station, the shattered window now covered with plywood. Worse still, he locks himself in. He can still see through one narrow crack though, by emergency light.

He closes his eyes, opens them, and then the door to the coma unit opens and closes as well, and in his POV Jenny crosses the floor, the new coma patient backing away in fear, up the wall. In the instant before Jenny reaches the patient, however, she becomes aware of Vangelesti’s eye through the crack, turns, and he backs away, under the desk. Only has sounds now: the hall door locking; lots of crashing, chasing, coma patient screaming; death.

And then, nothing. Which is worse.

Vangelesti watches the knob of the nurse station door, palms Lin’s fingernail file in defense. To hear better, he stops breathing.

IN the new darkness of Rush’s room Virginia is still on the bed, knees drawn up, laptop beside her. She stands carefully, angles toward the door, bumps into something. Looks behind her, at the only source of light, dim but there: the glow off the screen of the laptop.

She returns. Pulls up the desktop properties, then clicks through all the properly inserted tabs to COLORS, where she chooses WHITE, then, under the Resolution tab, she jacks it up to its highest setting, so that, when all this is applied, the screen goes halogen white for her. She adjusts it even brighter, holds it in front of her like a flashlight. Smiles.223 Steps out into the hall, where, distant, hardly even real, there are flashlights flitting around like fireflies—there and gone.

“Hey,” she says, not loud enough at all. She tries the in-house phone on the wall—dead—then keeps walking, leading with the laptop, the walls on either side decorated with construction paper sleighs, aerosol snow, etc. A stone-still FIGURE pressed into the wall, undetected, head tracking her. Once a door opens, a bedbound patient looking at her from within, but then it’s closed again. Soon enough the figure is off the wall and stalking her. Over her shoulder it’s impossibly quick—peeking out from this pillar, that gurney, etc., the music muffling its approach.

Virginia spins twice trying to catch it and then just walks backward, right into another FIGURE: Curtis.

“Thank God,” Virginia says, clinging to him.

But Curtis is looking beyond her, suspicious too.

“Come on out,” he says, and slowly, either four or five elven interns and nurses skulk into the shot. Which is how the “figure” was impossibly fast: numbers.

“Your demons,” Curtis says to Virginia, and then they’re all crowded around: “We were about to recruit her, Curtis,” one of them says, an INTERN who at first looks to be TJ from the original, at least until she pushes her hair out of the way, waiting for Curtis to answer.

“I think she’s already been recruited,” he says, looking to Virginia, “right?”

“You’re still having that play?” she asks back, both doubtful and incredulous at once.

“For the kids,” a SECOND ELF adds.

“Christmas Eve,” a THIRD chimes in, turning on his upturned flashlight, the rest following suit, aiming at his so there’s a makeshift Bethlehem Star near the ceiling.

Curtis nods toward them. “Safety in numbers,” he says to Virginia, his voice all about concession, and Virginia agrees—“Therapy, right?”—and falls in.

“HOW long has it been?” Con asks Rush, Rush joysticking through the monitors, Con glued to the individual one, which is locked on a door reading BASEMENT / AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

“Four hours,” Rush says, “officially Christmas morning. [looking to Con’s monitor with him for a moment] I’d say it’s either dead or locked down there for good, kimo.”

“You didn’t see it, chemo.”

“I saw enough.”

“Well it can’t get in here,” Rush says, looking at the door.

“Amen,” Con says, the radio in the b.g. all about static.

“You think the fire department would have waltzed in by now,” Rush says, already trailing off, into Dr. Watkins’s office, an antique kerosene lamp guttering on his desk. Dr. Watkins in the chair opposite, his trademark beeper suddenly piercing the silence.

He looks at the number—not inserted, this time—calmly opens a drawer, removes a cell phone. Looks from the pager to the phone keypad enough that we know that’s the number he’s dialing.

“Yes,” he says into the phone, “like I told the sergeant, everything’s fine here. We’re fully prepared for power shortages, and I’ve been assured about the phones … more people would only … protocol just to send them to St. Mark’s … we’re doing all right, considering … the drills you had us run through are … yes, yes … put your son’s bicycle together, there, Lieutenant Danows—Karl … ”

He ends the call, sets the phone slowly back into the drawer. Locks the drawer. Watches it.

UNDER the desk in the nurse station Vangelesti is half-asleep, covered in sweat and bathed in some mild amber light, source unknown but convenient. He jerks awake to the hall door, suddenly opening and closing in the coma unit. Pretty much zero light in there, and only two sounds: 1) hesitant footsteps near the door, and, from somewhere else, 2) wet creaking, flesh tearing. Not unlike the birth sounds from OR3 earlier.

The shot pans around to the plywood window of the nurse station, a sliver of Vangelesti’s amber light peeking through.

MOMENTS later the nurse station side of the plywood bends tentatively in, the sound huge in the tight confines, Vangelesti flinching up into the bottom of the desk, crawling out, his POV watching the plywood disappear gradually, nails moaning, wood splintering. He balls his fists in anticipation.

When it finally falls away it’s Nona.

“Who … what are you doing here?” she asks.

“What are you doing here?” Vangelesti asks back, a standoff. Nona shakes her head in exasperation, reaches over into Lin’s desk, extracts a flashlight. Holds it up for Vangelesti as if showing that that’s all she was after.

“The door …?” Vangelesti starts, noting the keys on Nona’s belt she just used to gain entry.

“It was too close to the window,” Nona answers, all business, sweeping the flashlight first over the window in point (unbroken, tree painted on it; dangerous) and next over the coma unit, all the butterflied people; Lin. The two patients past the drain bed are missing.

“No,” Nona hisses, crouching down, sweeping the ceiling now too: nothing. She works her way deeper into the aisle of beds, homing in on the empty space where Hale used to be, Vangelesti starting toward the locked door then just crawling through the window instead, after her. By the time he gets to her she’s gathered Hale’s drip bag and has spotlit the most remote corner, the two other coma patients discarded there, their faces eaten off, the rest of them sufficiently ravaged.

Still enough left of them to tell they were yellow-eyed though: inhuman, wrong.

Nona keeps the light trained on them, loses some faith: “Shit. I thought they were the bad guys here.”

Vangelesti crosses himself and Nona notices, eyes him, this.

“It was just a little girl,” he says, incredulous.

But then Nona directs the beam of her flashlight farther into the corner, where the real mess is: a still-steaming chrysalis direct from Species224 but blacker, neater, more symmetrical. Not a pod,225 though. Leading up from it, Nona following it with the flashlight, is a trail of black wetness. It ends at a large ceiling vent, still dripping, the drops eating into the floor. The low angle is all about fear, childhood, being small and having to look up.

“It ran away,” Nona says, thinking aloud again: “I think we interrupted it.”

“It was just a little girl,” Vangelesti repeats.

Nona spotlights the chrysalis again, amends: “Linda Blair,226 maybe.”

IN the grey-silk insulation between floors the thermal POV is writhing across the topside of some ceiling, screaming, growing too fast, her human fingers lengthening painfully. Rolling around she finally falls through the ceiling, lies curled on the floor of a hall, the insulation glittering in the air around her like fairy dust. Slowly, she stands. Her hair’s still blonde, the gown too little now. In a suggestive way. No longer the actress used for Jenny, but one well into adolescence. The wing buds remain though, the giveaway it would seem, something to file for later.

Before she can face the shot we cut back to her enhanced POV, stumbling down the hall, stopping for a moment to study an intense little point of heat on the other side of a supply closet door, a slight body-shape lying beside it. The shot reverses then, instantly tight on this next Jenny’s thin lips, trying to make a word that wants to start with H—. Before she can finish though, she backs suddenly away from the door, turns to run headlong away. Taking the right of two halls when she comes to an intersection.

Instead of following her we pan up, draw close to the sign on the ceiling: ER, with the arrow pointing after her.

THE intense little point of heat in the supply closet is a flashlight. It’s set on the bed by a still-comatose Hale—surely Nona’s doing. In case he wakes up is the suggestion here.

But not yet: his eyes are still in REM, looking long and deep into the steamed mirror from the upstairs bathroom of the original. Another POV flashback, his own reflection vague enough that it’s just male, neither fifteen years old nor twenty-whatever. Or both.

Over his reflected shoulder is the figure. Again.

He has the thermometer in his hand, the water running—everything developing precisely as before—and he’s just standing there staring, long enough for us to fully backtrack, reorient, remember.

“Jenny?” he says, voice distorted in the inner ear, but the figure just stands there.

And then things do develop in another direction: instead of looking back to the thermometer, his POV turns slowly to the doorway, the hall, and there she is, Jenny, all grown-up—tall, blonde, deadly beautiful, face hidden in shadow.

He reaches for her and she’s gone, toward the stairs.

“Jenny?” he says again, to himself, voice weak, overfull.

He follows, faceless as she is.

AN indefinite number of stories up, the stone gargoyle is just sitting there, precipiced, but the expression now seems different in some indefinite way. It doesn’t move, though. Just stares.

WAY below, in some sort of sink/viewing room—stainless steel everywhere—is the vague back of a male doctor. At a sink. Washing a nasty forearm cut by the light of surgery eyeglasses, flashlights built into the sides. Twin beams. Markum. In his POV the surgery glasses are blurring his hands; he fumbles for more soap, pumps it all over the counter and tries to hide his mess, then slows, looks carefully around, checking all eight windows, arranged octagonally.

“Hello?” he says, no response. Meaning it’s safe enough for him to depocket some pills, swallow a couple, lean down to the sink to wash them down.

When he stands, adolescent Jenny has appeared in the doorway, a waif leaning against the jamb, straight out of a Calvin Klein commercial.227

Markum flinches, drops a pill.

Jenny enters, picks the pill up. Returns it to him, places it in his mouth, on his tongue. Smiles.

Markum smiles back, looking over his glasses at her, the gown hanging off in all the right places.

“Hello,” he says.

Jenny nods a disinterested hello back.

“Do you need … anything in particular?” Markum asks.

Jenny nods again, follows Markum’s twin lights down to her chest, the headlight-joke reversed.

“Is there … somewhere we can go?” she asks, voice still awkward, untried.

Markum draws closer, eveready.228 Looks around, swallowing loud. “Here?” he asks.

In response, Jenny drapes herself around him, the gown collecting around her ankles, the rest of her pressing up against Markum, hidden.

“How old are you?” Markum asks, suspicious.

“Ask me in ten minutes,” Jenny says, covering his mouth with hers. The shot pans along his twin light beams to the glass they happen to be aimed at, and then around, how they’re reflected in every window.

Without warning they all shudder in unison. All we get at first is a wet sound, the visual delayed, indirect: on one of the monitors in the security room. The camera positioned so that two of the eight windows are in its frame. Black fluid—blood—splashes up against the glass. Mid-ash, guilty cigarette hanging, Con turns his POV to the monitor too late to see it happen. All he has to go on is the backside of the spatter pattern, sliding down, coating the glass.

He strains with the joystick, jerking the camera all the wrong ways, until finally the monitor is all plaster, staring at the ceiling.

“Shit shit shit,” he says, trying to push away in Metatron’s bolted-down chair.

“Use the force,229 Conan-san,”230 Rush says, suddenly over Con’s shoulder, nodding down to the controller, Con’s inability. Finally he just takes over, switching monitors with a trigger button, with ease, getting the window in the frame again. “Evidence of a misspent youth,” he says distractedly, in explanation to Con. “While you were looking in the window of the girl’s locker room I was playing Nintendo.”231

“You had your joystick, I had mine,” Con says.

As Rush fine-tunes the image he slows down, angles his head half-away from the blood. “Tell me that’s iodine,” he says, trailing off, Con looking over to some motion on another monitor, on all the monitors. At his thigh the nicotine-gum drawer is open, the silver wrappers and the basement door an easy segue to Nona’s keys turning the close-up of a lock. The supply closet. From an angle down the hall, the light spilling over her and Vangelesti from the opening door suggests transport, ascension, possibility, even though we know it’s only Hale’s flashlight.

He’s still there.

“You’re not the one who brought him in, are you?” Nona asks Vangelesti, a longshot, Vangelesti casting a disinterested eye on Hale.

He shrugs. “Don’t pay attention to their faces,” he says. “That’s usually not what needs our attention.”

“‘Our’?”

“Cat … my partner and me.”

Nona looks to him, waiting for more. “You’re right,” she says after a few beats, pulling the sheet off Hale, “it’s not his face that needs attention.” Hale’s midsection is still bloody, bruised, in bad shape. Nona hands the drip-bag to Vangelesti for him to administer, then takes a towel from his belt and starts patting Hale tenderly clean. Gets some on her hands.

Vangelesti smiles, shakes his head. “You don’t know where he’s been,” he says, offering the latex gloves every last person except Nona and Con seems to have somewhere on their person. But Nona doesn’t take the gloves, doesn’t seem to even be hearing him. Is way past protection. Staring at the blood on her finger, breathing deep and afraid, turning suddenly to Hale, his eyes twitching so much his cheeks are even moving.

The blood seeps impossibly into the lines of her fingerprint, her breath rushing in loud and close.

IN the continuous flashback, Hale’s stepping out of the bathroom, the front door closing softly. Jenny leaving.

His POV walks down the hall after her. Some peripheral motion in his mother’s bedroom but it doesn’t resolve, is already gone.

“Jenny,” he says again, voice still distorted.

The front door opens before him. Outside it’s blinding white, the snow crazy bright. The only point of darkness is the cellar door,232 yawning open in the middle of the screen.

Hale retraces his steps to it and descends, running his hand along the roof for support, nicking his index finger on a nail.

Standing in the corner,233 face still hidden, is grown-up Jenny.

“Jenny,” he says, awash with relief.

She turns half-around, a mass of blonde hair.

“You … you didn’t … ” Hale starts, and she nods no, she didn’t die. “I’m sorry … ” he says, starting to cry, and she shakes her head for him not to be.

“You’re my brother,” she says haltingly, as if just discovering this, the angle still behind her, so she doesn’t have a face. So Hale can’t see that the back of one of her legs is bare meat, chewed into by a three-wheeler tire. As if, in this imperfect world,234 her injury is resurfacing.

Hale smiles with his eyes, nods. Wipes his face with his hand, his index finger leaving blood there.

Jenny takes his finger, places it in the close-up of her mouth, her lips full. “My brother,” she says again, seemingly trying to make him better, stop the bleeding or at least not waste it.

Hale’s POV centers on his finger in Jenny’s hungry mouth, then tracks back up his arm, stopping to backfocus on the ground, a skull there in the packed dirt, watching him. A child’s broken skull. Jenny too.

When he looks back down his arm to his hand, he sees what he should have been seeing all along: his fingers in something’s mouth. Female, yes. Yellow hair, yellow eyes. But hardly human. The lower part of her spine bare in passing.

Hale stumbles backward up the stairs, exploding into the whiteness of the flashlight Vangelesti is shining into Nona’s eyes—one then the other.

“You okay?” he asks.

Nona looks past him, to Hale, still unawake.

“Hale,” she says. “His name is Hale … Sw … Sweren. Hale Sweren.”

She looks to Vangelesti, then, her voice weak, dreamy, addicted: “It really happened,” she’s saying. “Oh God. He’s there right now … ”

“Where?” Vangelesti asks, but Nona, in response, only looks to her hand, the blood. And then from the blood to the blood source, Hale.

“He’s … talking to me,”235 she says. “It’s … it’s the … his … Oh God, it’s his sister.”

She looks to Vangelesti for him to believe but he only backs off, hands raised.

“Tell me more,”236 Nona says then, to Hale, kissing him lightly on the cheeks as she works her hand gently into his Videodrome wound, flashing her back to her Red Sonja–stand from the original, shear blade in hand, her POV angled across the predawn yard, Hale stumbling through the front door, away from her, to the ringing phone.

And then things go totally calm. Peaceful almost, the tips of her hair lifting.

And then she hears it coming from the sky, her smile catching, just half-formed.

By the time she looks up, still ready to smile, it’s too late, and her world is leathery black, right up against her face.

LYING partially on top of Hale, her hand still in him, she flinches, in some unconscious state. When Vangelesti turns her over her eyes are rolled back white and she’s gibbering.

Vangelesti swallows.

THE cut from the supply room to the Christmas play is harsh, jarring, all sound, motion and flash(ing)light, Jesus Christ Superstar237 all over again. In the round, too, a circle of sick children watching, content, warm—the campers gathered around the campfire, nothing bad happening yet.

In the wings, Curtis is talking to Virginia, a little impromptu therapy: “Blackouts do happen, Virginia,” he’s saying. “There doesn’t have to be anything more supernatural than rats for the electricity to fail … ”

“But I said this was going to happen, Curtis,” Virginia pleads, the shot backing unsteadily off her. Moving over the shoulder of an approaching blonde intern, weaving among curtains, children dressed as sheep, as angels, etc. Virginia’s voice still available, though she’s small in the distance: “This is proof,” she’s saying, “isn’t that what you wanted?”

The three wise men suddenly kickdance their way into the show, taking Virginia’s breath away. She pats her sternum for more, the shot tight on her hand.

“You said we were all going to die though, too,” Curtis redirects, sweeping his arm wide over everyone, his living counterproof.

At the last moment before the blonde reaches them Virginia turns, startled.

It’s TJ, from the original.

Over her shoulder is Nurse Hilda, the prod here. “Another willing thespian,” Hilda says, smiling an evil smile, offering TJ to Curtis.

Virginia studies TJ close.

“This is … ” Hilda begins for Curtis, her hand on TJ’s shoulder, the rest of her at a loss for the name Virginia supplies, talking in a dream: “TJ.”

TJ smiles. Could either be a late-addition/carryover from the original or straight out of Hale’s flashback.

“How did I know your name?” Virginia says, TJ ignoring the question, cataloging the audience, the play, everything.

“Quite a production, right?” Curtis says, and TJ nods.

“Quite a production,” she repeats flatly.

A long shot down a darkened hall: two flashlights approaching—Con and Rush. Rush shines his light on a security camera in passing and Rush pounces his light on it too. Con jerks his beam away.

“I said don’t cross the beams,” Con says.

“‘Streams,’” Rush corrects, twitching his light closer. “It was don’t cross the streams, Venkman.”238

“Just don’t do it,” Con repeats, clearly.

But Rush tries, casually.

They walk faster, dueling. Refusing to acknowledge the game they’re playing.

“Why not, then?” Rush says. “Is it bad luck?”

“According to my father it’s a waste of good battery power,” Con says, then shakes his head, confesses quietly: “And it makes for more darkness.”

“Understandable,” Rush says, still planing his beam in on Con’s. “You want me to be your wingman,239 watch your back … ”

Exactly when the beams are about to touch, Con avoids it by simply turning his off in anger, doubling the darkness.

Rush shines his light on Con in response. Behind him is a window, blood on the inside of it. In slow, reluctant response to Rush’s change of expression, Con turns his light on, the shot reversing with it to the spotlit security camera above them, that they were looking through, from security.

“Already … ” Con says, with all due reverence, and depockets a Taser from somewhere, shines the light into the sink/viewing room, Con and Rush small on the other side of the glass, blood coating every surface. Hardly enough of Markum left to tell it was ever him.

Suddenly a FIGURE stands into the flashlight light, her back to the screen, Con and Rush feinting away, Con’s Taser hissing electricity.

Through the glass though, it’s Nona.

One of her hands is bloody to the wrist, which looks guilty enough without boxcutter. But then she has that as well.

She falls through the door, collapses into the hall.

“Are either of you doctors?” she demands, looking between them, from Con’s security jacket to Rush’s inserted ID bracelet, meaning no. She turns to run, for help maybe, but Con is advancing with the Taser here. Nona brings the blade up in uncertain defense.

“I don’t want to,” she says, “please … you don’t … ”

The standoff is tense—nostalgic too—for a few beats but then it melts, by degrees, the two of them watching each other.

“… Nona,” Con finally says, but Nona takes the recognition apart by looking down to her name tag, confirming its presence, there since the beginning but never important until now.

“Are you one of them?” Con asks.

“Are you?” Nona asks right back, smiling one side of her face.

“We didn’t just kill somebody,” Rush says, stepping into the frame.

“How do you—?” Nona starts, then glances fast at the glass, Markum all over it.

“That wasn’t me,” she says, drawing the blade back into the handle in a goodwill gesture. “I was looking for him. I needed a doctor. I need a doctor.”

“You’re that custodian … ” Con says, still figuring.

“And you’re wearing Metatron’s jacket.”

Con looks down, is.

Moving slow then, Nona reaches forward, removes the radio from his shoulder, presses the button. “Met … Met, come in, over—” she starts, but the words catch in her throat, her POV directed to Rush’s pants, the antenna peeking out, the static synching up with the button she’s pressing, testing. “Shit,” she says. “Where is he?”

Con shakes his head no, though, the genre equivalent of polite respect for the recently dismembered.

Nona closes her eyes in despair, opens them.

“I just need a doctor,” she says. “My … Hale. He’s dying … ”

IN the supply closet though, it’s worse than that: Hale’s dead, Vangelesti emergency-breathing for him, pumping his chest, his midsection spilling open with every pump, a piece of one of the stone gargoyles on the roof falling away. Another Ghostbusters move: the suggestion is there’s a gargoyle inside the statue, sloughing the stone skin off.

BACK inside slowly: the play is continuing, is to the manger-part now, everyone with candles, flashlights dimmed. Singing. Virginia and TJ standing behind the sheep-children, as angels, paper wings and all. Virginia is singing softly, watching everything, especially TJ. TJ is just moving her mouth mechanically. Watching everything as well, except Virginia.

“You’re not singing,” Virginia says to TJ.

TJ looks over to her, smiles a little. “I don’t … know this one,” she says, an apologetic shrug.

“But everybody … ” Virginia starts, doesn’t finish, distracted: “TJ,” she says, studying TJ’s profile, and while they don’t have anything much to say the play unfolds: Joseph, Mary, and Baby Jesus going through the motions, TJ rapt on it. When one of the lighter INTERNS swoops down on guidelines—harness, Vulcan-ears240 and everything—TJ reacts violently then recovers, plays embarrassed; smiles, claps too loud. The intern dangling, the lines tangled in her fake wings.

Not impressed by the flying intern is Sandro, in the audience, obviously still shaken.

His POV scans across the cast members, almost to the standing angels, drawing tight first on Virginia, who’s got her brows lowered to TJ, in concentration: “Your name,” she says, “it’s T … Theresa … Theresa J— Jen—”

TJ looks to Virginia, waiting.

“Jane,” Virginia spits out like a lie, her eyes widening into awareness, memory, a nostalgic flash of TJ from the original, receding the opposite way down the hospital hall, looking back once to Virginia’s POV, shrugging thanks, the last time Virginia would have seen her, o.s.

BUT TJ shakes her head no.

“Jane,” she repeats, tasting it, testing it, “no. Not Jane,” but regardless, Virginia has her by the hand, is leading her out of Sandro’s POV in the instant before he would have seen her.

TJ’s enhanced POV allows the signature Virginia is to drag her through curtains and props, etc. In a patch of velvet darkness we cut behind them for a moment, to the play, a little foreshadowing: the GRINCH241 lurching into the nativity, Joseph, Mary, and the Wise Men all dumbfounded. A TIMMY242 look-alike in the front row raising his crutch in defense, the Grinch turning to face him, his made-up face grinning wide, everyone booing him. He rages at them nevertheless, arms raised comically, head thrown back with the seasonal thrill of it all, his arms directing us to the darkness above him.

WHEN we pan back down it’s onto Vangelesti, sweating from all this emergency breathing. But not giving up. Hale under his hands, limp, his unmoving eyes centered on the projection of his own raised arm, which is crushed, mangled, stretched. Being used to pull him deeper and deeper into the sky of some ideal morning, a black claw buried in his wrist at the top of the frame, the earth rushing away, the supply closet door slamming open, Nona, Con, and Rush falling in, Vangelesti backing away, gasping.

Things are moving fast now, the scenes rapid-fire.

“No!” Nona yells, clinging instantly to Hale, Vangelesti pulling her off. Making eyes to Con about her.

“Vangelesti,” Con says, as grim hello.

“She already … did it to him once,” Vangelesti explains, Nona going limp in his arms.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she says, then looks to Con with a plea: “Save him.”

Con looks to Vangelesti and Vangelesti just shakes his head no, that it’s too late. Then Con looks to Nona. “You know … who I am,” he tells her.

Nona looks from Con to Hale, Hale to Con, as if saying his name will be the price. She closes her eyes, lets it come: “Con-something.”

Con nods, still confused, then leans over Hale, hesitates; recognizes: “Me and Gin. Out in the country.” He looks to the crew as if they should remember. “I’ve saved his life once already.”

“You—?” Nona starts.

“Brought him in, yeah,” Con finishes, “small world,”243 giving Hale some effort, pumping and breathing and pounding, Rush on pulse-watch, shaking his head no, no.

Finally Con depockets his Taser. “And I’m not going to let him die now,” he adds, “clear.”

“No—” Rush says, too late.

Hale’s body stands on head and heels with electricity, throwing Rush back. Con follows it up with more CPR. Vangelesti takes over pulse duty, shakes his head no. Con does it all again, twice, three times, until the Taser doesn’t have any juice left.

“Shit,” he says, throwing it aside.

Everyone collapses as one then, the shot from directly above, the lightbulb at the edge of the frame, as if standing in for the white light directly in front of NDE244 Hale, beckoning.

Their postures are all about the absence of hope.

Except for Nona. She shakes her head no, gets grim in the mouth. Starts crossing the floor to Hale, doesn’t make it before Virginia’s voice comes in: “I figured it out,” she’s telling the person dissolving in slowly as Curtis. “My dreams.”245

Curtis leans back in his director’s chair—which seems about half-contrived—and laces his fingers into a church in Virginia and TJ’s f.g., meaning therapy’s in session again.

“And …?” he says.

“And the birth … Halloween … that barbecue case,” Virginia starts. “It’s the—”

“Gargoyles,” Curtis interrupts, anticipating her.

“Yes,” Virginia says. “They used that Sweren woman as a surrogate, a host.”

“Like the cuckoo bird … ” Curtis says.

“To get one of their own in, with … maybe that’s how they’re all born … or, they wanted to make a breed, a hybrid …?”

“This isn’t the X-Files, Virginia.”

“I don’t know why, okay?”

“Give it a couple of minutes,” Curtis suggests, his tone patronizing. “Maybe they just don’t have quality day care in the underworld?”

Virginia looks away in exasperation, holds her head in her hands, controls her words. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to work,” she says. “You’re supposed to be supportive, understanding—”

“But not to the point where I enable your delusions. That wouldn’t be professional, now would it?”

“Well then let’s pretend again—” Virginia starts, Curtis tilting his head toward the stage.

“Isn’t your big singing number coming up?” he smiles, watching the play. “Right after the angel-piñata, thing …?”

“Fuck the play, Curtis,” Virginia says, drawing Curtis’s renewed attention.

He leans forward. “So then yes, let’s pretend you’re having a breakthrough,” he says. “Prompted by …?”

Virginia pulls TJ into the conversation. “Proof,” she says.

“Proof?” Curtis asks, incredulous.

“She’s from my … memories. I told you about her. The one that stayed behind. Didn’t come with us. Look in your notes, doctor.”

TJ looks to Curtis and nods that Virginia is right, all right. “I remember it too,” she says flatly.

Virginia laughs with relief. “I’m not crazy,” she says. “It’s the world … ”

“Might I speak with this young lady in private?” Curtis asks Virginia, winking once. “Just to see if what you have is contagious or not … ”

“And if it is?” Virginia asks, standing.

“Then we’ll quarantine you in your own private room,” Curtis answers, still half-playing.

Virginia looks at the two of them and Curtis shushes her away. Leans back and crosses his legs at the knee. Runs one long index finger thoughtful up the side of his face, studying TJ, who’s looking him dead in the eye, her head cocked ever so slightly, her mouth ready to grin. Or something.

IN the supply closet, m.o.s., Nona withdraws her lips from Hale’s mouth, either a kiss246 or a breath, hard to tell. She runs her fingers down his arm to his wrist. Thinks she has a pulse—a weak, wet sound. Con is standing on the other side of the gurney; she nods to Hale’s left wrist for him.

He takes it, shakes his head with disbelief. Checks again, nods yes then locks eyes with Nona, slouching down memory lane with her again.

Nona looks down to her own inserted name tag and says it: “This isn’t right, is it? Us, this?”

Con shakes his head no. “It was … Gin,” he says, like a question. “The other time.”

“The first time,” Nona corrects.

Con raises his eyebrows with doubt at the last instant, though. Looks to Vangelesti. “Were you saying prayers for him or something down there?” he asks. “Cashing in a few old markers from seminary?” Which gets Nona looking at Vangelesti too, thinking aloud again, her new trademark: “Vangelesti … e-vangelesti … practically a cleric.”247

“This isn’t Dungeons and Dragons,” Rush says, still hurting from the Taser.

“More of a priest, anyway, right?” Con says to Vangelesti, correcting Nona, explaining: “I mean, clerics are druids, right?”

Nona takes it in stride, never stops talking to Vangelesti: “So what does your kind know about demons?” she asks.

“Demons,” Vangelesti laughs. “That’s why I got out. All that BS.”

“BS?” Nona asks.

“Bachelor of Science,” Vangelesti says, “biology. My thesis was on the naked mole rat.248 You’ve heard of it?”

Nona shakes her head no, narrows her eyes at Vangelesti. We go tight on his mouth as he narrates the inevitable:

Curtis and TJ’s therapy session. In Virginia’s peeking-through-the-curtain POV, it’s muted by distance.

“The naked mole rat,” Vangelesti voices-over, TJ leaning forward to Curtis. Biting her lower lip suggestively, as if absorbed in his therapeutic questions. “He spends his life underground. Thus the naked part, the blind part, et cetera. Hair and eyes aren’t essential to them. They’re not attractive. Look like an aborted Shar-Pei. Which isn’t to say they don’t have an elaborate social structure … ”

As he speaks, Curtis leans forward, questioning TJ, and TJ is just nodding yes, yes, mechanically. Leaning back in her chair—Sharon Stone under interrogation: cool, collected, coiled.249

She turns to Virginia’s curtain, Virginia hidden in complete darkness, and winks. Virginia jerks back.

Curtis’s POV follows TJ’s though and he sees nothing.

Vangelesti continues: “… like termites, or bees. They have queens and workers and all that. Or, like us. They are mammals, I mean. Now this is the interesting part … ” and it is: TJ looks back to Curtis, reaches calmly over to his shirt pocket. Removes his glasses folded there, balances them on the arm of the chair. In preparation.

Curtis watches this happen too, allows this invasion, is still watching when TJ’s hand snakes forward, through his now-empty pocket and deep into his chest, to his heart.

She cleanly removes it, then plants her mouth over his, begins feeding on him, lumping him down her throat.

His legs pedal the air in front of his director chair. His forearm crushes the glasses.

The shot pans over to Virginia, bent to a tear in the curtain, unable to look away, her wings behind her, small and useless. Eyes filling with water.

Vangelesti’s v.o. goes on: “… when a queen dies or is killed or abdicates or whatever, the whole social structure should fall down. The hive should collapse. [Beat, beat; Virginia breathing fast, Curtis shriveling, looking like Cat did in the closet.] But it doesn’t. Instead something gets triggered in some nobody mole, and that mole morphs into the queen, starts taking on all her physical characteristics, everything. Until there is a queen, and the social order is maintained … balance. Which is more or less why I didn’t finish seminary, because … because if there were demons, like you say, then, humanity, the naked mole rats, in defense, one of us would morph into an angel, or whatever the opposite of a demon is, right? Because we needed one. I mean, it’s a natural thing, not supernatural … no God involved there … ”

As he says angel TJ turns her POV—as if hearing him—to Virginia, the angel through the curtain, bent over and watching. It’s a nicely choreographed moment, brings everything together for an instant.

TJ rises, sloughing Curtis off.

Wipes her mouth with the back of her arm.

Virginia backs away, the curtain falling half on her, TJ steadily approaching—a POV bleaching everything out but Virginia.

The chase begins.

“LIKE with Jurassic Park, right?” Nona says to Vangelesti, back in the supply closet. “When the velociraptors needed a male in their social structure so one of the females—”

“Strapped one on and filled in,” Con finishes.

“Strapped one on?” Nona asks.

“Filled in,” Con repeats, more suggestively.

Vangelesti nods. “If there are demons … here,” he says. “Then there should also be an angel.”

AS illustration, the shot closes in on the angel above the play, tangled in her own wires. Below it, in the play, Virginia is standing, singing, crying, hiding in plain sight. As if milling numbers could be protection.

“THERE wasn’t an angel last time, though,” Nona says.

“Last time?” Vangelesti asks, but Nona just looks away, and Con isn’t giving anything up.

“It’s the sister,” Nona says finally, quietly, looking down to Hale. “His.”

“But she—” Con starts, Nona already interrupting: “Came back, is coming back. Pet Sematary.250 Gage.251 Only she’s feeding. And infecting.”

Con laughs a sickly laugh, like he doesn’t want to have to believe this. Like he’s reaching some limit of absurdity here.

“And so she’s coming for him, now?” Rush asks.

Nona looks to Con for an answer, and they don’t have one. “We have to assume … ” she starts to say, doesn’t finish.

“Whatever it is,” Con says. “We’re just in the way here.”

“Expendable,” Nona adds.

Vangelesti steps forward, looking from one to the other. “It’s not like the hospital is locked, y’know?” He dangles his ambulance keys out for inspection.

“He needs some real medical attention, though,” Con says, meaning Hale again.

“A real doctor,” Nona adds.

“Then I can take him to a real nother hospital,” Vangelesti caps on, no one adding to it. “What?” he asks. “You want to stay here?”

Con says it finally, for him and Nona both: “It’s just that … outside … ”

EITHER above the hospital or in his mind, the night sky he’s talking about is wide, empty, too big to see all at once.

“SOME mild agoraphobia,”252 Nona fills in for him. “The irration—the rational fear of open spaces.”

“Learned behavior,” Con sums up.

“Then what?” Rush asks. “Get in line and wait? I mean, should we go ahead and fatten ourselves up…?”253

“We get him put together properly,”254 Nona says, about Hale, “and then we hide. Wait for our angel.”

“Meaning your demons are real?” Vangelesti asks.

“They’re not ours,” Con says. “And yes.”

AS they walk down the hall Con is singing “Send me an angel / Send me an angel / Ri-ight now.”255 Pushing Hale’s gurney, Vangelesti steering it, Rush and Nona on either flank, Nona with the light.

As they pass an open elevator shaft Nona turns to Con, shushes him.

In the new silence it comes through, up the shaft: “Silent Night.”256

“’Tis the season,” Con says, moving on.

But Rush stops. “The pageant,” he says, “shit. We can’t let—”

“The children,” Nona finishes.

Con looks from one to the other, incredulous, finally settling on Nona, rekindling certain things: “Always the noble one, right?”

“Humane,” Nona amends.

“I don’t know what you remember,” Con says. “But I’m no hero.”

“Not much of a Santa Claus, either,” Vangelesti says. Con looks up at the hat he still has on then takes it off, throws it down, and we stay with it for a bit, their footsteps and wheels retreating. Opening a door. The real “Send Me an Angel” kicking in for Virginia, the one just moving her mouth to “Silent Night” now, no voice. Crying, her face wet with it.

TJ steps into the frame, so they’re both in their previous positions. Licks a clot of blood from the corner of her mouth, her tongue wrong somehow, too quick and prehensile. She nurses her candle.

Virginia has the cross that was around her neck in her hand now. In TJ’s POV it’s black black, casting a long shadow, everything else bleached white, the same image lifted for the promo posters and altered slightly, so that the shadow suggests wings. The candle flames are oily, the smoke heavy.

TJ leans over to Virginia. “You’re not singing,” she parrots, and Virginia shakes her head no.

“Who are you?” she asks back weakly, but TJ is occupied, watching the GHOSTS of Christmas Past, Present, and Future257 in some sort of Cotton-Eyed Joe258 kick line, the Grinch wearing Mary’s red259 wig in an act of mild subterfuge, trying to steal away with the infant-CPR dummy—Baby Jesus—the audience pointing this out to Joseph, who’s brushing the donkey down, blissfully unaware.

The shot pans over Joseph’s shoulder and across the audience, to Sandro, not pointing at the Grinch, his POV on the angel-chorus again: first Virginia, racked with fear, and then TJ.

“Huh?” Sandro says to himself, leaning closer, wheeling up a bit for a better angle.

“Jenny?” he says, recognizing her all grown-up, and TJ hears this amid everything else, looks flat-eyed back at Sandro, the shot reversing for his reaction: instant panic.

He starts wheeling back, into people, who push back against him.

The close-up of Virginia’s candle falls to the floor, wax splashing, flame licking into a robe.

Sandro screams, screams—“No, it’s her!”—stopping the play for an attentive beat. Long enough for the robe of an EXPENDABLE ANGEL260 to flame up, send her screaming into the kick line.

Virginia realizes she’s done this, reaches out in apology, then simply turns, runs.

Behind her TJ’s robe and wings are on the floor, no TJ.

Some of the prop-hay goes up with the expendable angel. Sparks floating around like Virginia’s fireflies, a nice effect.

The angel tangled in the lines above swats a spark off her arm, is suddenly the only one with a POV on TJ as she crawls insectlike over the manger in pursuit of Virginia. In passing, she sees the tangled angel, and leaps effortlessly toward her, all grace and silence and inevitability.

A heavy metal door slides almost shut, Con, Nona, and Vangelesti leaning into it, Hale behind it. Getting locked in. The freight elevator, caught partway between floors.

“This keep it out?” Rush asks.

“Her,” Nona corrects.

Con shrugs. “Four inches of steel …?” he says.

“Famous last words,” Rush adds.

“We could all stay in there with him,” Con suggests, hooking his head to the idea of Hale. “In case of respiratory failure or … ” but Nona is shaking her head no.

“Just one of us,” she says, and looks to Rush.

“Don’t give me any special treatment,” Rush says back, offended. “My days are already numbered … ”

“Who put you in charge anyway?” Con asks Nona. “I do think I outrank you hospital-wise, right?”

“I’m not the custodian, anymore,” Nona says.

“Noan of Arc,”261 Con suggests, no grins.

Nona looks to Vangelesti, then to Hale. “You did it once already,” she says, not quite putting Vangelesti on the spot. Not with her eyes, at least. “And … in the coma room … they must not like how you taste or something. Too holy.”

“Anyway,” Rush adds. “You’re engaged. You have to live through this.”

Vangelesti considers, considers; accepts with a nod.

“Our angel,” Con says, about Vangelesti, stepping through the narrow entry of the elevator.

Vangelesti holds the door for a moment, though. “Cat,” he says. “if you find her … ”

Con nods, leans into the door. Surrenders his lighter to Vangelesti. “Say a prayer262 for us,” he tells him, and then, after the door’s closed, tapping on the door with his index finger for Nona: “Think he can do last rites through this?”

INSIDE the freight elevator, Vangelesti first checks Hale’s vitals by lighter light, then drops a thick pin through two interlocking eyeholes on either elevator door, locking them together, the shot lingering on the naked skin of his forearm, the sweat there, the visual push here having to do with mole rats and God, Vangelesti squinting up at the service door in the top of the elevator, not even remotely lockable, the lighter hardly reaching it even. Making him half-blind. He doesn’t look away, though.

OUTSIDE the elevator the hall is empty now, est. that Con and Nona and Rush are somewhere else: descending the stairs, playing a nervous game:

“It makes sense, though,” Rush is saying to Con. “John Ritter263 … Jack Tripper264 … Jack T. Ripper … Jack the Ripper265 … just four degrees there.266 which you have to admit—”

“Jack the Ripper didn’t pretend to be gay, though,” Con interrupts.

“Well he didn’t have Mr. Roper267 to deal with, either,” Rush says back. “Just Scotland Yard.”268

“Point.”

“And did either of them ever get caught?” Rush asks.

Con shakes his head no. Keeps following Nona.

“And do the victimology,” Rush says. “Chrissy Snow, Janet Whatever. Both single in the city, promiscuous—”

“Hardly streetwalkers, though,” Nona chimes in unexpectedly.

“Yeah,” Con says. “And they’re still alive.”

“You know this?” Rush asks back, intent. “What have you seen Janet in lately? I think three was company for him … ”

“Okay, then,” Con offers. “Consider them dead. What about Jack?”

“What about him?” Rush says. “He stepped back into that darkness … London fog … ”

“Skin Deep,”269 Nona whispers, almost to a door, keys out. “John Ritter was in Skin Deep.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Rush says, waiting for them to get it. Nona shakes her head when she does.

Con gets a quiet behind-the-back five from Rush for it.

“And I wonder why I need medication to deal with this place,” Nona says to herself, Con behind her, holding the door, mouthing ‘Medication?’ to Rush, who just shrugs, passes.

Con looks after them both, and then to the darkness below, all the Jack Rippers hiding there. Decides to keep up, on.

IN the bedlam of the play, Virginia is alone, skulking, the moving shot on her flashing suddenly to the enhanced POV, breathing hard now, not with exertion but with thrill, with ability: Virginia thinks she’s hiding behind a curtain but her body-signature is giving her away.

Across from her, hiding as well, is a young young KID, perfectly still.

“Leave,” Virginia whispers to her, “go,” but the kid can’t, seems to be seeing something behind Virginia. The shot reverses with Virginia and it’s TJ’s shadow, midair. Virginia rolls away, leaves TJ in the falling curtains. They aren’t going to hold her for long, though. Backing up without turning around, then, Virginia stumbles over a wiseman staff. She picks it up, and, more like it’s a wand than a weapon, starts tapping TJ with it, harder and harder, until she finally connects with what sounds like the head. The thrashing stops, TJ standing under the curtain like a campy creature from the fifties. She cuts through the cloth with a black index finger. Shakes her blonde head no.

The kid scampers off, TJ turning to her momentarily, Virginia pleading “No … ”

Veins ripple down one of TJ’s arms, altering the musculature, telling us she’s still changing. And it still hurts. She falls to one knee.

Virginia approaches with the staff, backlit by the burning stage.

TJ looks up to her, waiting, vulnerable, but in the end Virginia can’t do it. Cries and tries but can’t.

Instead she holds her cross out, between them. In TJ’s weakened POV the cross is still trailing a radiation-looking shadow, as if it has power, essence, something. Virginia’s wings are important here, her posture, all of it.

TJ stands, looks at the cross, and rolls her eyes back to yellow. New eyes.

She smiles.

Virginia starts backing steadily away, TJ advancing, a slow dance.

At the last instant before TJ would have reached her, Virginia turns to run for a heavy door at the end of the activity room. Looks desperately behind her for TJ, who’s no longer there. Which is worse. Virginia sways her back just as in the original, runs, runs, and then at the next last instant Con’s face appears at the window in the door, cups a hand to see in. The potential savior here.

Virginia reaches for him, starts to say his name, but never finishes, TJ’s fully-formed demon claw suddenly extending out the cavity of her mouth, TJ holding the corpse easily, the shot level on her legs and from three-quarters behind: her standing in the darkness, silhouetted against the door, Con in the f.g., his hand still cupped to the glass, his POV able to make out motion in the activity room, but not TJ. Not quite. He tries the handle for heat, holds it there, holds it there, and finally pulls it away in pain.

“Smoke,” he says, and Nona nods. Looks to Rush.

“You don’t have to … ” she says. “This isn’t your fight.”

Rush smiles, shrugs. “Can’t be worse than chemo,” he says, but it is bad: they open the main door and the long est. shot is all about composition—the stage smoldering, chairs burning, crutches leaning against each other deadcenter, no one in between. The angel still tangled above it all, gutted, her entrails spilling, Drew Barrymore all over again.270

“No way I’m cleaning this up … ”271 Nona says.

With all due reverence Con adds Nona’s tagline from earlier—“Just when you thought it was safe to be inside”—then looks to the sprinkler heads, suffocating in smoke. Because he’s who he is, he jingles one, shrugs to Nona for an explanation: “Still trying to get over Halloween … ” she says.

“Aren’t we all,” Con says back, pure Brandon Lee.272

In the silence his sarcasm leaves, the stage-fire glows off their faces, meaning it’s gotten too calm: on cue, glass shatters behind them and we go close on Con’s face as he spins, already in cringe mode.

It’s just Rush though, extracting the fire extinguisher.

“In case of emergency … ” he says.

Con sighs, smiles relief, catches the fire extinguisher when Rush tosses it. Looks down to the gauge (inserted: FULL) and then back up, to Rush, TJ there in his b.g. now, fierce, maw bloodied, mid-molt—leathery black demon skin showing through, the rest sloughing off.

From behind, her wing buds are pulsing, bleeding, writhing. Almost out. The back of her once-hurt leg raw, festering, the injury rising.

“Santa Claus,” she says to Con, still intoning it wrong. Con raises the fire extinguisher in response, managing one line before he depresses the trigger: “You’ve been a very bad girl … ”

In TJ’s enhanced POV the white foam coats everything (mostly Rush), makes the black dim, fries the contrast she needs. Meaning Rush disappears. In case we don’t get this, she looks down to her arm, how everywhere there’s foam, there’s nothing, just scattershot scotomas.

Con and Nona are still there as stick figures, though.

The shot reverses to a close-up of TJ’s yellow eyes. Calmly, she wipes the foam off her face, then blinks, once with her outer lids and once with a clear inner set.273 So natural. The second pair of lids she leaves down, as protection.

The door at the end of the hall opens in her POV, closes after Con and Nona, spilling into the activity room, already scrambling. Separating. In the moments before the door they just came through opens, Nona looks desperately over to Con: “Don’t go back to … him,” she says, meaning Hale. “You’ll just lead her—” but then the door does slam open, TJ evidently mad now, silhouetted in the jamb and then gone like smoke.

THINGS are tamer in the elevator. Just Vangelesti sitting on the floor, watching comatose Hale against the opposite wall, whose POV seems to have done the dramatically convenient trick of lining up with TJ’s for the moment, as she tracks Con across the floor. He’s running blind in the darkness, the music building up to false crescendo after false crescendo, stacking them up and up. Ahead of him is the same window Virginia was running for, a small point of light.

TJ lowers herself to the ground somehow, stands, the same height as Con. Starts approaching, Hale’s breath coming faster and faster, Vangelesti narrowing his eyes at this.

IN some darkness—presumably the activity room—something clicks as if opening, unretracting, extending. Light glances off it for a moment, and the disorienting pan to the back of TJ’s unhurt thigh, her hand dangling beside it, suggests that it was her velociraptor claw. But it’s too dark to be sure.

From an angle directly above, TJ advancing silently on Con has the quality of a video game—the way the frame doesn’t move, just the players.274 Con stumbles into a file cabinet, falls, pushes it behind him. Finds himself face to face with Virginia’s fed-upon corpse. He starts dragging her with him, until her arm dislocates with a creaking tear that makes us cringe, squint, all the bodily reactions we’re paying for.

Con widens his fingers, lets her go.

Behind him, TJ steps easily over the file cabinet, Con crawling backward away from her now, almost to the wall, then there. Without looking away from TJ, his hand finds the handle of the door behind his head.

“Fuck you—” he starts to tell her, but stops: the bad-luck door is locked. He pulls and pulls on it, then laughs hopelessly, his hand spasming to his pocket for a cigarette, which after two tries he fumbles to his lips.

But he can’t locate his lighter, has to hold the cigarette out to TJ for a light.

In her POV, Con’s pitiful.

She steps forward, her claw-finger extending now, but hesitates as his hand accidentally locates Nona’s keys in the lock above the handle. Already in the lock.

“I love you, Nona Pearson,” he says, fumbling furtively with the keys, TJ’s POV panning right just in time for Nona’s boxcutter (the previous clicking, evidently) to flash out of the dark-whiteness, down across her face, Hale sitting fast up from his bed, clawing at his own face, breathing way too hard. The sibling link evidently broken.

Vangelesti stands.

Hale steps off the gurney, away from Vangelesti, and collapses in an atrophied pile, holding his gut. Throws up nothing, which seriously aggravates his stomach condition. Backs his way into a corner hiding place.

Vangelesti rolls the wheel of Con’s missing lighter, though. In its flickering glow they gauge each other.

“She said your name was Hale,” Vangelesti says.

Hale forms his response carefully, with much concentration—“Who?”—an easy question to answer with a cut to Nona, in the now darkened hall. Breaking the key off in the door, looking through the small window. Staying too long.

She becomes aware of the boxcutter still in her hand: TJ’s blood is eating it away. Nona drops it, looks back in, and all we have to go on are reaction shots from the other side of the glass, wheels turning in Nona’s head.

She says “Shit” but it’s muted by the glass.

The blood is eating into her hand now, some just burning the skin, some doing the trick Hale’s did—burrowing in between the lines.

Nona catches her breath as it does, gets a series of quick and unwanted flashes of old footage: Stan falling earthward; a lemon being squeezed into a tall, clean glass; the demon tail exiting the top of the frame, leaving the roof of the house, the shingles where it just was.

And more, new footage: the demons in their lair or wherever, in some orgy of death, a near replay of the alien nest in the last Alien.275

One of them is looking into Nona’s intrusive POV somehow, Nona spasming in the hall, trying to rub the blood off her hand, her eyes rolling back white.

Still messed up, she manages nevertheless to stand, follow the wall, turn to run.

Con and Rush evidently already have, are in a wholly different hall by now, moving from emergency light to emergency light, Rush still wet with extinguisher foam.

They round a corner. At the end of this different hall is the freight elevator. Con slides to a stop, stops Rush too.

“What?” Rush says, pulling away, wiping lung-blood from his mouth.

Con is looking behind them, though. Some motion there, low to the ground.

“No,” Con says, and drags Rush by the shirt into the stairway.

After the door closes and it’s quiet again, the motion presents itself: Sandro wheeling hesitantly into a pool of emergency light, breathing hard, sheened in sweat. Watching the hall closely, he extracts his fingerless racing gloves from a fanny pack, straps them on.

IN the activity room, TJ is writhing on the ground, holding her face, resisting death just as she was in Hale’s flashback, when she was just Jenny, just twelve, just pulled under the three-wheeler.

Finally she gets still, and we go close on her skin, track up her body to her deeply cut face, remain there a while, long enough for her eyes to open.

Slowly, she stands from the flames, a Terminator shot.

Runs a finger down the gash in her face.

Skin is trailing off her now more than before, meaning she’s less human, more demonic. A black-reptilian brow-ridge even, on one side.

She starts walking to the door. By the time she gets there she’s running.

FROM a shot down the hall, the activity room door explodes outward, impacts the opposite wall at an angle, so it’s embedded, a motionless image (dust settling), which eases the slow dissolve into the stillness of the freight elevator, where things are unchanged: Hale and Vangelesti, staring at each other. Hale trying to stand, failing. Vangelesti offering to help but Hale not going for it.

“She’s coming,” he says, and she is, TJ: the freight elevator resolves itself in her POV. Through the steel Vangelesti is dim, hardly there. It’s Hale’s hunched-over signature that’s important for her.

The shot reverses as she approaches the door, pries her fingers into the crack—her blood eating into the surface of the steel—but the extreme close-up of the locking pin holds. Hale and Vangelesti watch it bend, though. It almost breaks before TJ stops trying.

Vangelesti looks to Hale and then back to the door, where he tries to remove the bent pin by faltering lighter-light. Finally he has to shake his head in defeat, though. He slides down a wall, turning the lighter this way and that, watching the flame.

“Does playing dead work?” he asks Hale rhetorically, but Hale isn’t listening. Is looking to their ceiling. Waiting.

It finally comes: a soft whump, a settling from above.

Vangelesti lets the lighter fade out, rolling it back on instantly.

Standing below the service door now is TJ, looking the predator in every way there is.

She’s staring at Hale.

Hale’s staring back at her.

“Jenny,” he says.

“‘Jen-ny,’” she repeats back in monotone, not quite an answer.

She looks Hale up and down, Vangelesti neglected, his POV studying TJ from the side.

She becomes aware of this, turns to him, annoyed, and there around her neck—still—is Cat’s ring.

Vangelesti looks from it to her.

Realizes.

“Cat,” he says, and steps forward, into the shot, reaching for the ring. To join her is the idea.

Meaning he’s not their angel.

BENT over a water fountain is Nona, her injured hand in the water. It works; she collapses. Starts to nod off then slams her eyes wide open.

“No, Noan,” she says, looking up and down the hall.

She stands again, wraps her hand in part of her shirt, and begins moving unsteadily on, having to urge herself: “Go go go.”276

Finally she reaches a recess of sorts. She steps into it, palms the radio that was in Rush’s pants for the ER scene. Her teeth are chattering.

She holds the radio close to her mouth, depresses the button, whispers into it: “Get out,” her voice coming from the control panel of the security room. No one’s there.

On one of the monitors no one’s watching is a stairway, Con and Rush passing, Con swiveling his head from his apparently talking shoulder to the camera, then running on. As if there were someone there to nod to.

His voice comes back after they’re gone, already breaking up, out of breath: “Where is she? Can you see her?”

Moments after them, in the stairway and passing fast enough that it looks like she’s almost on all fours,277 is the answer: TJ, unaware of the camera, already bounds ahead of it.

CON and Rush explode out of the stairway, into a hall.

“This it?” Rush asks.

Con nods, stumbles on. Overhead and pointing after them is a sign reading SECURITY.

“Shit shit shit,” Con says, pulling Rush around a corner. But Rush slips away, crashes into a wall. Tries to stand, can’t.

“Go,” he says, zero breath, coughing. “I can’t—”

“But it’s just … ” Con argues, sweeping his arm forward. Rush shakes his head no though, pushes Con away.

“It’s best like this, anyway,” he says. “Tell … tell my brother … ”

Con stands, torn, and finally shakes Rush’s hand in farewell, holds it. Looks away, behind them. Says it: “I’ll lie to him like no seven-year-old’s ever been lied to before.”278

“I know,” Rush says, smiling, his hand on the rail the only thing keeping him vertical. Maybe even the same wall he had the fake coughing fit on earlier. Similar enough that we get the idea.

Con backs away, his expression going slowly from reluctance to something more unadulterated, primal: in TJ’s POV, he turns to run.

TJ doesn’t follow immediately, but lingers on Rush’s wall, walking delicately on new legs—bent knees, long long feet, so she’s standing only on her toes. As if the tendons are tightening; as if she’s testing the ground. But her wings have yet to surface, are still buds. Bleeding now, burning the ground where she passes.

In her POV there’s no explanation for Con having stopped there in the hall. Rush’s coughing comes through though, so she inspects, inspects, leans down so close to Rush that they’re face to face.

She runs her long claw across the wall slowly, searching, Rush snaking around it, but just barely.

From an angle beside her, she looks up at the hall, at the sound of Con retreating, and moves effortlessly after him.

CON slides around another corner, pulls a bulletin board down behind him, runs on, covering much ground. His POV intent on the security sign.

Between breaths—or, with those breaths—he’s telling himself “I’m no hero I’m no hero I’m no hero.”279

He runs through an empty section of the hall and moments later TJ crosses the frame, running along the wall for a few moments after having made the corner, losing no speed.280

At the last possible instant before she’s on Con he sheds Metatron’s jacket and grabs onto the handle of the security room door. His momentum slings the rest of him against the wall—the toe of his motorcycle boot shattering the glass door it hits—but he holds on. TJ passes, digging into the wall, spraying off sheetrock.

Already turning.

Con opens the door—his nicotine gum inserted, keeping it unlocked—and then he’s in, removing the gum a nanosecond before the door is pounded closed for him, almost on him. All he has to do is reach up and lock it. Breathe.

Safe, he looks at the gum, smiles at the gum, romances the gum. Puts it back into his mouth.

But then the door is pounded again, once, twice, the lock holding for the moment, Con backing away nevertheless. Looking to the mic by the control panel.

He sits in Metatron’s chair, never taking his eye off the shaking door, then leans down to the mic—a male Stretch281 in the small hours of the night—and looks for Nona: “Where are you?”

FROM her comfortable little nook, Nona replies, whispering still: “Where are you?”

Con’s o.s. voice comes back: “Safe.”

“Your friend?” Nona asks.

After some radio silence, Con says it: “He was dying anyway.”

Nona shakes her head in something like grief, disbelief.

“Why us?” Con asks her. “There’s so many other people here … ”

“Maybe because we remember,” Nona says. “We know where she came from, who she was. That must be its … her weakness … ”

“It’s not like I was telling anybody … not like Gin was, at least … ”

“I don’t know,” Nona says, looking at her hurt hand, narrowing her eyes. “But I think I can.”

“What?” Con asks, Nona not answering. He comes back again, repeating himself: “Where are you?”

Nona’s POV focuses in on the sign directly in front of her nook. Below the floor designation is an arrow, with the improbable SECURITY by it.

“Three-C,” she says, reading. “Three-C.”

IN the security room the pounding on the door suddenly stops. As if in response to Nona’s location.

Con looks from the door to the mic, says it: “You think she can understand words?”

OVER TJ’s shoulder as she races down the hall is 3C, Nona’s nook getting closer and closer. The only sound is her radio, Con coming through: “Fuck … that’s my floor. She’s … get out! God … you were right … ”

TJ rounds the corner, ready to kill, but it’s just Nona’s radio balanced on the handrail.

She breathes a little deeper, a little angrier, gets a full, est. body shot: how little human she is anymore.

SOME number of floors up, Nona emerges from the stairs and turns left, the freight elevator doors torn open, the shaft open for floors and floors.

She steps hesitantly forward to look in and a bloody arm comes down from the ceiling, brushes her cheek. Trying to back away she almost falls into the shaft—does lose her flashlight (tumbling end over end down, est. height)—but at the last instant grabs onto the arm, pulls Vangelesti down from the ceiling, on top of her, saving her.

He should be dead, but isn’t. Just seriously fed upon.

“No,” Nona says. “Not you … ”

She drags him to the side, cradles him just as she cradled Egan in the original.

When she smoothes his hair back he opens an eye to her, smiles: in his hand is Cat’s ring.

“She’s not a little girl anymore, is she?” Nona asks.

“I know more about demons now,” Vangelesti creaks.

“She never was a little girl, really,” Nona says, continuing. “They just dressed one of their own up … in her. Whatever was left of her.”

“But she didn’t go for him … she thinks—” Vangelesti starts. “She still thinks that he’s her brother.”

“She won’t for much longer,” Nona says.

Vangelesti coughs up a mouthful of some vital-looking blood; Nona starts to wipe it off with her hand, then uses her shirt instead.

“It’s not you,” she says.

Vangelesti starts dying then for real, meaning he still has a little left to say: “One thing I could never … atheists … that God exists in us, so it isn’t really God at all, but … us all along—”

He’s cut short by a soft death, though.

Nona finishes for him, looking off into some middle distance: “So what about the devil then, right?”

She laughs herself into a quiet cry, holding Vangelesti, and her grief resounds down the elevator shaft, works its way into the elevator itself.

The lighter wheel rolls on and for an instant the walls are blood spattered, a slaughterhouse, and then Hale is looking up at the open service door, has been listening.

Nona’s What about the devil then, right? echoes impossibly, as if just in his head. As if settling there.

ON some other floor, Sandro wheels quietly out of a room. He’s sweating hard, but not panicked.

Too, his POV is following the SECURITY arrows on the ceiling. A candy wrapper catches in the spokes of his wheels but he calmly removes it.

In spite of all the music he makes it to the security door, knocks once, twice, and by the third time Con is at the joystick, trying to get a camera directed onto security, the camera down the way from Sandro whirring uselessly, scraping plaster dust from the ceiling, the monitor Con’s looking at showing ceiling, more ceiling. He beats on the control panel, all his joystick bravado gone, talks into the mic again—“Is she smart enough to knock, you think?”—but is just talking to himself, has to know that by now.

Behind him, high in the corner above the door, is the automatic peephole monitor he’s not aware of, looking down at an angle. Inset, it’s Sandro in his chair, knocking and looking down the hall. Getting fed up.

Finally he wheels out of the monitor, onto the one just down the hall, which Con has managed to point at the floor again.

Sandro waves wide in it; Con nods back with the camera, has his finger on the door buzzer when, in another monitor, TJ appears, galloping through. Toward Sandro is the idea.

Con loudly swallows his gum.

“Oh shit,” he says. Backing his finger off the buzzer.

On the monitor, Sandro pivots his head down the hall, starts wheeling backwards, his expression all about TJ being there.

In a practiced flash he about-faces and is leaning forward, racing, not looking back.

Moments after he passes, and moving significantly faster, is TJ.

SHE’S right behind the close-up of Sandro’s face in the hall, wholly comprising his b.g., like a comic book splash page.

Sandro yells with effort, for more speed—TJ faltering for the first time, from the three-wheeler injury rising on her leg—and the moment he passes the security door it slams open, into TJ, already off balance. She goes sliding, already regathering, and in that eighth of a second282 Con latches onto Sandro, pulls him out of his chair, into the room.

But the door is yawning wide, now.

Con reaches for it just as TJ makes her leap, and doesn’t have it quite closed by the time she impacts, moving fast, hard enough that Con reels back into the security room without anything from the forearm down. It’s cut off just below the elbow.

Sandro climbs the knobs and latches of the security door to the deadbolt, locks it.

Con’s stumped arm is a gurgling fountain.

He tries to cover it, is already in shock.

“Look, Ma,”283 he says weakly, smiling, holding his arm up, “I’m a hero,” and then slouches down, unconscious, bleeding out.

Sandro crawls over, tourniquets the arm as best he can—his hands are strong—flinches back hard when the door pounds in and keeps pounding in, TJ on the inset peephole monitor doing some serious venting, her blood seeping underneath the door, smoking, the door for sure going to give, already showing the shape of her right hand/claw,284 the hinge bolts straining.

Instead of cutting away from the action per usual, though, we stay with them, waiting for her to come through, end it.

FROM the outside the door looks even worse, weaker. In TJ’s POV Con and Sandro are one grey smear. The stress points of the door are showing too, as fine, marbled shadows.

She shoulders into it again and again, the cut in her face re-opening across the left eye, the back of her leg falling apart, and when she’s just almost in, an o.s. wolf whistle stops her midlunge, and then a voice keeps her stopped: “Hey, good lookin’.285 Yeah you.”

Her POV sweeps around, the direction she just came, and there’s no one, but on the inset monitor in the security room, there is: Rush, still invisible to her, knocking loudly on a door, overturning a cart. Turning to run, lead her away. Save Sandro and what’s left of Con. Be their angel.

Sandro climbs into Metatron’s chair, the joystick coming naturally to him.

“Michael Stipe,” he says, in wonder. Rush stumbling from monitor to monitor, keeping his hand on the wall, pulling things down. Sandro thumbs the red REC button on the joystick and “Losing my Religion”286 cues on, as if from that button.

BUT it’s with Nona too, R.E.M. Not as insistent, but there. And she is losing whatever religion she had—standing in front of the freight elevator door she told Con not to run back to.

It’s been savaged a little by TJ. Some of her blood is still there, not yet dry.

From a low angle and behind, Nona is small before the door, is standing in front of a mosaic, a little girl awestruck, trying to understand, see it all at once; make sense.

She looks up at the ceiling, tries to cross herself but does it all wrong, so that her finger slices jagged across her throat, a bad little image made jerky and important in the editing room.

That’s not all, though. Next she extends her arm to the door, her hand, that same thirsty finger, stops just shy of the blood, hesitating, her reflection distorted in the polished chrome.

“What am I becoming?” she asks, the music fading, and then does it, touches the blood, keeps her finger there in spite of the burning, until some slips between the extreme close-up lines of her finger.

She collapses, is somewhere in JENNY’s childhood. After the three-wheeler accident but before the burial. In her and Hale’s upstairs room on the floor. Drawing with a lump of charcoal. Her withered legs gathered beside her.

She looks up to Nona’s POV, her eyes too innocent for words.

“I only have black,” she explains, the most we’ve heard from little-girl Jenny.

Nona’s POV lowers to Jenny’s level, studies the current drawing: pretty much it’s what we expected—a half-drawn Swedenborgian angel that’s already looking like a demon. In action. Straight from Jenny’s wall in the original.

Nona’s finger extends—is still extending—and touches the demon, comes away sooty.

“Are you an angel?” Jenny asks.

Nona shakes her POV no. “I’m … your brother’s friend,” she says. “What are you doing?”

“Drawing,” Jenny answers perfunctorily, in her best Carol Anne.287

“Really, I mean,” Nona says back.

Jenny smiles, most of her face hidden in blonde hair. “Are you a devil, then?” she asks.

Nona shakes her POV no again, but is compelled to follow Jenny’s gaze to her own finger, the soot-become-blood. The same finger she touched the elevator door with. She gasps.

“I think I’m ready now,” Jenny says. “I’ve been praying.” She tries to stand then, but can’t: her leg, hip, and lower back are still seriously injured, as if never tended to. A younger Zelda.288

She holds her decaying arms straight out to Nona, for Nona to pick her up. Like she did for Hale in the original.

And Nona wants to.

Jenny adds the finishing touch: “Are you … my mom?” she asks, weakly, shyly, Nona not even able to answer. Able only to pick her up, hold her close. Spin around the room. Not see the heavy-handed demon-sketch, finished now, inserted: it has Jenny’s fine features, a little-girl face. And a bleeding line welling up diagonally across that face.

But back to Nona: over her shoulder, Jenny’s eyes are rolling back to yellow, and she whispers it into Nona’s ear just before they crash into blackness: “Tell my brother I still love him.”

IN that blackness are two things: 1) the dim outline of a service door on the ceiling, and 2) a thin line of emergency light—the meager space TJ forced between the freight elevator doors.

Suggesting Hale could have been in on Nona’s communion somehow.

A few floors below, Michael Stipe is back on the air and pounding as Rush retraces his path from security to oncology, the signs passing overhead in a blur, the electricity starting to surge on unsteadily, unpredictably. He’s pulling everything he can down behind him, pushing doors open he doesn’t enter, leaving them swinging. Twice TJ is on him, sending him sliding, but he’s still wet enough with the extinguisher foam that he’s invisible in her washed-out POV.

He’s not taunting her anymore, either. Just trying to breathe, stay alive. Not cough up too much more blood.

Once TJ stops, studying Rush’s bloody spit and the ID bracelet he lost. The close-up of the bracelet reads JACOB RUSH, “Jacob” being the angelic push here, TJ mispronouncing it for us in case it didn’t stick: “Ja-cub.” She looks from the bracelet up the hall and redoubles her pursuit, tearing everything up she can.

Ahead of her, Rush is standing at the door to chemo, unsurprised.

“Guess this is where I’m supposed to be,” he says.

He looks from the door back to TJ, just exiting one of his swinging-door rooms.

She balls up her anger and impatience and screams it out all at once, forcing Rush back into Oncology for the second time. He leaves the door swinging, swinging, TJ bursting through moments sooner than seemed possible, floating glass throughout the shot, almost a 3-D effect.

Rush is already retreating down the hall. Past the radiation signs we’re trained to watch for, wait for. Signs we’re supposed to have already guessed. But he stops at the supply closet first, the lights overhead still surging.

TJ swings her POV down the hall, to the opening supply-closet door.

By the time she gets there, slamming it, Rush is nowhere.

We go tight on her face as she listens, listens, and then her expression slowly changes: this time it’s the demon swaying its back—TJ bending away from the handful of syringes slamming into her wing buds, Rush hammering them down all at once, emptying them into her. The same stuff the nurse gave him earlier.

TJ screams in pain, banging from wall to wall, the protean lights evoking William Hurt, Altered States.289 She’s changing nearly as much, too, veins and muscles reorganizing themselves. But there are the chemo drugs to deal with: they well up graphically under her skin, burn and pop, and we almost feel sorry for her, what she’s going through.

Finally she falls by degrees, tries to get up, goes facedown instead.

Rush waits it out for a bit, going to eight on his hand, then steps carefully over TJ’s demon wings, extending wet and useless from her back, forced out too early by the chemo meds. Rush flinches away from contact with them. Placing himself immediately in front of the radiation booth.

He looks down to TJ. “Green eggs’ll fuck a person up,” he says, “even you,” TJ’s yellow eye opening to his voice.

Before she can do anything he comes down hard and unexpected with a chair, onto the back of her head, and then drags her by the arm into the radiation booth, positions her as he must have been positioned. Closes the door.

On a peg by the viewing window are some safety goggles. He puts them on, breathes twice, then turns the large dial way past safety.

Now it’s a waiting game: when the lights surge on the radiation kicks in and TJ flails at the door, the wall, the glass. Last is the glass. She’s screaming too but the booth is soundproof.

The lights surge back on one more time, long enough for her to slide down, out of sight, and then they go off for too long.

In the darkness the reflected lenses of Rush’s goggles back away but don’t leave. Keep watching. Which is a punishable offense: when everything’s at its most silent—the signature theme even absent—TJ crashes through the unbreakable glass, alive, the power coming on behind her, for her, all her human traits burned off, her wings hanging limp and bloody from her back.

In her POV the radiation light casts Rush’s shadow against the wall.

She looks from it to him, and he looks back at her, at himself, to her again.

She can see him now. His shadow.

“Ja-cub,” she creaks, and Rush cocks his hand to flip her off, isn’t able to complete the motion before she makes a rag doll of him, colors him with his own blood, then finally feasts on him, her skin still smoking hot.

Not dead yet. More like reborn.290

FROM a low angle and looking in from ext., ER lights up, the power steady, the broken doors trying to swish open and closed, only one of them halfway making it, waking a gunshot VICTIM, who passes back out.

Otherwise it’s dawn.

THE fluorescent lights rouse Nona too, but just barely. She’s partially sitting against the freight elevator door. Looking bad.

The first thing she does is stare hard at her index finger.

The second is throw up.

The third is turn—vomit stringing from her mouth still—to the elevator buttons, remembering they were pushed sometime in the night. The UP one blinking.

“No,” Nona says, reaching for it too late.

The elevator behind the door is rising, though.

“JD,” she says, reaching after him, “Hale,” then falls into the stairway, a series of shots291 of her on floor after floor, hitting the buttons too late each time, the elevator going up, up.

Soon enough the stairs end at a heavy door.

Nona sags, looks down, ahead, finally chooses ahead. Inserts her key into the lock, the door swinging wide onto the roof, Nona framed in the doorway, drawing into herself, the morning sky in her POV so so threatening, like she can just fall up into it. Like she has before.

She collapses in that doorway and the shot widens off her, making her small against it all: a helipad complete with copter, various radio antennae, monstrous a/c condensers, etc. Just off the helipad is the freight elevator, and in the weak int. light of that elevator the doors are in a loop, are jerking again and again against the bent pin. Which is slowly being worked up and out.

BUT back to the roof, off the roof, down the side of the building, through a window, TJ looking up from her hurt place to the wonderful Christmas sun.

It glistens off her leathery black skin. Her wings flex luxuriantly in it.

MOMENTS later she crawls out through the window, up the side of the building, her wings trailing behind her, still heavy but beginning to move with each other.

NONA’S POV catches TJ’s black claw, reaching over the roof. TJ follows, majestic, deadly. Way past stopping now.

Nona closes her eyes, still urging herself on voicelessly, talking herself out into the open, mouthing, “Go go go.”

She does, stiff legs, clenched fists and all.

Before her is TJ, standing on the precipice, turning once to study the corniced gargoyle. It would be as big as her if it weren’t crouched, protecting the building.

Nona walks softly to TJ, and TJ turns, waits. Extends her great wings in the sun, which is truly daunting.

“Jenny,” Nona says, no response, then repeats, with volume: “Jennifer Sweren.”

TJ looks away.

Nona continues: “You’re not … you don’t have to be … look at your leg … it means part of you still remembers who you are … ”

TJ doesn’t look but we pan around anyway, and the back of her leg is still shredded. The muscles contract as if TJ can feel the weight of our stare.

“Are you still in there?” Nona asks, talking to Jekyll via Hyde.292 “Is there anything left? Don’t you see what they’re doing here …? They brought you back just to birth one of their own … but you don’t have to let them … ”

Suddenly they’re both in the improbable b.g. of the helicopter keys, trailing out of the helicopter ignition.

And TJ is listening.

“You’re not one of them,” Nona is saying. “You’re already … dead. I’m sorry.”

TJ raises a black hand, runs it painfully along the side of her face.

Looks down to Nona.

IN the freight elevator the pin finally falls loose, and the doors open, sunlight piercing the int.

We cut back across the roof before there’s any motion, though, TJ turning her back on Nona, resisting the argument it would seem—which is to say able to be intrigued by an argument. Which is to say not quite invulnerable. TJ rolls her massive shoulders, her wings extending again, just almost dry, and they flap awkwardly once, twice, and then the weight is off her feet. But she’s not quite ready. And, coming back down, her bad leg gives and she folds into a leathery pile, smaller than would have seemed possible.293

Nona approaches, brushes the pads of her fingers along the ridge of TJ’s shoulder, but her touch drives TJ up to her roaring full height. She backhands Nona across the roof, to the helicopter rails, the copter keys jingling.

The idea being that if radiation failed, maybe blades won’t.

But then TJ sees something: in her POV it’s a thin rail of a shadow against the rising sun. Hale, standing. On the other side of the roof. So weak.

Nona sees him too, all the water in her head rushing to her eyes.

“JD,” she says, unable not to smile, then louder: “Hale.”

TJ looks from Nona to Hale, as if the name means something to her—still—and then Hale becomes the physical proof for Nona’s argument: he looks away from Nona, back to TJ. “Jenny,” he says, calling to her. Calling attention to himself.

But too, now TJ’s aware of the sky above, the WINGED SHAPES volplaning three thousand feet above the earth, waiting for her.

Decision time.

Hale looks to Nona one last time, shakes his head no, or good-bye, or something that Nona can read, flail against. “Hale … ” she screams, “no … ” but yes: Hale, with TJ watching, crosses his arms across his chest coffin-style then falls backwards off the roof of the hospital,294 into this Christmas morning, and TJ’s yellow eyes water at some preconscious, undemonic level, and she floats across the rooftop—half-flying, half-running, the balls of her feet barely touching the ground—and dives thoughtlessly after him. Her brother.

Nona, alone on the roof, tries to form words, can’t come close. Instead holds her face in her hands and gives up.

TWO things more: 1) the slow pan off the edge of the roof revealing that the side of the cornice gargoyle previously out of sight is now broken away, as if whatever was inside is already out, and 2) TJ and Hale, mere yards from crashing into the concrete at top speed, TJ cradling Hale but unable yet to fly, her wings trailing behind them, a cool shadow engulfing them both, from above.

IN pathetic relief the sprinklers rain on in ER, then in a series of shots throughout the hospital. Everywhere except in the security room, it would seem. Sandro looking to the sound of water on the door.

Rush’s videotape ejects itself from the recorder.

It’s still made up like a postcard, Con’s handwriting on it—CHRISTMAS
EVE. Con either unconscious or dead in the f.g., resolving in.

Sandro neatly crosses out EVE, leaving just CHRISTMAS, then makes a show of pushing the door buzzer.

The door swings open on his wheelchair, waiting for him, the trusty lime green steed, all-aluminum.

NEXT is the mahogany door of Dr. Watkins’s office opening at long last, Dr. Watkins emerging as if waking after a long and bad dream.

Soon enough he’s in his own series of shots as he rises through the hospital, surveying the damage, Golden Earring’s “Twilight Zone”295 pounding in louder and louder, an apt song for the state of the hospital—the fire damage, trashed doors, dead people, etc. It’s unclear whether Dr. Watkins sees all this or whether we’re cutting ahead, recapping, but it doesn’t matter. The expression on his face is childlike, impervious. Insisting on some other, explainable story.

Finally he’s in an elevator, taking him wherever. Which is up.

HE steps out the same door Nona unlocked, is suddenly on the roof. She hears the gravel crunching under his feet.

He walks to the edge of the roof, gets all wet-eyed. Opens his arms as if to embrace the city. Laughs to be alive, and then gets pushed cleanly off, Nona standing behind him, breathing hard, mad, already looking away from what she just did—Sandro floors below, depositing the CHRISTMAS tape into a mail slot, not aware of the window behind him, being blotted out by a large leathery shape, moving simply up.

ON the roof, Nona still has her back turned, doesn’t see the adult demon sweeping up into the sky behind her, TJ and Hale’s destroyed bodies in tow, the demon’s wings making small work of the ascent.

She does turn to the flapping, though, but is too late: from Hale’s POV it’s the same footage from earlier, when he was dead—his bloodied arm grasped by a demon claw at the top of the frame, pulling him deeper into the sky.

He goes close on the blackness of the claw, his POV fading us out, and remains there long enough for the credits.



  

DEMON THEORY 18
 


Part III of a three-part novelization of the feature film trilogy The Devil Inside, as adapted from D, the unauthorized best-seller inspired by the case notes of Dr. Neider, as recorded in a series of interviews conducted during his residency at Owl Creek Mental Facilities and originally published in the journal P/Q as “Narrative, Me-dia, and Allocution: Genre as Mnemonic Device.”



 
  


the eternal is also here,
only the way to it is brutal
 

—Gerald Stern
 



  


THE third starts with a siren, darkness, some road whipping past. Always some road whipping past, always night. We fade in on the top of the ambulance, keep up with it down the two-lane ribbon, cut inside where it’s dark all over again, the only thing to hold on to the windshield and whatever headlight it allows, but that’s at the front end of things. We’re in the back, where the patient rides. Where somebody’s riding.

A voice comes over the driver’s shoulder—male, muffled, insistent: “Just go get her. Trust me. Take the highway to junction 139 and then—” but the voice is cut short, the tape squeal giving it away as a recording. It rewinds violently, starts again: “… get her. Trust me. Take the highway to junction 139—” Again, shorter: “… Trust me. Take the highway [rewind]. Trust me. Take the [rewind]. Trust me [rewind]. Trust me,” the screen fading in on the PLAY button of an old tape recorder. A scrubbed-clean fingernail on that button, the skin around it once-burned, healed over now.

“You heard him,” a familiar female voice says, and the driver—SKOPEK, big enough to be a WWF296 contender, dressed in orderly whites—angles the rearview mirror down to the voice, and in the reflection it’s NONA, hospital gowned, her hair grown back natural, a strawberry blonde almost—est. that enough time’s passed for it to do that.

“Trust me,” the tape player repeats again. “Take the highway to junction 139 and then every right after that. A two-story house. Cattle guard. She’s going to need some medical attention.”

“Trust me,” Nona repeats, mocking the tape, “we’re all going to need some of that kind of attention,” and then directs her POV to the JCT 139 road sign approaching. She moves her head with it as they pass, so that it’s the still thing, everything else moving, including a POV approaching the ambulance from behind, a fast, car-level rush, swerving left just before impact. On the side of the ambulance is PSYCHIATRIC TRANSPORT.

The siren wails, wails, is drowned out gradually by some cranked Black Sabbath,297 the DJ ad-libbing an intro—call letters “KBAT,” punctuated by flapping wings. We go close on the guilty radio and half-gloved fingers roll the volume knob even farther over, to the handwritten 11, a Spinal Tap298 nod.

From above and behind once more, we finally get the whole scene: the ambulance is being paced by a primered Chevelle, vanity plate STACE. In the Chevelle are STACE and TINE and VERONNIE and three other punks—GEORGIE (name sewn into his mechanic coveralls), DIM,299 and JAKEY BOY,300 the youngest and quietest of the crew, which translates to newest, least doomed.

Dim leans out the window, sits on top of the door and swings a beer bottle over his head in imitation of the ambulance’s siren. Wails with it, the wind tearing his voice away.

Skopek looks over from behind the wheel, not impressed.

Stace, the driver, leans forward, looks back. Smiles. Slides his hands over as if to ram Skopek but isn’t really holding the wheel.

Tine screams, trailing off into laughter.

Skopek doesn’t flinch.

“Fuck them,” Veronnie says, looking away from Skopek, draping herself over Stace, and Stace nods, buries his foot, the inset traction bars slapping his leaf springs, the Chevelle surging ahead, Dim losing his beer bottle under the ambulance, almost going down with it, Georgie and Jakey Boy hauling him in at the last instant, Stace keeping track of all this in the rearview.

“Take this right,” Tine instructs Stace, and Stace starts to turn the wheel, which takes us into the old house, the int. wall of Jenny’s childhood room. The idea being that at the end of all those rights the caller was talking about is this, the house in the country, the weathered drawings. Waiting to be reactivated. Nested among them is an oval mirror. Reflected in the oval mirror301 is Egan’s worn mask, motionless for long beats and then looking slightly over, into the camera.

The shot reverses slowly and on Hale’s bed is STAN, masked, chin in hand, elbow on knee, feet on bed frame—the aging gargoyle Rodin302 never had. Alive again.

He’s studying the wall.

Breathing.

Flashing back to twelve-year-old Hale, carrying a mangled Jenny toward the house. Evidently this is moments after the three-wheeler accident, grass and dust still thick in the air. Hale stops about fifteen feet out from the porch, maybe unsure whether to come all the way home, and in the bedroom Stan’s eyes behind the mask shut, as if looking away.

A tear wells up and spills, its path hidden by grey-rubber skin.

He stands. Raises the gloved hand that his leg’s been hiding. Between two of the fingers is a cigarette.

“No more,” he says, voice rough, and then holds the cigarette to the corner of one of the brittle drawings. The paper smolders at first, then takes flame, the fire reflected in the close-up of his still-wet eyes.

By his leg again, forgotten, the cigarette burns into the rubber finger of Egan’s glove, but Stan either isn’t sensible or doesn’t care anymore. Either of which is bad news.

The wall in front of him burns gloriously, and backlit against it he raises his arms from both sides, reaching for the crucifixion stance, waiting to burn with it. But it’s early yet for anything as final as that: as the flames lick up into the dry ceiling, the ceiling creaks, the stained paper curling back with heat, and then it gives all at once, spilling days of accumulated snow down on the fire, smothering it.

Stan just stands there, over it, his arms still out, the index finger of his glove melting away, the flesh beneath boiling, his gargoyle face caught again in the scorched mirror, the rest of him framed through the window, a long shot this time, est. the house as snowbound, lightless, everything it needs to be. The low angle even stands it tall against the sky like the Bates place, the silhouetted parent an added touch.

It all carries over.

NEXT is a right hand, leather-gloved, leaving a smudge-line down a row of glass doors. Bottled drinks behind all the doors.

At the end of the row is the beer. The hand stops reverently, opens the door, but before it can close we’ve cut moments ahead: it’s already on the check-out counter.

The same CLERK from the original looks from it to the WE CARD mat and then up not to the Chevelle punks as the glove’s been suggesting but to CON, in his motocross boots and jeans, two shirts and two jackets. The ugliest duck-hunting cap ever, hair shaggy under it, again indicating how much time’s passed since the second installment.

“You serious?” Con asks, slapping his ID down. “Whatever, man. Gotta say I’m flattered.”

The clerk doesn’t care about age, though: “Twenty-two fifty,” he says. “And no funny stuff this time.”

Con cocks his head, looks down to the beer, then his wallet. A grand total of fifteen dollars.

We cut ahead again, to a cheaper beer getting slammed onto the counter in the good beer’s place.

Con throws the fifteen dollars down beside it.

The clerk shakes his head no, though. Selects two of the six-packs out, pushes them to the side. Nods.

But now Con shakes his head no, re-includes the beer.

Adds a carton of cigarettes, even.

Looks the clerk in the eye. “Maybe we can work something out,” he says, and we cut ahead one more time, to an ext. shot: Con, beer all tied together somehow and slung over his right shoulder, left sleeve empty. He walks past the pumps, out of the neon light, stops in the lee of the air tank to cup a cigarette with one hand. Looks back at the phone booth and the pile of rags that could be a person.

He starts to say something to the pile but stops himself, steps neatly out of the frame instead, the 139 sign across the road becoming important—yellow letters, blue b.g.

IN the convenience store the clerk is staring down at the counter. On one side of the WE CARD mat is the fifteen dollars; on the other side is a prosthetic forearm–hand combo, with a leather glove.

The clerk sneers.

“Not again,” he says, his trailer cameo, the big line, but before he can test the arm with a pencil, he’s blinded momentarily by headlights screeching up, the Chevelle’s engine making the plate glass tremble. It guns and then trails off, the glasspacks popping, the car parked at a severe angle.

Stace and Tine and Veronnie and the three punks unfold themselves from the int., spill into the parking lot. Turn as one to the clerk, who now has his hand close to a riot gun bracketed behind the counter.

The crew slams through the doors. Georgie’s coveralls are folded down now, and the back of his shirt reads, I DO
OWN THIS PLACE, YES.

“Dirty Harry,”303 Stace says to the clerk. “Nice to see you again.” Dim salutes the clerk in passing, and then it’s a series of shots from the clerk’s POV, all escalating: Stace ducking into the bathroom; Dim drinking a not very well-hidden beer, the cooler doors open, spilling frosted-white air; Veronnie reading the Bazooka Joe jokes to herself, tossing the gum behind her; Jakey Boy lounging over the magazine rack, Georgie hungrily tearing the plastic off a porn mag. All the small-fry stuff we expect. But then Tine goes seasonal, stands wearing a Marilyn Monroe mask, strikes a pose, trying to hold down the skirt she would never wear.

The crew congregates on her, Georgie going for a Gene Simmons face, tongue and all,304 Dim a Richard Nixon,305 Veronnie opting for costume makeup, pasting her face white then drawing vertical black Crow-lines over her eyes, slipping on white gloves as well, mime-style. Just like the inserted container shows it. Dim tries drinking his beer through the Nixon mask but the lips are sealed. The beer froths down his chest, onto the floor.

“Here, Dick, like this,” Georgie falsettoes, taking the bottle and tilting Dim’s head back, pouring the beer into the mask’s nose, which has the necessary breathing holes cut out.

Dim coughs, dry heaves, and while he’s trying to get his bearings Georgie removes his KISS mask, tosses it to Jakey Boy.

Jakey Boy catches it on reflex, looks up in time to see Dim/Nixon barreling down the aisle at him.

The shot cuts to a side view of the counter, Dim and Jakey Boy sliding out of the aisle into the magazine rack, and that’s when the clerk pumps his riot gun one-handed, stands over them both.

The convenience store hushes.

Tine steps hesitantly forward and the clerk swings the gun onto her, motions them all into a tight pack over Dim and Jakey Boy.

The clerk laughs.

“This time you will pay for the merchandise,” he says.306

“What merchan—?” Georgie asks, then has to stop when the barrel lines up on him.

“How much?” Tine asks.

This gets a laugh from the clerk. “All of it,” he says, and, one by one, the crew surrenders their wallets and purses and dime bags and paraphernalia into a disgusted pile on the counter.

“You can’t do this,” Dim says to the clerk, “I’m—” but Veronnie nudges him quiet, directs him up to the convex mirror, Stace approaching down the beer aisle, buckling his belt with one hand.

The clerk looks at them individually, rifles through the wallets, keeping the money, spilling the rest.

“This is how it feels—” he starts to say, but never gets to finish: from behind the hot dog glass, Stace’s arm extends. At the end is a 9mm pistol.307 At the end of the pistol is the base of the clerk’s skull.

The clerk closes his eyes in defeat.

Tine laughs. “No,” she says to him, “this is how it feels,” and while Stace holds the gun, they vent on the store, doing all the typical damage. In the midst of it Dim helps Jakey Boy up.

“We don’t get out much, Jakey Boy,” he says, winking, then takes the Nixon mask off. The backside is slathered in beer and nose blood and maybe vomit. He throws it at the clerk, retrieves another mask. Gargoyle.

“Better?” he asks Jakey Boy, but Jakey Boy’s busy eyeing Tine/Marilyn, her suddenly bare chest pressed up against the inside of the cooler doors, leaving delicate twin prints in the frost—already more skin in one scene than we’ve seen in two whole movies.

Soon enough the destruction is complete, the store trashed, still settling.

Georgie, in a werewolf mask now, approaches the clerk on all fours. Stands so that the riot gun is pressing into his belly, the clerk’s inserted finger wanting to so so bad.

But then Stace cocks the pistol.

Georgie’s eyes smile through the mask for a moment before he slaps the barrel to the side, spins the stubby shotgun back around so it’s under the clerk’s chin.

“Trick or treat,” he spits, the clerk flinching.

Georgie laughs, turns, leads the way out, everyone falling in until it’s down to Stace and Veronnie.

Veronnie looks to Stace, uses her mime hands to say no about the clerk.

Stace pulls the pistol away, backs out of the store.

Leaving just Veronnie and the clerk.

She walks up to him, smiles a big smile, biting a blood capsule so the dye runs down her chin. Slowly then, she bodies up to the clerk, reaches around behind him, takes Con’s prosthetic off the counter. Holds it and her other hand up to her cheeks, miming shock, and then laughs, leaves, spinning the sunglass rack in passing, the shades shooting out long after she’s gone.

Now it’s just the clerk and the store.

“Fucking Halloween,” he says.

IN the parking lot the close-up of Stace’s eyes through the windshield are the ones blinded now: the ambulance, coasting slow low and heavy through the parking lot.

As they pass, things slow down, both cars hardly seeming to roll at all, Skopek looking out the window, down at Stace & Co., Stace looking back.

IN the int. of the Chevelle, Georgie, using Con’s prosthetic, reaches over the seat for Stace’s gun, turns to the back glass, pretend-shoots the receding ambulance full of holes, making the sounds himself.

Stace isn’t liking this, though.

Veronnie either: she palms the gun away from Georgie, leaving the hand of Con’s prosthetic empty.

“These aren’t toys?” she says, vintage Nona.

BEHIND them, the ambulance has backed up to the front of the convenience store.

The rear doors swing open. Dark inside.

The pile of rags underneath the phone booth stands, becomes a Swamp Thing308–looking bum, his beard matted over. Like Egan said Seri said in the original, he does have Hale’s eyes.

He steps off the curb, up into the ambulance.

Before the doors close Nona leans forward, into the meager light, says it: “We’re going back.”

NOT far down the road, Con, peeing in the snow, looks over his shoulder at the Chevelle tearing past, someone yelling out the window, dopplering away.

Soon enough he’s peed a circle around himself.

The car is taillights for about six seconds, then they kiss each other bye, disappear.

“Fools,” Con says, the steam from his pee rising around him in a hollow column.

“LIKE we’re going to find it this time,” Tine says to the row of backseat punks. The ditches outside the windows are much closer now, the Chevelle inching along.

“We’ll find it,” Georgie says.

“Dim?” she asks, and Dim the gargoyle holds up a finger, turns the page of a different Strange Stories–type book than in the original. But similar enough that we get the idea.

“Can you even read?” Veronnie asks.

“Fuck you, Ronni,” Dim tells her. “I went to the same school as her.”

“That doesn’t mean you know how to get to her house,” Veronnie says.

“Who?” Jakey Boy asks.

Tine smiles. “Jennifer Sweren,” she says reverently, getting drowned out for a moment by the Chevelle, trying to pull through a low spot in the dirt road, its inserted rear tires spinning, spinning, the chains that weren’t there before finally inching them forward, then shooting them bouncing and sparking over a cattle guard—the cattle guard, Stace’s cigarette falling out the window as cigarettes have to, here.

There in the headlights is the house.

IN the Chevelle, Tine doesn’t look away from it, narrates for Jakey Boy: “They say she comes back every Halloween. You can hear her … ” she trails off, looking simply up.

“Oh,” Jakey Boy says, playing tough. “That one.”

Veronnie smiles around her beer. “Really we just came out here to scare you three, get us some. Drop your pants, now. You know the routine.”

“You wish,” Dim says after a long beat, which est. both that Veronnie’s playing and that Dim hoped she wasn’t.

THEY spill out of the car for the second time, the backseat punks pushing each other into the snow, Veronnie inhaling to fit Stace’s gun into her waistband.

“So this is it,” Tine says, hardly impressed. “Unspoiled Americana. The stuff of legends, movies, all that shit. Good thing I’m not a virgin anymore309 … I do need a long hard beer, though, if any of you’ve got one for me … ”

Georgie really really does. She opens it and it foams over, getting a smile from her as she mouths it deeper than she really has to.

To her left Jakey Boy’s looking up at the attic window.

“Nobody lives here anymore, then?” he asks.

Veronnie looks up with him. “Guess that depends on how you’re using the word,” she says, joking. Behind her Stace is inspecting the chains, tightening them. Looking past the tree line, at the gathering clouds, soaking up the stars.

“OF course there’ll be a storm coming,” the close-up of Nona’s mouth says around a disposable razor, as if in answer to Stace. Her face is flecked with shaving cream. The ambulance is motionless; she’s shaving the bum. Nona continues: “But it’ll wait for us to get there.”

“How polite,” a muffled female voice says from the other int. wall of the ambulance, and—artfully avoiding the bum—we pan over to SERI, dressed in pajamas, mouth poorly gagged with pantyhose, hands and feet duct-taped together.

“Exactly,” Nona says back to Seri, “polite, proper. There’s an order to follow, an etiquette. Just like last time.” Seri rolls her eyes, but before she can get anything else out, Nona’s razor-hand trembles, almost spasming. She grabs it but not before a line of thin blood can leak down the extreme close-up of the bum’s neck.

He flinches away. His hand rises into the frame, grabs her wrist, and then he sits up: HALE. Nona smiles.

“Trust me,” she says, both to him and to Seri.

In her b.g. is the rearview, no Skopek behind the wheel. In his absence we pull down to the radio, a female voice coming through: “… unauthorized use of an emergency vehicle on state highways is nothing to laugh at, Skopek. I know you’re listening. Do this. Listen to me, not to her. She’s just using you to escape … three years ago she brutally murdered the director of the hospital she was working at … she’s not what you think she is … ”

Reflected in the rearview by a new angle, Nona is looking at the radio, smiling an evil smile for Seri. “They don’t really care about me,” she explains, nodding up front, outside—to Skopek. “I only killed one.”

Seri pauses long enough for us to register what Nona’s saying. “But … he’s—” she starts, Nona already interrupting: “All dressed up for Halloween? Another escaped mental patient?”310 Nona smiles, continues: “They haven’t even found everybody he killed, yet. And that was eleven years ago.”

Seri shakes her head in disbelief, looks as far away as possible. Flinches in spite of herself when the ambulance rocks, Skopek manhandling the jack and the spare at the same time. He cuts his hand on the jagged piece of beer bottle improbably sticking up out of the flat, and, pissed, hurls the flat deep into the trees. It’s our first indication of what he can do. But then he reels it all back in, settles the spare onto the hub, at first with what looks like great deliberation, but slowly becomes suspicion. As if can tell he’s not alone, is just going through the flat-changing motions now. His POV watches the exhaust curl delicately around the chrome bumper. When it finally shifts, not with the wind, Skopek closes his eyes once, twice, and on three he spins, crowbar in hand, but is too late: from an aerial POV he’s already receding, the POV turning suddenly ahead of the ambulance, focusing miles ahead, on Georgie the werewolf,311 howling, throwing an empty beer bottle at Hale’s mother’s window, knocking a single pane out, lower right.

FROM Hale and Jenny’s bedroom the glass crashing into the house is muted, but there. Enough. The cigarette smoke in the room moves toward the new airway, mildly curious.

“WELL, we’re here,” Tine says, looking up, shivering, “it’s Halloween … where is she already, Dim? My nipple ring’s making me look more excited than I am, here.”

Dim the gargoyle is playing Chuck Connors312 with the riot gun though.

“Jennifer, you mean?” Jakey Boy asks, but before Tine can answer, Georgie raises Con’s prosthetic formally, interrupts: “This is part of his initiation, right? That he goes inside first?”

Dim smiles, with it now, and nods.

Veronnie looks to Jakey Boy, mimes pity.

“You scared of a ten-year-old girl in a wheelchair who’s dead anythehellway?” Georgie asks Jakey Boy, pushing him toward the house.

“She wouldn’t be ten anymore, would she?” Jakey Boy asks.

“Do you age after you die?” Dim asks back, no answer.

“Initiation … ” Tine agrees. “We’re an exclusive group, Jakey Boy. As I’m sure you can tell … ”

Jakey Boy shakes his head, chews his tongue, stalls, stalls, then finally slams the beer Georgie offers and throws the frothy half of it back up, the crew laughing about this. In response, Jakey Boy stares them down, walks up to the door. Knocks.

Silence.

Beat, beat.

Stace looking to the Chevelle, twirling the keys on his index finger.

Jakey Boy looks back for guidance then knocks again, louder, and this time the door swings in. It doesn’t swing closed again. In Jakey Boy’s POV there’s a gargoyle face looking down at him.

“No more,” Stan says again.

Jakey Boy swallows for us. Before he can even begin to back away, Stan has him fast by the throat, is slinging him out into the others. Following him down to finish it.

As he steps off the porch he draws one of his signature shear blades, holding it low, leaning into this thing called killing, and is almost on Jakey Boy again when the riot gun simply explodes—Tine screaming from the sound, falling to her knees. The slug catches Stan in the side, picks him bodily up, throws him back onto the porch.

It’s all silent again for a moment, but then he stands.

Shuffles back out again.

When everyone else backs up, away, fanning out, Dim remains, holding the gun at his hip. “I’m not up for any Jason313 bullshit tonight,” he says, and pumps the gun, fires again and again and again into Stan, who keeps coming, finally doesn’t have enough left to even maintain balance.

After a few moments, Georgie approaches, stands with Dim over the smoking corpse of Stan. The rest too, except Jakey Boy, backed up to the porch, still trying to breathe. He watches as they touch him with their feet at first, and when he doesn’t stir they stomp him and stomp him and beat him with the gun. Toward the end Tine strips the mask off, even—revealing Stan’s decomposed face—throws it behind them.

The kicking session over, the crew still stands over him. Their would-be killer.

They have his blood all over them, are breathing hard too. They look at each other, Dim smiling in his mask for Jakey Boy, and then the first bit of wind from the storm moves in, lifting the snow around them.

“See,” Georgie says. “The bad guys don’t always win,” but then Veronnie goes even whiter in the face than she already is, can’t even scream. Instead she has to mime out what’s in her POV, over Jakey Boy’s shoulder: at the end of the line her finger makes is a huge DEMON figure, vague through the snow, just wings and torso.

Spinning, there’s two others as well, spaced evenly around the crew.

Tine says it then, for the record: “What if we are the bad guys …?”

Dim, in his gargoyle mask, looks to the demon opposite him and his reaction shot puts a demon in his b.g. as well, immediately over his shoulder. His mask in comparison is a bad joke.

He pulls the trigger of the riot gun but the hammer falls on nothing, on Meatloaf, a time-compressed “Bat out of Hell”314 kicking in hard. The demons move in on cue, and it’s the Lost Boys315 massacre in flashes, practically an MTV316 video. Anthematic as hell.

Which is to say we want the demons to do what they do, now. Want it on-screen.

And it is satisfying: Tine dies; Georgie dies; Dim dies about three times, in as many ways. Stace, however, manages to back out of his jacket somehow, crawl away. Veronnie and Jakey Boy are both nowhere—either dead or presumed dead.

As Dim leans into his fourth death the Chevelle fires up, Stace behind the wheel, fishtailing backward, the front end whipping into the side of the cattle guard.

IN the cab, he rolls his window furiously up, keeps the tires spinning—chains sparking uselessly again on the iron—but then the front of the car settles down with demon legs, demon weight, making the close-up of the rear tires spin in air, the chains whistling.

We pan up from them, to the rear window, the modest radio sticker there, deadcenter: KBAT, the white letters framed by black bat wings, the car shaking like its nose is in a meat grinder.

X amount of time later—though the storm’s not hit hard yet, so it can’t have been long—Con’s still walking down the road. Dirt now, trees leaning over it. Less beer than before.

He bends over to cough a lung up, and when his POV settles back on the road, Veronnie is running towards him, her mime face blood-splattered.

Con looks left and right but there’s nowhere to go.

Fifteen feet out she stops, breathing hard. Evaluates him, asks her question: “… Mad Max?”317

In her POV, Con, backlit, featureless, shrugs his shoulders, looks down at his boots, hair, etc. Is piecing a response together when Veronnie gets spooked, falls a few steps forward, into his arms. Con pats her back with his good/only hand, keeping an eye on her back road.

“You’re ….” she starts, “you’re not going there, are you?”

“Thunderdome,”318 Con nods, getting into the role.

“But … there’s—”

“Bad things,” Con finishes, serious for once. “I know.” As proof he holds his stump up and it freaks Veronnie enough that she falls down, backpedals away. “Run along now,” he says, where she can’t really hear.

He doesn’t watch her leave. Instead he raises his good/only hand. What’s in it is Stace’s pistol, lifted from Veronnie’s pants.

As he trudges deeper into the canopied tunnel the trees make he checks the clip, smells the nose of the barrel, snugs it into his own waistband, the shot not moving with him, locking in place just when his elbow’s jutted out, his hand still on the gun, the night opening up.

After a few steps he dissolves into it, is replaced by the house getting re-est.: the slight rise of the cellar, the shed, snow all around, frozen red with blood so it looks like a cherry Slurpee or something. Still no electricity. Just a trail of fresh footsteps approaching, the Strange Stories book in the back of the Chevelle blown open, pages fluttering back and forth, the screen going black on it for long moments, marking time, enough nothing happening on-screen that the headlights cutting through it all are welcome.

ON the other side of the headlights Nona is tracking their progress, leaning up through the divider. Over her shoulder it’s snow, snow, more snow, and then the house suddenly looms into view, filling the windshield.

“Our Devil’s Tower,”319 she says to herself with all due appreciation. “I knew it was out here somewhere.” But the wasted Chevelle is blocking their way. Skopek noses up to it, idles for a moment, finally kills the engine.

“We can’t get any closer?” Nona asks.

Skopek shakes his head no.

Nona leans over more, looks as high up as the ambulance will allow, then gauges how far it is to the house. “Well then we better bring everything in in as few trips as possible,” she says. “We don’t want to be out in the open any more than we have to.”

Skopek looks up into the sky, where Nona was looking, and there’s nothing there. He keeps watching anyway, watching close, Nona in the rearview looking away, the shot panning around to a side angle as she surreptitiously depockets a pill bottle—her meds, evidently—and raises it to her lips, kisses the bottle bye, ceremoniously dropping it behind a cushion, the shot pulling tight on it and then back up to Seri, who evidently saw this.

She swivels her head, tracking Nona’s progress to the ext. of the double doors. They swing open for the second time, and this time Nona steps down out of the darkness, keeping her hand on the latch, her back against the box, the sky so empty above her she has to close her eyes against it, make herself breathe steady.

Next is Hale, and his stepping all the way on-screen at long last is labored, elaborate, as if it’s him testing the ground now. A hero-shot already. He’s pretty much the same as in the original though, just a few years older. In what must be some of Skopek’s clothes, hanging off him.

“They’re too big for you,” Seri says, stepping down herself, the tape on her legs cut. “You look like a little boy, I mean.”

When the rest move off, she stays, until Hale extends a hand, leads her down by her tape-cuffs. Nona watches this, wipes her nose in disgust and flicks her fingers, which sprays the snow with blood. She retrofigures back to her hand. “Not now,” she says, lipless, extra-determined, then gets distracted by the sardine can the Chevelle used to be. Shakes her head with a combination of vindication and regret.

“See?” she says to Skopek, and Skopek nods, adjusts the oversized duffel bag over his shoulder. Smiles the littlest bit.

They single-file it to the house, following Con’s tracks in, meaning, from an attic POV, through the glass, they swing around the red snow in the yard, as Con must have. Saving it for later is the idea.

SERI asks it—“What happened here?”—trying not to step too much into it, the blood, and Nona, not not not looking up, having to stiffleg it even to move forward, answers: “What always happens.”

Seri, in turn, takes note of Nona’s well-est. agoraphobia. Looks to the sky herself, unafraid. Not remembering yet, it would seem.

Once to the safety of the porch, Nona turns to Hale, running a finger along one of the suspicious six-packs hanging over the porch rail.

“Well it’s your goddamn house,” she says.

Hale nods once. “How did you … find me?” he asks, his first words on-screen.

“911 automatically traced your call. To the pay phone. Three years ago tonight. When Vangelesti and Cat came out … ”

Hale looks to Skopek, the kidnapped Seri—mouthing “Vangelesti, Cat”—then back to Nona.

“But I would have found you without it,” she adds, then looks away, as if embarrassed.

Hale nods as if he believes she would have, yes, then opens the door on Con, pistol already drawn, candlelight glancing off it. Skopek automatically underhands the duffel bag through the doorway, Con getting one spastic shot off just as the bag levels him.

For a few seconds then, everyone looks down to see if they’re bleeding. Nobody is.

Skopek sneers anyway, crosses the room in one stride, lifts Con by the throat. Con in turn extends his good arm, the pistol resting between Skopek’s eyes. An intense little moment, and then Nona steps between: “No no no,” she insists, but doesn’t weigh enough to back it up.

Meanwhile, Con’s lips are going blue. He thumbs the hammer back, Skopek smiling down the barrel, the veins of his arm swelling, Con’s trigger finger contracting. At the last possible instant, Hale steps forward, clamps down on the gun so that some moving part of it catches on the webbing of his thumb. He grits his teeth, takes it, a thin line of blood trailing down.

Skopek releases Con; Con tries to breathe. Hale, in turn—everyone looking at him now—dutifully surrenders the pistol to Nona, who makes a demonstration of sliding the clip out onto the couch. “Now that that’s over,” she says after a few beats, and looks to Con. But Con’s studying Hale.

“Back from the grave,” he says appreciatively.

“Aren’t we all,” Hale says back, singsong.

Seri laughs, shakes her head no. “Knock knock,” she says. “Some of us have never even been here.”

“We’ve all been here,” Nona corrects.

“When, then?” Seri asks.

Nona looks to Hale, then to Con. Asks Hale the question first: “How old are you now?”

“Twenty-six,” Hale answers, hesitantly.

Nona nods, turns on Con: “And how old was he when you and that other … your—”

“Virginia,” Con supplies.

“When you and Virginia resuscitated him, took him to the hospital?”

“Or, that—Vangelesti,” Hale remembers aloud, getting lost. “Cat, right?”

Con looks to Hale. “Fourteen,” he says.

“Twelve years, then,” Nona tells Seri. “Do the math.”

Seri smiles. “With imaginary numbers?” she asks. “Because what you’re saying is that him [indicating Con] and his … paramedic friend … Virginia or Vangleeni or whoever, that they drove out here when they were like twelve—which was five years ago?—and performed some CPR BS on him [indicating Hale]?”

Con smiles an apologetic smile. Looks to Nona as well. Who isn’t looking away. “How long have you been out here, anyway?” she asks him.

“Too long already,” Con says. “But I thought you were all locked up?”

Nona nods. Looks to Skopek. “I had some inside help,” she says. “Didn’t look like you were going to be showing up anytime soon … ”

“Got this thing about institutional medicine now … ” Con says, tying his empty sleeve shut.

“So what happened out front?” Nona asks.

“Hell if I know,” Con says. “But I did see Marilyn Burns on the way in.”

“Marilyn who?” Seri asks, still bound, frustrated.

“Sally,” Nona explains. “The girl who lives through Texas Chainsaw Massacre.”320

Con smiles at the floor, gets a cigarette between his lips. “Nice to be part of your lunacy, again, Noan,” he says, lighting up, the storm slamming into the house on cue.

“It’s not mine,” Nona says cryptically.

IN the front yard, the bloodstain on the snow seems to be leeching out almost, growing larger. Or maybe it’s just the wind. For a brief second a shadow comes into focus over the bloodstain, and then it sharpens rapidly, darkens, and Con’s prosthetic enters the top of the frame butt first, lands hard, evidently rejected. Sticks in the red snow so it’s reaching up.

BACK in the living room the shot is tight on the coffee table, from directly above. For a moment the duffel bag blots everything out—Skopek’s thick arms guiding it—and then is pulled away, spilling its contents, Nona’s survival tools: lantern flashlights, snack food; Physician’s Desk Reference,321 solar blankets, copper tubing, files, mounds of candy, occult paraphernalia, electric pencil sharpener, etc. It’s all wet too. Before the wetness can be identified, however, we crosscut over to Con’s reaction shot: he’s looking to Nona, shaking his head in disbelief. “The Girl Scout comes through again,” he says.

“What did you bring, then?” Nona challenges, and Con whips out his carton of cigarettes, beer from every pocket on his left side. The beer he offers around, but no one’s interested.

“Making me feel bad here … ” he says. “Shit cost me an arm and a—well, an arm.” He smiles, peels the inserted tab back. Hale takes note of this inserted pull tab. Manages to snag it from the air when Con flicks it at the fireplace candles.

“Didn’t think they made these anymore … ” he says, panning around for support.

“This is BFE, remember?” Nona says, not interested. “Probably been on the shelf for ten years already. Nothing like age to bring out the taste, right?”

Con reexamines his beer, hesitantly whistles the opening riff of “Dueling Banjos,”322 an invitation nobody takes. He drinks anyway.

Seri laughs. “This why you kidnapped me?” she asks. “A keg party at a haunted house on Halloween? Aren’t we a little old for this?”

“We’re playing younger,” Nona says flatly, then shrugs, giving permission to Hale. Hale removes Seri’s wrist-tape.

“So this is … ” Seri begins, rubbing her wrists, eyeing everybody. “I’m not a hostage anymore?”

In answer, Nona’s POV confirms via close-up that the ambulance keys are still around Skopek’s neck. Skopek nods. In turn, Nona nods to Seri.

“We’re fifty miles from anywhere,” she says. “Do what you want.”

Seri stews. Opposite her, Skopek palms a lantern flashlight off the coffee table, drops it back instantly. Slings his hand as if the flashlight was hot. Everyone jumps. Close-up, the plastic housing of the flashlight is melted away; extremely close-up, one side of it’s blown out, an exit wound. Wet all around.

Nona turns on Con: “You shot the battery,” she says, over-enunciating, inspecting the rest of her destroyed goods in wonder. Laughing. “It’s all … corroded, God … Just one shot?”

“Wrath of Khan323 … ” Con suggests.

Nona looks to Skopek, still wiping the burn off his hand. “More like Conan the Expendable,” she says, her voice trailing o.s.

While they bicker and salvage Seri stealths around to the phone, lifts the receiver, rotary dials 911 in. Watches the suddenly hushed crew watch her do this. She smiles at them as if she’s won, is winning, but then lifts the receiver to her ear: nothing, just Con, doing his best female-robot voice: “Please hang up and try your call again.”

She softly replaces the receiver.

“You can’t do this,” she says.

“We’ve already broken out of an asylum and stolen an ambulance,” Nona says. “Kidnapping’s small-fry.”

“But I’ve never been here,” Seri says again, almost sobbing.

“Just pretend you don’t remember, Sare,” Nona says. “Like it never happened.”

“Did it?” Con asks. For us.

Nona stares at everyone in sequence, ending on Hale. “Something happened,” she amends. “I’m not sure what, okay? Or with who, even. But I know it’s not over. The facts we can confirm are that he [indicating Hale] tried to hang himself … however long ago, for whatever adolescent, cinematic reasons. Enter Con and [searching for the name] … ”

“Virginia,” Con supplies again, almost mad about it.

“Virginia. You, or … or you-as-Vangelesti, you and some her anyway managed to save his life, get him to the hospital—”

“In a coma, though,” Con adds.

“—where all verifiable hell broke loose. More or less.” With “less” she nods to Con’s stump.

“But it wasn’t really him in the coma, right?” Seri asks, anticipating Nona’s logic. “Because he was at the convenience store the whole time, waiting for us to pick him up?”

Nona disregards her for the moment: “Before that, though, or during, we all had some sort of dream—remembered being here … ”

“Demons and shit,” Con adds, waggling his fingers vaguely up.

Hale nods. Seri looks away, still resisting.

“Now,” Nona says, depocketing a stick of chalk, drawing a line on the wall, which gets an impressed smile from Con: “You brought your own chalk, Noan?”

“They don’t let us have sharp objects at the hospital,” Nona says, concentrating hard on the line.

“Because you’re … ” Seri says, “what’s the word. Unbalanced?”

Nona resists the bait, continues, hashmarking her time line: “Five years ago something … a gate,324 got opened. On Halloween. And we got pulled through. To here, another here. The here on the other side of the gate, like a mirror—”

“So we’ve really never been to ‘this’ here?” Seri interrupts. “Of course.”

“But why us?” Con asks.

“Because we were part of your daily life in the hospital,” Nona answers. “Yours and … Virginia’s. When you resuscitated him [Hale], he was dead for a little bit. Long enough for Stan to reach into you, through you—both of you. To us.”

“Stan?” Seri asks.

“His father,” Nona says, nodding to Hale. “I found him in the hospital database. Along with you. I printed it all out.” Together, she and Seri look down to the half-burned files, scattered everywhere.

Con’s still backtracking, though: “You were the janitor at the hospital … ” he says.

“Custodian,” Nona corrects.

Hale smiles to himself. “And I always did want to be a doctor … ” he says.

“And he let you be,” Nona says. “For a while.”

“He?” Con asks.

“His father,” Nona answers, tipping her head over to Hale.

“But why?” Hale asks.

“I don’t think he can help it. He’s caught in the gate too. Between life and death. Should be dead but can’t die.”

As she says this we cut softly to either the attic or the cellar. Somewhere where light’s not reaching, anyway. A presence, though. Crying maybe, or breathing hard and scared. Either Stan, listening, alive again, or Jakey Boy, not dead after all.

IN the living room the shot now is the fireplace, some salvaged candles flickering in it. The dialogue continues o.s., Con: “But what about the … things?”

Nona laughs through her nose. “It’s like in the Twilight Zone when you miss dying somehow, a fluke, whatever. To maintain balance, death comes for you.325 Makes it personal. Closes the gate.”

“Then why are we still here?” Hale asks.

“Because he won’t die. Your father. Can’t. Now they’re feeding on us. Even using us to surrogate their young, get an unholy foothold in our world … ”

“Jenny,” Hale says, looking away.

“I’m sorry,” Nona says.

“He was still trying to bring her back … ” Hale realizes.

“He still wanted to bring her back,” Nona says. “They used that against him. But since he wasn’t, technically … alive at that point …?”

Beat, beat.

“I think he gets it,” Con says.

Hale looks away, takes a beer. Loses himself in the ever-so-nostalgic pull tab.

As Nona continues, she gets pushed o.s. by another POV shift, this one watching them from the second floor. Either Stan or Jakey Boy again. Skopek becomes aware of being watched, sweeps around for who.

“Now you all know how this works,” she says. “If there was a gate opened, and there’s bad things on the other side of that gate, then that gate has to be closed. Simple as that. And the way they always close the gate is by, for instance, saying the spell backwards. Or, in our case, repeating what we remember from the other time we were here. All the same circumstances, except with a different ending. Think Watcher in the Woods.326 That’s why we’re here … all of us. For the sequel.”

“Except him,” Con says, nodding to Skopek. “What’s he for?”

Nona smiles. “He’s backup,” she says. “In case I’m wrong.”

“In case?” Seri asks, incredulous. “In case? Because of some children’s horror movie you caught once on Nickelodeon in the day-room through a haze of Thorazine you feel compelled to come out here and reenact a dream you had?” Nona neither nods nor doesn’t nod.

“Ganzfeld,” Seri pronounces finally, in defeat, as if in explanation. Then talks down to them: “It’s a German term. G-A-N-Z-feld. A documented, psychological phenomenon. When you’re deprived of sensory input for too long—say, institutionalized?—you begin to hallucinate … see connections where there are none … come up with theories for your personal demons, which you want to be real, not imagined.” As illustration, she pans us over to Nona’s childishly drawn line.

In the new silence everyone tries not to watch Nona, does anyway.

“How do you know German psychology?” Con asks weakly, but Seri doesn’t answer.

“Because her father was an experimental psychologist,” Nona says for her, wiping her nose triumphantly, “practically Nazi. A real Victor von.327 Experimenting with anti-aging chemicals or hormones or something. The kind of anti-aging that won’t let you die. Stan was his star patient, the only one who lived. And lived. And lived. That’s how he got you here the first time, Sare, through his association with your father. Because you weren’t hospital like the rest of us.”

Now neither of them has anything to say.

“He brought us all here so we could close it for him,” Hale says finally, “the gate. So he could die.”

Nona nods.

“But this time we’re really here, right?” Con asks, then, weaker: “Meaning we can really die … ”

Nona keeps nodding.

“So what now?” Hale asks.

“We split up,” Nona says hopelessly, waving her fingers to all the rooms of the house at once—fingers which she notices are red with fresh nose blood. She makes a fist out of them, squeezing the blood out, continues: “Wait for it to start. Play along. Scream.”

“What’s wrong with—?” Hale starts, cueing into her hand, but Nona interrupts: “Nothing.”

“Nothing,” Seri repeats, her voice half o.s., the shot closing in for long, important moments on the blood Nona dripped, reacting with the hardwood floor somehow. Reacting wrong. Finally the wood just slurps it in. Somewhere above it Con’s still talking, still on the old thread: “… but we’re not supposed to figure it all out this early, are we?”

“Well …?” Seri says when there’s no answer, but before she can rally support there’s a loud scraping above them—ceiling, roof, somewhere, something.

Nona forces a smile. Looks up in false wonder. “A noise,” she says.

Con manages a low-volume fake scream: “Ah-hh.”

“This isn’t funny,” Seri says. “We don’t have to split up … ”

“What are you scared of?” Nona asks, her voice uncharacteristically breaking.

Seri shakes her head. “You,” she says finally. “When your demons don’t come, then what? I mean, it is Halloween … ”

Nona forces another smile, but the extreme close-up of the sharp corner of her lip is doing the Ethan Hawke twitch,328 giving something away. From her POV it’s consciousness: first the room goes soundless for her, as if there’s a barrier between her and the crew, and then the crew themselves start to fade. “Not now,” she says in her inner ear, but can’t stop whatever’s going on. The shot reverses long enough for a thin line of watery blood to run down from her left nostril. The last image her POV has to lock onto is the wall, the candles casting one of their shadows on it. And that shadow has gargoyle ears. Nona chokes some breath in, blacks all the way out.

“Wait, this isn’t—” Con realizes, almost catching her in time.

“Worse than I thought,” Seri says, and when Hale turns to her for more she has it: “TLE. Temporal Lobe Epilepsy … easy to diagnose. First … well, the seizures. Second, the patient will be highly verbal, dominate any conversation. And third, the patient sees … metaphysical importance in the most, um, ‘mundane’ things.”329 She looks around the house, showcasing the mundane.

“This isn’t a seizure,” Con says. “Look at her. Feel her.”

“Then what is it?” Hale asks.

“Some sort of reaction,” Con says, “maybe withdrawal,” then to Seri: “How long since she kidnapped you?”

Seri shrugs. “Eight hours?” which seems to be what Con wanted to hear.

“She’s coming off whatever they had her on, then,” he says, rolling her sleeve back from the close-up of three years of track marks.

“But she—” Hale says, gets interrupted by Seri, scanning the living room: “Goddammit. Where is he?”

They all look around: no Skopek.

Hale looks to the couch: no gun clip.

And Nona’s supplies are trash.

“Is this how it went the last time?” Seri asks Con, and Con shakes his head no.

“She needs some immediate pharmaceutical assistance,” he says about Nona, then turns to Hale. “Wasn’t your mother old, sick or something? No disrespect, but don’t old people keep lots of unnecessary medicine around, to fend off the … inevitable?”

Hale nods.

“Syringes, even,” he says, and leans upstairs, all hangdog. But Seri stops him.

“We don’t split up,” she says. “This is Plan B330 now.”

“Does it still involve getting her some medicine?” Hale asks. After a short standoff—long enough to est. that Seri knows where the medicine is—she nods yes.

“I’m not my father,” she says, and follows Hale up, motioning for Con to fall in.

Con dutifully adjusts Nona on the couch, stands. “Just when Plan A was starting to make sense, too,” he says, then mounts the stairs behind Seri and Hale, flips his collar up with one hand.

“‘We … ’” Hale says, looking back to Nona, alone.

Con is the last conscious person in the shot. “Be right back,” he says, à la Stu,331 stepping up out of the frame, the empty stairs now b.g. for the fireplace candles, already dissolving into Con’s prosthetic, too slick for snow to cover it, too peachy to miss against all that blood. Soon enough some of the snow crumbles, though. A body taking shape. Stan, gasping for breath, coming back alive. Painfully. Looking bad too. All he can do is crawl, pull himself arm over arm away from the house, toward the cellar. Halfway there he comes face to face with Egan’s gargoyle mask, iced over, grinning at him. He crushes it in his leading hand, reaches the cellar. Pries the door up, letting the wind lift it for him. With maximum effort manages to fall awkwardly over the lip, into the mouth.

The door slams shut behind him.

Back to the prosthetic again. We hold on it for a few beats, and then an odd thing: The Wizard of Oz, wholly m.o.s., uncolorized; daytime. The Scarecrow’s C3P0 moment,332 when he’s just been dismembered by the winged monkeys. Their shadows are still retreating. His body parts are scattered all around. In case we miss the association, though, Con, in Hale’s mother’s bedroom, narrates what seems now to have been his projection: “I came for an arm … Noan came to prove she isn’t crazy … ” He looks up from digging in the nightstand, to Seri. “You came to pay for your father’s sins … ” Seri chews her cheek, looks around.

“This isn’t Oz,” she says.

“Well it sure isn’t Kansas anymore,” Con says back, then looks to Hale at the window—the prosthetic there in Hale’s POV—continues o.s.: “And Haley here came for …?”

“Family reunion,” Hale mumbles sardonically. He turns from the window to Con, narrows his eyes at the INSULIN ampoule Con’s lifted from the medicine drawer, is holding up to the meager light, to read.

“Find it?” Hale asks.

“Don’t even know what I’m looking for,” Con says, still looking.

Hale returns to his vigil. In his POV the prosthetic’s no longer there. “No place like home,” he says.

“You can say that three times fa—” Con starts, gets interrupted by that scraping again. From the hall, the backside of the attic door swinging down, Seri at string control, rolling away from the dust.

“It’s just me,” she calls into Hale’s mother’s room, then peers up into the darkness. Scrapes the door closed again, the first smart move in the trilogy.

But then she notices the door to Hale and Jenny’s old room, cracked open the slightest bit.

“If this was a movie … ”333 she says, and steps forward, her bad-idea motion completed by a figure opening the utility door, to outside. Nona fills the frame for a moment but the low angle and the blood dried on her upper lip suggest it might not really be her—or, all her.

She steps out into the storm in just her T-shirt and rounds the house, beelines the ambulance, neatly shying away from the red snow, the shot tightening down finally to her popping the hood, reaching in. Underneath it’s like the distributor cap was just waiting for her to twist it off.

She drops it into the deep snow at her feet, turns back to the house, becomes a shadow through the storm for an unclaimed POV buried in the back of the ambulance, nearly hyperventilating. Jakey Boy comes slowly into focus. He moves over, hiding himself better, and accidentally trips the tape player—Nona doing her best Anthony Michael Hall334—and it serves as a mental-type v.o. for Nona’s actions: “Dear Dr. Parker. We accept the fact that we’ve had to sacrifice our mental health and more for whatever it was you did wrong, but we think you’re the crazy one, for trying to play God in the first place. You see us in the simplest terms, in the most convenient definitions. But we’re not your lab rats. Not anymore. We found that one of us is a traitor, you see. Sincerely yours, the tragically undermedicated.”335

As she crosses the yard—all this white open space—her suppressed agoraphobia doesn’t cue into the POV tracking her from above, the shot diving down for her back, almost to her when one of Jenny’s half-torched demons fills the frame. It’s still on the wall, but just barely. The shot reverses and Seri’s edged in the door. Opposite her Skopek is sitting on the foot of Hale’s bed, tranced out.

“She had these same ones at the hospital, didn’t she?” Seri says softly. “In her room or cell or whatever …?”

Skopek looks to her for a moment then back to the wall, his blank Kong-gaze resettling, and the way it calms him works as an understood yes to Seri’s question.

“You don’t want to be here, do you?” she says. “This is an uncontrolled environment. There’s no schedules, no familiar faces … ” her voice pattering off into nothing, just sound to mask her approach. Finally she gets close enough to go palm-to-back with him, her middle finger dangerously close to the neon key string.

As she talks her finger edges close to the weak hasp. “I bet you miss that, right? The meals, the recess … like elementary school for the rest of your life … ” Impossibly, too, she finagles the hasp open.

The close-up of the keys falls into Skopek’s hand, though. He makes a fist around it, them, shows some teeth, but now Seri drapes herself over him, puts both her hands over his one.

“No no no,” she says. “It’s just … well. Your friend, Nona. She, y’know, needs her medicine from the ambulance …?”

Skopek still just stares, though. And then Seri steps between him and the wall.

“She said you could … take me back too. While we’re out there.”

Skopek looks her up and down, smiles with the corners of his eyes. “She said that,” he repeats, his voice booming, wholly unexpected, approximately twelve times more articulate than we’d been led to suspect.

Seri reevaluates for us. “He talks … ”

And more: he runs an appreciative hand up her side.

“If that’s how you want it … ” she offers, running an index finger under one of the straps of her black lace bra, trademark Sharon Stone.336 The same bra from the original, too, when she was a corpse. Close enough, anyway. “Forget elementary school,” she says, going over the top now, biting the side of her index finger, batting her eyes.

Skopek smiles a killer smile. “There were three endings to that, y’know,” Con says. The close-up of Hale’s eyes doesn’t register the words though, are still confused from whatever he saw outside.

“What?” he asks.

“That movie Noan’s modeling all this on. Watcher in the Woods. She said we had to do it like Disney did, but Disney didn’t even know what they were doing … You never saw it?”

“Guess I was never ten,” Hale mumbles, then changes direction: “If she was right—Noan, Nona—then we shouldn’t have to try to make it like what we remember. Last time. It’ll all just fall in place whether we want it to or not.”

“But we don’t want it to,” Con says. “Not exactly, do we?”

Hale’s POV looks back to the original, desiccated Jenny reaching up for him, for him to pick her up.

HE shakes his head no.

“Which ending, then?” Con asks, no answer. He continues: “Our proportions are off anyway, girl-boy-wise. Even with Noan’s ex-hostage and the Incredibly Big Hulk.”337

“Total body count, though,” Hale says. “Potential, I mean.”

“I know what you mean.”

As punctuation, Skopek and Seri slip past the doorway, Seri looking in, doing no explaining whatsoever.

“Good thing we’re not splitting up,” Con calls behind them.

“Plan C,” Hale offers, grim in the mouth, then squeezes a drop of blood from the small puncture in the web of his hand, lets it fall. “This is where you shot me,” he tells Con.

Con shakes his head. “Hair or two over it would have actually broke the skin,” he says back. “Feeling woozy yet? Here, follow my finger … ”

Hale looks up and it’s Con’s middle finger.

Hale smiles, tries to clean the little cut with his shirt. Then looks at the stained shirt.

“Hydrogen peroxide’ll get it out,” Con says. “What we used in ER. By the gallon.”

Somehow Hale manages to look out the door, down the hall, to the close-up of the hydrogen peroxide bottle in the soap tray and then back again. He doesn’t move though.

Con continues: “I think the peroxide reacts with the oxygen in the blood or some chemical thing.”

“Sounds pretty scientific,” Hale says, doubtful.

Con smiles. “Really we’d just stain the rest of it with iodine. How you think those nurses always look so tan …?” When Hale doesn’t react, Con shrugs, tosses him some sort of antibiotic cream from the medicine drawer. “Rub this on your ego,” he says. “Doctor’s orders.”

Hale looks to Con in question, still questioning.

“Okay,” Con says. “Physician’s assistant’s orders.”

But Hale’s still questioning.

“Former intern’s orders, then, okay? Speaking of medicine … ” He resumes sorting the drawer, a futile process. But then he looks up. “Shit,” he says. “Noan brought a PDR, didn’t she?”

Hale doesn’t get it.

“Physician’s Desk Reference,” Con explains. “If you were a real doctor—”

“Thought you shot that too,” Hale interrupts.

“Got any better ideas?” Con asks, then stands with the drawer. “You coming, or should we, y’know, split up? Wouldn’t want to do anything unoriginal … ”

Hale looks to the window, moves to follow but moves slow. Collects the ampoule of the insulin off the nightstand in passing, pockets it, something for us to note, file away for later.

The shot moves with them into the hall, over Hale’s shoulder.

“This is the part I hate,” Con says, taking the first creaking step down the stairs. But suddenly Hale isn’t keeping up: on the opposite end of the hall from him is the glint we know has to be Jenny’s old wheelchair. Just to the right of it is the bathroom, and his POV again manages to snake around, look in the mirror: no reflection, just an aching nostalgia.

Soon enough Con’s gone and Hale’s all alone up there, crosscut with an artist’s re-creation of Jenny the night of her disappearance, walking from her wheelchair out the door. In hasty pencil. In the backseat of the Chevelle now, Jakey Boy is holding the close-up of the Strange Stories–type book open, reading, his lips moving over the words, following his finger. After a long and involved sentence he looks up, to the house, confused. “She … she killed them all?” he whispers, JENNIFER SWEREN writ large in the caption, but before he can get any further the storm rocks the Chevelle, turns his pages, slams the book shut just when it was revealing too much. We do get the title, anyway: F.A.M.E.!: FAMOUS AMERICAN MURDERS ENCYCLOPEDIA.338

“Enough of this shit,” Jakey Boy says to himself, and crawls over the front seat, out into the snow. Stands just in time to have to dive out of the frame as Skopek opens the front door, Seri right behind him.

Jakey Boy still has the book with him.

AT the bottom of the stairs Con says it: “Noan?”

The living room is empty, though.

Con looks back up the stairs. “Haley?” he asks, no answer again. He shakes his head in disbelief, approaches the couch Nona was on just to be sure. Touches it. Cues in that the front door is no longer locked. Places his hand on the knob as if to look out then doesn’t, locks it instead. Notices that someone’s dragged their finger through the close-up of Nona’s chalk line, disrupting time.

He turns back to the stairs, grins some sincere displeasure.

“Plan D,” he says, “as in die, dying, death, dead, done for … ” but is interrupted by the downstairs toilet flushing.

“Virginia …?” he says after a few longish moments, everything set up like the original, when Virginia was about to return from the bathroom. Con shakes his head no, as if clinging to reason, refusing to allow himself to hope. But his eyes are saying maybe.

He gloms339 onto the fireplace poker in anticipation.

“Just in case,” he says, holding it baseball bat–style, creeping into the dark kitchen, through it, the shot moving with him to the utility room, the ext. door open. He steers wide.

Soon enough there’s the bathroom.

Con hums the Halloween theme, leans forward with his lighter, the toilet tank refilling, the valve sound rising higher and higher, with the water.

In his own lighter light then he says it again—“Gin?”—and as if in answer Nona’s reflection lurches into the mirror and then she’s framed in the doorway, chin bloody, the orchestra screaming about her. Con falls back swinging, the poker microns from connecting with her face, and she doesn’t even flinch, just sways too far forward, passes out onto Con, becomes a muted crash through the floor Hale’s standing on. In the bathroom, in front of the mirror again, the silver backing rotted away so his reflection is vague at best, and, with no real light source, extra dim.

He turns the faucet on again, no response. But something’s building in the plumbing; something’s always building in the plumbing.340 Hale watches, waits, and it finally spurts out—rusty brown water, uneven flow.

His POV draws tight on it swirling down the drain, the shot getting crosscut momentarily with the same shot from the original, the way Hale must be remembering it.

To complete things, he squeezes some more blood down with the water, very Psycho. Looks in the mirror again, waits. To see what he’s conjured is the idea. Or who.

No one steps into the reflection, though.

He finally twists the water off, wraps his finger with crumbly toilet paper, backs out of the bathroom. Doesn’t seem to notice what we have to: that the wheelchair’s missing. He walks down the hall as if being led, then, the shot moving alongside him, the opposite wall sliding past. The wall with the door that opens onto his and Jenny’s old bedroom.

Hale doesn’t look in when he passes, and what he doesn’t see is a childlike shape at the outer edge of the frame, already gone.

And now someone’s coming up the stairs. Deliberate steps, the POV black and white without being threatening. More like aged. And there are so many more stair steps than there used to be, enough that Hale has time to back into his old room.

It’s still dark in there too. A wrong kind of dark.

Hale senses this, senses motion in the room with him, then looks down to his feet: from his angle there’s black footsteps, a child’s feet. In blood is the idea. All this blood.

Hale breathes out in catches, exhales frost. Gets wet in the eyes.

“You can walk,” he says, smiling, just as the black and white POV tops the stairs, leans into Hale’s mother’s bedroom, locking onto the memory of Stan’s corpse rotting into the mattress, the crucifix standing up out of his back.

The shot holds long enough for us to recognize it as old footage—Cat standing in the doorway. Or the memory of Cat.

BUT back to Hale: in his old bedroom, the child-sized footprints lead into the darkness he’s still staring into.

He starts to make a word, a name, something, then can’t. Has to back out instead, never looking away, feeling along the wall, the shot crossing the threshold with him, catching the glint of the suddenly-there wheelchair Hale doesn’t see.

Instead he’s looking the other way down the hall, to his mother’s room, Cat’s old footage flashing for him somehow, leading him that direction.

He walks toward it, dragging his bloody finger along the wall, the central image of the trailer. He rounds the corner into his mother’s room with no forethought, and it’s wholly empty.

And then the phone on the nightstand rings, the inserted phone downstairs lifeless, est. that the one Hale’s seeing is the only one ringing.

HALE gets weak in the knees and the eyelids and everywhere else it can show, walks forward. Answers: “This is Hale.”

Silence, silence, and then his mother’s voice: “… come inside, dear … ”

Hale’s expression goes blank, serene.

He answers reluctantly—“I am inside”—idly ferrets a syringe out from under the bed. He holds it at eye level, ponders it, the window in the immediate b.g. of his hand, framing the needle, already blurring into the f.g.

Hale returns to the window, resumes his vigil, his fingertips on the frosted glass: in his elevated POV are two things: 1) a young girl reflected in the glass, standing in the doorway behind him, her dress tattered; and 2) Seri and Skopek picking their way between his fingers, toward the ambulance, Seri holding herself against the cold, the storm suddenly bearing down, whiting everything out, screaming too much for dialogue.

The shot tightens down to Skopek’s newly gloved hand holding Seri’s naked one. Soon enough a gust of snow blocks their hands out for moment, and when we can see again, all Seri’s holding on to is a limp glove.

She shakes it away as if it’s an insect.

We go close enough on her mouth that her voice comes through the wind: “Oh God.”

She has to make herself not run. But every direction is just white, more white, the house there for an instant then wiped away just as fast. Never the ambulance, the Chevelle, the cattle guard.

She holds herself against the cold, but then, by degrees, the storm starts avoiding her, the wind whipping around her instead of at her. She smiles in wonder. Her hair floats up.

She starts laughing, a little girl.

ON the couch again, Nona is shivering and sweating both, Con dabbing the nosebleed off her chin, the medicine drawer beside him, PDR open.

“She went outside, didn’t she?” Nona asks, taking her chin back. “Seri?”

“I don’t know whose idea it was,” Con says, and Nona looks at him for more. He supplies: “Hers or his, I mean.”

Nona grins through her fever.

“I guess she didn’t believe me,” she says, “about him.”

Con pauses, looks to Nona in question, then follows her deadpan gaze outside, Seri in the calm spot but no longer calm: through the snow there’s a large figure coalescing.

“No,” she says, “this isn’t possible,” but then the figure dissolves. Seri spins, panics, and is facing the wrong way when a leathery black hand settles on her shoulder. Skopek, frost on his eyebrows.

Seri exhales, wraps her arms around his neck, Skopek unsure where to place his hands. Unsure enough that his POV just studies the ground, the powdered snow suspended some six inches off the ground.

The hug lasts long enough for the floating snow Skopek’s watching to shift in subtle anticipation, get pressed down in the middle, curl back up at the edges. In the reaction shot, Skopek flares his animal eyes, turns his head just in time for a DEMON to enter the frame, diving hard and loud out of the storm, not anticipated by an aerial POV as it usually has been before.

It grabs him, carries him up at an angle, the massive wings cratering the snow around them, Skopek’s jacket already tearing away, saving him.

In the wake of all this Seri’s back down to her original black bra, the first thing we ever saw her in. Breathless too. And still in the eye of the blizzard, or whatever it is. She tries to step out but gets buffeted back.

“This isn’t happening,” she says, voice rising, “Goddammit, Daddy!” but then notices what’s in her hand, left over from impact with Skopek: the neon key string.

For a flickering moment, the ambulance resolves in her POV.

She leans into the wind and stumbles toward it, swaying her back, swaying her back, falling, getting up, glancing off the Chevelle.

She slams up against the passenger-side door, forcing the close-up of the key through the ice.

X distance behind her, Skopek is lying facedown in the snow, his back bloody. Just when it seems he’s dead for sure he resumes consciousness all at once, his massive frame shivering awake. He doesn’t panic though, like a sane person, but keeps his head still, watching the snow for irregularities.

When there are none he stands, finds Stan’s blade in one of his hands.

Smiles.

Watches the sky.

This time the demon isn’t airborne, but standing a few yards out. Big enough that even Skopek has to look up. It steps awkwardly forward, everything about it unnatural,341 unholy,342 unnamable,343 etc.

Skopek hides the blade down the back of his leg. Plays hurt. The demon approaches, stands over him. Looks down to him. Raises a clawed hand for the killing blow but when the hand falls Skopek severs it cleanly, right at the delicately thick wrist.

At first the demon doesn’t respond at all, and then it shrieks, stands farther up on its toes, head thrown back, and Skopek takes advantage, opens up its midsection, wrong-wrong stuff spilling out, melting the snow, scorching the blade.

The demon tries to hold the close-up of its insides in.

When the shot backs off, Skopek’s disappeared.

BACK to Seri, in the driver’s seat now, the ambulance not even bothering to turn over for her ignition key. She dials too fast through the static of the radio—still working somehow. “Please please oh God please,” she screams as quietly as she can. Which is to say her panic is killing her. Her mouth is pressed hard to the mouthpiece when Skopek’s backside crashes into the windshield, showering her with glass.

She screams, screams some more. Keeps screaming. Tries the doors but they’re buckled shut. Finally she kicks and crawls away from Skopek, into the back, where a tray of pill bottles spills over her, dialing her panic up a few notches. We stay with the bottles as they scatter, zero in on the label of one—NONA PEARSON, rolled out from its hiding place evidently—stay with it as a voice replies through the static: “Skopek, Skopek, is that you? If you could just tell us where she’s taken you, just let us know that no one’s going to get hurt this time—” but then the voice goes dead, demon feet coming through the glass on either side of Skopek, answering the question.

ON the hood of the ambulance the wounded demon leans down to Skopek, smelling him, studying him, and Skopek takes it, even takes the blood dripping onto his skin, burning craters. The close-up of his hand is still wrapped around the blade handle, waiting patiently. Soon enough Seri makes some noise in the ambulance and the demon backs off like an animal, trying to look in, and Skopek takes advantage, runs the blade up through the demon’s chin, out the top of its head, then rips it to the side, opening the demon’s face bone-deep, if bones are what that whiteness is. For a moment, from the side, the demon arches back in pain, its massive wings unfolding three-quarters of the way across the screen, sharp, bat-like and beautiful,344 the ambulance rocking with pain.

In the poster version, the headlights are on, for the anthropomorphic touch, and Skopek’s brushed out, so that the demon’s attacking the ambulance. Meaning this scene completes the image for us.

The demon falls back, into the storm.

Skopek extracts himself calmly and deliberately from the windshield, leans back into the wind. To finish it is the idea.

IN spite of his second-story POV, something going on through the storm, Hale’s looking at the little-girl reflection in the window. Maybe’s been looking at it the whole time.

“Jenny?” he says, turning away from the glass just as a huge wing floats across it, no sound.

The doorway the reflection was framed in is empty now.

Hale shakes his head as if he’s losing it, sits on the edge of the bed. Holds his face in his hands and falls back, closes his eyes. Is starting to lean up when there’s a girl’s voice behind him: “No.”

Hale rolls over, looking in the doorway, and in that moment the modified garden-shear blade comes slicing up, through the close-up of a single pane of the window, shaving the air just above Hale’s face, where he would have been. Which is to say that single word, that No, saved his life.

The blade buries itself in the opposite wall of the hall, smoking hot, trembling with history.

Hale turns to it, focuses hard on it.

“Father?” he says, the formal ring of it somehow unsettling.

ON the couch Con is inexplicably oblivious to the crashing glass, etc., upstairs. Occupied instead comparing pill bottles to the PDR, a half-eaten can of corn within reach.

“Wherever his mother is,” he says, adding another bottle to the pile, “she can’t possibly be as happy as she was here. Jim Morrison wasn’t even this happy.”345

Nona stands unsteadily, gropes her way to the window. Parts the curtain.

“They’re gone,” Con tells her.

“One way or another,” Nona creaks, her POV stopping at the frosted glass.

“You can’t remember what they had you on?” Con asks. “Haldol, clozapine … even a family would help … ”

“Or a diagnosis, right?” Nona asks, mentally on her feet, at least.

Con nods.

Nona shakes her head. “You won’t find it in there,” she says, about the drawer, her POV singling out the corroded candy on the coffee table.

She sits by it, gingerly tries to salvage a bar or two.

“They tell me it’s psychosomatic,” she explains, peeling, chewing. “All in my head.”

“But fevers and nosebleeds aren’t—”

“Manifestations of an imagined condition,” Nona interrupts, “I know. Just don’t worry about it, okay? It’s happening to me, not you.”346

Con shakes his head no.

Nona stares back, holds the blanket over her shoulders, dances a fake little jig of health. “Anyway,” she says, “I—” but Con’s already finishing for her, with an English accent: “‘You got better.’ Yeah. Got some battery acid on your candy there, Noan.”

“Leave her alone,” Hale says from halfway down the stairs and out of nowhere.

Con leans back, closes the PDR grandly. “I’m just saying it’ll happen again,” he says, relaxing with the corn, “not that I would know anything … ”

Nona and Hale aren’t listening though, are watching each other instead.

“What do you remember?” she asks. “About last time?”

Hale looks away, around, etc. “It’s like a movie in my head,” he says, swirling his finger first by his temple then just in front of his face, like an old-style projector, which is easy to miss the first time.

“You’re a child of the twentieth-century, Haley,” Con says, bored. “You remember everything in cinematic terms. They’re the only ones you have.347 Your life is a movie.”

“What kind, though?”348 Nona adds, to Hale.

“Limited engagement, low production values … ” Con drones on, already annoying b.g for Hale and Nona: “Us?” Hale finally says, hesitantly, and Nona looks away, eyes wet as if this could be a love story.349 To emphasize that it’s not, the door suddenly gets rammed hard, the whole house shaking with it.

Neither Hale nor Nona nor Con flinch, though. Con appreciates this. “Right on schedule,” he says, then looks to Nona as if waiting for her to ask Hale the question. She does: “What do you think?”

Hale looks back to her, down her, to the close-up of her lower legs and feet, both wet. “You went … ” and then he looks back up to her face: “It was you.” He nods outside to show her what he means, what he saw.

Nona looks at her feet as well, doesn’t answer; can’t. Looks at the floor all around, as if trying to figure it out too.

Before she can get anywhere, though, the door is rammed again.

Hale takes a long time deciding, then turns to Nona.

“Gun?” he asks.

Nona hands it over butt first. Hale runs his finger up where the clip should be. In answer—or in question too—Nona holds her empty hands up.

“Didn’t you have it?” Hale asks, Nona apparently just as confused about it as he is.

“It was too dangerous,” Con explains. “The one-armed man350 might have shot everybody … ”

Hale shakes his head with early regret, holds the gun with one hand and unlocks the door with the other, turning the close-up of the knob reluctantly, still playing FBI.

“One, two,” he counts, and on what would have been three the door crashes in on him, and in a blinding rush of snow Seri falls through, in her black bra and crying eyes. Latches onto Hale, who sees Nona see this, a complicated little triangle.

Hale kicks the door closed, and, both hands behind Seri—in hug mode—manages to lock it.

MOMENTS later—as est. by the snow Seri brought with her melted on the floor—the four of them are clustered on the couches.

“So are you going to tell us or do we have to guess?” Con asks.

Seri’s in some sort of shock-state though.

“Multiple choice, then,” Nona says, leaning down in front of her. “Was it A, him, or B, them?”

“‘Him?’” Hale asks.

“He’s not hospital staff, is he?” Con says. “Shit. As if we didn’t have enough trouble keeping them outside. Then you go and invite one in.”

In the lull that follows Seri answers, weakly: “C,” she says, watching the door, “both,” and then we zero in on the white of her left eye, suddenly swirling with activity, match-cut with an aerial POV, moving through the storm. Circling, rising. Below it, at ground level, is a deep and anatomically correct snow angel, complete with wings.351



  


It burns into the screen.

BACK in the living room Seri’s wrapped in Nona’s blanket now, shivering, her breath frosted. “Cold … ” she says, a comment on the last scene almost, and we pan over to the heatless fireplace, the candles flickering.

“We didn’t make you go play in the snow,” Con says. But Seri’s looking to Nona, some sort of communion or understanding or truce going on between them.

Finally Seri nods and Nona says it, flatly: “We haven’t tried the electricity yet.”

Hale, sitting on the couch, raises his hand in whatever. Turns to Seri. “So you’re sure you didn’t just see him?”

“Your father?” Seri asks back.

“He’d have been in … costume,” Hale says.

“Undead too,” Con adds. “Don’t forget undead.”352

Seri just shrugs, looks away.

Nona turns on Hale softly: “You really think it was him out there with Skopek?”

In answer Hale directs his POV upstairs for us, the blade still there at neck-level in the hall. He doesn’t answer Nona. Just starts bundling up instead.

“Electricity,” he explains, doing his arm up-down on the imaginary switch. “Like last time … ”

“I don’t think you should be the one,” Nona says.

“My house,” Hale objects. “My father.”

“But how do we know you’ll come back?”

Hale shrugs, looks kitchenward, and we cut ahead, Hale and Nona and Seri in the kitchen, Nona tying her torn blanket around Hale’s waist, Seri down to her bra again.

“Just in case,” Nona says about the blanket, cinching the knot.

Hale holds his arms up and lets it happen, lolling his head a little, just so we won’t miss the cruciform action going on here.

“Okay,” Nona says, looping the slack, “that should be enough to get you there.”

Hale wraps the slack around his arm, is about to leave when both girls at once start to say “Be carefu—” neither of them completing it.

Hale shies away from this a little, steps backward out into the storm, Con calling from the living room—“Get me another beer while you’re out there, cool?”—and then Hale’s gone, his tether whipping in the void, classic 2001.353

ON the couch Con is staring at the blank television screen, making a mock run through the channels, ad-libbing the Mutual of Omaha354 narration, the close-up of his Zippo flickering on the table. At its base is one of the HORRORSCOPE! scrolls Nona bought in the original.

Con becomes aware of it, reaches for it, draws back as if it’s a trick. Looks around, reaches again.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he says to it. But he does roll it open: close-up, it’s just foil, a hologram skull burned into it.

“Ah-hh,” Con says, playing scared, but then the foil in his POV seems to reflect a little over-the-shoulder movement. He spins fast toward it but there’s only lint floating down from the second story, landing softly on the television. Con laughs about this some, segues smoothly into the Twilight Zone theme. He points the remote up, up, backtracking, and there at the top of the stairs, just visible through the railing, is his prosthetic.

He looks down to his missing arm as if to be sure. Looks to the kitchen but Seri and Nona are midmutter, occupied.

Finally he points the remote back at the prosthetic, then stands, drawn to it, narrating his steps: “Today Jim’s355 going to investigate the phantom limbs of the rural Midwest … ”

AT the utility pole Hale is knocking snow off the close-up of the fuse box, and then, just before the fuse box would have been in the shot, it reverses for his reaction: “Shit.” Meaning it’s some unexpected discovery we’ll have to wait for.

He looks back to the vague shape of the house, his tether tying him to it.

AT the ext. utility door, Nona and Seri are still talking. Nona looking Seri up and down. “Do you even own any sensible bras?” she asks.

“You kidnapped me from my bed, remember?” Seri says. “Anyway, we have to do it like the first time, right?”

Nona looks out to where Hale is, hidden by the storm. “So you do remember,” she says. “Tell me, did Daddy dearest356 ever bring his work home?”

“It wasn’t his,” Seri says. “It was the military’s—”

“The good old government angle,” Nona interrupts.

“And he wasn’t a psychologist,” Seri continues. “Your little Nancy Drew357 Etch A Sketch at the asylum got that part wrong. Try neurosurgeon.”

Nona considers this, considers this, then asks it: “But he is dead?”

“So you think it’s him out there, now?” Seri asks, “that he faked his death and then … ” but Nona isn’t answering. Seri shakes her head. “Twelve years ago. In his office—”

“Unsolved. Fourteen wounds with a large blade of some sort. The prequel to all this, Hale playing his father or some shit.”

Seri tries to stare Nona down for this, but Nona won’t look at her. So she has to say something instead, nodding outside: “When you were having your little seizure. It wasn’t him that helped you.”

Nona does look to Seri about this.

Seri smiles, adjusts her bra provocatively. “There were other … things in the room drawing his attention … ”

Nona tightens her grip on the tether. In anger. “I am an escaped mental patient, Sare. Remember that. We have a certain … liberty in stories like this.”

Seri turns back to the storm, says it, about Hale: “How long’s it take?”

Which gets Nona wondering too. She hand-over-hands the tether back in, no tension, the other end cleanly untied, already frozen stiff.

She sags against the doorjamb in defeat.

EXT., through the storm and close on the fuse box, what Hale saw is finally on-screen: the glass broken, the twin fuses impaled with the empty gun clip, indicting Nona.

This sinks in for a few extended beats then it’s back to Con, on his knees at the top of the stairs, reaching for his prosthetic. As if to shake hands. A Sistine358 moment. It passes with no fanfare: the close-up of his hand and the prosthetic’s are left and right, so they can’t shake.

Con touches it with his fingertips then draws back. But it’s not moving. Just the flame of his lighter playing the usual tricks.

Finally he drags the prosthetic to himself, wipes it down, reattaches it.

“Now that’s more like it,” he says to himself, then drops the lighter in a fit of satisfaction. The hall goes pitch black, the lighter clattering deeper into it.

“Well fuck me … ” Con whispers, creeping forward, forward. Soon enough he stops to listen, and he’s definitely not alone. The close-up of his mouth syncs “shit” and then the inserted flint of his lighter sparks, the flame catches, and the hall’s lit up again. Not by Con.

He stands too fast—his POV catching a pale flash of skin on the other side of the lighter—and then turns to run, all one motion. Before he can even take his second step though a hand has him by the back of his jacket, and when the lighter wheel turns again we rush in close on what almost happened: Con decapitating himself on Stan’s blade, still stuck in the wall from when it crashed through the window.

Con backs carefully away, turns to his savior: not Jenny as we half-expect, but Jakey Boy.

They look each other up and down. Con chin-points down to his prosthetic arm.

“Thanks,” he says, then rubs his neck, eyes the blade. “Don’t think they make a rubber head, yet,” he adds. “Least not one that talks.”

Meanwhile, Jakey Boy in the lighter light is looking bad.

“Newt,”359 Con says about him, but Jakey Boy shakes his head no.

“A body,” he says back to Con. “They’d have put your head on a prosthetic body, wouldn’t they? Think about it. If they could do that kind of shit. Not the other way around.”

“Con,” Con says in timed response, smoothly removing his prosthetic, extending it for a shake. “As in Conan—”

“‘The Expendable,’” Jakey Boy finishes.

Beat, beat.

“You were listening … ” Con says.

In answer, Jakey Boy looks behind him.

“What’d they bring you out here for, Newt?” Con asks, nodding outside somehow. “To scare you?”

“Initiation,” Jakey Boy answers.

Con starts to say something else but Jakey Boy interrupts with his own name: “Jake. Jakey Boy.”

Con shakes his head. “Not Soda Pop, Pony Boy360 …?” but Jakey Boy’s not getting it. “I’m too fucking old,” Con says then, looking off into the darkness, packing his cigarettes on his wrist. He offers one to Jakey Boy; Jakey Boy takes it, lights it off Con, coughs once and tries to pretend it’s not from the smoke. “They’ll kill you, y’know,” Con says, and Jakey Boy breathes deep.

“Yeah,” he says, looking at the ext. wall, the blood in the yard: “I know.”

“We’re inside,” Con explains when he gets it. “That’s usually okay.”

For a few beats then they just smoke, and finally Jakey Boy says it: “Jennifer Sweren.” It gets all of Con’s attention.

“How do you know about her?”

“Your … Noan—”

“‘Nona,’” Con corrects. “You’re not a friend yet. If anybody asks, you’re not even here.”

Jakey Boy nods. Con reappraises him: “But Noan didn’t say anyth—”

“She’s getting it all wrong,” Jakey Boy interrupts, casually displaying his F.A.M.E. book.

“No,” Con says. “We … ” then starts again, holding his forehead, eyes closed in denial: “We hold these things to be self-evident. That my sometime friend’s father did a mercy killing on his little sister when she was—”

But Jakey Boy’s shaking his head no, flipping through the book for the close-up of the right page, which he goes right past.

The pencil afterimage of young Jenny in the snow lingers, though.

“It couldn’t have been … him, though?” Con says, as if entertaining some fourth possibility, “Hale …?” but just when Jakey Boy is getting his face together to answer they’re cut short by the front door being rammed again, hard, harder than before. Some of that bad-luck timing.

Con sweeps his POV down the stairs, back to Jakey Boy, then takes one last drag off his cigarette, crushes it out, and pushes Jakey Boy back into the darkness, with an order: “Stay out of sight, clear? We’re not finished here.”

“Finished?” Jakey Boy says.

Con shrugs apology. “Bad choice of words,” he says, and then is headed downstairs, leaving Jakey Boy alone in the hall, the book finally open to the right page but not inset close enough for us to read, quite.

Meaning he’s still the only live person to have seen it.

AS Con reaches the bottom of the stairs the door gets rammed again, hard hard, the hinges starting to give.

Nona and Seri are already there, Nona’s half-burned files scattered underfoot.

“Where have you been?” Nona asks, but Con’s eyeing Seri: “Dressed for the occasion?” he asks, and in response Seri flips him off. But then Con looks behind them, gets a little frantic.

“Where is he?” he asks.

“Where do you think,” Seri says, directing Con toward the shaking door.

Con leans back against the banister. “Well then what, who—?” but Nona stops him.

“They’re that smart,” she says, about the door, and Con closes his eyes in mental pain.

“Even if it is him … ” Con says, smiling a futile smile. “Do we really know him this time? Is it even the same … him?”

“Maybe he’s just got that beer you asked for,” Seri offers, keeping her eyes on them as she crouches, picking up the scattered files.

“Unlikely,” Nona says, her voice Vulcan-dry.

“But what if it is him?” Seri argues, still gathering, which is inching her closer to the door. “And they get him just because we—” but is interrupted by who- or whatever’s outside, trying to get in.

They all watch each other for a few beats, until Con breaks it: “We’ve got to get a secret knock or something … ”

“We need a plan is what we need,” Nona says, looking around, Con following her, and in that moment Seri stands, starts unlocking the door. The sound of bolts retracting in DTS361 is labored, final. Con and Nona too far from her to stop this from happening.

“What the hell are you—?” Con starts, but Seri’s already answering, her voice toneless: “He opened the door for me … ”

Nona completes it, underbreath, just as toneless—“Twice, now”—and then the door slams back, throwing Seri into Con, bright snow assaulting their dilated pupils.

When it all clears a huge figure fills the door frame, and we cut to an extreme close-up of a demon finger.

Before the tension can rise too high though, it’s Skopek.

He stumbles forward, covered in blood and burns. Leans on the banister for breath, his back showing deep gouges, packed with ice.

“Oh now this is pure bullshit,” Con says, backing away, “nobody lives through that … them,” and Skopek swivels his head to him, extends his hand, which is holding the one he cut from the demon.362 It’s black, already shriveling, the claws long long.

“How does this fit into your little delusion?” Seri asks Nona, but Nona’s face is mostly hidden by her hair, blown forward by the storm, the door still open.

THROUGH it, across the yard, Hale is scraping at the cellar door, trying to open it. But it’s not budging. He’s so intent on getting it open that he doesn’t even watch his back, small and easy from a moving, aerial POV.

We go tight on his fingers trying to get underneath the lip of the door, and then back off so that there’s entirely too much screen behind him.

Hale slowly gives up on the door, narrows his eyes, looks reluctantly over his shoulder—some shape there—and then rolls away, scrambles into the bushes. Branches snapping in all the places he just was, which is new territory for the trilogy: the woods.363

In them Hale trips over every possible thing there is, trying to see everywhere at once, but then, when the snapping branches never get too close, he calms down. Stands up straight.

“What?” he says three-sixty—demands—and then turns his back on it all, takes one step forward, and falls cleanly into the earth, the same tunnel/hole he crawled out of in the original, only now he’s going back in, Alice all over.364

IN some darkness—presumably the cellar—a demonic face is partially illuminated for the briefest second, in outline, as if with breath somehow, and then it’s pitch-black for long moments, until it happens again—the demon face being illuminated—but this time the guilty cigarette is evident. Stan speaks from the darkness, breathing smoke:

“You remembered the back door.”

“More like it remembered me,” Hale says, and we follow the cigarette smoke up, through the vent pipe, to the mound the cellar makes, the outline of a real demon perched there, as if listening.

Back in the cellar the cigarette glow is still about the only light there is. Hale leans forward, into it.

Stan laughs a guttural, hurt laugh.

“The flesh,” he says, holding his decomposed cigarette hand up, “it’s … ”

“Weak,” Hale completes.

“Pliable,” Stan corrects, and touches Hale’s face affectionately, runs his rotted fingers up near Hale’s temples, Hale flinching away, but not quite far enough to break contact.

“You came here for an answer,” Stan tells him, in anticipation, “why they don’t want me,” and then casually Nixes365 three of his fingers through the flesh of Hale’s skull, into his mind, and the flashback he’s sharing is first the close-up of an extra long and sturdy hypodermic in black and white, next a male doctor’s feminine hands delicately screwing it into an aluminum frame. An aiming apparatus, like a drill press. In the unfocused b.g. are two neat rows of VOLUNTEERS, dressed seventies like the same flashback from Firestarter.366 All with the obvious mate to the aluminum brace attached to their heads. All pretty mellow too. For now.

TWENTY-ODD years later a dim photo of them is on the hardwood floor of the house’s living room, part of Nona’s half-burned files.

Seri crouches to pick it and some of the others up, keeping her eye on Skopek the whole time, who’s watching the three of them in turn. And swaying unsteadily.

The demon hand is smoldering into the coffee table, palm up.

It twitches once and Nona catches her breath.

Seri turns the close-up of the volunteer photo right side up, studies it.

Con nods down to the hand, to Skopek. “Your backup plan, right?” he says to Nona. “Just outmuscle them, get medieval on their asses …?”367

“Shhh,” Nona warns him, then to Skopek: “You saw them, didn’t you?” and in answer Skopek just cracks his frozen face into a wide grin, blood spilling from the sharp corner of his mouth.

Nona starts backing away; the kitchen is closest.

She looks once to Seri and once to Con, informing them of what she’s up to, and then—with zero sudden motion—she takes a blithe step into the kitchen, keeps her back to the wall all the way to the pantry, then eases quietly into it, is shutting the door when the close-up of a set of fingers slides between door and jamb. Con. With Seri.

Once inside, they close the door together.

Con lights his lighter, looks around at all the storage stuff, the absence of windows.

“What the hell was that about?” he asks Nona.

“Why he helped me escape,” Nona says back. “I promised he would get to see them … it. Death.”

Con reappraises her. “Guess you really were in the loony bin,” he says, patting himself down for a cigarette. “Judging by your friends. Current company excluded.”

“I don’t need this right now, Con.”

“Yeah. Well I don’t need to be locked in a room with no windows and a jumbo-sized psycho waiting out there for me. So we’re even. Hell is other people,368 you know?”

“This is probably the best place to hide from him, okay?” Nona says. “He doesn’t like to be enclosed.” She waves her hands around at the tightness of the pantry. “Claustrophobic,” she explains. “Common malady of the seven-foot-tall crowd.”

“Well shit,” Con says. “Give me a cabinet then. Better yet a suitcase … ”

But Nona shakes her head. “That’s where he’ll put you,” she says. “He deals with his fear of enclosed spaces vicariously, if you know what I mean.”

Con thinks about it, tries to stare Nona down. Laughs. “He fills all the small places in the world with bodies, so he won’t have to be in them …?”

Nona shrugs, directs her POV to Seri, huddled alone with the salvaged files, little light to read them by.

Con continues: “And I guess if we don’t fit, he’ll make us fit—” but Nona interrupts, gets lost in thought for a moment.

“That’s what Hale’s father did to the sister,” she says, more just out loud than to Con. “Made her fit. Of course. And now Skopek’s killed one of them, killed death, so he’s also past that … ”

“Well give the man a mask.” Con nods down to Seri for Nona. “She was right, y’know. You brought your own demons. [looking down at himself] Your own lambs too. All you needed was the house.”

Nona’s no longer listening to him though, but studying Seri. In Seri’s POV is the close-up of the volunteer photo from twenty years ago.

“Remembering old times, Sare?” Nona asks her. “Family photo?”

“Where’d you get these?” Seri asks.

“Liberated,” Nona explains.

“He never told me,” she says. “Is that really him?”

“Well then here’s a big word for you,” Nona says, ignoring Seri’s question, “since you like them so much. Telomerase. Your father injected it directly into their pituitary glands. Telomerase is what does cellular repair. The compound your father engineered was like telomerase on speed, times forty-two. Like that Chuck Norris film with the guy in the well.”

“Silent Rage,”369 Con fills in.

“But cellular repair doesn’t—” Seri starts, Nona already ready: “The compound—the jacked-up telomerase he made—doesn’t just do cellular repair on happy cells, though. Meaning if you have cancer already, it accelerates that as well. Or just if you have the genetic proclivity for cancer, even, or psoriasis, or whatever.”

“And Hale’s father was the only one in the group with a spic-and-span bill of health?” Con says, Nona nodding, staring hard at Seri, as if indicting her for her father’s sins, Seri in turn studying the photo.

“Ever seen a tumor go full cycle in five minutes?” Nona asks, narrating the picture almost, and like that we cut to Stan’s flashback in Hale’s head, a tumor going full cycle in five minutes: on one of the beds, a male volunteer’s distended stomach splits, the male doctor stepping in front of the shot at the last moment.

The rest of the room is just as bad, where the special effects department earns its keep: one woman aging so fast her bones break; another’s nail growing into the palms of her hands; a man vomiting blood, his neck bubbling up like a frog; the psoriasis Nona mentioned turning one woman into an alligator, more or less; Stan sitting up in bed, watching all this, looking at his own hands, then up to the doctor.

A quick flash inserts his name tag—DR. PARKER—and right as we’re panning up to his face he turns, leaves the room, locking the door behind him, one of the volunteers shattering the reinforced glass of the door moments later, a security cam high in the corner monitoring all this, taking the photo Seri’s still holding.

She’s looking at Nona. Stands to face her, challenge her back.

“They weren’t supposed to breed,” Nona says, “these test subjects. Because they didn’t know … the children—”

“If they’d be X-Men370 or honor students,” Con interrupts.

“Something like that,” Nona says.

“Meaning we still don’t know about him,” Seri says. “Hale, I mean.”

“Or the sister,” Nona adds.

“Or your bodyguard,” Con adds, mister hopeless, “or the gargoyles, or … [looking at Nona] you.”

“Or where you got that arm … ” Nona adds right back, then turns on Seri: “What do you remember from the other time?” she asks, and Seri’s eyes water up.

“I remember … ” she starts, hand rising defensively to her throat as she looks up, to the second floor, understandably trying to repress the old footage of her crashing out the bedroom window, the phone cord around her neck.

NONA turns to Con, now: “And you?”

Con smiles. Crushes his cigarette out on the wall, smudges his fingertip in it. “I remember this,” he says, and, moving slow, traces black X’s over Seri’s eyes.

And Seri lets him.

And they all hold their breath when the front door opens once, distantly, then closes.

IN front of the house though, there’s no one. Just snow drifted over the blood and Hale’s tracks cutting through it all, trailing between the cellar door and the front porch, not stopping halfway as everyone’s in the original did, but getting time-lapsed over—rounder and rounder, finally not even there at all.

UPSTAIRS, Skopek is at Jenny’s wall again, in worship mode or something. He’s been there a while too, judging by the bleeding he’s done on Hale’s bed, and looks as if he’s going to be there a while longer. Until some motion in the hall gets his attention.

He rises soundlessly, pads out there, looks both ways. There at the deep end is the guilty motion.

He cocks his head.

The idea is it’s the same Jenny Hale saw. And maybe she could stop Skopek.

Skopek steps forward into the darkness, hesitantly. Blinks once and his eyes come back yellow, slit pupil, like the coma patient from the sequel; infected. His slightly enhanced POV distinguishes a body shape. The body shape is holding something, too, low down, at thigh-level. Something square like a book, the F.A.M.E. letters barely there.

It falls, slapping the wooden floor, resounding, and doesn’t distract Skopek in the least.

He does smile a bloody smile, though.

IN the utility there’s no book-slapping-wood sound, meaning some amount of time’s passed since the discussion in the pantry. Enough for a lot of even breathing to be going on, Con and Seri and Nona more or less asleep in one corner, or horizontal at least: Seri’s lying there wide-eyed, scared.

There’s a creak somewhere past the utility door and she fumbles around on Con’s arm, looking for his lighter. But then his whole arm comes off. She breathes in to do some serious screaming but Con smoothly covers her mouth with his good hand until she’s quieted down.

She starts crying into his sleeve then, and Con lets her, lights the lighter behind her, takes a look around.

“How long we been in here now?” he asks.

Seri shrugs. Looks to Nona, fast asleep.

“Could be morning?” she offers.

Con stands, shakes Nona, no response. “Hey sleepyhead,” he says, shaking her a bit more, and the close-up of her head lolls over, face-up, and a thin line of blood spills from her nose.

“Fuck,” Con says. “I told her—” but is already trying to administer aid. “I’ve got to get her out … where I can have some room.”

“Why don’t we just let her—” Seri starts, but Con stops her with a look. “You’re not a hero,” she tells him.

“There are no heroes,” Con says back. “Just stupid people who get lucky.”

Seri stands, evidently torn, trying to make a decision. Finally she shrugs, reaches into her pocket. Comes out with the close-up of the pill bottle from the ambulance, Nona’s medicine.

She tosses it down to Con.

“You’ve had this all along?” he asks.

“Will it …?” Seri asks back, looking to Nona.

“Do you care?”

Seri turns away.

Con shakes a couple of pills out, uses all his medic prowess to get them down Nona’s throat. Talks to her as he does it: “I know you probably don’t want these, Noan, but goddamn, I don’t know what else to do here … ”

After giving her the pills he holds her, massages them down her throat.

“How long till we know?” Seri asks, only half-interested.

Con shrugs, and, midshrug, Nona spasms, starts convulsing violently.

“What the fu—” Con says, trying to contain her. He grabs Seri, pulls her down: “Did you switch the meds?”

Seri shakes her head no, does her fingers for some hybrid of Scout’s honor and peace. Con does his best scowl in her general direction, fumbles the pills open, trying to compare brand name to bottle label. But he just has one hand, and keeps dropping them.

Meanwhile, Nona’s bouncing into everything, biting deep into her tongue, banging her head, eyes fluttering open.

“Shit shit shit!” Con says, trying to contain her, finally throwing the pill bottle against the wall, where it explodes. Seri flinches from his anger and he turns on her, calmly: “She was our last best hope, you know,” he says. “And you may have just—”

“I didn’t,” Seri says. “Maybe she’s just supposed to take them with food or something.”

Con squats, trying to keep Nona from hurting herself. “This isn’t an upset stomach,” he says.

“Maybe she didn’t want them,” Seri says. “You think of that? Maybe she likes being craz—her delusions.”

Con shakes his head, nothing left to say about this. He lifts Nona’s head with his good arm and his hand comes back bloody: the close-up of the back of Nona’s head is cracked open the littlest bit. “Shit,” Con says. “I’m putting her back on the couch. Where it’s soft. She at least deserves that.”

“But what about him?” Seri says, motioning past the utility, at the threat of Skopek.

“You want to live forever?” Con says back, vintage Valeria,371 and neatly picks Nona up, pushes the door open with his foot. Looks back. “You coming or not, Miss Wonderbra?”372 and Seri nods, follows.

IN the living room is the distinct sound of eating, a little bit of sun on the backside of the curtains. Con enters, stands in the doorway holding still-twitching Nona, another thin line of blood escaping her nose, falling out of the shot.

“Well well well,” he says, and we pan slowly around to Hale, sitting on the couch, methodically spooning creamed corn down. His clothes are dirty from the cellar, his temple bloody and bruised from Stan’s fingers.

He looks at Con blankly, as if he doesn’t recognize him.

“You alone?” Con asks him, and when Hale just continues eating, Con sets Nona down on the couch opposite him, takes her pulse, peels her eyelid back. Shakes his head despondently. Bumps the coffee table so that an old can of corn falls over, rolls into the hole the demon hand burned.

“You’re really here,” Hale says finally, taking the can as evidence.

Con nods. Hale smiles.

“I thought I’d imagined you or something,” he says. “That I’d been here alone for … ”

“Twelve years,” Seri says, nodding down to Nona. “We already did the math, remember?”

“So’d you see the wizard?” Con asks, blanketing Nona.

“The wizard,” Hale repeats, our shot zeroing down to Nona’s spilled blood again, the floor slurping it up the same as last time. “My father,” Hale says, o.s. “He wanted me to … to kill him.”

“Nothing like a little patricide to get the old morning juices flowing,”373 Con says. “Did you do it?”

“He’s my father.”

“He’s a whacked-out old mask-wearing fr—” Con starts to object, but Seri stops him: “We all have fathers,”374 she reminds.

“You’re protecting him, now?” Con asks her, incredulous, “after he pulled an Egan and disappeared for who knows—” but Seri turns on him before he can finish: “What did you say?”

Con shrugs.

“The name,” Seri clarifies. “You said a name.”

“Egan,” Hale supplies. “He was here the first time.”

“He couldn’t have been,” Seri says, pleads, then quieter: “He’s been … twelve years … ”

“Who?” Con asks.

“But if he was … ” Seri says, desperate, searching, “why don’t I remember …?”

“He was easy to forget,” Con says. “But I wonder why he didn’t get invited back, when the rest of us did?”

Hale looks away, doesn’t try to answer.

Seri’s somewhere past words for the moment too, just staring.

Hale finally looks to Nona. “What about her?” he asks.

Con shrugs. “She’s not really unconscious,” he says. “Psychosomatic conditions have psychosomatic symptoms, according to her. Which include us. So we’re imagining this.”

“Is she—?”

“I don’t even have any idea what she thinks she has,” Con says, “and she wouldn’t tell me, either. Meaning I don’t have any idea how to pretend to treat it, y’know? Not that I even could … ” As illustration, he dips into the medicine drawer, gets instantly fed up with it, slings a handful of pharmacy-brown bottles against the wall.

Nobody saying anything.

Seri tiptoes to Hale, settles in beside him, inspects his temple.

Con shakes his head at the two of them then looks at Hale. “You do know Nona’s Jolly Green Giant375 killed one of them?”

“Not possible,” Hale says flatly.

“Tell him that,” Con says.

“But they’re … ” Hale starts.

“Not real?” Con asks, baiting him.

“You can’t kill death,” Hale says. “It’s already … dead, right?”

Seri says something weakly, and they turn to her. So she repeats: “The dead can kill the dead,” she says. “I mean it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“She’s right,” Con says. “Or as right as anything is here.”

“But—” Hale starts.

“But your father wants you to kill him,” Con supplies.

Hale nods.

“Your father who supposedly can’t die,” Con tags on.

“What are you saying?” Seri asks.

“Last time,” Hale says, looking once at Seri then away, at the decomposed demon hand partially visible under the table. “I … Egan. Killed him. Right over there.”

Con studies Hale. “And he didn’t come back,” he says, and then nobody says anything again. Hale studying Nona. Seri covering herself with an old jacket, finally.

“Our numbers are thinning,” Hale says, and Con turns around, the close-up of his eyes closed in anger, thought, something. But then he grins. Looks upstairs.

“Newt,” he says to himself, remembering. “I’m going upstairs,” he announces. “See a man about a book.376 Anybody coming?”

Hale and Seri just sit there, stare him down.

Con shrugs. “Guess every day’s a good day to die,377 here,” he singsongs. “You two stay here. Guard the drama queen.”

Before ascending the stairs he makes a show of tightening his prosthetic, then’s gone, Hale and Seri watching the space he was in.

Hale breathes in and out, and his breath is frosted.

EXT., the cellar door is just visible through the storm. It opens a little bit, the wind doing the rest.

For long moments everything’s still, then a demon hand appears at the lip, and Stan rises into the snow, determined, the mask still on.

BY now Con’s in Hale’s mother’s bedroom, looking at all the nothing there is to see.

“Newt …?” he calls quietly, no response. By degrees then, he becomes sure someone’s behind him, spins around to catch them. More nothing, though. Just the hall, windowless, dark.

He lights his lighter, follows it, this time careful to duck under the blade stuck in the wall.

“Newt,” he says again. “It’s me.” Nothing.

And now the door to Hale’s old bedroom is closed. Con shakes his head, sick with it all. He holds the lighter up to the ceiling, and the dust and grime and smoke residue caked on the jamb around the attic door has brand-new fingerprints. The idea being it’s been opened, recently.

“Fee fi fo fum,”378 Con says, and walks a little into the deep end of the hall, the F.A.M.E. book there at the edge of his pool of light, Con not seeing it for long moments, then finally reaching for it. But it’s too dark to read. He takes a step backward, closer to the light of Hale’s mother’s bedroom, but trips on the wheelchair, falls against the door to Hale’s old bedroom, crashes through, losing his lighter as he has to.

There’s still a little light though, through the far window. Enough to see the scorched demon wall, Skopek’s blood on the bed.

“Yeah,” Con says, the “as if” there in his voice. He stands carefully, trying to watch all the corners at once.

He looks down and the book’s still in his hand.

DOWNSTAIRS, Hale and Seri look up at the noise Con’s made, then look away.

“You’d think we’d quit going up there alone,” Hale says.

“We’ve got to do it the same, though,” Seri says, then nods to Nona. “According to her, at least.”

“Yeah, well,” Hale says back. “Outside, I … she’s the one who … the ambulance. The electricity. The gun. She’s making sure it’s all the same this time.”

Beat, beat, Seri just staring. “That bitch,” she finally says. “I knew it.”

“She’s sick.”

“We could be gone, though, out of here.”

“We don’t know … ” Hale trails off, unable to object. “One way or the other we’d probably … ”

Seri stands, walks to Nona’s couch, looks down. Looks like she’s going to spit, then doesn’t, instead talks: “One thing she didn’t know … Egan. His full name was Egan Parker.”

Hale digests this, trying to gauge Seri. Seri looks up from Nona.

“As in my father, yes.”

“The doctor who—”

Beat, beat.

Seri just staring at Hale.

“How old was he … then?” Seri asks. “The first time we were all … doing this?”

“Not old enough,” Hale says.

“This old?” Seri asks, unfolding the volunteer photo from her pocket. Inset, it could be Egan, from the side.

Hale nods.

“That must be how your father remembered him,” Seri says. “I don’t know. I don’t know why I didn’t recognize him last—the other time … ”

“Because you never knew him at that age,” Hale offers. “Probably some bullshit mind block like that. Repressed.”

Seri shrugs, nods. Puts her hands in her pockets. “I do remember … us, though,” she says, nodding to Nona. “Before her, I mean. Real or not.”

Hale nods that he does too.

“It doesn’t have to be the same as last time in every way,” Seri leads, crossing the room to Hale. “Maybe that’s the way to make it all stop, even … ”

Her jacket falls invitingly open as she approaches.

Inappropriate as it is, she bends to kiss him, or something good, and we cut to Nona’s groggy, heavy-lidded POV. She’s just waking. And the first thing she’s seeing is Seri astride Hale, losing what few clothes she has, the pharmaceuticals in Nona’s blood tinting and stretching everything, making the Cinemax scene come to her in pieces—a long, lingering freeze-frame replaced by some fast-forward, stylized stuff.

Seri’s altered voice comes through—“We don’t need her anymore”—and then Seri looks back to Nona, and the reaction shot is Nona’s eyes, full of water. She looks away, at the wall, and the twisted shadow there has the demon-head again, but it’s still unclaimed.

Nona tries to scream but is too weak, her POV fading back to black, match-cut with the light-level upstairs, in Hale’s old bedroom. Shannon Tweed half-stripped on the wall, her cleavage nearly match-cut with Seri’s. Con perched on the edge of the bed close to the window, reading the F.A.M.E. book, not understanding.

Close-up, he’s not on the Jenny page, yet.

And then he turns to it, studies the pencil drawing for too long. Holds his place and flips the book back, rereads the cover aloud, like a question—“‘Famous American Murders?’”—turns back to the Jenny page, bends to it. Can’t be even halfway through the first sentence when the door creaks shut.

He looks up and no one’s there.

“Newt?” he whispers, no answer, then scans across the room, desiccated Jenny suddenly on-screen, looking directly at him from a wall.

Con swallows loud.

Jenny looks away from him, to her old bed, and Con finally looks with her.

When he swings his POV back to her, she’s gone.

Con shakily gets a cigarette out, starts patting himself down for his lighter, and when he can’t find it, looks again to the bed Jenny was directing him to.

There under it is his lighter.

He smiles, says, “Shit. I guess ghosts are good for something after all … ” then squats down, manages to bump the lighter a little deeper into the shadow. Close up, his hand follows, his fingers running across a floor vent, the spaces wide enough between the slats for one of his fingertips to pull across a dry eyeball.

Con retracts quickly, with the lighter. Lights up. Paces, paces, turning back to the bed over and over. Finally he takes his prosthetic off and uses it to raise the edge of the mattress, shaking his head no the whole time.

Looking up from the floor vent is Jakey Boy, stuffed in there somehow, about as dead and gross as he can be.

Con reels back, starts breathing hard.

“You fucker,” he says, to Skopek, “he wasn’t even involved in all this,” and on cue Skopek crashes down through the caved-in ceiling, onto Jenny’s bed.

The two of them look hard at each other.

“Nobody here to stop it this time,” Con says, and Skopek shakes his head no, there isn’t.

Con smiles, looking to the hall, scheming in high gear, then flicks his cigarette into Skopek’s chest. “Catch me if you can,”379 he says, and is already halfway out the door, sliding under the blade in the wall.

Skopek crashes out of the room, gets a little prehensile with the opposite wall, then turns all his yellow-eyed momentum Con’s direction and catches the blade midchest. He’s too tall for it to decapitate him though. Instead it just cuts him deep, midchest, slings him back.

He stands again. Unplants the blade, his grip on it cutting into his hand, blood pouring down.

Con watching all this, his plan fallen through. He backs away, down the stairs.

HALFWAY down and going full-tilt his POV catches Hale and Seri tangled on the couch, clothes and skin everywhere.

“Wha—?” Con starts, about them, then looks to the stairs, from there to the front door, mapping his intentions for the second time in as many scenes. “Something truly wicked’s this way coming,”380 he says, smiling thin, then takes his prosthetic off, tosses it to Hale. Hale catches it; Con smiles. “Time to see how lucky I am,” he says, “because I already know this is stupid—” and then he’s through the front door, Skopek racing down the stairs after him, through the front door as well, practically on all fours.

After they’re gone Hale’s standing in the door, looking back to Seri, to Nona, and then he steps out too.

Alone now, Seri wraps herself deeper in her jacket, closes the door behind Hale, locks it once, then unlocks it, going through it about three times. In the end, it’s unlocked. She turns from it and lucks onto the F.A.M.E. book left on the stairway.

She picks it up, reads the spine. Opens it right to the Jenny page, the blowing snow penciled in, resolving back as real snow, real storm, Con caught in it.

“Hey!” he yells, trying to get Skopek’s attention, but Skopek’s nowhere.

Con falls onto the cellar door, flings it open and closed as loud as he can, which is nothing compared to the storm.

And then he looks up, skyward: “C’mon, what’re you waiting for? I brought him out—” but cuts himself short, his POV almost seeing something a few feet out. He backs away, starts running blind, zigging and zagging all over the yard, never sure there’s even anything or anyone behind him.

Finally he collapses, runnels of ice forming from his nostrils, and stays there on his knees, hugging himself, shivering.

Slowly, immediately in front of him, Skopek comes into focus, sheened in sweat.

“What are you waiting for?” Con screams to the sky, “I brought him out here for you and everything … ” but when the demons don’t come Con just grins defeat, holds his arm and arm-stump limply out, giving Skopek his throat.

“Guess I’m not a hero,” he says to himself, “just stupid,” which Skopek seems to dimly appreciate. He steps forward to drive his blade through Con but at the next-to-the-last instant the close-up of a peachy-smooth hand taps him on the shoulder.

He turns, all seven feet of him unafraid, and Hale drives Con’s prosthetic into his face with everything he’s got.

“If I kill you, you fucking die,” he says, and Skopek reels back, one of the prosthetic fingers deep in his eye socket, yellowish juice pouring out.

But it’s not enough: Skopek goes to his right knee, bends down, and in one extended line of pain removes the finger. Looks one-eyed at Hale standing above him, and breathes in deep, as if in preparation.

Hale, without looking away from Skopek for an instant, is already backing up, feeling behind him to keep his balance. Just as he stumbles, Skopek stands to give chase, but Con stumbles between.

“It’s not him you want,” he says, still trying to be a hero, and Skopek just backhands him aside, bears down on Hale again, this time forcing Hale to his knees.

Hale just stares, waiting.

“I want to see what happens too,” he says, and Skopek narrows his good eye, places one large hand over Hale’s skull, raises the other far behind him. The one with the blade.

As he starts his swing though, a demon hand clasps his wrist firmly.381 Strong enough he can’t follow through, though he tries, twice.

He turns and it’s a demon face. Stan.

Stan looks to the blade. “That’s not yours,” he says, and comes down hard on Skopek’s neck, driving him down. The snow moves in on them as they fight and the fight comes in jagged pieces,382 but it’s mostly about Stan pummeling Skopek, punishing him, lifting him up just to knock him down again.

Hale watches this from his knees. Con collects his prosthetic, makes his way over, tries to drag Hale to the house with him but Hale won’t go, is transfixed. And it is transfixing, watching Stan and Skopek go at it—T1383 vs. T1000,384 titans clashing.385 Finally Skopek goes face-down, and Stan stands over him, waiting. Looking back once to Hale, some father-son stuff going on in the middle of all this.

Hale nods thank you.

Stan nods back, and then behind him Skopek rises slowly, bigger than ever, beaten to a bloody pulp, towering; mad.

Hale shakes his head once, no, and Stan cocks his demon head to the side so that we see through his Voorhesian tic this time, to that 101st dalmation puppy.386 It’s the first way we ever saw him.

On cue then, Skopek drives the blade through his chest, twisting it cruelly, Stan arching his back away, being lifted off the ground.

Hale falls forward, onto the heels of his hands, and everything goes calm and quiet for a few moments.387 Long enough that the snow floating six inches off the ground becomes important again. It scatters moments before a lone demon dives hard from the sky, doing a fly-by on Skopek, left slicing at air, Stan torn open again, tossed aside.

Behind Skopek, then, a demon coalesces.

Across the yard, Con smiles. “Finally,” he says, then makes a snowball one-handed and zings it at Skopek, keeping him distracted. It works, too, until the demon looks down to find Stan’s hand around its foot.

“Please,” Stan croaks, but the demon only snorts, kicks Stan violently off. Which finally does get Skopek’s attention.

He turns, blade held low, in both hands, and when he swings at the demon, the demon catches the blade in its hand/claw, snaps it in two, leaving Skopek holding the stump. He follows it back up to the demon, his POV taking note that this is the demon with only one hand, and with it the demon reaches calmly forward, takes Skopek’s head in hand/claw—Skopek’s grabbing onto the demon wrist—and then it flaps its huge wings, takes Skopek up with it, to about roof-level, where more demons join the slaughter, pass Skopek’s rag-dolled corpse back and forth, disemboweling it, etc.

But then one of their aerial POVs latches onto Con and Hale, breaks formation lazily for them, and Con starts running for the house, pushing Hale in front of him, Hale still trying to look back to Stan.

In their b.g. it’s all demon wings and slow motion.

ON the living room couch Seri is still reading the Jenny article. She looks up moments before Hale crashes through the door, falling up the stairs.

Moments later Con gets propelled through too, hard, missing the stairs, taking out the chest where the phone sits. It crashes to the floor with everything else.

Seri watches the door for more but nothing else comes through.

In the aftershock—before Con or Hale can recover—she throws an evil look over at Nona then crosses to the fireplace, gently sets the book inside.

The flames lick it up, and the steady flare is reflected on her face, whatever it is she’s doing here.

NEXT is the close-up of a hand, slamming into a wall. Backing off a little, it’s Hale, in the downstairs bathroom, standing over the toilet, peeing in the half-darkness. He rests his head on the back of his hand, closes his eyes. Reaches to flush but now the water’s messed up, the toilet making a sicker-than-usual sound.

Hale opens his eyes, staring at nothing, then his face shows some memory. He opens the high cabinet, feels hesitantly around, pulls his old porn mag out. It’s so brittle it just rains paper when he tries to open it, but it does manage to open something else: from behind him, Hale hears Nona’s voice from the original—“For the days before silicon … ”

He turns, not breathing anymore, and through the open bathroom door is the utility, and the images of him and redder-headed Nona are going at it hot and heavy just like the first time. Only now the Nona from then’s watching the Hale from now.

Slowly, she guides the first Hale’s head down to her chest, cradling his head, and this first Hale goes for it at first—just as in the original—but then pulls away. Hale in the bathroom does too. When he looks back out, the utility is empty.

He collapses into a corner, terrified, gets replaced by a demon hand. The one Skopek brought in. Con’s eyeballing it against his prosthetic. Finally he balances it on the wrist stump, looks to Seri for approval.

She shakes her head no just as some blood leaks out, burning rivulets into the prosthetic forearm. Con drops them both; the demon hand is still moving. Seri and Con look at each other, at the closed front door, furniture piled in front of it.

“You can’t kill them,” Hale says, in explanation, exasperation, from the kitchen doorway, scaring them both.

Con looks from Seri to Hale, says it: “Unless you kill him, right? He’s the one keeping them here … ”

“But you said they don’t want—” Seri starts, gets interrupted by Hale, settling into the couch: “They don’t want him because they like the gate being stuck open.”

“Maybe it’s just not him they want,” Seri says.

Con looks hard at her. “What do you know?” he asks, but Seri shrugs the question off. Looks tellingly to Nona.

“What do we really know about her?” she asks. “Other than that she’s mentally disturbed, video-literate?”

“That not the same thing?” Con quips, then waves it off: “If she ever checks back in, I think we can trust her.”

“We wouldn’t be stuck out here if it wasn’t for her,” Seri argues.

“Without her, we wouldn’t even know what here was,” Con argues back.

“But what if she’s got it all wrong?” Seri asks, getting strident. “Or, what if she got it all wrong on purpose?”

Con reevaluates her. “You’re not telling us something,” he says. “Don’t you know withholding information is a sin punishable by death in these things? That’s why Egan had to get it li—” but Hale interrupts with “Enough,” then, to Con: “No more about Egan, okay? Please?”

Con shrugs why not, which Hale answers by turning to Seri: “Now what do you think you know?”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Seri says.

“That a requirement here?” Con asks, then shifts into wide-eyed realization: “You got the book!”

Seri nods, corrects: “A book.”

“The one from last time?” Hale asks, watching the kitchen door as if waiting for someone or something to enter.

“Different version,” Seri says, looking to the fireplace. Con follows her gaze, closes his eyes in pain.

“Why?” he asks.

Seri shrugs, looks to Hale, then to nothing. “Because I like this version better,” she finally says. “What if everything that’s happening is only happening because we believe it’s happening?”388

“Yeah. And I guess that’s your big flying dog parked out front?”

“What?”

“Neverending Story.”389

Seri stares at him about this.

“It’s called a good luck dragon, I think,” she finally says.

“Falkor,” Con says, overenunciating, smiling at her as if completely disappointed. “But don’t worry, I hear what you’re saying. The reason you like your version better, it’s easy. You like having control of the knowledge. Watching us run around like lab rats, not knowing what’s what. Daddy’s little girl all grown up—”

Midsentence, Seri cracks, attacks him with everything she’s got, and they fall onto Nona, Hale just watching all this emotionlessly from the other couch. Finally they flip over the backside, scooching Nona deeper into the couch, her face there against the cushions. Hale stares at her until Con stands, holding Seri somehow with his one arm, but Seri’s still trying to fight, leaning forward to Nona, screaming: “It’s her, it’s her!”

Hale looks to Con and Con shrugs. “It’s his dad,” Con repeats, at rational volume. “We’ve been over this.”

“That’s what she told you,” Seri says.

“Who else could it be?” Hale asks, and Seri looks from him down to Nona. “She’s the one keeping us here. You even told me.”

Con looks to Hale about this. Hale explains: “She did fry the ambulance.”

Con digests this, defends Nona anyway: “Because she wanted us to have to finish this. Once and for all.”

Seri laughs, shakes free of Con. Starts crying but not the kind of crying that wants consolation. Instead she starts putting jackets on.

“Where are you going?” Con asks.

“None of this is real,” Seri says. “It’s all in her head somehow. We are.” She turns to Hale before Con can answer. “Didn’t you ever wonder how your sister died in the first place, before your dad …?”

“I didn’t have to wonder,” Hale says. “I knew. It was me.”

“No,” Seri says. “That accident was like two years before, right?”

Hale nods.

“It wouldn’t have taken her that long to die,” Seri says. “Think about it.”

Hale tries, waits for more but then Con’s got the floor, isn’t even in the same discussion as they are: “If it—this—was in her head,” he says, “then the medicine would have collapsed it. That’s what it does. But we’re still here. This is real.” For demonstration, he taps his prosthetic on the coffee table.

Seri’s indifferent. Shakes her head no, it’s not.

Hale’s watching her. “Then why do you need a jacket?” he asks, and she looks back at him, tears the jacket off in response. Gets back down to her bra.

“Just like the first time, right?” she asks, the black X’s showing up darker on her face now.

“You don’t want to go—” Con starts, but gets interrupted by the door, a faint knocking there, maybe just the wind.

“That’ll be for me,” Seri says, then turns back to them one last time: “Don’t you get it? This is some mind game of hers. The only way out is not to play. To die. Then you get to wake up back in your life and—”

Before she can finish though, Nona stirs, sits up vampire-style, using only her stomach muscles, no arms.390 Which is mechanically wrong, inhuman. And she’s not all there, is asleep again like she was when she did the ambulance.

Con crabs his way over to her. “Nona?” he says weakly, no response. “Noan?”

Hale narrows his eyes, studying Nona, and then everything gets pared down to Seri’s POV, and what she’s seeing is bad: about every twentieth frame of Nona is Nona with a demon head. Looking at Seri, into Seri.

“Nooo!” Seri screams, falling back against the wall, in full panic mode. “No!” but then, in the same hardwood space where Egan died—the same where Nona’s bled twice now—a dab of blood starts welling up.

“No …?” Seri says weakly, turning to Con, who’s evidently not seeing what we can, under the floor, what Seri seems to know about without having to see: the blood coagulating at top speed into a human face, getting corded with muscle, the teeth getting layered-in cheek, tendons whipping into place, etc. Staring straight at her. “Daddy … ” Seri whispers, pleads, and then, for her, Nona turns, smiles.

“What is it, Serendipity?” she asks, in a voice not her own, maybe even a male voice, but by then Seri’s already blindly struggling the furniture out from in front of the door.

“C’mon … ” she says to Con and Hale, never looking away from Nona, “can’t you see …?” but is all alone here. And crying hard.

Finally she squeezes out the front door, falls onto the front porch, the storm immediately embracing her. She continues backing away from the house, her body wracked with cold and fear and everything bad.

IN her wake Con asks it—“She’s not right, is she?”—no response. Just Nona’s even breathing filling the place, her staring directly into nothing.

Con crosses the floor, dabs at the blood. “It’s just hers,” he says, nodding to Nona, “I don’t know what Sare—” but then he smears it a little, shakes his head in wonder. “Should be dry, though … shouldn’t it?”

“I just want to go home,”391 Hale whispers.

Con looks over to him, cracks a smile.

“This is home, Haley boy,” he says, looking to the door, directing us out to the seriously, seriously faded WELCOME mat, and, past it, Seri, shrouded in whiteness. Afraid. Holding herself against the snow, trying to keep the house in her field of vision, losing her footing as a consequence. She rolls over and comes up red, bloody. From directly above, she’s deadcenter where all the punks got it. And unhappy to be there. She panics, can’t seem to escape the blood and body parts, and finally fetals up, starts mumbling to herself.

We back off to the longest shot the visibility will allow, and just when it seems she’s given up, she stands, raising her head last. In a rush of wind her hair blows aside and her face is close-up, and she’s so calm now, so far over the edge. Slathered in other people’s blood.

She holds her arms out.

“It’s not cold,” she says, stepping out of the red snow, walking on. “I’m not even really here.”

Her POV makes out a dim form, circling, far above.

She smiles. Walks toward it, spinning like a little girl.

“I’m ready,” she says, holding her arms higher, and the dim form makes a low pass, once, twice, Seri reaching childishly for it.

“I understand now,” she says, her expression all about contentment, and as the dim form of the demon banks for another pass—the final pass is the idea—Seri tries to take another step forward but can’t.

She looks down and her foot is too deep in the snow to see why.

She tries again, no luck, and then the demon is upon her in slow-motion, its huge claw tenderly grasping Seri’s outstretched hand.

For the briefest moment, Seri smiles, tears spilling all over again, and then the demon pulls.

Seri closes her eyes to rise with it but instead the cartilage in her arm gets inserted for a flash, long enough for it to audibly tear.

As the demon rises, the reason her foot was stuck is revealed: it’s Stan, holding onto her ankle,392 trying to hitch a ride, his demon face terrible.

Seri chokes, screams, and when the demon redoubles its effort, baring the ground of snow with its wings, her arm tears away from her shoulder, the demon’s foot coming down at the last second to grab her by the head, jerk her out of Stan’s grasp. Slowly then, she rises into the storm, leaving Stan facedown, Seri’s muffled screams dopplering away.

IN the living room, things aren’t much better: Nona, still sitting up on the couch, starts spasming again, jutting her pelvis out as far as her back can arch, then flopping all over the couch. As if this is all somehow related to what’s going on outside.

Hale stands, looks to Con for help.

Con races over to Nona, trying to keep her from hurting herself but she’s strong now, tosses him off.

Con clenches his jaw, steps back in for more, and then finds that Hale’s helping him. Together they restrain her.

“What is it?” Hale yells, but Con has no idea.

“Do something!” Hale says. “She’s going to die.”

“If we just knew what she thought she had,” Con says, hopelessly, “we’d know what she thought she needed … ” and in answer Hale digs in his pocket, comes out with a syringe.

He bites the cap off dramatically, spits it down, Con watching all this.

“This is no time for you to be playing doctor again,” Con warns.

“Well then what?” Hale asks, digging in his pocket again.

This time his hand emerges with the ampoule of insulin from his mother’s medicine drawer.

Con shakes his head no. “You don’t understand what that can—” but before he can finish, Hale’s plunged the needle into it, is filling the syringe.

Once done, he holds it straight up as if it’s loaded, and looks up to Con. “Where?” he asks.

Con hesitates, hesitates, then—already regretting it—rolls Nona’s sleeve to her other track marks, nods to them.

Hale buries the needle in one of the scars, the backblood blooming for an instant, and then slams it all back into her.

Nona screams. And screams. Con takes her protectively from Hale. When she calms down enough he sets her gingerly on the couch again, back in her sitting position.

Her head lolls over, blood spilling from her mouth, onto the floor again, crossing the hardwood to join the rest.

Hale and Con don’t see it happen this time either.

“Now she’s going to die,” Con says, and begins pacing the room. Looks accusingly to Hale, studying his now-empty syringe. “Want to shoot her up with some Drano too, Doctor?”

Hale just sits down on the edge of the coffee table, leaning forward to Nona. “She brought me back once,” he says, not really to anyone, letting the syringe go. Con, nervous, starts organizing the place; nods. “I was there,” he says.

Hale looks to him as if he didn’t know this, then back to Nona, but we stay with Con, replacing the phone once, twice, but he’s shaking too much. Finally he just slams it down onto the base over and over, closes his eyes, smiles to himself. Looks to Hale.

“If you would have just killed him like he told you to,” Con says, “like he asked you to. None of this … ”

Hale shrugs like what could he have done.

Con talks as if giving a report, then: “Yes, Hale pays attention in class, Mrs. Sweren, but he’s not very good at following directions … ” Self-satisfied with this, he gently recradles the phone. But then there’s a voice from behind him, not Hale; Nona: “Where’d you get that sense of humor?”

Con turns to her in wonder.

“Why?” he asks.

We pan to Nona, awake again, looking bad and good at the same time.

“Because you need to take it back,” she says, smiling, and slowly, all three of them are.

IN the yard, Stan’s just lying there, beaten, his demon-masked face turned to the sky. His chest shudders with pain or cold or defeat or something he doesn’t want and then Nona does the voice-over, evidently talking to Hale: “He’s right, though. You should have done it,” and for the reaction shot we slam inside, close on Hale’s nervous face.

“It’s not that easy,” he says.

“I know,” Nona says, playing nice and friendly. “But all the same … ”

“Why’d you say that, to Seri?” Hale asks Nona suddenly, changing direction.

Nona looks from him to Con. “What?” she asks back.

“You called her her real name,” Con confesses, then looks away. “I mean, I guess it was her real name …?”

“‘Serendipity,’” Nona says, slowly, looking at them both. “I found it in the hospital computer. It means ‘the faculty for making desirable discoveries by accident.’” Nona pauses, chews her inner cheek. “But I didn’t—”

“It wasn’t her voice,” Con says to Hale.

“Yeah,” Hale says. “That’s kinda what sucks about it.”

Beat, beat.

“And then there were three,” Nona observes, wrapping the blanket tighter around her.

“Four,” Con says, smiling, nodding to Nona. “You count for two, remember?”

Nona smiles. Eyes the blood on the floor. Looks to Hale about it but Hale just shrugs.

“Egan,” he says, “remember?”

Nona nods, has a eureka moment: “Of course. He has to be here, or else it won’t be the same. I should have known.”

She stands, shrugs the blanket off.

“You going to help?” she asks Con and Hale, and, of the two of them, Hale stands. Takes the fireplace poker Nona hands him, drives it into the hardwood floor next to the blood again and again, until there’s a handhold. Together they pry up some boards, and under the bloodstain, attached to the underside of the floor, is the pulsing homunculus-looking thing we saw a few scenes back, Frank393 from Hellraiser all over again, its lidless eyes staring at them—EGAN’s eyes.

Nona’s breath gets shaky, which scares Con.

She looks to Hale, then in the direction of the front yard. To Stan. “We can’t let … this—it’s all going too far. It’s got to stop.”

Hale takes the poker she offers.

“You’ve got to do this,” she says, looking outside. “I’m sorry. But you’re the only one who can.”

Hale stares at her, as if imploring, wanting more. “It’ll all be over … ” Nona says, in something like consolation, and their eyes meet in too tender a close-up. Hale starts to say something, has nothing, instead just mopes over to the front door, looks back once to Con and Nona before slipping out into the storm.

Behind him Con says it: “Won’t they—?”

“I don’t think they want him,” Nona says back, anticipating, already o.s., the Egan-thing’s eyes making up the whole shot, staring straight outside, Hale already standing over Stan, his backdrop the sky, demons circling high above, not diving for him, just like Nona said.

“WHY demons?” Con asks Nona, in the living room. Nona stationed at the window, trying to see through the frost to Hale. Con continues: “Because they could be any shape, right? I mean, Grim Reaper394 or Ghost Rider395 or some shit, right?”

“Little late to be asking those kinds of questions,” Nona says, not into it.

“May not get another chance,” Con says, keeping an eye on the Egan-hole.

“They’re archetypal,” Nona says finally, not looking away from the window. “Listen to the sounds: death, devil, demon. The forms are locked in our unconscious, in Hale’s father’s unconscious.”

“Our father’s world,” Con recites, from the original.

“What?” Nona asks.

“Something Egan said.”

“The demonic archetype is a Judeo-Christian device,” Nona continues, almost reciting. As if this is all so basic to her. “But it goes older than that too. Look at the hominid skulls from five-hundred thousand years ago.” She taps two fingers like fangs into the crown of her skull. “Leopard bites,” she says. “Which translates to death from above. We finally stood up and then had to hunch over in fear. But the association was made. Up is death.”

She looks back once to Con, and Con’s listening.

“But then religion came, right? Mythologized it all for us. Heaven, at least in the West, is ‘up.’ And you don’t get there until you’re dead. You can’t just jump or float, though. No, you have to be carried, taken. Thus all the messenger-type gods, psychopomps, all that.”

“Angels,” Con supplies, quietly.

Nona nods. “Think of it like this, though. We’re lambs, by the Christian model. Eating grass and standing by still waters396 and all that. Then one day an eagle takes one of us, three of us, lots of us, until it becomes a regular thing. Pretty soon, then—just to stay sane and have the world be a good place—we project up as good … heaven. And we come to understand the eagle’s claws in our flesh as just part of it, the pain we have to pay for the ride.”

“Shit,” Con says. “You’ve fucking really thought about this.”

Nona looks back, gauges him.

“I had three years, remember?” she says.

Con readjusts his feet and kicks the syringe rolling across the hardwood.

“Type one or type two?” he asks Nona, and she turns to him, confused. “Your diabetes,” he clarifies.

Nona looks to the syringe, to her arm, making connections.

Con smiles, shakes his head in disbelief. “Type three,” he says, “imaginary,” but Nona cuts him off, looks outside.

“Have some respect,” she says. “What he’s doing out there isn’t easy.”

Con tries to look out the window too. “Baa, baa,” he says, croaking out the sheep sound, looking up with falsely rounded eyes, the demons still up there, over Hale’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” Hale says weakly, the saliva on his lips already frozen. As if he’s been motionless for a while now. He falls down onto both knees, drops the poker. “I can’t … ” he says, and buries his head into Stan’s decomposed, bloody chest.

Stan’s eyes look down, at Hale, and with maximum effort he’s able to raise a hand, stroke Hale’s hair, Hale sobbing hard now, clinging to Stan.

“Father … ” Hale repeats, “Dad,” and in answer the close-up of two of Stan’s fingers massages their way into Hale’s left temple, forcing him back to the night Jenny died. From Stan’s POV this time, from the doorway of the house, everything in his line of sight in realer-than-life color except for Jenny, dead, black and white already, looking directly at him, Hale’s mother’s dish-sounds there behind everything, and the weightless lullaby she’s humming.

Hale’s Arthur C. Clarke book falls soundlessly to the ground as Stan approaches Jenny, leans down to her, for her, and then something new: Jenny’s neck raw with ligature marks, Stan’s heart thumping hard and wet, some sort of white foam there under Jenny’s jaw line, like mucus but too much, too foamy.

STAN’S eyes, close-up in the demon mask, are crying too, reliving it, and we pan down to his two fingers in Hale’s head. “Please,” he says somehow, then shifts the fingers slightly, cutting the flashback ahead to his shovel falling again and again, breaking Jenny’s legs to fit her in the makeshift grave in the cellar, Hale lying belly-down in the b.g., watching, his eyes trying hard to roll away, Stan’s fingers holding him there, making him look.

“No!” Hale says, pushing away, to his knees. “No! You can’t get me to kill you just by showing me that! No … ”

Beat, beat; snow blowing past them.

In the demon mask then, Stan closes his eyes once, twice, and the third time his hand rises up out of the snow with the poker, and he swings it hard across Hale’s chest, drawing blood. Hale falls back, mad.

“No!” he repeats, “No no no,” but Stan swings again, catching Hale in the leg, and Hale starts crying all over again, accepts—catches the poker the next time it comes and turns it on Stan, soft at first but then hard, burying it deep, over and over, killing him in every way there is, Stan’s limbs doing the death rattle long after he’s dead, because Hale won’t stop, can’t stop.

When it’s done with, Hale spins like a hammer-thrower, flings the poker as far away as he can, then falls on top of Stan, holding him, hugging him, even at the end faking his way through a little remorse-driven CPR. But it’s all over.

Finally, he closes his eyes and rolls onto his back, looks up, and in his POV there are no demons at all, and the storm’s calmer too, everything going grey and happy at the edges, Hale fading fast, into a good place: summer. The pasture by the house, the grass waist-high, the three-wheeler sputtering out under him. He’s twelve years old again, starting over.

But still, he knows: the first thing he does is look behind him, and, magical as anything, Jenny rises from the tall grass, the only sign of the wreck a light grass burn on one side of her face, her hair matted with seeds, dust floating golden all around, the sun tynsdaling recklessly, irresponsibly.

Hale smiles, as if remembering the other way it was, the way it should be, and then reaches out for her, says her name—“Jenny”—everything going bright and brighter as he draws near, until it’s all white, blinding, but only in one eye. Then it switches to the other, and it becomes apparent it’s a flashlight, one of the ones Nona brought, revived somehow, Con holding it, sweeping it away then back, repeating, repeating, the close-up of Hale’s pupil fixed, flecked with what looks like little bits of ash. Hale flinches back, disoriented.

“Hold still,” Con says, still trying to do the exam. “Just got one arm here … ”

Hale does.

“Dilated, unresponsive,” Con says, shaking the flashlight for more juice. As if Hale’s pupil shouldn’t be dilated, unresponsive.

Hale turns away from the exam. Stares blankly across the living room floor, the demon mask there, old and crumpled, melting. Still smiling.

Nona’s rubbing the fingers of one of his hands; his other hand is under her shirt, in her armpit, warming.

Hale isn’t understanding any of this.

“You’re dead, my man,” Con pronounces, “according to current medical standards.”

Hale turns to him, starts breathing faster.

Con smiles, shrugs: “Could just be these working conditions, though … ” he says, shining the flashlight at the ceiling, the beam flickering. “These precision tools of rural-ass medicine … ”

Hale follows his arm back to Nona.

“You did it,” she says. “Your father. He’s really dead.”

Hale smiles.

“So it’s over,” Hale says, which gets some worried eye-action going on between Con and Nona.

Hale catches on, sits up, takes his hands back from Nona.

Nona shakes her head ever so slightly, No.

Hale collapses in on himself.

“What do they want, then?” Hale asks, giving up.

Con shrugs, looks to the Egan-hole, nothing rising through it yet.

“There’s one thing we haven’t tried yet,” Nona says, and with a magician’s hands she plucks an aged spark plug from her pocket, a relic from the original.

Hale just stares at the plug blankly.

Con tries to make sense of it, for us: “The It ending, still? After all this?”

Nona nods, not looking away from Hale.

“I’ll be her this time,”397 she says, “your sister. Maybe we just haven’t been going far enough back … ”398

MOMENTS later the twin doors of the shed burst open, Hale and Con in the doorway, tall and thin like shadows, like the real end of things, a sunset shot.399 All that’s left is to ride off into it. Con looks to Hale for confirmation and then they enter together, Hale slow to touch the three-wheeler at first, his finger tracing around the edge of the decal on the gas tank.

NEXT is Hale screwing the spark plug in, the three-wheeler hub-high in the drifted snow of the front yard.

He looks over the three-wheeler to Con, trying to get a cigarette going against the wind. The only way he’s able to do it finally is to rig the cigarette between the broken fingers of his prosthetic, then smoke holding the prosthetic by the forearm, the first thing he ever did on-screen, in the hallway outside Hale’s apartment.

At some level, Hale’s face shows a reluctant awareness of this.

Con studies the three-wheeler. “Two-seater,” he observes. “You and her. Like it should be.”

“We’ll come back,” Hale says.

Con nods, pretending to agree. Breathes smoke out. “Just be careful with all this,” he says, looking out to the pasture, “with her, I mean. Your little ride. She’ll hurt herself like your sister did. Just to make it all the same.”

“I hurt my sister,” Hale argues.

Con stares at him, as if he’s beyond hope. “Not many girls would go this far, I mean,” he says. “I don’t want you to … I don’t want it all to happen again. Only have a limited number of limbs here, yeah …?”

“Do you ever wish you’d never come out here?” Hale asks, and Con looks somewhere else.

“It was a routine call,” he finally says. “Virginia was still new. She wanted to save the world.”

“That’s not all bad,” Hale says.

Con shakes his head no, it’s not. “It’s been fun,” he says to Hale, seriously, in a delayed-answer tone, and then cracks a smile. “That’s a joke.”

Hale looks up, fiddling with the choke or something, and from his low-angle POV a small thing happens, slowly: Con’s cigarette blows from the prosthetic’s damaged fingers, falls lightly to the snow.

The wind plays with it, rolling it away from the two of them, the cherry still there, receding.

Con watches it, doesn’t look back to Hale. “Guess that’s my cue,” he says, and walks into the storm after the cigarette, fumbling comically after it, burning his image into the screen once and forever.

It’s all about nostalgia, foreknowledge, trying to resist the inevitable.

Hale raises his eyebrows at first, after him, as if to call him back, but then just buries his face in the three-wheeler seat, gets assaulted by the sound of something fast and heavy tearing into flesh, into Con. In the new silence great wings beat once, twice, up.

When it’s over Hale starts laughing, quiet at first then madder, and keeps laughing as he pulls the cord again and again, until the three-wheeler revs to life. He buries his thumb in it and makes it absolutely scream.

FROM a long shot and high above, the three-wheeler is plowing as best it can through the pasture beside the house.

Close up, Nona’s looking over Hale’s shoulder, her face already frozen.

“Faster!” she yells, and Hale complies, looking down to their feet, the snow higher than the pegs, pushing their feet back.

Hale reaches down into the snow, trying to hold Nona’s pants leg, but Nona kicks him away, back to the throttle. Nods onward,400 go.

Hale does, still intent upon the snow rushing past them, into them, the three-wheeler bounding from the drift to drift, its balloon tires powdering the snow all around, floating it ahead and behind, until there’s only the moment, the engine sound whining out, into the silence of Hale’s head.

He goes faster still, until speed makes the ground even, and then Nona lifts her legs as Jenny never did, wraps them around Hale’s waist so she’s safe, her arms around his neck, and Hale’s staring straight into the wind, trying to outrun everything, a restrained smile almost there on his lips.

But the shadows pacing him on either side don’t fall back, no matter how deep he buries his thumb.

“NO!” he screams, the wind muting his voice as soon as it leaves his mouth, and his POV makes out the sudden ravine hours too late: the front tire of the three-wheeler dips into it, doesn’t bounce out, and the forks bend over it, the rear-end of the three-wheeler lifting, catapulting Hale and Nona forward, headlong into whatever nothing’s ahead of them.401

NEXT is a figure sitting alone on the couch, the living room in the disarray it’s been in the whole time. The figure is bloody, newborn, full-grown: EGAN, holding his head in his hands.

Suddenly—because of no sound we can hear—he turns his face to the front door, and past it, emerging from the storm, is Hale, carrying Nona just as he carried Jenny before.

SOON enough he’s standing in the open door. He looks to Egan and they stare at each other for way too long. Finally Hale steps in, lays Nona down on the couch.

“Can you help her?” he asks, and Egan studies her, looks back up to Hale. Nods once, yes, and Hale just turns, leaves, not bothering to shut the door behind him, as if the cold isn’t real to him anymore.

In his absence Egan crosses the floor to Nona, squats down by her, still agile as ever. Caresses her face. “I’m sorry,” he says, real regret there in his voice, and then scans around until he finds the syringe. He raises it, empties the last of the insulin professionally. Next is an unopened can of corn on the coffee table. He upends it and deftly works the needle through the weak part between the rim and top, fills the syringe with a creamy, unnatural yellow, what the black and white flashback of all the medical volunteers wasn’t able to show us.

“One more time,” he says low and to himself, then rolls the syringe in his fingers longingly, lovingly. Leans over Nona, goes to one knee even, as if bedside. He runs the fingers of his other hand through her hair, searching, searching, and then finds it: the small wound she opened up by banging her head on the floor of the utility. Egan braces her head with clinical detachment—her neck at a severe angle—then calmly forces the needle into the wound, feels around with the tip of the needle, his eyes closed, and finally buries the plunger, pushing the yellow matter in all at once. Into her pituitary gland is the idea. His upper lip quivering with release.

When he pulls it out, Nona gasps, coughs, chokes, but Egan’s done with her. He stands, looking around, and sees it finally: his demon mask, many years older than when he lost it.

He walks over to it, picks it up, holds it at face-level. It’s grinning a frozen grin at him. He doesn’t grin back.

From behind him Nona narrates: “‘If you’re frightened of dying and holding on, you’ll see devils tearing your life away.’” Egan turns to her; she cites: “Jacob’s Ladder,402 1990.”

Egan stares at her, smiles in something like defeat. “See you in hell,”403 he says in farewell, nodding once toward the front door, one of his eyes badly bloodshot. Nona looks with him, and by the time she turns back he’s receding, walking out the back way, through the kitchen, the utility room, taking the mask with him, his form aging deeper into Dr. Parker with each step.404 The last thing he does is drop the corn can, as if he doesn’t want to remember any of this.

Nona looks back to the front door, stands, her body motions slightly different now.

She walks out into it one more time, becomes feet and legs standing on the porch. Calls to Hale but the storm won’t allow any sound. Across the yard the cellar is already open for her, waiting.

She crosses to it, descends, becomes b.g. for Hale’s twitching feet, hanging straight down. Again. The bench kicked aside.

Nona looks up at Hale’s face, not on-screen, and then she steps cleanly forward, hugs around his legs as his mother did, but instead of lifting like we expect, like we’ve seen, she pulls down as hard as she can, neck vertebrae giving way with a creaking wet tear, and the shot backs around behind her, and her pale red hair is the same strawberry as Hale’s mother’s, and now she’s wearing Hale’s mother’s dress, is Hale’s mother. Has been all along, the reason her face was never seen in the flashbacks.

Close-up, too, she’s crying into Hale’s pants leg, however old he is now, and the shot rushes past her, out the cellar, through the front door, past Jenny dead in her wheelchair, soap suds from the dishwater still around her neck, and continues up the stairs, into the bedroom, Stan there on the bed, stabbed in the back with a cross, becoming unfocused f.g. for a lone picture on the nightstand: Stan and Nona and Hale and Jenny, a happy, young family, staring straight into the camera, smiling for eternity.

LAST is a ballpoint pen, marking a period onto a full, full tablet. The letterhead reads, OWL CREEK.

The shot backs off and it’s a man’s hand around the pen, a young man in a spanking-new doctor coat, his name tag inserted—NEIDER. His hand is shaking, the side of his right palm blue with ink.

Sitting across from him is an old Nona—Hale’s mother from the opening scenes of the original. She’s in a muslin hospital gown.

Evidently through with her story.

“Well,” Neider says, in response, dragging it out into a stalling sound. Burying the ballpoint of his pen into the tablet. “So you … you had to kill him, to stop this … cycle from ever even starting … ”

Nona nods, her eyes full of water.

“But your husband, your daughter …?” Neider adds quietly, incredulously, trying to make sense of the carnage.

Nona looks at him as if he hasn’t been listening. Nods for him to lean forward, making it into a maternal gesture somehow. Neider does, hesitantly, and she braces her frail self on his legs, draws her mouth close to his ear. “They’re with the angels,” she whispers, reverently, as simple as a child.

Neider furrows his clinical brow about this, stands abruptly from Nona, her hand tangled in his coat for a moment.

“But they didn’t … didn’t do anything,” he argues.

Nona grins at his nervousness, his newness. Takes advantage: “I told him not to take her out on that death machine that day … ” she says with the perfect light touch, and then starts laughing without parting her lips, Neider backing off, intoning “thank you” like good-bye, slowly cueing into the dayroom television set, tuned to The Wizard of Oz, the blue monkeys swarming grandly across the sky. He half turns, and behind him is a bronze frame with the employee of the month—Con Simms, smiling from ear to ear, the original goofball. Lots of other Keyser Soze405–stuff tacked up suggestively. He turns back to Nona but Nona’s playing catatonic.

Dr. Neider furrows his brow all around, walks to the door, reaches to his belt for his keys but they’re gone, are hanging from Nona’s index finger, buried in the folds of her gown, and she’s already looking out the large window, her POV rushing through the concave glass, across miles and years of dry, yellow cornfields, back to the house, a wordless “Knocking on Heaven’s Door” coming on strong.

We slam through the front door and it makes the sound of three doors, and then we’re back to the first time, from a dislocated POV, Hale and Con and Seri and Egan and Virginia and Nona settled back into the couches, beer in hand, Hale saying it as if from far away, distorted—My father had an extensive video collection—the screen finally taken over by a book in the fireplace, burnt beyond recognition, fading into ash, trailing individual sparks up behind the credits.



  



Never build three doors
In a straight line
A devil might rush
through them
deep into your house,
into your life.

—Michael Ondaatje406
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DEMON THEORY 16
 

1 Screenplay convention for the first mention of a character. Uppercase is supposed to make it easy to find.


2 By Walter Russell Brain, a baron. Originally published in 1969, now in its 7th ed.


3 As Jon Bon Jovi says in his version of it recorded with Guns N’ Roses, about a hundred people—including Clapton, Jerry Garcia, Roger Waters, Tom Petty, Bob Marley, Zeppelin—have done this song, but still, it’s Dylan’s. From the soundtrack to Sam Peckinpah’s 1973 Pat Garret & Billy the Kid (starring Bob Dylan too). Bon Jovi says listening to the original inspired his soundtrack for Young Guns II.


4 Common screenplay usage for “point of view.”


5 Though the first use of arrows to guide the reader probably occurred in vellum, if not sand, the earliest use of them in popular form would be to guide us from panel to panel in some of Winsor McKay’s Little Nemo comic strips (1905–1913), one title of which was In the Land of Wonderful Dreams. While screenplays are of course more reliant on numbering (of scenes) for proper navigation, the storyboards that are generated from those screenplays often make use of arrows, both to show movement between panels and to indicate or explore camera angles.


6Screenplay abbreviation for “establishing.”


7 In 1971 this was the “Ludovico Treatment,” so-named because of the Ludovico Institute in Stanley Kubrick’s adaptation of the American version of Anthony Burgess’s 1962 novel, A Clockwork Orange. The eventual premise is that you can brainwash people into good citizens.


8 A hallucination from The Lost Weekend (1945). Not to be confused with the “daydreams” in The Secret Life of Walter Mitty (1947).


9 Kim Basinger’s famous masturbation scene from Zalman King’s Nine 1/2 Weeks (1986).


10 Or, as Scream (1996) would have it, “that werewolf movie with E.T.’s mom in it.” (see n 63C) There’s seven of them anyway, from Joe Dante’s The Howling (1981) to Clive Turner’s The Howling VII: New Moon Rising (1995), with the first three based on novels by Gary Brandner. Werewolves.


11 “exterior.”


12 Actually, a latex Captain Kirk/William Shatner mask released by Don Post Studios in 1975, then spray-painted white. Michael Myers is the slasher† in 1978’s Halloween, in which John Carpenter reintroduced terror via the handheld‡ camera.


13 A specific and abrupt change of locale.


14 FBI Special Agents Fox “Spooky” Mulder and Dana Scully from Chris Carter’s The X-Files (1993–2002). The poster over Fox’s desk since the pilot episode reads “I Want to Believe.” His last lines of the series would start “I want to believe that the dead are not lost to us … ”


15 “offscreen.”


16 Matching the final subject of one scene to the initial subject of the next.


17 The 1939 Judy Garland film, adapted from Frank Baum’s 1900 novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. “After a tornado transplants her to the land of Oz, Dorothy must seek out the great wizard in order to return to Kansas.”


18 The speaker is more than just not in the shot—that would be o.s.—but isn’t in the scene at all, is essentially narrating.


19 Improvised speech or verbal “patter” to convey the impression of reality.


20 To “overcrank” a shot is to shoot it at a frame rate higher than the standard 24fps, so that, when played back at normal speed, the effect will be some very “dramatic” slow motion. Think the signature shots from The Right Stuff (1983), Reservoir Dogs (1992), Tombstone (1993). Or, if focused on a single character instead of a walking cast, Nicolas Cage putting his Elvis sunglasses on by the airplane in Face/Off (1997). It all started with Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai in 1954, though.


21 An item “spliced” into the flow of things. Like subliminal advertising would look, were the reel advanced just a few frames at a time.


22 Nurse Ratched was played by Louise Fletcher in Milos Forman’s 1975 film adaptation of Ken Kesey’s 1962 novel One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest.


23 i.e., Brunhilda, Richard Wagner’s warrior-maiden who disobeys her father (Wotan) in his (Wagner’s) Ring of the Nibelung opera cycle. Wotan punishes her by making her mortal.


24 While “base flood elevation’ is the term often used by civil engineers in the context of coastal construction, the military term co-opted into American and British slang, “bum fuck, Egypt” (“a distant, remote, inconvenient place,” bumfuck itself just a corruption of bumblefuck†) has proven more popular, and is often used now without the “geographic” comma, as “bum-fuck Egypt” or “butt-fuck-” or “butt-fucking Egypt,” as if Egypt were the noun, the rest adjectival (the -ing adding emphasis, of course, as in BFD, “big fucking deal”). Of note here is that, while the military term wasn’t originally degrading to Egyptians, its later manifestation seems to be.




25“background.”


26 From Yes’s “Leave It,” off their comeback album 90125 (1983), not to be confused with 1986’s 5150, the first Van Halen album to feature red rocker Sammy Hagar on lead vocals.


27 James Stewart’s Ransom Stoddard is the first on-screen character John Wayne called “pilgrim.” The movie was The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). Fourteen years later in The Shootist, however, where Stewart and Wayne were paired up again, Wayne merely calls him “Doc.”


28 “foreground.”


29 In Shirley Jackson’s 1959 urtext†
The Haunting of Hill House,‡ Eleanor’s first thought after turning “her car onto the last stretch of straight drive” and encountering Hill House “face to face” is that the house is vile. Her second thought is “get away from here at once.”


30 Stuart Rosenberg’s 1979 The Amityville Horror, based on Jay Anson’s book and best remembered by the promotional shot of the front of the house, twin windows set in it like eyes.


31 Garry Marshall’s 1982 send-up of hospital soap operas.


32 Thom Eberhardt’s 1989 hospital soap opera.


33 As Madeleine Stowe explains in Terry Gilliam’s 1995 12 Monkeys (adapted by David and Janet Peoples from Chris Marker’s 1962 black and white twenty-eight minute La Jetée), the Cassandra complex stems from the Greek figure Cassandra, cursed to have both knowledge of the future†
and the inability to change that future.




34 Where Halloween and Christmas come together in Tim Burton’s animated world. 1993.


35 The footprints in Carnival of Souls (1962) trail off similarly.


36 As Ford Fairlane asked in 1990, “What the fuck is ‘mano a mano’?” Or, as here, the corruption, “mano to mano.” The answer: it’s Spanish for “hand to hand” (not “man to man”).


37 A brief moment free of dialogue. Think heartbeat.


38 As immortalized in Disney’s animated version of Robin Hood (1973).


39 Steven Spielberg’s 1982 smash—E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial.


40 While Creepazoids was the 1987 postapocalyptic horror movie, it gets its title of course from “Freak-A-Zoid,” one of Midnight Star’s 1983 skating-rink smashes (the other being “No Parking (On the Dance Floor)”).


41 Chevy Chase and Dan Aykroyd, 1985.


42 A shot made from a moving dolly is a “dolly shot.”


43 The full quote is “Home again, home again, market is done,” from Mother Goose’s “To Market,” but corruptions (and, as here, truncations) abound: “Home again, home again, jiggety-jig / … jiggety-jog” (to rhyme with “pig” and “hog”).


44 A Star Trek cliché for whatever nameless crewmember† is sacrificed on the away mission in the interest of drama (or, specifically, in the interest of core cast conservation). Holds more for the series (1966–1969 or any of the offshoots: Next Generation, DS9, Voyager, Enterprise) than the movies.




45
Blizzard of Ozz (1981) was Ozzy Osbourne’s first album after leaving Black Sabbath, and the first to feature Randy Rhodes.


46 Sam Elliott’s character (Conn Conagher) from the 1991 television movie Conagher, based on the 1969 Louis L’Amour novel.


47 Arnold Schwarzenegger’s character from Conan the Barbarian (1982) and Conan the Destroyer (1984), each based on stories by Robert E. Howard. Not counting 1979’s western send-up The Villain or 1976’s Stay Hungry, which earned three stars from Ebert, Conan was Schwarzenegger’s breakthrough role, perhaps siphoning some legitimacy from James Earl Jones, playing opposite Schwarzenegger as Thulsa Doom. And, though Schwarzenegger is dressed as Conan in Red Sonja (1985), which is also based on Howard’s stories, and in spite of the fact that the original plan was to have him reprise Conan for Red Sonja, nevertheless his character there is Kalidor.


48 The inner frame of the shot constitutes the outer frame of the inset item, usually, as here, some form of media.


49 Term for a contestant on either The Dating Game (debuted 1965) or Love Connection (1983), though most likely from Love Connection, as The Dating Game featured significantly more (numbered) bachelors than bachelorettes, just because its run started eighteen years earlier, when television, in trying to be socially conscious, radical even, was actually just being typically conservative (i.e., by putting the woman in charge of selecting the man—a seeming “reversal,” as it meant the man had to make himself attractive—it suggested that for every one woman, there were three men, ready to fight, win her as a “prize”).


50 In spite of the fact that, since 1959, there’s been everything from Civil War Nurse Barbies to Baby Doctor Barbies, Mattel’s yet to market a Barbie anatomically correct enough to open for major or minor surgery more than once.


51
voice-over.


52 Prototype for 1986’s Top Gun (fighter planes, love, etc.). Directed by Taylor Hackford and not starring John Travolta, who turned down the role Gere took, a repeat of American Gigolo for the two of them.


53 The Joe Cocker–Jennifer Warnes duo off the soundtrack. Written by Buffy Sainte-Marie. Recycled by Baz Luhrmann in his Moulin Rouge (2001, the year of the ‘other’ big unconventional pop-musical, A Knight’s Tale).


54 In Peeping Tom† (1960), the title character’s father’s “extensive” and ultimately corrosive film collection spans at least three shelves, if not the whole room.


55 Joel Schumacher’s starpacked 1990 film (Julia Roberts, Kevin Bacon, Oliver Platt, William Baldwin, Kiefer Sutherland). Plot summary: “Medical students begin to explore the realm of near-death experiences.”


56 Kevin Costner’s second baseball film. 1989. Based on W. P. Kinsella’s 1982 novel Shoeless Joe. “If you build it, they will come.”


57 Archibald “Moonlight” Graham, tenderly played by both Burt Lancaster and Frank Whaley.


58 The famous exchange from early in Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975) is: “What makes you think she’s a witch?” / “Well she turned me into a newt!” / “A newt?” / (embarrassed, Cleese-ian pause) “I got better.”


59 “interior.”


60 Alfred Hitchcock’s 1960 classic,† based on Robert Bloch’s 1959 novel (and, like The Texas Chainsaw Massacre [1974], influenced by serial killer Ed Gein, arrested only two years before the novel). Introduces us once and forever to Norman Bates and his mother. Or, just Norman.‡


61 Though it’s not illegal to own a three-wheeler, in the late eighties, due to accidents like this and the resultant lawsuits,† three-wheelers became the only off-road vehicle ever willingly‡ taken off the market by manufacturers.


62 Though the origin of numbered doors and the “prizes” behind them are buried deep in the origin stories of many cultures, “door number two” (and one, and three) was born into television and thus the American psyche on December 30, 1963, in Monty Hall’s gameshow Let’s Make a Deal. Thirty-eight years later, thanks to Marilyn Vos Savant’s weekly column, it would spawn “The Monty Hall Paradox” (or, if you’re a mathematician, “Controversy”).


63 i.e., Fred(dy) Krueger,† the franchise slasher of Wes Craven’s 1984 A Nightmare on Elm Street,‡ which Michael Bracken identifies as a “watershed horror film”†† in spite of the “hook”—i.e., Phantasm‡‡ (1979)—ending that “negates everything that’s happened in the entire film and feels like a cheat.” It would go on to have six sequels, one television series, and, so far, one spin-off (Freddy vs. Jason, 2003—or, sixty years after
Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man).


64 Penélope Cruz’s term for this in Cameron Crowe’s 2001 remake of Alejandro Amenábar’s Abre los Ojos (1997, also starring Penélope Cruz), Vanilla Sky, is “pleasure delayer”—what Peter Brooks, in his Psychoanalysis and Storytelling† (Blackwell, 1994) refers to as the “dance of the seven veils,” a form of perpetually delayed gratification already cited twenty years before Brooks, by Silent Night, Bloody Night: “One of the great pleasures in life is the pleasure of anticipating pleasure.”




65 “He Who Walks Behind the Rows” is the evil presence in Children of the Corn (1984, from a 1977 Stephen King story,† originally published in Penthouse), taglined, perhaps in homage to Dario Argento,‡ “A Nightmare for Adults.”


66 All the conspiracies at once: Elvis is alive, JFK’s 1963 assassination, Amelia Earhart’s 1937 disappearance, and whatever did or didn’t happen in New Mexico ten years after that.


67 To take in a wide scene without stopping to focus on any one view.


68 “Giving them their privacy” like this—using visual metaphors to indicate off-screen sex†—is, informally, the Lubitsch touch, after Ernst Lubitsch (1892–1947) who directed a string of pre-Code, tongue-in-cheek sexual comedies. The famous scene at the end of North by Northwest (1959) uses the same touch—a long train gliding into a dark tunnel—though of course, in Hitchcock’s hands, it was less tongue-in-cheek, more thumbing his nose at the censors. While Cheech and Chong: Still Smokin’ (1983) would take the Lubitsch touch to its logical extreme, panning away from the sexual romp to an escalating series of, by then, cliché visual references, like rockets, and some new ones as well, from the wild kingdom, American Beauty (1999), by directing us away from sex with a minor to focus on her abandoned shoe, would kind of rein it all back in.




69 The TimeLife series is Mysteries of the Unknown (1988–1992).


70 Almost verbatim from Reader’s Digest’s 1982 Mysteries of the Unexplained (p.121).


71 Not to be confused with a “Vertigo shot,”† i.e., that dramatic effect Hitchcock‡ used in Vertigo (1958) to express Jimmy Stewart’s singular state of mind, a bit of camerawork M. Night Shyamalan would use again, respectfully, in Signs, forty-four years later.


72 More or less, Eric the Cavalier’s recurring, sarcastic line from the animated series Dungeons & Dragons (b. 1983). Its premise: a group of suburban kids get on an amusement park ride and are transported to a fantasy realm, Land of the Lost–style (except, in this fantasy realm, orcs are orcs, more or less, not Sleestaks†). Their “campaign” is to find their way home, doing good deeds along the way.


73 In the series of Cadbury commercials (b. 1980), what the children say is “Thank you, Easter Bunny. Bwok! Bwok!”


74 Underage porn star, founding member of Heart, and Gene Simmons’s bombshell sometimes-wife, respectively. Each more blonde than the last.


75 Term permanently wedged into the American idiom by Steven Spielberg, in his landmark Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977).


76 Crude update of what G. W. Bailey’s sidekick/town drunk/occasional narrator Peter says in 1985’s western spoof Rustlers’ Rhapsody.


77 i.e., “captain’s log.” All that’s missing to make this the traditional opening of just about every Star Trek (1966–1969) and many of the early Star Trek: The Next Generations (1987–1994) is a stardate.


78 The common abbreviation for “fucking ass,” that, by retaining the n, manages to keep some of its verb-as-adjective bite. A variant spelling, based on the often-corrupt pronunciation, is “F ‘n’ A,” presumably for “F and A”—“fuck and ass,” probably infected by “T&A” (“tits and ass”)—which, as it forces the profanity out of the adjective slot, doesn’t have much of a bite at all.


79 Stephen King’s 1986 novel, eight years after The Stand, and longer. Released as a television miniseries in 1990. In addition to that bicycle ride, it also gave us Pennywise the chrome-eyed clown.


80 Short for “kimosabe” (sometimes “kemosabe”), which supposedly meant “faithful friend” each time Tonto said it to the Lone Ranger (or, according to Gary Larson, “horse’s rear end” [5/6/88]). Though The Lone Ranger had been around in various forms since 1920—as adapted from the 1915 Zane Grey novel The Lone Star Ranger, serialized in All-Story Cavalier the year before—Tonto didn’t debut until the tenth installment of the radio program (debuted 1930, hit that tenth episode in 1933). As for the word itself, some say it’s a corruption of the Anishinaabe “giimoozaabi,” meaning “scout,” “spy,” or “masked man,” while revisionists insist it’s a corruption of the Spanish “quien no sabe” (“he who knows nothing”). The director of the radio show, however, says he simply got the name from a boy’s camp at Mullet Lake (Michigan) and thought it a good fit, because, according to the camp, who got it anywhere, it meant “trusty scout” (at Mullet Lake, it was spelled “Kee-Mo-Sah-Be,”† while in the radio program scripts it was “Kemo Sabay,” then, later, “Kemo Sabe”). Of interest is that, on the radio program, “kimosabe” was what the Lone Ranger and Tonto called each other; only later did it become Tonto’s‡ pet name for his boss, whom he was always having to save (presaging the Green Hornet/Kato dynamic of the forties).


81 Usually done with animals that prey upon one another in some form, meaning very few of them can sit in the same boat with each other. The associated joke, of course, is the scorpion, hitching a ride across the river on the back of a dog, coyote, etc., then biting his ride halfway across, effectively killing them both; his explanation is the punch line: “I’m a scorpion. What did you think I was going to do?”


82 David Cronenberg’s 1986 remake of the 1958 classic, based on the Playboy short story by George Langelaan. One of the endings, which was cut, had Geena Davis—Gold-blum’s girfriend—dreaming her unborn (fly-) child as a butterfly.


83 What Mammy says to Sambo in the 1935, eight-minute cartoon Little Black Sambo. Her full line is “Now run along and play, honey child, but watch out for that bad old tiger. That old tiger sure do like dark meat.”


84 Ogden Edsl’s big hit, available on vinyl on Dr. Demento’s 1978 Stuffed.


85 Host and possible citizen of The Twilight Zone (1959–1964).


86The housing development in Tobe Hooper–Steven Spielberg’s 1982 Poltergeist, which is built on an old and particularly evil graveyard. Cueste Verde translates into English as “green hill,” more or less.


87 In Wilder Napalm† (1993), Dennis Quaid’s Wallace offers the more complete term: “Dirty mud-hopping rat bastard!” Eleven years later, however, Albert in I ♥ Huckabees would bring it back, with the more standard “rat fucking bastard.”




88 Though “splatter” is the common usage, the forensic term for the result of splatter is nevertheless “spatter,” perhaps because Webster’s definition for it (spatter) specifies the scattering of “small particles or drops,” rather than the simple “splashing upon impact” of splatter. But of course that “splashing” was just what David J. Schow was looking for when he coined “splatterpunk” at the 1986 World Fantasy Convention (as the fiction version of the oft-maligned “splatter film,” presumably, with some of Bruce Bethke’s “cyberpunk” thrown in for good measure (from his 1980 short story of the same name).


89
H. P. Lovecraft (1890–1937), American horror writer known for his creepily florid prose.


90 The recurring line from the “Mrs. Olson” (Virginia Christine†) series of Folger’s Coffee commercials (b. 1963) is “He never has a second cup at home.”




91“… ’twixt the cup and the lip.” Emilio Estevez’s Billy the Kid line from the starpacked†
Young Guns (1988).




92 Grendel of Beowulf (8th century), where we get to see through his eyes. Like how Halloween opens: a handheld camera looking through Michael Myers’s mask, instead of at it, effectively hiding/delaying his identity (i.e., at the end of that introductory sequence, when we think the horror’s over, it effectively escalates, from just “people getting knifed” to “people getting knifed by a child”).


93 The mercury thermometer—“thermoscope,” to the 18th century—was invented by Gabriel Fahrenheit in 1714. What he gave his name to was the thermometric scale (i.e., units or scale of temperature). Two-hundred and thirty-seven years later, he would of course be in the title of the Ray Bradbury short story “Fahrenheit 451,” which would have expanded into a novel by 1953 and a François Truffaut movie by 1966. And, presumably Bradbury used the Fahrenheit scale because, unlike Celsius and Kelvin, the ignition, or “burning,” point of paper is a whole number (Celsius and Kelvin have it at 232.78 and 505.78, respectively).


94The 1980 Stanley Kubrick/Stephen King/Jack Nicholson film, which introduced us to REDRUM. After the credits, the ghosts applaud.


95The rest of the Baby Bear line is “… and she’s still there,” from Goldilocks and the Three Bears, written in verse (and illustrated) in 1831 by Eleanor Mure for her nephew, though Robert Southey’s 1837 version, published in his The Doctor, would prove to be much more influential. Both of them, however, are probably just variations on the Scrapefoot story, which Tolstoy’s “Frenchwoman” in Anna Karenina (1877) properly refers to as an “English nursery tale” (the “English” perhaps meant to distinguish the Goldilocks fairy tale from the Russian version Tolstoy himself drew upon for his “The Three Bears”).


96Though it’s a trope by now, bodies disappearing if not closely watched—2003’s Identity is perhaps the best recent example, Halloween the most “classic”—in 1955 it was done as good as it ever would be, in Les Diaboliques.


97The complaint/plea made in Terror Train (1980), which also has fun with body parts lifted from gross anatomy class …


98A shortening of “B movie cheese,” which probably gets its pejorative use of “cheese” from the slang term for welfare rations, “government cheese”—that low-protein, high-fat stuff you’re not always proud about needing, but need all the same.


99H. G. Wells’s 1896 The Island of Dr. Moreau, which, though it touches on the same themes as Mary Shelley’s 1818 Frankenstein—man punished for playing God—nevertheless doesn’t quite infringe, as Moreau is more of an action or adventure story. Each novel has been adapted to death, pretty much.


100As the Lizard was to Spider-man for Marvel, so was Manbat to Batman for DC.


101Poltergeist, Poltergeist, Tommyknockers (a Stephen King novel in 1987, a TV movie in 1993), Q (for “Quetzlcoatl,” the feathered/winged serpent† that terrorized New York in 1982, and laid its eggs in a nest high atop the Chrysler Building) …


102 A brutal distillation of the Sherlock Holmes maxim from Conan Doyle’s “The Hound of the Baskervilles” (1901), properly quoted and cited in Dario Argento’s Tenebrae (1982): “Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.”


103Two of the three vital components of the Midway arcade game Joust (1982), the third of course being shelves of rock to jump or glide to (though eggs play a part as well).


104 All too similar to a line delivered in monotone by Leroy (Franklyn Ajaye), the black zombie-librarian in the Hudson Brothers’ 1983 send-up of horror, Hysterical: “The library is closed. All white people must leave” (the “black” version of what all the “white” zombies† are saying: “What difference does it make?”‡).


105Either Curly, Shemp, Joe, or Curly Joe, depending on the year in question.


106“mit out sound,” how German directors in the early days of film were supposed to have consistently mispronounced “without sound.”


107i.e., Neve Campbell, Sidney Prescott in Wes Craven–Kevin Williamson’s 1996 Scream. Plot outline: “A psychopathic serial killer is stalking a group of teens just like in the movies!” And the teens all know it, and talk about it, perhaps prompting Clive Barker to say about the 2004 graphic novel adaptation† of his 1987 Hellraiser,‡ “I was delighted that there was a sizable audience for a horror film that didn’t dice adolescents in the shower, or have its tongue buried so deeply in its cheek it could lick out its ear from the inside.”


108While in 1936 this was a Boris Karloff film, merging crime, revenge, and reanimated corpses, in 1995 it was itself reanimated, albeit poorly, as a Vietnam movie, then better, in 2004, as a series of graphic novels dealing again with reanimated corpses.


109 b. inconspicuously in 1941, in All Star Comics 8, but popularized once and forever by Maybelline spokeswoman Lynda Carter in the hit series Wonder Woman (1976–1979).


110 The exact set-up† Carol Kane finds herself in in Fred Walton’s 1979 When a Stranger Calls.‡ Based on the urban legend, which is itself building on a device Black Christmas popularized: somebody calling you from inside the house you’re in. One year after When a Stranger Calls, Armand Mastroianni would add to the sentence for us, with He Knows You’re Alone, leaving the implied “And Then You Die” for Francis Mankiewicz to finally say out loud seven years later. The sentence wouldn’t be quite complete until 2005’s Alone in the Dark, however (unless you prefer “Home Alone,” in which case the sentence was complete in 1990).


111playing Robert Mitchum’s role in the 1991 remake of Cape Fear (1962), which many consider as groundbreaking a role for slashers as Anthony Perkins’s role two years before† (itself usually paired up with Karlheinz Böhm’s role in Peeping Tom).


112Close Your Eyes was released in 2002,† by, of all companies, the BBC. Based on Madison Smartt Bell’s 1991 novel Doctor Sleep.


113 In The Burning (1981), Cropsy uses a set of garden shears to slash, impale, eviscerate, definger, or otherwise kill ten formerly happy campers. In the French release of The Burning, Carnage, the shears would provide the central image for one of the promotional posters, as they would twenty-one years later, for The Greenskeeper’s promotional material.† Of note is that The Burning’s “final guy” preceeded Vin Diesel’s Riddick (of Pitch Black) by nineteen years and Hostel’s Jay Hernandez‡ by twenty-four.


114From Jason Voorhees, the hockey-masked slasher in all the Friday the 13ths (1980–) except, as we know from Scream, the first (to say nothing of Part V: A New Beginning [1985]). Harder to kill than Michael Myers (see n 12 again). His trademark, puppy-doggish tic, of course—usually just preceeding a very non-puppy-doggish act—is courtesy of Kane Hodder, who’s portayed Jason more times than anybody else.


115 i.e., the cuts the T-1000 gives Sarah Connor in Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991), when he’s stabbing down through the top of an elevator with his arm/sword.


116Pure Suspiria, from the first kill-scene.


117An Agatha Christie graft, from her proto-slasher novel And Then There Were None, originally published in 1939 with the titles Ten Little Niggers‡ and Ten Little Indians and adapted to the screen at least three times (1945, 1965, and 1974). Not to be confused with And Then There Was None† (1991), a postapocalypse story set in Singapore.


118Of Deathwish fame (parts 1–5, 1974–1994). A bad person to be related to.


119Like Bronson,† his characters always live too, but only after kickboxing his opponents into submission.


120The same thing Wayne and Garth ask for in Wayne’s World (1992), only five years after Return to Horror High† had given us one.‡


121The Phil Donahue Show, weekdays at 9:00 in the morning, 1970–1996. An institution.


122For more like this, see The Ring, or Fangoria’s The Last Horror Movie† (2003), two which add a camera between the audience and the “cameo” mirror.


123(1688–1772).


124Not to be confused with the Emmanuelle series (b. 1974).


125Andy Griffith’s comeback persona, on television defending the innocent and the framed from 1986 through 1995.


126Again, that first kill from Suspiria.


127out-of-body experience.


128A tagline is the line branded onto all the movie posters or other promotional material, meant to hook the audience into the theater. It’s supposed to characterize a whole movie, to distill it down to one crisp, unforgettable sentence. For Alien (1979), the tagline was “In space no one can hear you scream.” For Dirty Harry (1971), it was “You don’t assign him to murder cases, you turn him loose.”


129i.e., Jamie Lee Curtis, identified by Scream’s Randy Meeks (Jamie Kennedy) once and forever as the “scream queen”† of horror.


130Chorus for INXS’s “Devil Inside,” off their 1987 Kick.


131One of James Kirk’s† many memorable lines from 1982’s Star Trek: The Wrath of Khan, delivered as only William Shatner could: “No … not like this. I haven’t faced death. I’ve cheated death, tricked my way out of death, and then patted myself on the back for my ingenuity. I know nothing.” Perhaps in homage, Switch in The Matrix‡ (1999) utters the same line (“Not like this”), just before the traitor Cypher pulls her plug, killing her.


132standard operating procedure.


133see n 122


134In Peter Benchley’s
Creature (1988), the complete statement is “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.” Had there have been a footnote to it, it would have cited reborn Darwinist Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919), who coined the phrase for the theory that, during embryonic development, an animal passes through all the stages of its evolution (a fact Orca takes the time to note in 1977, then Prophecy in 1979). The footnote to Creature itself should have cited Piranha (1978) as a direct source too, Piranha of course being more or less a Jaws (1975) rip-off.


135In context, the line looks like this: “Jesus loves me / this I know / for the Bible tells me so;” it’s mostly by Anna B. Warner, from her and her sister’s 1860 novel, Say and Seal, where it’s spoken, not sung, to a dying child.


136Just without the light sabers. Either the “fifth” Star Wars† episode, The Empire Strikes Back (1980), or Episode “VI,” Return of the Jedi (1983), which includes what Harrison Ford would later call “the teddy bear picnic.”


137Or, Lucasfilm quality standards. Not quite an acronym, though, as it’s derived both from Tomlinson Holman’s eXperiment and from George Lucas’s first movie, THX 1138† (1971).


138What Father Merrin tells Father Damien in Blatty and Friedkin’s The Exorcist (1973), more or less: “The demon is a liar. He will lie to confuse us … So don’t listen to him. Remember that—do not listen.”


139By the final kill-scene in the fourth Friday the 13th installment, The Final Chapter (1984), where the audience counts aloud and in unison how many times Corey Feldman’s Tommy Jarvis hits Jason with the machete. The count is fifteen. Other important “counts” in the movie, according to Joe Bob Briggs’s April 20, 1984, review, are dead bodies and breasts: thirteen and sixteen, respectively.


140James Woods’s trick in David Cronenberg’s 1983 Videodrome, which literally means “video course”—all the “tape” Woods has to run through.


141Dreamed up in 1871 by the mathematician James Clerk Maxwell either to contradict the second law of thermodynamics (entropy) or to unwittingly prepare the thought-experiment field for Schrödinger’s cat (1935). Both hinge on the peculiarities of quantum mechanics.


142René Descartes’s “evil genius,” manipulating reality just for fun in his (Descartes’s) Meditations (1641).


143Hilary Putnam’s term from his Mind, Language, and Reality (Cambridge, 1975), where he also exposes some of the weakness of Descartes’s evil genius. “Demon theory” itself, however, is a term that, though it still has currency in religious discussions (as the evil behind various illnesses), had more currency before the medical revolutions of the 20th century. In particular, demon theory was, for a long time, the accepted explanation for epilepsy, and, as such, was used to explain Swedenborg’s seizures (which, in retrospect, seem to have been of the generalized tonic-clonic set [GTCS]: complex-partial seizures of the temporal lobe, formerly classed “grand mal,” and not to be confused with Fyodor Dostoevsky’s “The Grand Inquisitor,” from his 1879 The Brothers Karamazov, where Jesus is interrogated and, finally, arrested. Dostoevsky, of course, like Swedenborg, suffered from a temporal lobe disorder,† which made him see certain things).


144Each summoned, depending upon who you ask, by repeating their names out loud five or so times (with Bloody Mary/Mary Worth, you’re supposed to look in a mirror as you say you believe in her).


145For more of people talking to themselves in unlikely ways, see David Lynch’s set piece from Lost Highway (1997), which itself seems to suggest an unsettling conversation in Don’t Look Now (1973; based on a Daphne du Maurier story and, twenty years before Schindler’s List, introducing us to a girl in a curiously red coat).
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146The state of the road-movie in 1981.


147Already answered, in 1987’s Nightmare on Elm Street 3: Dream Warriors: “Mom, I’m still having those awful dreams.”


148The Puritan who wanted to “murder the world” in Clive Barker’s 1995 Lord of Illusions (which probably got a few more box office receipts due to repeat viewing of the “R-rated” version of the Showgirls trailer it included).


149How Ricky Ricardo announced his entrance in episode 67 of I Love Lucy, “Never Do Business with Friends,” and for just about all of them thereafter.


150Gunnar Hansen’s unforgettable cannibal (based, like everything, on Ed Gein) in Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chainsaw Massacre† (“Who will survive and what will be left of them?”), itself supposedly based on actual events.‡ A never-on-screen John Larroquette narrates.


151Stat, eppy, etc., all household words ever since Michael Crichton’s ER† debuted in September 1994, ten years after the brief series E/R, which also starred George Clooney (by 1994, he of course had Return to Horror High under his belt).


152For a while, this was a medical-sounding name, evidently (see 1934’s My Grandfather’s Clock, 1941’s Doctors Don’t Tell, and 1972’s They Only Kill Their Masters).


153The famous Frankenstein line from 1931 (“Look, it’s moving. It’s alive, it’s alive!”), used as the title for the 1974 Larry Cohen movie, which starts in the maternity ward and ends in C.H.U.D. (1984) territory. Tagline: “It’s newborn. It’s alive. And murder is what it knows best.” Two sequels and one 3-D spoof. Fourteen years before Child’s Play and twenty-eight years after Ray Bradbury’s short story “Small Assassin.”


154Ridley Scott’s 1979 masterpiece, which transplants the slasher to outer space and casts Sigourney Weaver as Jamie Lee Curtis.


155Richard Donner’s 1976 film, starring Gregory Peck and the Antichrist.


156Roman Polanski’s 1968 adaptation of Ira Levin’s book. Mia Farrow as Rosemary, who, like Lisa Bonet in Angel Heart nineteen years later, may or may not be carrying Satan’s child, an issue Witchcraft Through the Ages (1922) was very interested in as well.


157 Along with some of the early Friday the 13ths, Halloween II (1981) would open with continuous action† (i.e., it would pick up right where the previous one left off), essentially “extending” the original into a longer movie rather than adding another installment.


158 i.e., Dana Scully.


159 Part of the chorus from Sheena Easton’s 1984 “Strut,” the first track off Private Heaven and one of two on the album written by Prince (the other being of course “Sugar Walls”).


160 “E” for “Easton”; not to be confused with Sheila E.


161 The Jaws 2 (1978) tagline was “Just when you thought it was safe to go back in the water” (though it could just as easily have been Brody’s “I think we’ve got another shark problem”).


162 “A dream is a wish your heart makes while you’re asleep”—Cinderella, 1950.


163 A common enough line in horror, perhaps intoned best, singsong, by Samara, in the 2002 American remake of 1998’s Ringu, The Ring.


164 James Cameron’s monster 1984† vehicle for Arnold Schwarzenegger, not often recognized for the slasher it is.‡


165
Sutter Cane† is the Stephen King character from John Carpenter’s 1994 In the Mouth of Madness. Roger Ebert says of it that “the notion of a book that drives its readers mad is intriguing.” And, though the title was surely influenced by H. P. Lovecraft’s At the Mountains of Madness (1936), the stories are wholly distinct from one another.


166 In Sol Yurick’s Behold Metatron, the Recording Angel (Autonomedia, 1985), Metatron isn’t a Transformer,† but a term for the meta-surveillance system. All very gnostic and paranoid and seductive. Historically, Metatron to the Kabbalists has been considered closest to the throne of God, the first and last of the archangels, etc.


167The press kit for Spacehunter: Adventures in the Forbidden Zone (1983, starring Molly Ringwald) included a detailed explanation of just how 3-D works. And, though Bwana Devil (1952) is often billed as being the first movie presented in 3-D—with Warner Brothers’s House of Wax (1953) getting credited as the first 3-D from a major studio—really, 3-D debuted in 1922, with The Power of Love.


168 Worn by the cat in Dr. Seuss’s Cat in the Hat (1957), perhaps meant to either make the cat less an animal (i.e., less naked) or to visually ally all his gadgets and his just generally inventive nature with magicians. Or both. Nothing remotely phallic, though. Because then he becomes a smooth-talking stranger the kids are opening the door for, a stranger that, at the end, they’re not sure they’re going to tell their mother about (“What would YOU do / If your mother asked YOU?”†).


169 Frontman for R.E.M.; thin, often bald.


170 R.E.M’s “Shiny Happy People,” off their 1991 Out of Time album.


171 Full title: “It’s the End of the World as We Know It (And I Feel Fine).” Off their (R.E.M.’s) 1987 Document album.


172 Gene Wilder’s drunken, lovable, heroic character from Mel Brook’s 1974 Blazing Saddles.


173 … and Ham. Dr. Seuss’s 1960 classic. Not be confused with Too Much Joy’s 1987 album Green Eggs and Crack.


174 Off the Rolling Stones’s 1967 Flowers album, redone twenty-three years later by Tesla, on their live album Five Man Acoustical Jam (a tribute to the band Five Man Electrical Band, who recorded “Signs” for the first time back in 1971).


175 Of Drugstore Cowboy (1989). Not to be confused either with Marshall Dillon of Gunsmoke (b. 1955, nine years before Matt) or with the Michael Shoeffling (Jake Ryan) of Sixteen Candles (1984—twenty-one years before Dillon would finally/really play a Ryan-character, in Crash).


176 As Matt Dillon’s girlfriend Dianne was, as played once and forever by Kelly Lynch.


177 Pernell Roberts in Trapper John, M.D. (1979–1986); not to be confused with St. Elsewhere† (1982–1988).


178Another Schwarzenegger vehicle (1987), this time directed by John McTiernan, already shooting Die Hard by then. Instead of Ripley going to space, however, now the alien is coming to her (or, him: Mr. Universe).


179A Richard Donner film, 1987. It opens by contrasting “Jingle Bell Rock” with an apparent overdose/suicide. Along with 48 Hours (1982), Beverly Hills Cop (1984), and Running Scared (1986), Lethal Weapon more or less cemented the conventions of the “buddy-cop” movie.†


180The 1978 remake not of 1943’s Heaven Can Wait, as 2005’s Hostage plays with, but of 1941’s Here Comes Mr. Jordan. In 1978, however, the title “Heaven Can Wait” was, thanks to Meatloaf and Jim Steinman, very popular.


181The popular slogan of the now-defunct Protect-It Car Wax, still available (in slogan form) in select vintage clothing shops.


182Coined in 1853 by Robert Surtees in his Mr. Sponge’s Sporting Tour, “Once burned twice shy” is of course a variation on “Once bitten, twice shy,” which can be traced backward as far as William Caxton’s translation of Aesop in 1484, and forward as far as Great White’s 1989 follow-up to their 1987 Once Bitten …: … Twice Shy.


183Stephen King used this device in his 1979 The Dead Zone, which Cronenberg adapted to the screen in 1983, casting Christopher Walken as Johnny Smith, the man able to see into the “dead zone.”


184Which is how it usually works out in his (Romero’s) Night of the Living Dead†,‡ (1968), Dawn of the Dead (1978), Day of the Dead (1985), Land of the Dead (2005), and all the remakes, including but not limited to Night of the Day of the Dawn of the Son of the Bride of the Return to Terror‡ (1991; “In Shocking 2-D!”), “The Son of the Ghost of the Bride of Frankenstein” (from the “That’s Monstertainment” episode of The 13 Ghosts of Scooby-Doo [1985]), and all the fun Sam Raimi and Bruce Campbell have had with The Evil Dead (b. 1981, reanimated†† in 1987, then again in 1993, with Army of Darkness), itself not to be confused with The Return of the Living Dead series (b. 1985, still undead twenty years later).


185 Played Michael Myers’s putative therapist in Halloween, Dr. Sam Loomis.


186 Penny Marshall’s 1990 Robin Williams treatment of Oliver Sack’s Cocoon-like experience with postencephalitic patients, minus Steve Guttenberg.


187 Roy Scheider’s plea to Murray Hamilton in Jaws, a plaint Steve McQueen’s character, Steve, was already making in his best Luke Skywalker whine in The Blob (1958): “How do you get people to protect themselves from something they don’t believe in?” The English subtitles for The Eye (2002) aren’t all that different either: “She [Mun] foresaw a big disaster and tried to warn everyone, but no one listened to her” (which also, of course, suggests the Cassandra Complex [see n 33]).


188 William Peter Blatty, 1990.† A vast improvement over The Heretic (1977), just not quite as controversial as the original. George C. Scott, though. Geriatric people spider-crawling up the walls in a way that wouldn’t be seen again until 2002 (or 2004, depending on the country), in The Darkness.‡ There, however, the geriatric people were naked as well. And had black eyeballs.


189 Lamberto Bava’s 1985, sequel-spawning Dèmoni, released on VHS in America as Demons, had the title in grab-me-from-the-shelf yellow,† in typical double-feature font.


190From 1990. “A terrifying tale of sluts and bolts.” Not to be confused with the early Tim Burton effort Frankenweenie (1984), for which Disney fired him, or the bootleg classic Frankenchicken (1995), which of course includes ninjas, or the Dead Kennedys’s 1985 album Frankenchrist, which includes shriners (which, in spite of the title, has nothing to do with Christopher Lambert’s 1999 Resurrection, where, to properly “celebrate” Easter, a serial killer tries to piece together a Christ).


191 Giant, ill-tempered ape at the end/top of the popular video game created in 1981 by Shigeru Miyamoto, who in 2000 finally admitted he got the name Donkey Kong from pushing manuke (Japanese for “stupid”) and “King Kong” together.


192
Fay Wray, the distressed damsel in the 1933 King Kong.


193 More X-Files: “Objective scientist” Dana Scully wears (and regularly distributes or loses) a small crucifix necklace as well, which she either got on her fifteenth birthday or for Christmas, depending on whether the “Ascension” episode or the “Christmas Carol” one got it right.†


194“555” is the prefix that, forty years ago, when “exchange” names were still popular, you couldn’t spell anything with, as “5” only corresponds with the letters J, K, and L. Thus, it was a safe prefix,† was what Hollywood was encouraged to use, as it wouldn’t result either in unwanted calls or in people trying to get their own numbers quoted in movies. Outside of the movies, all it’s used for now, pretty much, are numbers like directory assistance (555-1212). The numbers Bellcore has set aside specifically for Hollywood to use are 555-0100 through 555-0199,‡ a homogeneity The Adventures of Ford Fairlane pokes fun at, with Ford†† giving a girl in a bar his phone number, “555-6321”; his response to her saying that “they only use that in the movies” is “No shit, honey. What do you think this is, real life?” 555 is also the title of a low-budget, 1988 horror movie, involving but not limited to necrophilia; the justification for the title is that every five years, for five nights, young couples are killed, a pattern The
X-Files would repeat, with variation, in its third episode, “Squeeze,” which introduces us to Eugene Victor Tooms, who surfaces every thirty years to harvest the five livers he needs. The subsequent follow-up episode, “Tooms” (episode 20), would, in turn, introduce us both to Asst. Director Skinner‡‡ (“AD Skinner”) and to the fact that the Cigarette Man could talk.


195Rudyard Kipling’s juvenile adventure story, adapted into many movies since 1894. Kaa is the snake.


196 John Badham, 1977.


197 “Stayin’ Alive,” by the Bee Gees. Iconic enough that it would be the title of Saturday Night Fever’s sequel (1983), which ends where Saturday Night Fever started six years before: with Travolta, consciously “strutting.”


198 In Ringu, Rie Inou’s Sadako character (Samara in the American remake) appears to move in a similar, “wrong” fashion—an effect achieved by a combination of her kabuki-influenced body language and the fact that the shot was filmed with her walking backward, then reversed for playback.


199 According to Better Homes and Garden’s Soups & Stews Cook Book (Meredith Corporation, 1978), these are the two main ingredients for Cucumber-Cream Soup.


200 When drug dogs die, this is the heaven they go to.


201 The term for this would be “palimpsest”—writing over the already written—which appears in the credits of the 1986 film adaptation of Umberto Eco’s 1980 The Name of the Rose: “A palimpsest of Umberto Eco’s ‘The Name of the Rose.’” It was probably all the payment Eco, a semiotician, really needed for the film. And, even though “palimpsest” and “incest” both sound the same and seem to inhere the same dynamic, that’s really just an accident of sounds: “cest” is from cestus (chaste), while “sest” is derived from “psestós” (scraped, rubbed).


202 Brian De Palma’s 1976 adaptation of Stephen King’s debut novel (1974), in which the end result of the “plug it up” locker-room chant is Sissy Spacek supposedly wearing her character Carrie’s “pig blood” for three days—how long it took them to shoot the prom scene.


203 Unlike any of the Buford Pussers from the Walking Tall movies (1973–2004) or series (1981), to say nothing of the sheriff they were all based on, in McNairy County, Tennessee.


204 i.e., James Belushi as that cop (K-9, 1988, though of course by that time it was pretty much a standard for dog/animal “hero” movies).


205 The original of this, from Luke 4:23, is “Physician heal thyself,” which Joel and Ethan Coen lifted for their 1991 Barton Fink, where the following line is “Good luck with no fuckin’ head.”


206 Wally’s sycophantic classmate from Leave It to Beaver (1957–1963) and Still the Beaver (1985–1989).


207 Not just the “number of the beast” in the Bible or the congenital birthmark/tattoo Damien has on his scalp in The Omen or the combination to Marsellus Wallace’s briefcase in Pulp Fiction (1994), but also what the sixth installment of Halloween (The Curse of Michael Myers, 1995) used as a working title to make fun of the “evil” franchise it already was: Halloween 666 (four years later, the Children of the Corn franchise would take a similar tack, with its fifth installment: Children of the Corn 666).


208 Fell off the wall and forever into children’s rhymes (one version of the rhyme’s origin is that, during the English Civil War, “Humpty Dumpty” [“Humpti-Dumpti”] referred to a Royalist cannon mounted on top of St. Mary’s at the Wall Church in Colchester, and was just too catchy a name to ever quit singing it; another is that it originally referred to King Richard III, the hunchbacked monarch, whose horse was named Wall).


209 In trying to both accurately “capture” or render teenage slang and appease the censors, the 1951–1952 (and 1954) series Meet Corliss Archer (based on the 1943 radio show, which was itself working off the series of early forties stories by stage comedian F. Hugh Herbert) unintentionally gave the Robin of the 1966–1968 Batman series license for all his “Holy [insert benign, unexpected word here]!” exclamations, which themselves were coopted back into teenage slang, though given some bite, via profanity: “Holy shit” (a logical intensification or “product” of “holy cow,” presumably). And of course it’s unclear whether it’s the “holy” or the “shit” which is supposed to be offensive, there …


210 After 1977’s Smokey and the Bandit and 1978’s Convoy, CB (citizen band) jargon and syntax was, for a while, very cool, as were black Trans Ams (however, it wouldn’t be until 1978, with the factory introduction of fatter swaybars, that the Trans Am would handle anything like the one Burt Reynolds drove). Of note is that the 1976 song Sam Peckinpah was adapting his movie from, “Convoy,” was performed by CW McCall, who started out in 1972 not as a singer at all, but as a truck-driving spokesman for Metz Baking Company on a series of Clio-winning television ads.† But then he caught on, became real, an American icon, the rugged individual, the modern-day cowboy without any of the biker saddlebags. His name before that was William Dale Fries (not to be confused with Espera De Corti [of Italian heritage], who, thanks again to advertising, “became” Iron Eyes Cody‡—the “crying Indian” of the anti-litter commercials).


211 Jim Henson’s 1982 remix of Star Wars and Tolkien.


212 The famous exchange between Hannibal Lecter† and Special Agent Clarice Starling in Jonathan Demme’s 1991 big-budget slasher Silence of the Lambs (Anthony Hopkins, Jodie Foster, Scott Glenn), based on Thomas Harris’s 1988 novel. Of note is that it (Demme’s version) comes almost right between the first slasher to go legit,‡
Fatal Attraction (1987), and the slasher that’s supposed to have made any further attempt at a slasher illegitimate: Scream.††


213 Superman’s secret clubhouse.


214 “We Gotta Get Out of This Place” was the lead track off the Animals’s Animal Tracks. In 1965, when it debuted, it was taken to be about Vietnam.


215 i.e., would be in the ‘Strawweight’ division in boxing (less than 105 lbs.), the smallest category of all, even below Mini- and Junior flyweight.


216 DDT (dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane), pretty much, or, as it was not quite accurately called in Vietnam, Agent Orange, because of the orange-painted drums it was transported in. A defoliant-herbicide soluble in fat, not water, allowing it to accumulate up the food chain, the dioxin(s) causing all kinds of neural and biological problems, many of them hereditary. Over the course of the Vietnam War, the United States sprayed more than twelve million gallons of this over Vietnam, a policy/tactic Metallica would of course lampoon a bit with their 1983 Kill ’Em All.†


217 Though the birth of pay-per-view is usually associated with Hulk Hogan and “Rowdy” Roddy Piper, Junkyard Dog and Randy Savage (the Wrestling Classic of 1985), technically, the first pay-per-view service was provided by Phonevision in 1950, though you didn’t see movies or events with it, but whomever you were talking with on the phone (the television signal piggybacked on the phone line).


218Cronenberg again, in 1981. This time with Michael Ironside and exploding heads.†


219 A series of short, disparate images showing an association of ideas or representing an overview of larger action.


220 In Spielberg’s 1993 blockbuster Jurassic Park, based on Michael Crichton’s 1990 novel and owing the birdlike movement of its CGI dinosaurs largely to “rebel” paleontologist Robert Bakker† (in gratitude, Spielberg would let Bakker get eaten by a T. rex‡ in the blockbuster sequel, The Lost World [1997]).


221, 222 Robert Patrick’s new and improved terminator in James Cameron’s 1991 Terminator 2: Judgment Day, who also pried open some elevator doors.


223 Evoking of course the smile at the end of 1999’s Magnolia, recycled from Federico Fellini’s 1960 La Dolce Vita, much as Bandits (2001) would reuse the ending of The Sting (1973), or Boogie Nights that of Raging Bull (1997, 1980), or how Open Range (2003) would be Road House (1989) with cowboy hats, or how Dogville (2003) was The Last Temptation of Christ (1988) in the thirties, or how 1982’s Deathtrap would have the same final-frame developments as North by Northwest, which Get Shorty, Wonder Boys, Psycho Beach Party (both 2000), and Urban Legends: Final Cut (2000) would all make use of.


224
I or II. In the first, though—1995—Natasha Henstridge “develops” similarly, from child to bonafide killing machine.


225 The method of duplication, or “symbiosis,” in The Invasion of the Bodysnatchers† (1956); the “products” of these pods were of course “pod-people.” As Dr. Kaufman says, in reference to them: “Your new bodies are growing in there … ” Whether this is one of the lines the movie’s uncredited “meter reader” Sam Peckinpah was supposed to have rewritten, of course, we’ll never know.


226
The Exorcist’s Regan (1973, Friedkin and Blatty). Pertinent: “Something beyond comprehension is happening to a little girl on this street, in this house.”†


227 Where eating disorders are stylized, eyes are shadowed to suggest brooding disinterest, and pants are sold.


228 Eveready batteries, where the slogan is the name itself.


229
Star Wars again, always.


230 Mr. Miyagi’s pet name for Ralph Macchio in Karate Kid (1984) was “Daniel-san.”


231 Introduced the microprocessor to the video game system in 1976. The company (Nintendo Koppai) was already eighty-seven years old then, too. Its first big hit in the arcades was Donkey Kong, in 1981. Its first big hit ever was Hanafuda playing cards, in 1889 (in Japan).


232 According to Drew Barrymore’s Karen Pomeroy in Donnie Darko (2001), “This famous linguist once said that of all the phrases in the English language, of all the endless combinations of words in all of history, that cellar door is the most beautiful.” Though this is far from a direct quote, the famous linguist here would seem to be J.R.R. Tolkien. Drew Barrymore’s character, however, would have to be directly based on Ms. Ferenczi, from Charles Baxter’s 1985 short story “Gryphon,” itself subsequently adapted into a PBS movie.


233 This is the set piece at the end of both Don’t Look Now and The Blair Witch Project.


234 The concept of parallel realities (as opposed to Donald Sutherland’s “nested realities,” of 1978’s Body Snatchers remake) was formally proposed in 1957 by Princeton doctoral student Hugh Everett III, to explain away the “double-slit” problem in quantum mechanics without resorting to the observation-reliant Copenhagen Explanation (which attempts to account for why, at the quantum level, photons can be in two places simultaneously, while at the macro level, this doesn’t happen). Nearly fifty years later, in a thought-experiment so extravagant as to be practically infeasible, mathematician Sir Roger Penrose would up the ante on Everett and Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg (who proposed the Copenhagen Interpretation in the twenties), by using Newton’s revolutionary concept of gravity to reconcile Einstein’s general relativity with the weirdness of the quantum world. As for “perfect” worlds, though, outside of the Kevin Costner–Clint Eastwood film† (1993), they are, according to Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646–1716), impossible for God to have created.


235 Blood-as-seizure-inducing-medium-of-communication is what the vampire Lestat experiences when he first tastes Aaliyah/Akasha’s blood in Queen of the Damned (2002; based on the 1985 Anne Rice novel, and no longer starring Tom Cruise as Lestat).


236 One of the chorus’s many refrains in the dance number “Summer Nights,” from Grease (1978).


237 Norman Jewison’s 1973 adaptation of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s anachronistic (re)telling of the last few weeks in the life of Jesus. Recent productions star Sebastian Bach† as Jesus.


238 Egon Spengler’s admonition in Ivan Reitman’s 1984 Ghostbusters.


239 A Top Gun term (Tony Scott, 1986), subsequently adopted by the Navy.


240 The cheapest way in 1966 to make Leanord Nimoy look alien (a sharp-eared look [and half-breed status] already proven popular in the Sub-Mariner comic books).


241 The Scrooge of Dr. Seuss’s 1966 How the Grinch Stole Christmas, played by Jim Carrey in 2000 (his second role in green since 1994’s The Mask, the other being of course 1995’s Batman Forever, where he got to wear the Riddler tights).


242 a.k.a. “Tiny Tim,”† from Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (December 17, 1843). In Bill Murray’s 1988 version (Scrooged), Tiny Tim is played by Mary Lou Retton, presumably for reasons of voice, not acrobatic ability.


243 The Sherman Bros.’ (Richard B. and Robert M.) Disney song “It’s a Small World After All” premiered at the 1956 World’s Fair. They also wrote the songs for Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (1968), Mary Poppins (1964), The Parent Trap (1961), etc.


244
near-death-experience.


245 The expositional device of 1993’s Beyond Bedlam (hidden on the horror shelves as Nightscare) is more or less similar: a woman (Elizabeth Hurley) must knit her disturbing dreams together into a recognizable narrative before the antagonist of that narrative finds/kills her (which itself isn’t all that dissimilar to the following year’s Blink, in which Madeleine Stowe must work against the clock to “recover” and put together a series of images/scenes, just as Cassandra had to eight years earlier, in Cassandra [see n 33†]).


246 Of the lifesaving, Sleeping Beauty (Disney, 1959)–kind,† like Trinity gave Neo in The Matrix. A fairy-tale staple.


247 One of the many character classes/types available to role-play in D&D (b. 1974) and AD&D (Advanced
Dungeons &
Dragons), the others being barbarian, ranger, wizard, etc., and both likely and unlikely combinations of all of them.


248
Heterocephalus glaber, also called “sand puppy.” A eusocial burrowing rodent, native both to east Africa and to Disney’s animated Kim Possible series (2002–).


249 And famous for uncrossing her legs for an unbrief moment. Paul Verhoeven’s 1992 Basic Instinct—his second picture with Stone.


250 Mary Lambert’s 1989 adaption of the 1983 Stephen King novel.


251 The eventual (Achilles tendon) slasher of Pet Sematary.


252 One of the many things Julianne Moore’s character suffers from in Todd Haynes’s Safe (1995), billed as a “horror movie of the soul.”


253
Not a line from Hansel and Gretel (originally recorded by the Grimm brothers, one of whom [Wilhelm] would marry the Cassel woman [Dortchen Wild] who relayed it to them), Hansel and Gretel likely owes its basic story to either Charles Perrault’s “Le petit Poucet” (1697) or Madame d’Aulnoy’s “Finette Cendron” (1698), though of course the 1893 Engelbert Humperdinck† opera is what really popularized it.


254 The 1810 version of the rhyme (“Humpty Dumpty”) reads: “Threescore men and threescore more / cannot place Humpty Dumpty as he was before”).


255 Real Life’s 1989 hit, often covered by the Pet Shop Boys and just as often mistakenly heard as “simian angel”; the important lyric here is of course the “right now” which follows and somewhat qualifies the request. Not to be confused with the Scorpions’s “Send Me an Angel” (off their 1991 Crazy World), which itself shouldn’t be confused with their 1984 “Rock You Like a Hurricane” anthem (the former has the lyric “Here I am / Will you send me an angel,” while the latter has “Here I am / Rock you like a hurricane”), or with Bonnie Tyler’s anthematic track off the Footloose (1984) soundtrack, “I Need a Hero,” which is the opposite of Tina Turner/Auntie Entity’s complaint on the Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome soundtrack (1985), “We Don’t Need Another Hero.” Of note with “Send Me an Angel” is that, as Philip K. Dick pointed out in VALIS (published in 1978, experienced in 1974), contrasting “God is now here” against “God is nowhere,” with one less space, the request can read “send mean angel.”


256 Intoned by a choir for the first time—as “Stille Nacht! Heilige Nacht!”†—in 1816 in a midnight mass at St. Nicholas Church in Oberndorf, Austria. Written by the assistant pastor there, Fr. Joseph Mohr, who, as the organ was down, provided accompaniment with his guitar, presumably ignoring the exclamation points in the title of the song, as, in tablature, they would at least be “f”—(forte, loud)—if not “fff”: (very very loud).


257 Dickens’s A Christmas Carol again.


258 The last chorus, not sung that often anymore: “I got a ball peen hammer and a two-by-four / Gonna whip the hell out o’ Cotton-eyed Joe.”


259 Suggesting, of course, as Baigent and Brown & Co. would have it, the Magdalene, not the Madonna.


260 Not to be confused with Buñuel’s Exterminating Angel† (1962), which also has livestock (sheep).


261 Commonly known in her native France as la Pucelle (“the Maid”), Joan of Arc was a 15th-century military leader and heroine, who believed the voices she was hearing were divine. Canonized in 1920 after being burned at the stake in 1431, her “visions” have been compelling enough to filmmakers that her story was first adapted to the screen in 1895, then again in a ten-minute, 1899 version, then again, and again, until the latest version: The Messenger (Luc Besson, 1999), where Milla Jovovich played the title role, perhaps in preparation for the video-game-inspired Resident Evil (2002), which of course played with Alice in Wonderland (Lewis Carroll, 1865) more than a little.


262 Cyndi Lauper’s 1997 song, which also includes the lines “Well it’s [a] strange, strange time / all our friends dropping like flies.”


263 Son of Tex Ritter.


264 Of Three’s Company (1977–1984).


265 According to the opening title-card of Albert Hughes’s adaptation of Alan Moore’s graphic novel From Hell (2001), which documented and purported to solve the White Chapel murders of 1888 London (via Johnny Depp’s reprisal of his Ichabod Crane investigator role from 1999’s Sleepy Hollow), Jack the Ripper claimed that “One day men will look back and say that I gave birth to the twentieth century.”


266 According to Fred Schepisi’s 1993 film adaptation of John Guare’s 1990 play Six Degrees of Separation, any two people are never more than six removes, or “degrees,” from each other.


267 Or, after the third season, when the Ropers spun off to their own series (the ill-fated The Ropers), Mr. Furley (Don Knotts).


268 Solving crimes and catching criminals for fifty-nine years in London before Jack the Ripper got started.


269 Blake Edwards’s 1989 comedy about a drunken, womanizing writer; best-known for its “cock-fighting” scene—a Star Wars-inspired–swordfight in a dark bedroom, where the “light-sabers” are glow-in-the-dark condoms. They’re fully extended.


270 From her Janet Leigh†
Scream intro.


271 Very nearly what Tom Bower’s custodian Marvin says to John McClane in Die Hard 2,† about the thoroughly destroyed satellite terminal: “I’ll be damned if I’m going to clean up this mess.”


272 From 1994’s The Crow, his last movie, based on the James O’Barr comic book series† (screenplay by horror veteran David J. Schow). “Victims … aren’t we all?” is what he says just before his character Eric Draven (i.e., Eric d raven … Eric the raven …) stabs Tin-Tin.


273 A Men in Black (1997) trick. Based on the Lowell Cunningham comic book series.


274 Per id Software’s Wolfenstein 3D (1992), which became Doom† (1993), which became Quake, Halo,‡ etc.††


275
Alien: Resurrection (1997), the fourth and presumed-final installment in the series,† in which Ripley is scrapped together again two hundred years after her last death, tougher than ever.


276 Just like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (14th century) and Run Lola Run (1998), 1999’s Go has to iterate three times before completing itself, much as rotary-combination locks require three full revolutions to open.


277 How the Mbwun† (as it’s called in the 1996 novel: a monster of human origin) in The Relic (1997) covers ground. Ebert describes it as “twice the size of a raptor, looks like a cross between a kangaroo and Godzilla, has teeth the size of fence pickets, and a long, red forked tongue … ”


278 In David Fincher and Andrew Kevin Walker’s 1995 Se7en, the comparable line is “You spoil that child every chance you get.”


279 “I think I can I think I can I think I can” is the little blue engine’s (tryptych) refrain in Watty Piper’s The Little Engine That Could (1930).


280 How the Lycans move down halls in Underworld (2003; originally pitched as “a Romeo & Juliet for vampires and werewolves,”† much as Roddenberry originally pitched Star Trek as “a Gunsmoke in space” (when in fact it was an interstellar Gulliver’s Travels).


281 Late-night disc jockey Stretch is the final girl in the 1986 over-the-top The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2 (Tobe Hooper again).


282 What Hobbes of Calvin and Hobbes mentally notes is his “elapsed turnaround time” after Calvin attempts, once more, to avoid getting tackled at the front door (these “door attacks” are of course Bill Watterson’s answer to Charles Schulz’s Charlie Brown, forever hopeful that Lucy isn’t going to again snatch away the football he’s about to kick).


283 More or less, the beginning of the James Cagney line from Raoul Walsh’s 1949 update of the 1926 (not 1934) White Heat, in which he screams, “Made it, Ma! Top of the world!!” (often misquoted as “Look, Ma!” etc., in movies as distinct from one another as The Adventures of Ford Fairlane and The Chronicles of Riddick [2004]).


284 A staple of both Saturday-morning cartoons and of horror, especially in the age of CGI effects—see The Frighteners (1996), The Relic, The Haunting, etc.—but done best perhaps in Scrooged,† with John Forsythe’s violent entrance, when he’s made up like the decomposing Jack in An American Werewolf in London (1981).


285 Hank Williams, 1951.


286 R.E.M., Out of Time again.


287 Carol Anne Freeling. Poltergeist again. The Dakota Fanning† of her day.


288 Disturbing character from Pet Sematary.


289 The 1980 Ken Russell film that explores consciousness, evolution, and hallucinogens (based on dolphin researcher John Lilly’s experiments in his isolation tank with drugs, which Paddy [i.e., Sidney Aaron] Chayefsky based his novel on. He disowned the movie version).


290 Thus confirming all our fifties-era fears about atomic warfare.


291 A number of short action sequences, usually without dialogue. Like the montage except more sequential/less associative.


292
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1888 novel, adapted to the screen nearly countless times in the early days of film, in no small part because it allowed makeup artists to stretch their abilities, directors to improvise camera angles and lighting, and actors to showcase their talent by playing dual/opposing roles.


293 The dragons in Reign of Fire (2002) are able to fold themselves up like this as well. Like greyhounds, almost. For “folding-up” in straight horror, however, try the “Creeper” of Jeepers Creepers II or the “Tooth Fairy” of Darkness Falls, each from 2003.


294 A common enough “escape tactic” in supernatural thrillers,† done most recently by Rachel Weisz in Constantine (2005), playing her lead character’s twin sister, Isabel.


295 Golden Earring’s other hit, off of Cut (1983).† Seven minutes and fifty-four seconds. “Where am I to go now that I’ve gone too far?”
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296
World (Wide) Wrestling Federation, formed under controversial circumstances in 1963 as “WWWF” then reconsolidated in 2002 as WWE (World Wrestling Entertainment).


297 In late-sixties Birmingham (England), Black Sabbath was still either Polka Tulk Blues Band, or, later, Earth.


298 Rob Reiner’s mock documentary, circa 1984. Full title: This Is Spinal Tap. Full explanation for “11” on the amps: “Well, it’s one louder, isn’t it?”


299 A Clockwork Orange character.


300 Though the doomed punks Terminator‡ opens with are numbered, not named, still, they’re once and forever Brad Reardon, Brian Thompson, and the leader, Bill Paxton† (in spite of being the “leader,” though, it’s Brian Thompson—who would go on to be a/the shape-shifting alien for X-Files—who gets to mutter the movie’s envoy: “What’s wrong with this picture?”).


301 see
n 133


302 Francoise Auguste René Rodin (1840–1917), not to be confused with 1956’s Rodan, about a small town besieged by giant caterpillars. The sculpture being referenced here is the most popular bookend ever, probably: The Thinker (La Penseur—first cast small, in plaster, in 1880, then large, in bronze, in 1902).


303 Again, Clint Eastwood’s eponymous character from Don Siegel’s 1971 movie.


304 A tongue seen best, perhaps, in Detroit Rock City† (1999), where, for a few brief moments, a camera evidently in Gene Simmons’s throat pans the concert audience, his undulating tongue serving as the floor of the shot (a variation on a shot from A Chinese Ghost Story [1987], except, there, the tongue is at least sixty feet long, and not only prehensile, but able to “sense” and give chase to its victims as well).


305 Served as president from 1969 until his resignation in 1974, after which he became a recurring character on Matt Groening’s short-lived Fox series Futurama. As for criminal types donning president masks, however—a recurrent motif in Hollywood—this likely stems from a famous photograph of William Burroughs in a Ronald Reagan mask, jumping on a trampoline.


306 The “no contractions” diction is what Hank Azaria† uses to characterize The Simpsons’s Apu character, a jibe at the stereotype which perhaps goes twice as deep, as the voice Azaria is consciously emulating is Dr. Ahmed el Kabir’s, from Peter Sellers’s‡
The Millionairess (1960).


307 A caliber popularized by Riggs in Lethal Weapon.


308 The monster in Wes Craven’s 1982 The Swamp Thing, based on the Len Wein comic book, which had Alan Moore at the helm for a while. “Science transformed him† into a monster.”


309 In the Jim Carrey movie Once Bitten† (1985), losing your virginity is the best defense against vampires,‡ and, as the virgin Reese had just established the year before in a motel room†† in The Terminator, it’s a pretty good defense against the future‡‡ as well.


310 Standard fare both for urban legends and slasher movies, the Escaped Mental Patient finds his best expression perhaps in Nightscreams (1987, and not to be confused either with Nightscare [see n 245] or with Night School† [1981]), where not one but two disturbed killers break out of their asylum and into a high school party. Look for John Holmes playing on the television.


311Sigmund Freud’s famous “Wolf-Man” (from his 1918 The History of an Infantile Neurosis) was a twenty-three-year-old Russian aristocrat, Sergei Pankejeff.


312 i.e., the Rifleman, from the television series (1958–1963). No known relation to Sarah.


313 Either Jason Voorhees or the “other” Jason, of the good ship Argo. Both have been to Hell, anyway†—an essential excursion for the hero of the monomyth‡—Jason Voorhees in 1993 (Friday the 13th IX: Jason Goes to Hell), the other Jason some three thousand years before, in verse.


314 From his and Jim Steinman’s 1977 Bat out of Hell.


315 Joel Schumacher’s 1987 rock ’n’ roll vampire movie, with both Coreys (Haim and Feldman). While not based on J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (1902), the title is the name of Peter’s group of friends who stay in Neverland and never grow up (what Louis says to Claudia in Interview with the Vampire [1994], from the 1976 Anne Rice novel: “You will never grow old. You will never die”).


316 Launched at the stroke of midnight, August 1, 1981, some eleven years into the Unix era—or, “365515201.”


317 Mel Gibson’s breakthrough (1979) postapocalyptic hero, starring opposite a character named Nightrider. Three years later (i.e., one year after Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior), Knight Rider†—another “car-show”‡—would debut.


318 Where Mad Max meets Tina Turner (1985).


319 Again, Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind, which also draws all the “initiated” together for reasons they can’t quite articulate. Twenty-six years later, the same “homing instinct” would be used in horror, in Identity, with significantly different effect.


320 Marilyn Burns would also star in the possibly derivative Horror Hotel Massacre (1977). Not to be confused with the Texas Chainsaw Massacre parody, Motel Hell (1980; tagline, “Meat’s meat and a man’s gotta eat”).


321 Published by the Medical Economic Co., Oradell, NJ. Now in its 28th edition. A bible for the medical community, wish list for the drug community.


322 Second-most memorable scene from John Boorman’s Deliverance (both based on James Dickey’s 1970 novel and starring James Dickey), and hopefully the one imitated most often.


323 Or, Star Trek II (1982). Ricardo Montalban, reprising his Khan role from the series’s 1966 episode “Space Seed.” And probably not wearing a prosthetic chest.


324 Like in The Gate (1987), the ultimate environmentalist movie, where an uprooted tree opens onto hell.† Cutting-edge claymation. One sequel.


325 As it does in any of the (three) Final Destinations†, all of which answer Lestat’s question in Anne Rice’s 1985 novel The
Vampire Lestat: “Do you think we find our destiny somehow, no matter what?”


326 Directed by John Hough,† 1980, and starring Bette Davis. Often, for good reason, listed as “too scary for kids.”


327 “… Frankenstein,” the mad scientist† of Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus‡ (first published anonymously on January 1, 1818, then again, cleaned up and overhauled [and credited to Mary Shelley], on Halloween 1831).


328 From the “My Sharona” convenience store scene in 1994’s Reality Bites. An Oscar-worthy display of facial musculature.


329
see
n 143


330 The unavoidable echo of any post-1959 “plan” is of course Ed Woods’s Plan 9 from Outer Space, which is the movie Seinfeld and crew are desperately trying to get to in “The Chinese Restaurant” episode (1991) and, in “The Postponement” (1995), finally do get to, only to get kicked out because Kramer gets caught with smuggled-in coffee.


331 Played by Matthew Lillard. Scream again.


332 The running Star Wars joke: C3PO always getting taken or blasted apart, then put back together.


333 The dialogue from Detroit Rock City goes “I mean, they—they make scary movies that start out like that / Hey, but—but they make porno movie that start out like that too,” which of course leads directly to the porn-star studded Evil Breed’s “How many horror movies start this way?”


334 In John Hughes’s teen-anthem The Breakfast Club. Before he ever became Johnny Smith in The Dead Zone (2002–).


335 Continuing with Breakfast Club†—their “group essay” voice-over at the end of the movie, as paired with Simple Minds’s “Don’t You Forget About Me” and Judd Nelson’s raised, partially gloved fist (and matching diamond-stud earring)—but also part of a larger tradition: the soliloquy, that direct, unhindered speech to the audience without which, say, Othello (1604) simply doesn’t work, even when it’s updated to the 20th century (O, finally released in 2001, after the Columbine shooting delayed it for two years).


336 From Paul Verhoeven’s 1990 adaptation/expansion of Philip K. Dick’s “We Can Remember It for You Wholesale” (completed September 13, 1965), Total Recall; Stone and Verhoeven’s first picture together.


337 Like Spiderman, the Incredible Hulk was born in 1962. Not to be confused with the Frontier Frankenstein, either (debuted in Tomahawk and His Rip-Roaring Rangers, #103, 1966), though Frontier Frankenstein is what the Hulk would come to look like soon enough.


338 Gini Gray Scott, Lowell House, 1998.


339 A verb even parts Scottish-Gaelic (glaum) and “oceanographic” (clam), meaning, roughly, to steal (glaum) in the manner of a clam, i.e., to close your hand over a desired item very fast. Not related to Robert A. Heinlein’s Martian word grok (to know or understand not just thoroughly, but ontologically, spiritually), from Stranger in a Strange Land (1961).


340 In the 1998 screen adaptation of Dean Koontz’s 1983 Phantoms (about which Ebert says it [the adaptation] “seems to have been made by grinding up other films and feeding it to this one”), this “terror from the pipes” is more than just cheap foreshadowing; it’s actually how the (finally nonsupernatural) “phantom” gains entrance.


341 A 1952 movie, which, though twenty-one years after Frankenstein, thirty-five before Cherry 2000, and fifty before S1m0ne, is nevertheless a mixture of the three.


342 A 1988 Ned Beatty outing, where a priest fights a demon that keeps killing sinners in the act of sinning. Has had a longer-than-average video shelf life, perhaps because of the excellent cover.


343 Another 1988 movie, this one based on an H. P. Lovecraft story about a monster so ugly/evil that it can’t really be named. The tagline: “There are things on God’s earth that we can’t explain and we can’t describe. From the depths of Hell comes … The Unnamable.” Has also had a longer-than-average shelf-life.


344
see n 8


345 i.e., the Jim Morrison of the later years of the Doors (1965–1971), when, if we’re to believe Oliver Stone’s screen version (1991), he was fairly oblivious, mostly mellow, more interested in completely opening William Blake’s “doors of perception”† than tuning the real world back in.


346
see n 226


347 Novelist and Nobel Laureate Claude Simon (1913–2005): “I cannot write my novels other than by constantly defining the different positions that the narrator or narrators occupy in space (field of vision, distance, mobility in relation to the scene described—or, if you prefer, in another vocabulary†: camera angle. Close-up, medium shot, motionless shot, etc.).”


348 The first time Billy Loomis† asks this in Scream, indirectly (the “edited for television” line), his girlfriend Sidney Prescott’s suggestive answer is to ask back if he would “settle for a PG-13 relationship.” Once the corn syrup‡ starts flying, however, they’re not as sentimental: “But this is not a movie,” Sidney tells him; his answer is “Yes it is, Sidney. It’s all one big movie.”


349 As is The Story of Us (1999): Rob Reiner’s situational comedy/date movie starring Bruce Willis and Michelle Pfeiffer, which James Berardinelli calls “When Harry Met Sally† 15 Years Later.”


350 Bill Raisch, from the 1963–1967 series The Fugitive (wrapped up into a feature film for Harrison Ford in 1993).


351
Snow Demons was released 1967, and not to be confused with either The Thing from Another World (1951) or John Carpenter’s 1982 remake of it, The Thing, though they all involve aliens, an arctic team, extravagant special effects, etc.


352 A term already five hundred years old by the time Bram Stoker used it, in Dracula (1897).


353 Stanley Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke’s 1968 Space Odyssey (loosely based on Clarke’s 1948 short story “The Sentinel”), which, though written in conjunction with the novel 2001, was released before the novel (which claims to be “based on a screenplay”† by Kubrick and Clarke). The fourth installment of the series is 3001 (published 1997).


354 The television series on wildlife and insurance. Full title: Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom. It ran from 1963 until 1988; the first eight seasons were even prime time.


355 i.e., Mutual’s Jim Fowler, animal-handler extraordinaire. Steve Irwin (the Crocodile Hunter [1996– ]) back when Steve Irwin himself was just crocodile bait (not to be confused with the alligator bait Amos Moses was for Jerry Reed in his crossover 1970 hit “Amos Moses”).


356 “Mommie dearest” was what Christina Crawford—Joan Crawford’s adopted daughter—says her mother insisted on being called. Wire hangers were involved. The “unremittingly depressing” (Ebert’s description) movie hit in 1981, with Faye Dunaway as a spookily convincing Joan Crawford.


357 The Hardy Boys’s female counterpart. Her series was better illustrated, though (first installment, The Secret of the Old Clock [1929, two years after the Hardy Boys’s debut]; last [175th] installment, Werewolf in a Winter Wonderland [2003]).


358 As Adam’s and God’s fingertips almost touch in the Sistine Chapel, so do Elliot’s and E.T.’s—the terrestrial and the “heavenly”—in E.T.


359 Carrie Henn in James Cameron’s 1986 plural sequel to Alien (see
n 287†). Her only role ever.


360 Respectively, Rob Lowe and C. Thomas Howell in Francis Ford Coppola’s 1983 The Outsiders† (based on S. E. Hinton’s 1967 novel).


361
Digital theater systems, with emphasis on the digital, for high-quality sound. Debuted in Jurassic Park (1993).


362
Beowulf again. Or, still.


363 Old territory for horror, though, of course. From the dark woods Dante starts his Divine Comedy trilogy with (14th century, i.e., contemporary with Sawney Bean [see
n
63C]) to “Little Red Riding Hood” to “Young Goodman Brown” to The Hills Have Eyes, Mother’s Day (1980), Just Before Dawn (1981), Campsite Massacre (1983), The Blair Witch Project, The Village, Wrong Turn (2003), Wolf Creek, etc.


364 Down the hole into Wonderland, where “she discovers a world of nonsensical and amusing characters.”†


365 Clive Barker’s Puritan again, always pushing his fingers into other people’s heads.


366 From 1984, directed by Mark L. Lester and starring a young Drew Barrymore and an “Indian” George C. Scott, among others. Based on Stephen King’s 1980 novel.


367 Ving Rhames’s famous line as Marsellus Wallace in Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction.


368 The famous line from Jean-Paul Sartre’s 1944 play No Exit.


369 From 1982, directed by Michael Miller. The tagline: “Science created him. Now Chuck Norris must destroy him.”†


370 Just one year younger than the Hulk and Spiderman.


371
Conan again, echoed by Stu in Stephen King’s novel The Stand: “Do you dogfaces want to live forever?” then again, with no variation, in 1980’s Flash Gordon, then again, in 1997’s Starship Troopers, then one more time, by one of the animal-soldiers in the final sequence of The Emporer’s New Groove (2000; the line by then is “Nobody lives forever”). Bob Hope’s answer to this question, however, precedes them all: “No, I just want to reach forty” (from The Jack Benny Program, 1950).


372 Debut: 1994.


373 Yet another version of Robert Duvall’s line from Apocalypse Now (1979), “I love the smell of napalm in the morning” (a line the uncredited Joseph Conrad didn’t write, of course, as his Heart of Darkness [in serial form] is forty-three years older than napalm).


374 Relevant excerpt from the Dick Lourie poem already excerpted at the end of Sherman Alexie’s Smoke Signals (1998): “Do we forgive our Fathers in our ages or in theirs / or their deaths / saying it to them or not saying it? / If we forgive our Fathers what is left?”†


375 Started scaring kids into eating their peas—and, presumably, corn—in 1928.


376 Traditional exit line for going to pee: “Got to see a man about a horse” (or, before that, “a dog,” a phrase that gained currency during Prohibition, when you had to refer to alcohol in as oblique a way as possible. The phrase originated in the 1863 play The Flying Scud, however, where one of the characters persistently uses it as an excuse to get out of whatever unsavory situation he’s just gotten himself into).


377 Kiefer Sutherland’s Crazy Horse line from Flatliners.


378 “/ I smell the blood of an Englishman,” a Jack and the Beanstalk† line that likely has roots in the Scottish Red Etin, from 1528, where a giant says upon entering: “Snouk but and snouk ben / I find the smell of an earthly man.”‡


379 Spielberg and Hanks and DiCaprio, 2002. “The true story of a real fake.”


380 “Something wicked this way comes” is one of the witches’s lines from Macbeth (1605-ish). The 1983 movie is based on the 1962 novel† by Ray Bradbury.


381 In Friday the 13th 6: Jason Lives (1986), Jason doesn’t grab the litterbug’s wrist, but the raised, about-to-be-tossed bottle, then uses it to slash up the litterbug (Martin the caretaker, not to be confused with Marvin the caretaker, of Die Hard 2 [see
n 271]), a “socially responsible” act Cheerleader Camp would make proper obeisance to the following year, with “the guy with the gun” getting shot and killed up against the NO HUNTING sign.


382 Per Lethal Weapon, the final fight between Riggs and Mr. Joshua (a style William Friedkin would more or less adopt for The Hunted [2003]).


383 Technically, T800 (or, Cyberdyne systems model 101, the one specific to the Schwarzenegger skin/body type).


384
Terminator 2 again—the sleek, fluid (evil) model vs. its (redeemed) prototype.


385
Clash of the Titans, 1981, directed by Desmond Davis. Burgess Meredith won a Saturn Award for his role as Ammon. Ray Harryhausen and Cliff Culley pulled off most of the claymation.


386 From 1961; animated.


387 In the deputy-shooting scene of Rob Zombie’s House of 1000 Corpses† (2003—three years after production wrapped), this “pregnant silence” lasts twenty-six and a half seconds.


388 As Nancy finally figures out, this is the key to Freddy’s power in Nightmare on Elm Street.


389 From 1984; based on the 1983 English translation of the 1979 Michael Ende novel Die unendliche Geschichte. Premise: because the children have stopped believing in fairy tales, the fairy-tale world is slowly ceasing to exist.


390 This is the way the “vampire” rises from his casket both in Nosferatu (1922) and its “Rest of the Story”†/“Behind the Music”‡ version, Shadow of the Vampire (2000), and in a hundred vampire movies in between.


391 A possibility already shut down by Reese in The Terminator: “Nobody goes home.”


392
Carrie again. Right at the end. Or, too, the end you keep wanting in Deliverance†; Jon Voight’s guilt-ridden Ed Gentry’s the only one who sees it, though …


393 Frank Cotton (no relation to Scream’s Cotton Weary), plaything of the Cenobites†; he’s in the second Hellraiser as well (1988). After that, the next Cotton in the series is his daughter, Kirsty Cotton, in Hellraiser: Hellseeker (2002), the sixth installment (of eight).


394 The chessmate both in Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (1957) and in Bill & Ted’s Bogus Journey (1991), also called Bill & Ted Go to Hell (probably not meant to be an imperative sentence).


395 b. 1972. Alter-ego: Johnny Blaze (not to be confused with the Fantastic Four’s Human Torch, Johnny Storm).


396 Psalms 23:2.


397 In Groundhog Day (1993), Bill Murray’s Phil Connors (no Sarah Connor relation either) also tries every possible solution to escape the temporal loop he seems to be in.


398 As does Ashton Kutcher in The Butterfly Effect† (2004—“Change one thing, change everything”), Bruce Willis in 12 Monkeys, Jean-Claude Van Damme in Timecop (1994), Kris Kristofferson in Millennium (1989), Jeff Daniels in Grand Tour: Disaster in Time (1992), Kylie Travis and James Belushi in Retroactive (1997), Amanda Plummer in the new Outer Limits’s “Stitch in Time” (1996), Kim Possible in (her) Stitch in Time (2002), the “risen machines” in the Terminators (1984–2003), the entrepenuers in Primer (2004), Michael J. Fox and crew in the Back to the Futures (1985–1990), etc.,‡ including of course the last-minute temporal heroics of Bill and Ted in Bill & Ted’s Bogus Journey and the bad-news temporal meddling of Homer Simpson in “Time & Punishment,”†† from The Simpsons’s “Treehouse of Horror V.”


399 This closing-credits shift in aspect ratio, from Cinemascope/Panavision down to Academy (i.e., wide-screen to pan & scan: 2.35:1 [1.85:1, etc.] to 1.33:1), is what has to happen in order for those closing credits to display properly. While the rest of the movie can be butchered up, have its left and right sides lopped off to fully fill a standard 4:3 television screen, if you do that to the closing credits, you often lose beginnings of titles and ends of names, e.g., “Spartacus” becomes “partacu.” Thus, instead of cutting the image to fit, you compress it to fit, and everything on-screen becomes just a little bit more narrow, more stretched-out, which, for the viewer, has come to signal both that nothing of import is going to happen from here on out—it’s okay to look away, now—and that, as in the western, all these characters and things are now wavering back into the mirage they stepped out of not two hours ago,†
High Plains Drifter–style (1973).


400 “Onward, Christian Soldiers” is the full title of the hymn, first published in 1871.


401 In The Neverending Story, the “nothing” is what’s crumbling away the magical realm Fantasia,†
Langolier‡-style.


402 A title Bruce Joel Rubin of course nabbed from the Bible, Genesis 28:10–22. The “ladder” is one reaching from Earth to Heaven, the one the angels use. Jacob himself doesn’t climb it.


403 What Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis) finally gets to say to Michael Myers in Halloween: Resurrection (2002).


404
see n 57


405 Unreliable, surprise narrator of Bryan Singer’s The Usual Suspects, written by Christopher McQuarrie from a throwaway Casablanca line.


406 “I have always thought that books† are structured like houses.” Ondaatje, as interviewed by Peter Coughlan on March 28, 2001.





 
 


† The eponymous killer of any “slasher movie,” a term coined by New York City Detective Joseph Horman in the October 2, 1975, Whig-Standard (Kingston, Ontario), when quoted about an investigation into supposed “snuff” films: “the 8-millimetre [sic], eight-reel films called ‘snuff’ or ‘slasher’ movies had been in tightly controlled distribution.” The year before had seen Black Christmas,A considered by many to have provided the model for all subsequent slashers.


‡ i.e., “Panaglide,” a.k.a. “Steadicam,” which gets its “gliding” quality or its “steadiness” from the gyroscope built into it.


A Though about a massacre in a sorority house, still, Black Christmas isn’t to be confused either with Sorority House Massacrei (1987)—often considered either a remake of the original Slumber Party Massacre (1982) or an answer to 1987’s other sorority house massacre, Blood Sisters—or with Mario Bava’s Black Sunday (1960), which gave us a hook Saw II would use forty-five years later: opening the movie with a character dying in a spike-mask.


i A title surely meant to evoke Ted Bundy’s July 14/15, 1978, attack§ on the Chi Omega house (Florida State University), where he dressed in black and carried a club.


§ Unlike The House on Sorority Row (1983), which, though it has a similar title, has more of a “just desserts”–premise,a i.e., the girls bring the attack on themselves, via the ever-dangerous prank.b


a Not to be confused with the “just desserts,” say, Hell Night (1981) makes use of: staying overnight in the supposedly haunted house as part of a Greek initiation ceremony, a premise still alive, with variation, as late as 2004’s The Hazing.


b After sex and drugs and curiosity and all the other “punishable-by-death” teen-sins, the only thing equally as dangerous and nearly as prevalent as pranks is carelessness, usually, as in Prom Night (1980) or I Know What You Did Last Summer¢ (1997; based on the 1973 Lois Duncan novel) or Urban Legend (1998), expressed as an accident that didn’t exactly have to happen.


¢ Not to be confused with William Castle’s I Saw What You Did♥ from eight years before
Last Summer (Duncan’s title), a.k.a. I Saw What You Did and I Know Who You Are!, which entails pranks, not “carelessness-born-of-privilege.”


♥ A title Phil Collins would incorporate into his 1981 lyrical indictment of the camp counselors who, we just learned the year before, had let Jason Voorhees drown in 1957: “I was there and I saw what you did / saw it with my own two eyes.”


† One creative variant is “beyond
fucking Egypt,” a term that, for the complete effect, probably needs to be used outside Africa.


† of course the ur-ur-text for haunted house stories is Horace Walpole’s schauerroman (“shudder novel”) The Castle of Otranto (published pseudonymously in 1764; based on a dream he had).


‡ Adapted to the screen for the first time in 1963, then most recently in 1999 (also the year of The Haunting of Hell House), as The Haunting.A The tagline there is “Some houses are born bad.”


A It hit the box office just three months before The House on Haunted Hilli remake’s Halloween release. There the tagline is “Evil loves to party.”


i The original preceded the Shirley Jackson novel by one year.


† Or, as in the 1986 slasher-esque Cassandra, not necessarily what will happen, but maybe what is happening.


† Sometimes referred to as “redshirts,” red being the color ensigns wore in the original series.


† Released six years before Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-UpA—the other big “photographer” movie. Tagline: “Antonioni’s camera never flinches. At love without meaning. At murder without guilt.”


A Permanently lampooned by Mike Myers’i Austin Powers.


i No known relation to Michael Myers. (see note 12)


† Included with the reels in 1960 was Hitchcock’s “The Care and Handling of Psycho,” a “filmed press book” which directed theater managers how to exhibit and police the screening of Psycho (e.g., no one allowed in after the movie’s started); the letter/trailer the audiences got from Hitchcock instructed them to arrive on time, not mind standing in line,A and, most important, not give away the ending,B which was perhaps Hitchcock’s jibe at Les DiaboliquesC (1955), which, legend has it, he only missed acquiring by minutes.


‡ In William Castle’s 1961 send-up of Psycho, Homicidal (“The story of a psychotic killer!”), both Warren and Emily are played by (the character) Jean Arless, who’s in turn played by Joan Marshall. Except for the dubbing, the teeth, and the wig, this is a surprise. Of note is that Homicidal, perhaps in response to Hitchcock’s “locking the audience in the theatre,” offered the audience a “fright break,” so they could get their money back if they thought they couldn’t handle what was about to happen on-screen. This fright break was indicated by a ticking clock in place of the movie, supplemented by the sound of a beating heart.


A According to the critics, this trailer—the audience seeing themselves as anxious sardines/willing lemmings—marks the exact moment when the movies stopped being a casual pasttime and started being an event, an experience, the kind that, like a roller-coaster ride or Disneyland,i you don’t mind standing in line for.


B Forty-five years later, to prevent “spoiling” the end of Hide & Seek,ii 20th Century Fox would ship all but the final reel to theaters (the final reels—each numbered—were hand-delivered at the last moment).


C Henri Georges-Clouzot’siii
Les Diaboliques ends with this envoy to the audience: “Don’t be diabolical yourself. Don’t spoil the ending for / your friends by telling them what you’ve just seen. / On their behalf—Thank you.”iv


i Where Rutger Hauer says he’s from in The Hitcher, which, at 1986, comes exactly fifteen years after Spielberg’s debut, Duel, and fifteen years before Joy Ride (a.k.a. Highway Horror), which was itself mirrored that year by the vampire-horror/road-movie The Forsaken, then taken back to the basics a couple of years later by The Highwaymen, which is itself the title of a 1990 country song§ about successive reincarnations …


ii Twenty-nine years after the Psycho-derivated Schizo (controversial tagline: “When the left hand doesn’t know who the right hand is killing!”) and thirteen after the Peeping Tom remake, Raising Cain (“When Jenny cheated on her husband, he didn’t just leave … he split”).


iii The first of the French directors to be dubbed the “French Hitchcock” (Claude Chabrol would be second), a dubious honor, taking into account their mutual enmity over Les Diaboliques.


iv One of the taglines for Peeping Tomε (same year as Psycho) would be: “Don’t dare tell the ending to anyone—you’ll be blamed for nightmares!”


§ First done in 1977 by Jimmy Webb, of “MacArthur Park” and The Last Unicorn fame.


ε In similar fashion, or, perhaps, due course, a frantic line from Peeping Tom, “It’s just a film, isn’t it? Just a film …?” would be recycled four years later for William Castle and Robert Bloch’s Strait Jacket, as “Just keep saying to yourself it’s only a movie … it’s only a movie … it’s only a—” then again eight years after that, for Wes Craven’s The Last House on the Left: “Keep telling yourself it’s only a movie … it’s only a movie … it’s only a movie” (it would be lifted yet again for the 1982 rerelease of the 1978
Straight Jacket [as Dark Sanity]).


† Not to mention the new medical term these accidents introduced: the “ATV leg break,” i.e., a break that first pulls the bone apart, then lets it snap back together over muscle and nerve tissue, usually resulting in permanent damage.


‡ A decision since made law, though of course private sales are still legal.


† A character who seems to share a lot with Heinrich Hoffmann’s StruwwelpeterA cycle of cautionary tales (1844 and on). Example, from “The Song of Conrad”:



Don’t suck your thumb while I’m away.
The great tall tailor always comes
To little boys who suck their thumbs;
And ere they dream what he’s about,
He takes his great sharp scissors out,
And cuts their thumbs clean off—and then,
You know, they never grow again.
 

Mamma had scarcely turned her back,
The thumb was in, Alack! Alack!
 

The door flew open, in he ran,
The great, long, red-legged scissor-man.
 


 

‡ Which perhaps has the same relationship to 1982’s The Slayer (“This time your nightmare is real”) that 1984’s Dreamscape has with it (or, specifically, with the third Nightmare, “The Dream Warriors”).


†† A term often reserved for his debut as well, The Last House on the LeftB (1972—somewhat modeled on Ingmar Bergman’s 1960 The Virgin Spring, except Bergman sets his story in fourteenth-century SwedenC), which would itself influence 1978’s I Spit on Your Grave (a.k.a. Day of the Woman, I Hate Your Guts, and The Rape and Revenge of Jennifer Hill), itself not to be confused with the 1959 J’Irai Cracher sur vos Tombes (literal translation: I Will Spit on Your Grave).


‡‡ Not to be confused with Ed Wood’s Plan 9 from Outer Space (1959), originally titled with Phantasm’s eventual premise/reveal: “Grave Robbers from Outer Space.”


A Hoffmann’s illustrations of the title character often give him fingernails so overgrown that he appears to be wearing “knife gloves.”


B Four alternate titles,i for various releases and stages of production: Krug and Company, Night of Vengeance, Grim Company, and Sex Crime of the Century. Originally released by Hallmark.


C A century Craven would return to for inspiration for his 1977 The Hills Have Eyes, based on Scotland’s legendary (14th century) cannibal clan led by Sawney Bean,ii and starring horror-maiden Dee Wallace-Stone (aside from her iconic role in E.T. [1982], she’s also graced the original Stepford Wives [1975], The Howling, Cujo [1983], The Frighteners [1996], and, more recently, Boo! [2005], the teen version of Session 9iii [2001]).


i One of the few movies to have significantly more alternate and working titles (i.e., thirteen) would be Last House on the Left’s eventual sequel, released a year before Last House on the Left debuted.


ii First published version of the Sawney Bean legend: 1843. Latest update: Evil Breed: The Legend of Samhain (2003), starring Jenna Jameson. First found by Craven in: The Encyclopedia of Murder and Mayhem (pre-1977, presumably; the book doesn’t seem to existiv). There’s also been a song, “The Ballad of Sawney Bean,” which ends with They’ve hung them high in Edinburgh toon / An likewise a their kin / An the wind blaws cauld on a their banes / An tae hell they a hae gaen.


iii
see n 63††


iv In similar fashion, the central “book” of Urban Legend (1998), The Encyclopedia of Urban Legends, was published by ABC-Clio three years after being included in the movie.


† Sigmund Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle was first published in 1920.


† Which of course plays on the fear of “wrong” children Village of the DamnedA planted in 1960,B a fear David Cronenberg would play on as well, with The Brood (1979).


‡ He called his Suspiria (1977) “A Fairy Tale for Adults.”


A John Carpenter’s version was released in 1995. Many consider it his most unsettling movie. Which is saying something.


B Unless The Bad Seed (The Good Son [1993], essentially) gets that credit, in 1956.


† Roman Polanski’s answer to this in Knife in the Water (1962, and not be confused with Lamberto Bava’s 1983 A Blade in the Dark) was to, instead of panning away, keep the camera steady and have the kissing couple lower themselves out of the shot, leaving us with a sail that just undulates and undulates …


† a.k.a., “contra-zoom,” or, more figuratively, “trombone-shot” (i.e., the viewer is essentially on the slide of the trombone, looking into the bell), and not to be confused with 2000’s manga-adaptation Uzumaki (a.k.a. Spiral, Vortex), though the “dizzying” effect is of course similar.


‡ Or, more accurately, his second-unit cameraman Irmin Roberts, zooming in and tracking out at a frenetic, uncredited pace.


† One of whom was played early on by Bill Laimbeer, presumably because of his height.


† Not to be confused with No Be Bo Sco in New Jersey—the camp where Friday the 13th was shot.


‡ In Spanish, “tonto” of course means “crazy” or “stupid.”


† Not to be confused with 1995’s A Pyromaniac’s Love Story, though of course it is one.


† Aside from using coffee to save marriages, Virginia Christine would also provide some of the voices for 1979’s Scooby-Doo and Scrappy-Doo.


† Jack Palance, Terence Stamp, Emilio Estevez, Charlie Sheen, Kiefer Sutherland, Lou Diamond Phillips, Dermot Mulroney, and even an uncredited Tom Cruise.


† While whether “true” pterodactyls or pteranodons had feathers for heat control or flight (or both) is up for argument, the archeological record does indicate that both their immediate ancestors and descendents did, anyway.


† Bela Lugosi’s White Zombie debuted in 1932, one year after Boris Karloff’s Frankenstein and one year before Merian C. Cooper’s King Kong.


‡ Twelve years later, at a dressing table in Showgirls, Gina Gershon would say the exact same thing in the exact same “undead” way to Elizabeth Berkley.


†
Clive Barker’s Hellraiser: Collected Best III (Checker Book Publishing Group), for which Barker was the series consultant, not a writer.


‡ From his short novel The Hellbound Heart (as both opposed to and in homage of Edgar Allan Poe’s 1843 “The Telltale Heart”).


† Irwin Yablan’s original title for Halloweeni suggests this same set-up as well: “The Babysitter Murders.”ii


‡ A feature-length “extension” of Walton’s twenty-two minute short “The Sitter.” Not to be confused with A Stranger Is Watching (1982) or When the Dark Man Calls (1995), either.


i Originally intended to be something of a holiday-themed “sequel” to Black Christmas, Halloween of course, under Carpenter’s direction—and with Moustapha Akkad’s money—quickly became a standalone. Further muddying the waters, however, is the legend that Black Christmas writer–director Bob Clark had actually penned a sequel to Black Christmas, just a year after shooting Black Christmas.§ The title for it is supposed to have been Halloween …


ii Tagline for When a Stranger Calls: “Every babysitter’s nightmare comes real … ”


§ i.e., about the same time Yablan and Akkad and (Debra) Hill and Carpenter’s The Babysitter Murders was already in preproduction …


† Or Mitchum’s own (tattooed) role seven years before (1955), as the “slasher” of Night of the Hunter.A


A Fifteen years after Carson McCullers’s novel The Heart is a Lonely Hunter and a couple of generations before either Kiss’s “Lonely is the Hunter” or Def Leppard’s “Die Hard the Hunter.”


A Not to be confused with Freddy Krueger (see n 63), though she did write Scream 3 (2000) and The Ring (2002).


† Fourteen years after Spellbinder and three years before Ehren Kruger’sA
The Skeleton Key, each of which it shares an ending with.


† “The beautiful people … are discovering what the business end of a pair of hedgeclippers really means.”


‡ Who, according to convention,A should have had no chance.


A i.e., he’s male.i


i And non-Caucasian.§


§
And does drugs.a


a
And has sex.


† Itself not to be confused with the William F. Wu short story “And Then There Were Some,” from the Star Wars Short Series installment Star Wars: Tales from Jabba’s Palace (Spectra, 1995).


‡ This is the version Raymond Chandler read, which prompted him to pronounce the central problem inherent to the mystery genre: “To get the surprise, you have to fake the character.”


† Not counting The Magnificent Seven (1960).


† Not to be confused with Twisted Brain, a.k.a. Horror High (1974), or with Slaughter High (1986, a.k.a. April Fool’s Day), itself not to be confused with the April Fool’s DayA released earlier that year.B


‡ Another thing Return to Horror High gave us, twelve years before The Blair Witch Project: “They all died. But the film survived.”C


A Which supposedly had a whole third act that got cut by the producers, meaning that, like the Nag Hammadi scrolls used as kindling, the Popul Vuh codices burned on purpose, Aristotle’s lost book on laughter, and the legendary alternate ending for Casablanca, this is another treasure that’s probably been lost to the ages.


B i.e., in the lull between Sleepaway Camp installmentsi (1983, 1988), the first of which, along with April Fool’s Day, has the only horror-ending that continually catches audiences by surprise. (see n 60‡for more The Crying Game fun)


C And, seven years before Return to Horror High, the tagline for Cannibal Holocaust: “In 1979, four documentary filmmakers disappeared in the jungles of South America whilst shooting a film about cannibalism. Months later, their footage was found.”


i Capitalizing on the campfire “stalk & slash” formula popularized by Friday the 13th in the summer§ of 1980.ε Though other exploitations of this formula are too numerous to list, of note is Don’t Go into the Woods (1982), which includes a closing song that makes the whole movie worth it▽, and, sixteen years later, Troma’s Decampitated, which includes one of the all-time best opening sequences, right up there with the opening sequence of Broken Lizard’s Club Dread (2004—the year of Dead & Breakfast and Shaun of the Dead, as well).


§ Specifically, May 1980, the same month Maniac was first shown, at the Cannes Film Festival.


ε€ i.e., nine years after Mario Bava’s very influential Bay of Blood (a.k.a. Bloodbath, Twitch of the Death Nerve, Last House on the Left II [see n 63i], etc.), often called the first real slasher, which introduced that vital element of clothes-shedding teenage campers.a,b


▽ Sample: “Don’t go out in the woods tonight / you probably will be thrilled / Don’t go out in the woods tonight / you probably will be killed.”


b As opposed to the clothes-shedding adult campers of 1972’s Deliverance.


a The other vital element—the continually escalating “shocking manner of death”—had already been introduced, both by Bava himself and by Herschell Gordon Lewis, whose The Gore Gore Girls¢ (a.k.a. Blood Orgy$) was released in America the same year as Bay of Blood.


¢ Seven years after Russ Meyer’s Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! (starring Tura Satana), but also involving strippers and murder. Not to be confused with the “twice the gore” approach (i.e., eighty gallons of movie blood being used for a single scene) of Peter Jackson’s Dead Alive (1992) or the exuberantly low-budget Bad Taste (1987), which, though it would seem to owe a bit of its inventiveness to The Toxic Avenger (1985), started shooting four years before Toxic Avenger was released.


$ And in keeping with the the over-the-top “bloodfeast” pioneered by André de Lorde and Max Maurey’s Theater of the Grand Guignol.♥


♥ Debuted exactly eighty-seven years before Friday the 13th IV: The Final Chapter—i.e., April 13, 1897.


† Not to be confused with the similar (Belgian) serial-killer mockumentary Man Bites Dog (1992), or with The Last Horror Film (1982) or The Last Broadcast (1998, one year before The Blair Witch Project)—or even with Blood Diner (1987), which The Last Horror Movie starts out pretending to be.


†Purists, of course, give the title to Jamie Lee Curtis’s mother, Janet Leigh (for Psycho), though, even in the age of silent movies, there was an acknowledged “scream queen”: Laura La Plante (1904–1996). The two movies that earned her that title were The Cat and the Canary (1927), which many consider the grandfather of all “scary house” movies, and The Last Warning (1929), which involves a series of hauntings. Her first “talkie,” however—Scandal (1929)—as it didn’t involve the supernatural, also didn’t really involve her trademark vocal abilities.


†Quite possibly the “Jim” of 1978’s “Werewolves of London,” if Warren Zevon was in fact using his best Bones voice to deliver the gruff aside “He’ll rip your lungs out, Jim”A; as he (Zevon) claims to have written the song “fueled by a little too much vodka” too, of course anything’s possible—even that he was tuned in to Star Trek November 17, 1966 (the first part of “Menagerie”), when Bones does claim that Kirk’s been at least stabbed in the lung (by an Andorian).


‡One leg of the reality-is-a-construct triple feature of 1999, the other two being The Thirteenth FloorB and eXistenZ, all of them heralded of course by Dark City the year before.


A However, Zevon could have just as well had this The Hills Have Eyes–line still lodged in his mind from the year before: “I’ll rip his lungs out, Papa.”


B Which has nothing to do with the 1988 film of the same name.


† “The story of a boy, a girl, and a galaxy.”


†Originally conceived as THX 1138 4EB, the title is simply the letters associated with what was George Lucas’s phone number then (849-1138), though, when you pair Robert Duvall’s THX 1138–character with his “mate” Maggie McOmie’s LUH 3417, you get a lispy “sex and love” (which fits with these two chemically restrained sexual beings rediscovering desire, The IslandA–style).


A From 2005, with Ewan McGregor and Scarlett Johansson. Evidently not based on Philip K. Dick’s paranoid body of work, either.


†As neurosurgeon Wilder Penfield found out in the fifties, passing a weak electric current through the right temporal lobe produced out-of-body experiences: divine music, hyperreal visualizations, auditory hallucinations or “voices,” etc.—the basic ingredients of a spiritual experience. Thus one of the typical characteristics of people with right temporal lobe epilepsy is an extreme and unshakable religiosity, which is of course founded in their mystical visions.


† Most recent update: Hostel (2005), which trades central Texas for the war-black heart of Serbia, but keeps the leather aprons. Last update before that: Wolf Creek (2005), which moves the horror to the land of Howling III: The Marsupials (1987), or, more specific to the end Wolf Creek flirts with, A Cry in the Dark (1988). Most recent update before that: Alexandra Aja’s High Tension (2003), which swaps the trademark chainsaw for a cut-off saw, the Texas hill country for the French hill country, and puts Philippe Nahon of 2002’s IrreversibleA in the Gunnar Hansen role, driving the truck from 2001’s Jeepers Creepers.


‡ The same marketing trick used by The Amityville Horror, The Blair Witch Project, Wolf Creek, and, to a certain extent, The Exorcism of Emily RoseB (2005), a trick Capturing the Friedmans (2003) would also use, though in a way more reminiscent of 1932’s Freaks, where the tables of fiction are turned somewhat, such that, while you know the story’s not a wholly accurate representation,C the “draw” is nevertheless that the characters/actors are “real.”


AWhere
High Tension earned what Ebert would call the hardest R for violence the MPAA has ever given—in most places, it was NC-17i —Irreversible, instead of trying to please the ratings boards as Tobe Hooper had tried with Texas Chainsaw Massacre (as Scorcese had tried with Taxi Driver, etc.), instead took a cue from Plan 9 from Outer Space and embraced its “extreme violence,” billing itself as the most walked-out-of movie of the year (Plan 9 is often billed [hailed] as “The Worst Movie Ever Made”).


B Very loosely based on Felicitas D. Goodman’sii nonfiction work The Exorcism of Anneliese Michel (Doubleday, 1981).


C A statement 1976’s Snuff was legally forced to include as disclaimer, which is of course the best marketing possible.iii To bolster this “outrage,” the producers paid people to picket theaters showing Snuff—i.e., they put their sandwich boards up on sticks.iv


i This is the “re-rating” Ebert and Russ Meyer’s only collaboration, Beyond the Valley of the Dolls (1970), would pull. Originally, of course, in spite of all the camp—or, because of all the breasts, and the killings—it was rated X.


ii Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1835 short story “Young Goodman Brown,” like The Exorcism of Emily Rose, was also particularly concerned with admitting evidence of the supernatural into courts of law. Specifically, those around Salem.


iii Except, perhaps, for the free publicity the Los Angeles Times gave 1980’s Maniac: it refused even to print its show times,§ prompting Maniac’s distributor to promote Maniac as “the film the Los Angeles Times refuses to advertise.”


iv Much as the UK distributor Go Video, in an effort to push their 1980 Cannibal Holocaustε (see n 120C), wrote in, “complaining” about the indecency and offensive nature of its own film, which ultimately resulted in the “video nasties” list▽—a ban on importing tasteless slashers that would use Driller Killer (1979) as its poster child and include such staples as The Evil Dead (1981), The Toolbox Murders (1978), The Funhouse (1981), etc.


§A “kindness” they might have extended to Lucio Fulci’s New York Ripper two years later, had it had a theatrical opening in America.


ε Along the same lines as Snuff, Cannibal
Holocaust also wound up in court, where it had to prove that the violence it contained was special effects, not documentary footage.


▽ Which, contrary to popular belief, didn’t include A Clockwork Orange, which had been pulled from UK shelves, as it was inspiring “droogs,” mayhem, etc.


† presaged, perhaps, by Ed Chigliak in the pilot for Northern Exposure, “reciting” all these terms for the new doctor, then citing television as his source (specifically, St. Elsewhere, which was just two years dead then).


† And the dreaded flashback montage, to catch anybody up, should this be their entry into the series (or, in Halloween II’s case, to catch everybody up [it had been four years since Halloween]).


† If the post-Halloween “slasher boom” can be said to arc from 1980’s Friday the 13th to 1987’s somewhat-parodic (i.e., self-aware) Return to Horror High (1987),A then Terminator, at 1984, would be stepping into the bloodbath right at the pinnacle,B both of genre development and audience interest.


‡ For that matter, neither is Jaws, which came along not even a whole year after Black Christmas and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and, with them, laid down a lot of the conventions for the slasher (i.e., teens “sinning” and dying; an essentially “faceless” killer, whose eyes we look through sometimes; authorities not listening; the necessary balance of gore and nudity [i.e., sex and violence]; friends getting picked off one by one; distinctive theme music; a big one-on-one showdown at the end, after a long and desperate chase; etc.).


A You could also of course bookend the slasher-boom with, say, Halloween (1978) and either Popcorn or Silence of the Lambs (1991), but Terminator would still fall in the middlei—or, rather, at the height.


B As, unwittingly perhaps, would Footloose and Sixteen Candles and Beverly Hills Cop and Karate Kid and Ghostbusters and This Is Spinal Tap and Splash and The Neverending Story and Gremlins and Romancing the Stone and Police Academy and The Last Starfighter and Purple Rain and Revenge of the Nerdsii and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, and, particularly wittingly, A Nightmare on Elm Street.


i As it does even if you start with Silent Night, Bloody Night or Black Christmas (1974) and “stop,” as you have to, at Scream.


ii Not to be confused with Massacre at Central High (1976), though Massacre is of course a “revenge of the nerds,” albeit a bit more violent.


† Sam Neill’s first legitimate horror role since 1981 (Omen III: The Final Conflict), and his last until 1997 (Event Horizon and Snow White: A Tale of Terror). Since Event Horizon, though—perhaps the best space-horror since AlienA slashed its way into the American psyche—he hasn’t returned.


A
Event Horizon’s central conceit, of course—the dead wife returning—was already as old as Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1972 space-horror Solaris (based on the 1968 Stanislaw Lem novel, and not to be confused with the Grendel’s space-destination in 2001’s Jason X), and would be used to good effect again both in The Mothman Prophecies and in the shorter, American Solaris (both 2002, with the first based on the 1976 John Keel novel).


†In spite of the fact that he died in 1985, Orson Welles (not Leonard Nimoy) provided the Unicron voice for 1986’s The Transformers: The Movie,A much as Marlon Brando will be reprising his 1978 Jor-El role in Superman Returns (2006, i.e., two years after he died).


A One alternate title of which was Matrix Forever, a title likely drawn from the line still in the movie, “One day an autobot shall rise from our ranks and use the power of the matrix to light our darkest hour.”i


i This prophesied “one” (or “One,” “Neo,” etc.) is of course the pattern for The Matrix and plays a large part in The City of Lost Children (1995) as well.§


§ Of note too is that, as Lost Children draws it title from the 1964 Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’s Island of Misfit Toys, so does The Matrix, in Zion, have an isolated band of humans who no longer “fit” the world and need some “one” to lead them back.


† Presumably, as there’s a sequel, LIE.


† Often criticized, now that it’s over,A for it’s Oz/Alice/Scrooge/“it was all a dream” ending,B a story dynamicC used in the cineplex as recently as Stay (2005) and, in cinema in general, at least as far back as Aelita, Queen of Mars (1924), both of which are, except for the sugar fairies and the mice, essentially The Nutcracker (1816).D


A Unlike the 1986 Dallas season finale “Blast from the Past” and the following season premiere “Return to Camelot (part 1),” which drew a lot of criticism at the time for the surprise development that the entire previous season had been a dream.i


B The “acceptable” version of this type of narrative reversal is of course to be found in any good caper flick, where the carpet is pulled out from under the audience’s feet in the very last frames. David Mamet’s Heist (2001) is perhaps the best example of this, as, unlike with Ocean’s 11 (1960, 2001), The Italian Job (1969, 2003), The Thomas Crown Affair (1968, 1999), or any of the rest, and in spite of the giveaway title, we aren’t at all certain the movie is even in the caper genre.


C The “clinical” term for this is “retroactive continuity,”ii i.e., a “reveal” at the end that makes us instantaneously reinterpret the whole movie, resulting in a type of hermeneutic “cascade effect” (for examples, see The Parallax View [1974], Arlington Road [1999], Traces of Red [1992], The Usual Suspects [1995], The Game [1997; not to be confused with 1985’s Gotcha!, either], The Sixth Sense [1999] and The Village [2004], Presumed Innocent [1990], Basic [2003], or, from “straight” horror,iii
April Fool’s Day, Return to Horror High, Sleepaway Camp, Dead End [2003], etc.).iv


D By 1816, of course, this “trick” ending was already old,v as established by Shakespeare having utilized it in A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream (first performed in the mid-1590s, first printed in 1600, on-screen as recently as 1999), The Tempest, a bit in King Lear, etc.; in The Taming of the Shrew, even, his source play had the whole experience recast at the end, as a dream.


i A development precipitated by Patrick Duffy’s equally surprising return to the show.


ii A term coined by comic book writer Roy Thomas in the letters column of his April 1983 All Star Squadron (i.e., #20), and, in 1988, as it’s a term needed so often in comic book story arcs (which inhere doppelgängers, parallel realities, “holodecks,” telepathy, and writer changes), shortened to the more manageable “retcon.”


iii While 1996’s Rumplestiltskin’s tag would seem to suggest horror’s affinity for dreams—“It’s a scream come true”—perhaps Mia Farrow said it even better, in Rosemary’s Baby: “This is not a dream. This is really happening.”


iv Each of which are of course “good” examples. For examples that aren’t so good, see any story that relies upon a little deus ex machina§ to extricate itself from either its hopeless complications or its overriding need for a happy ending. In comedy, however, these endings are often acceptable, as they’re all part of the game there (Shakespeare’s comedies rely heavily on deus ex machina developments, though in a very tongue-in-cheek manner, which of course requires complicity on the audience’s part).


v Dating at least back to the thirteenth century, with Piers Ploughman, but perhaps even all the way to The Epic of Gilgameshε (written in cuneiform; alternate title: He Who Saw the Deepa), a story of fantastic, dreamlike feats, beasts, gods, and travels through the underworld, all of which, in the eleventh tablet, comes down to Gilgamesh having slept longer than he meant to (as established by the aging of the loaves of bread his host has been placing by him each day he slept; from the various states of the bread, he can tell how long he’s slept [seven days]).


§ Literally, “God out of the machine,” i.e., in a Greek play, Athena or some other Olympian being lowered down in a “chariot” to tidy up all the story problems the story hasn’t been able to tie up itself—a convention One Night at McCool’s (2001) takes about two-tenths of a second to turn inside out, Bay of Blood–style.


εLoosely based on Bilgames, the fifth ruler of the first dynasty of Uruk. Sumeria, 2750 BCE.


a Not to be confused with James Cameron’s 1989 The Abyss, where Ed Harris is “he who saw the deep.” Three and a half miles of it. Reportedly, not unlike Gilgamesh, he suffered a physical and emotional breakdown on set.


† Where Hill Street Blues meets The Odd Couple (1981 and 1968, respectively).


† Debuted three years before Omega Man and four years after The Last Man on Earth, each screen adaptationsA of Richard Matheson’s 1954 novel I Am Legend. Two lines from Legend: “The world’s gone mad, he thought. The dead walk around and IB think nothing of it … They walk around on restless feet, circling each other like wolves, never looking at each other once, having hungry eyes only for the house and their prey inside the house.” The influence Romero cites first for Night, though, is Carnival of Souls (tagline: “Is there death after life?”).


‡ Most recent installment: Night of the Day of the Dawn of the Son of the Bride of the Return of the Revenge of the Terror of the Attack of the Evil, Mutant, Hellbound, Flesh-Eating Subhumanoid Zombified Living Dead, Part 3 (2005), affectionally known simply as NOTDOTDOTSOTBOTROTROTTOTAOTEMHFSZLD #3, and, surprisingly, shot for under a hundred dollars.C


††
Re-animator (1985) has had two sequels as well (1990 and 2003).


A As Mario Bava’s Planet of the Vampires (1965) wasn’t.


B Vincent Price in 1954, Charlton Heston in 1971.


C i.e., like the Mystery Science Theater 3000i–influenced Kung Pow: Enter the Fist (2002), it’s an old movie with new dialogue (etc.) dubbed in.


i b. 1988, adapted to the big screen eight years later, and itself possibly drawing off all the fun Joe Dante had in 1976’s Hollywood Boulevard,§ which stitches together pieces of old movies and is itself “stitched” into 1981’s “feminist manifesto” Slumber Party Massacre (it’s the late movie Valerie’s watching on her black and white television).


§ Filmed over ten days in October 1975, the same month a New York detective would introduce the term “slasher movie” into the American lexicon (see n 12†), a synchronization only of interest when Hollywood Boulevard’s newspaper headline is taken into account: “Slasher Strikes in Hollywood.”


† Specifically, August 17, some twenty-seven days before the Exorcist-spoof Repossessed, starring Prom NightA alum Leslie Nielsen.


‡ While The Darkness was the working title for The Others (2001; shot by candlelight), and in spite of the fact that the directors of each have Spanish names (Balagueró and Amenábar, respectively), The Others and The
Darkness are no more related than The Haunting of Hill House and The House on Haunted Hill (see n 29A).


A which itself opened a scant sixteen days after Airplane!


† Or, giallo, Italian both for “yellow” and for those sixties and seventies (Italian) movies that included a black-gloved, “faceless” killer and lots and lots of blood. Too, “yellow” here is incidental,A only refers to a content those movies shared with pulp crime novels of the sixties (Italy), which, either to make the bookshelf easier to navigate or to “brand” readers in public, all came with yellow covers (sometimes called “yellow jackets”).


A “Blue movie,i” however, is a more intentional term: as early as 1864, “blue” has been used in Americaii to refer to content either risqué or otherwise obscene. More local to the cinema, though, in the early days of burlesque, the “blue” filter would often be applied to the stage lights to signify that the dancer was about to lose some important piece of clothing, or engage in something more suggestive than what’s already been going on. This perhaps lends some credence to the claim that Marlene Dietrich’s 1930 debut, Blue Angel, is where the term originated. In it, she’s a risqué stage performer …


i In China, these are called “yellow movies.”


ii As has “stag,” a slightly antiquated (i.e., red deer) term meant simply to refer to the males of the species, exclusive of females. So, to “go stag” is to only go out with other guys for the night (and of course “stag” trundles “horny” in with it). Similarly, a stag movie or stag film is a movie made specifically for men (i.e., a blue or yellow movie,§ depending on where on the globe you are), and a stag party is just a party with no does at it—often, in common usage, a bachelor party.ε An even older usage is “stag line”: all the Willard Hewittsδ standing up against the wall at the high school dance, afraid to ask any of the girls out onto the floor …


§No real relation to I Am Curious Yellow (1967) or I Am Curious Blue (1968), though they were seized at the American border, as “illegal pornographic imports.”


ε€ An early Tom Hanks outing (1984), fourteen years before the “next” big bachelor-party movie, Very Bad Things, where the “stags” have to dismember and hide a dead prostitute.


δ Chris Penn in Footloose (1984).


† Assuming there is a “right,” of course—i.e., that “the truth is out there.”


†Unlike “FE,” which, in Black Christmas, Margot Kidder (not yet Lois Lane) tells a hapless desk sergeant is for “fellatio,” setting him up for the lone running joke in the movie.A


‡A range that doesn’t include Robert Englund’s 1989 directorial debut, 976-EVIL (i.e., 976-3845), the prefix of course suggesting a pay-by-the-minute number.


††A role originally written for Harrison Ford.


‡‡No relation to The Simpsons’s Asst. Principal Skinner, based of course on Paul Gleason’s principal in The Breakfast Club (1985), a role he revisited three years later, for Die Hard (where he was again second in charge: Deputy Chief Robinson).


A Clarke’s other 1974 horror movie, Dead of Night, a.k.a. Deathdreami—his update of WW Jacob’s 1901 short story “The Monkey’s Paw,” itself an update of Poe’s 1839 “The Fall of the House of Usher”—also has a single, word-based joke (“nuptials”) that somehow manages to get funnier each time we hear it.


i Mixing Vietnam and the horror genre sixteen years before Jacob’s Ladder.


†This was eighteen years after the Marlboro ManA campaign was started (by a stock photo of a cowboy holding a cigarette), eight years after he (the Marlboro Man) became Marlboro’s sole spokesman.


‡ An Italian-to-Indian shuffle Armand Assante would attempt as well, in 1979’s Prophecy: The Monster Movie (a prescient subtitle, perhaps, intended to avoid confusion with 1995’s The Prophecy, starring the ever-haunting Christopher Walken).


A Played convincingly, opposite Mickey Rourke, by Don Johnson—still not shaving—in 1991’s Harley Davidson and the Marlboro Man (by 2003’s Once upon a Time in Mexico, however, Rourke would have the cowboy hat, and Johnson, not unlike Philip Michael Thomas,i would be strangely absent …).


i Ricardo Tubbs on the hit series Miami Vice (1984–1989), doing his African/Cuban/ Puerto Rican/American Indian/Irish/German§ best to undo the “ethnic sidekick” curse. (see
n 80)


§ His term for his family background was “American Gumbo.”


† Maybe the best “psycho-killer” name since Prom Night’s red herring,A,B “Leonard Murch.”C


‡ Which, arguably, is where it started thirteen years before (the very legitimate Black Christmas).


†† Of interest too with Silence of the Lambs is that it also comes within one year of being exactly between Night School (1981) and Mindhunters (2004), two movies that lay bare the set of conventions the slasher and the serial killer movie share.


A That without which Happy Birthday to Me (1981) couldn’t have functioned.


B Not to be confused with that other famous plot device, popularized by Hitchcock, the MacGuffin—some mysterious item around which the story more or less turns. Think the statuette in The Maltese Falcon (1941), the transit papers in the following year’s Casablanca, the stash of cash in (his) Psycho, or, more contemporary, the briefcase in 1994’s Pulp Fiction, or, from the following year, either the SQUIDi disc in Strange Days (1995) or the implanted “data package” in Johnny Mnemonic (1995).


C One year later, the Leonard Murch of My Bloody Valentine would be the perpetually off-screen yet well-named “maniac” Harry Warden.


i
superconductor quantum interference device


† The first part of the Marine saying popular in the cold war (and often accompanied with images of mushroom clouds), the second part being “let God sort them out,” as corrupted from what the Abbot of Citeaux said of the “heretic” Cathars (Albigensians) in July 1209: “Kill them all, for God will recognize his own.”


† An effect Tom SaviniA had just popularized the year before, in Maniac, by getting his own head blown off.


A Who either did or didn’t provide the makeup for Nightmare (1981, i.e., the year he did The Burning and The Prowler, the year after
Friday the 13th [and Maniac], the year before
Alone in the Dark, etc.).


† Not to be confused with special effects whiz Rick Baker, of An American Werewolf in London, It’s Alive II, The Ring, Hellboy, etc.


‡ Not to be confused with Tyrannosaurus Rex, the Tolkien-richA Marc Bolan band from the sixties that, in the seventies, minus Steve Took, abbreviated themselves to the more manageable “T. Rex,” released some influential albums (and album covers), and started getting covered by just about everybody.


A The other big “Tolkien” band would be Led Zeppelin (b. 1968).


†A term coined in the cinema eleven years earlier, by The Body Snatcher,A based on a story Robert Louis Stevenson wrote nearly three years before Boris Karloff—The Body Snatcher’s body snatcher—was born.


A Debuted three years after The Corpse Vanishes.


† Sixteen years later, this would get updated to “Strange things are afoot at the Circle K” (Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure).


† Which owes a lot to Sugarland Express (1974), which crosses the same bridge The Texas Chainsaw Massacre
2 would cross twelve years later.


† Formerly of Skid Row, most recently of Gilmore Girls (born on the WB in 2000).


† Not the “Tip Toe Through the Tulips” Tiny Tim (b. Herbert Khaury, who would later adopt the middle name “Buckingham”) or the Tinny Tim from the orphanarium of Futurama (1999–2003).


†
Never to be confused with the “bee kiss” from Candyman (1992).


† Not to be confused with the 1960’s “crooner” Engelbert Humperdinck (b. Arnold Dorsey).


† Not to be confused either with Silent Night, Bloody NightA (1974) or the Silent Night, Deadly Night franchise (b. 1984) or Black Christmas, or any of the others: Christmas Nightmare, One Hell of a Christmas, The
Nightmare Before Christmas, Christmas Season Massacre, Don’t Open ’til Christmas, Christmas Evil (“You better watch out … ”), Santa’s Slay, Santa Claws (“His slay bells are ringing!”), Satan Claus,B
Jack Frost, To All a Good Night, Gremlins (set at Christmas), etc.


A As Silent Night, Bloody Night preceeded Black Christmas (see n 12†) by some eight months, and possibly influenced it, it’s occasionally given credit for having effectively codified the “modern” (i.e., post-Psycho) slasher.i


B This of course is what Bruce Willis’s Joe Hallenbeck’s daughter in The Last Boy Scout (1991) draws, which gets her in trouble at school.


i Another slasher often not given its due either is Massacre at Central High§ (1976), which includes a body count of (naked, camping, “sinning,” etc.) teens, which is itself in the teens, and mandatory lines like “We’re all going to die,” or this one, from B movie regular Rainbeaux Smith: “Let’s just take off, and have some fun, and come back when all this shit blows over.”


§ a.k.a. Blackboard Massacre, and, according to the poster art, “Massaker in Klasse 13.” Not to be confused with 1989’s Cutting
Class,a starring a pre–Thelma & Louise Brad Pitt.


a Itself not to be confused with the cover for Slaughter High: “Marty majored in cutting classmates.”


† Itself not to be confused with amanita virosa, the “destroying angel” (a particularly lethal mushroom).


† Norman Bates’s first victim in the extended introductory sequence of Psycho.


† Set, like the first Die Hard, at Christmas, thus securing the holiday claim away from Lethal Weapon.


† As the premise for the story is “person unjustly killed by thugs, returns to pick them off one by one,” of course The Crow’s predecessors are too many to begin naming. However, one that both includes then-“hip” culture and had somebody die on the set would be The Wraith (1986), starring Charlie Sheen in the black leather.


† Became a movie in 2005, starring The Rock.


‡ Is supposed to be a movie by 2007.


†† As for where first-person-shooter games start, you’d have to go back to 1973’s Maze War and 1974’s Spasim.A For one place they definitely don’t end, maybe Gus Van Sant’s 2003 Elephant.


A Neither of which are movies yet, unless 1997’s Cube can be considered a kind of “maze war.”


† Unless you count Lance Henrikson’s nonandroidal return in the clamored-for AVP (Alien Vs. Predator, 2004).


† In Prophecy: The Monster Movie (1979), this same creature,A more or less—“sort of a bigfoot, only it’s uglier, larger than a dragon, it’s got the eyes of a cat … everything but the kitchen sink”—is called the “Katahdin.”


A i.e., “Native-owned,” used either to defend them or to exact revenge for them …


†Already matched up twelve years before, in the sixth retread of Howling (see
n 10).


† About which Ebert would say, “Scrooged is one of the most disquieting, unsettling films to come along in quite some time.”


† Perpetually kidnapped, i.e., “vulnerable,” child actor, spirited away in Trapped (2002), Taken (2002), Man on Fire (2004), even Hide and Seek (2005), where her abduction from the city and her mother doesn’t seem to be an abduction at all, at first.


† In The First Power (1990), however, the character who jumps lands softly on his feet. Of note is that in the nonsupernatural The Arrival (1996), this “fall” is reversed, so that the (backward-kneed alien) character is able to jump up onto a building, and thus escape.


† Not to be confused with Molly Ringwald’s first slasher, also starring Kylie Minogue: Cut (2000).


† A wardrobe he’d resurrect for 1987’s Near Dark (starring Lance Henrikson), where a background marquee would bill AliensA (1986), a movie both PaxtonB and Henrikson were already in.


‡,
A James Cameron 1984, James Cameron 1986.


B Not, as people insist, to be confused with Bill Pullman, who, in 1986, was busy reprising Harrison Ford’s Han Solo§ for Spaceballs (1987, a.k.a. Planet Moron).


§ Already reprised once, just after The Return of the Jedi, by Robert Urich (The Ice Pirates,i 1984).


i So called because, as gasoline had been to Mad Max three years earlier, so is water to Urich’s “ice pirate” Jason, a premise lifted of course from Frank Herbert’s breakthrough 1965 novel Dune, to be released (in David Lynch form) nine months after Ice Pirates.


† The title of course from the KISS song, the lead track off their seminal 1976 album, Destroyer.


‡ Descended from vaudeville players.


† Of Sephardic Jewish descent.


† Alec Holland (played by Ray Wise), not Alan Moore.


† Not to be confused with 1982’s The Last American Virgin.


‡ Whereas in Cherry Falls (2000), where virgins are being targeted by a slasher, “losin’ it”A is the only surefire way to remove yourself from the victim pool.


†† A shot/scene seemingly intentionally echoed in Mike Figgis’s 1995 Leaving Las Vegas,B where Elizabeth Shue’s Sarah Connor character is even named Sera.


‡‡ Tagline for the X-Files movie (1998): “Fight the Future.”


A Title of the 1983 teen comedy (“The last word about the first time”), starring Tom Cruise as “Woody.”


B
Itself not to be confused with 1992’s Honeymoon in Vegas, which also starred Nicolas Cage. A year later, of course, the “comedy” would be taken out of Honeymoon, and it would be Indecent Proposal (which Julia Roberts declined being in). Of note with Proposal is that Robert Redford’s body double was adult film star Randy West, of the extensive Up and Cummers and Please Cum Inside Me series.


† Starring Rachel Ward, soon to be in both Campsite Massacre (1983, the year of The Thornbirds, for her) with a pre-Splash Daryl Hannah and Against All OddsA (like Splash, 1984) with “Starman” (1984) Jeff Bridges. Also starring an out-of-place hockey mask on a mantle, which in most other slashers would be a respectful nod in Sean Cunningham’s direction. Night School was 1981, however—the year before Jason got his mask.B


A Phil Collins again (see
n 12♥), this time rerecording and retitling the balladi he’d left off his 1981 album, Face Value.


B i.e., two years before Quiet Riot’s “almost-Eddie” got his mask,ii on the cover of their chart-topping Metal Health, which would open the floodgates of L.A., spilling glitter and Aqua Net and alcohol across America in the form of that hybrid of Alice Cooper stage theatrics and David Bowie androgeny called glam metal (i.e., glam rock + heavy metal),iii which, once it got started, would have a heyday that would last just about as long as the slasher’s.iv


i original title: “How Can You Just Sit There?”


ii Formerly available at Sear’s, for ten dollars.


iii While not all of the hair bandsa would have started out at Whiskey A Go-Go (not to be confused with Herschell Gordon Lewis’s post-Bloodfeast 1965 gorefest Monster A Go-Go), still, as with the slasher,b there was a set of ironclad conventions: open with the power ballad, tease your hair up, slither into the spandex, tear up your hotel room, etc.


iv If glam metal is in fact the slasher’s charismatic, out-of-control little brother, then of course pro wrestling is the drunk uncle, whispering in Vince Neil’s ear that what he’d do is call Axl Rose out on Headbanger’s Ball …


a e.g., Motley Crüe, Twisted Sister, Ratt, Bon Jovi, Def Leppard, Poison, Whitesnake, Skid Row, etc., each possibly responsible, as Brett Michaels suggests, for the subsequent hole in the ozone layer.


b As with the slasher as well, just one year after each was officially “born,” they would each be spoofed, the slasher by Student Bodies (one year after Friday the 13th), glam metal by This Is Spinal Tap (one year after Metal Health).


† As has Veronica in Heathers (1989), as established by her answer to Heather’s remark that she “looks like hell”: “Yeah? I just got back.”


‡ A term Joseph Campbell (of The Hero with a Thousand Faces fame) borrowed from James Joyce’s post-Ulysses mock-epic, Finnegans Wake (1939).


† i.e., Michael Knight, billed as “the man who doesn’t exist,” a situation Thomas Veil would find himself in thirteen years later, in the (conspicuously incompleteA) hit series Nowhere Man.


‡ Any confusion with “helicopter”- or “motorcycle”-B shows from the mid-eighties (Air Wolf, Blue Thunder; Street HawkC) is probably intentional.


A For more “never-finisheds,” see Prey, Dark Angel, Firefly, The Kindred, Wolf Lake, VR5, Millennium, The Lone Gunmen, American Gothic, Brimstone, the second Nightstalker, etc.


B Correct: unless The Love Boat§ or certain sequences from Miami Vice count, there’s no boat-as-hero shows (both Sealabs, of course—1972 and 2000—were set on submarine complexes, not submarines).


C To say nothing of Automan, Manimal,ε etc., which is one direction the vehicle-as-star developed, the other being the Dukes of Hazzard/Fall Guy/A-Team/Hardcastle & McCormick/BJ & the Bear direction, which, as the heroes’s occupation in each of those series, it seemed, was essentially solving crime, led of course to shows in which the hero or heroes, like Charlie’s Angels, really were in the business of solving crimes (and still, with the exclusion of 21 Jump Street, driving serious machines): Simon & Simon, Magnum, P.I., Miami Vice, T.J. Hooker, Spenser for Hire, The Equalizer, etc.


§ However, it did host the crime-solving Hart to Hart couple. Never went to Fantasy Island, though.


ε Each owing more than a little to Buck Rogers, The Six Million Dollar Man, The Man from Atlantis, The Bionic Woman, the first Nightstalker (based on the movie), Shazam!, etc.—the “fantastic”-powers set of the previous TV generation, themselves of course just amplifications of Baretta, which was itself largely enabled by Steve McQueen’s “car show” Bullitt (1968), and all the Bullitt pretenders.


† Not to be confused with Hellhole (the 1985 one), Hellgate (the 1989 one), or Hell’s Gate (the 1989 one), or the one they’re all trying to be: The SentinelA (1977).


A Not, as is sometimes suggested, simply cashing in on the Exorcist/Omeni,ii craze, as its cavalcade of eager cameosiii might indicate. It would have its own eventual inheritors, however, most recently (i.e., 2005) Dark Water and Skeleton Key.


i Themselves of course looking to draw the audience for so-called nonexploitational horror Rosemary’s Baby§ had created.ε€


ii However, what The Sentinel
did cash in on was the “controversy” of using actors who supposedly needed no makeup. (see
n 150)


iii Jeff Goldblum, Tom Berenger, a very pre-Vacation (1983) Beverly D’Angelo, Jerry Orbach, Christopher Walken, etc. To say nothing of its “billed” cast.δ


§ Which The Sentinel does somewhat resemble.


ε€ Much as, in the last few days of 1996, Scream renewed interest in the supposedly “tired” slasher, resulting in a quick spate of teen massacres,a a spate that, with Cry_Wolf and Tamara (2005), not to mention all the interesting side-developmentsb along the way (The Blair Witch Project, Wrong Turn, The Devil’s Rejects, Session 9, Deadbirds, etc., to say nothing of the “imports”: The Ring, The Grudge, Audition, High Tension, Pulse, etc.), or all the 2006 remakes (Black Christmas, When A Stranger Calls, The Hills Have Eyes, The Omen), or even the prequel to the remake (The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Beginning), isn’t feeling much like a spate at all, really.c


δ Chris Sarandon, a hauntingly “blind” John Carradine, José Ferrer, Ava Gardner, a barely post-Rocky Burgess Meredith, Eli Wallach, etc.


a e.g., I Know What You Did Last Summer, Urban Legend, Valentine, Cherry Falls, Final Destination, etc., various sequels of both old and burgeoning franchises, including the comprehensive parody of them all, Scary Movie (a.k.a. Last Summer I Screamed Because Halloween Fell on Friday the 13th), which gets its title of course from the working title of Scream, its ambition from Saturday the 14th (1981—Saturday the 14th being the bad night to have a party in that year’s My Bloody Valentine).


b
see
n 65†


c In Terrors of Uncertainty (Routledge, 1989), literary critic Joseph Grixti proposes that perhaps the reason for this continual, persistent fascination with or compulsion for horror is that “popular horror fictions … form part of a complex discursive process which is an integral component of the models deployed by contemporary society to understand itself.”¢


¢ Or, more directly: “One might say that the true subject of the horror genre is the struggle for recognition of all that our civilization represses♥ and oppresses” writes film critic Robin Wood in his introduction to American Nightmare: Essays on the Horror Film (1979).


♥A repression/discovery that that original fan of the genre, Kurtz—“The Horror! The Horror!”—knew a little something about.


† Each of which are of course variations and/or extensions of 1980’s The Curse of King Tut’s Tomb, which is itself just a version of all the Mummy movies (started in 1932, with Karloff, and still going strong in 2002, with The Rock). What King Tut’s Tomb brought to the formula was, instead of a shuffling mummy or possessed bystander or some other high-budget make up job, a little Rube Goldberg ingenuity (some of it of course owing more than a little to the wholly inevitable, chillingly “agentless” deaths in The Omen).


†Not to be confused with John Hughes, of Mr. Mom/Vacation/Sixteen Candles/The Breakfast Club/Weird Science/Pretty in Pink/Ferris Bueller’s Day Off/Planes, Trains & Automobiles/The Great Outdoors/Uncle Buck/Home Alone/Dutch/Beethoven–fame.


† A character possibly based on alchemist Johann Konrad Dippel, who lived in the region, anyway, of Castle Frankenstein, and liked to do experiments with human corpses.


‡ “The rebel god,” i.e., the one who didn’t play by the rules, but over reached, much as that other “Victor von”A would start doing in the Marvel Universe one hundred and forty-four years after Mary Shelley had properly “charged” the name.


A … Doom, born in Fantastic Four 5.


†As Gene Hackman would do as well, with his voice-over at the end of The Replacements (2000), not to be confused either with his coaching role in Hoosiers (1986) or with Major League (1989), which shares a premise with The Replacements: the pros are on strike, now bring in the underappreciated scabs (so they can redeem themselves, etc.).


† From Blake’s 1790 Marriage of Heaven and Hell: “If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite”; Blake of course, for a while, was a member of the Swedenborgian Church, founded on the works of Emanuel Swedenborg (see
n 123 and n 143), who also wrote a book called Heaven and Hell. More important, however, is a passage from his (Swedenborg’s) True Christian Religion: “There are two worlds, a spiritual world where angels and spirits are,A and a natural world where men are.” His De Telluribis would be important as well, influencing writers as far away as 1937 (Olaf Stapledon’s 1937 novel Star Maker, which in turn [in scope] would have no small effect on Clarke’s Childhood’s End).


A This being of course where Swedenborg and the equally cerebral Spock part ways, as Spock indicates in the “The Galileo Seven” (January 5, 1967) episode of the original series: “I, for one, do not believe in angels.”


† Trying to communicate what they’ve experienced, but filtered through the fantasies they’ve evolved to cope (Warren Ellis’s Charles Xavier, Ulitmate Galactus Vol. 1:
Nightmare, Marvel, 2005).


† No direct relation either to the Sam Loomis of Halloween or to the Sam Loomis of Psycho or to the (teenage) Sam Loomis of 1989’s Night Visitor, a.k.a. Never Cry Devil.


‡ About this “corn syrup,” or whatever proprietary mix different directors and special effects artists use to simulate human blood, legendary effects guru Tom Savini would say he has “way too much movie blood on [his] hands.”A


A From the foreword to 1992’s Still Dead, a zombie anthology based in Romero’s world of, as they’re called in Land of the Dead, “stenches.”


†From 1989, with Billy Crystal and Meg Ryan, the first of a string of romantic comedies for each, culminating, respectively, in Forget ParisA (1995) and Sleepless in Seattle (1993), each of which consciously riff on the ghosts of romantic comedies past (i.e., respectively, An American in ParisB [1951] and An Affair to Remember [1957]).


A Rick’s goal in Casablanca (1942).


B Not to be confused with An American Werewolf in Paris (1997), the seemingly logical sequel to John Landis’s An American Werewolf in London (though 2006’s An Erotic Werewolf in London would then be similarly logical). And, while Mexican Werewolf in Texas (2005) would seem to be perhaps the most logical development, it’s actually not about a werewolf at all.


† Much as Ray Bradbury’s 1972 novel The Halloween Tree was based on a screenplay he’d written (in 1967). His revision of it into a teleplay (1992/1993, directed by Mario Piluso; animated; narrated by Bradbury) would garner him an Emmy, while the novel would go on to be reprinted with an intense cover by Yearling in 1999, then again in 2005 by Gauntlet; the subtitle for the last one is Previously Unpublished Author’s Preferred Text.A


A As Bradbury is the “Author” here, of course, the hyphen between “Previously” and “Unpublished” is implied.


†Like
Diner the year before, a movie almost presciently starpacked. (see n 55 and n 91)


† as does Val Kilmer’s John Holmes in 2003’s rashomon,A
Wonderland. However, the outcome of the two “discoveries” is quite different.


A a fractured, multivocal mode of accretive storytellingi often considered emblematic of the modernist movement in the arts, and taking its name from a 1922ii Akutagawa Ryunosoke short story that Akira Kurosawa would use as the title of his 1950 movie Rashomon.


i Think Reservoir Dogs, Quentin Tarantino’s version of Kurosawa’s Rashomon, or Hero (2002, known in China as Ying xiong—the most expensive Chinese movie ever, so far), which got its theatrical run in America two years later thanks to Tarantino, or talking the post-Toy Story (1995) animation boom, Hoodwinked (2005).


ii The year King Tutankhamen’s tomb was finally plundered, the year Ulysses, Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.,§ Charles Mingus, and Reader’s Digest were born, the year a television signal was first transmitted,ε the year Albert Einstein was awarded the Nobel Prize for Physics, etc.


§ Whose novels are typically “fractured” at more levels than Joyce’s ever were.


ε€ i.e., the year Alexander Graham Bell died.


† With kickboxing.


† The uppercase suggesting Tyler Durden’s famous line from David Fincher’s 1999 Fight Club, based on the 1996 Chuck Palahniuk novel: “Our fathers were our model for God. If our fathers bailed, what does that tell you about God?”


†a.k.a. “Jack the Giant-Killer.”


‡ The cleaned-up version of this is usually along the lines of “Fee fie foe fumb / I smell a boy as big as my thumb!”


† Thirty years after Aldous Huxley lifted another Shakespeare line (from The Tempest [1611]) for his Brave New World, the Shakespeare term itself simply building on the term still popular in the beginning of the 17th century, Amerigo Vespucci’s “Novus Mundus” (coined in a 1503 letter)—“New World.”A


A A term Terrence Malick used for his 2006 The New World, starring a barely post-Alexander Colin Farrell, whose John Smith still has cause to “weep,” as now, literally, there are no more “paradises” to conquer, as Gérard Depardieu’s Columbus had learned fourteen years before, in Ridley Scott’s “pentacentennial,”i
1492.


i
penta of course meaning “five,” as in “pentagram,”§ but also forming the root of “repentance.”


§ The alternate title for The First Power (“Satan has created the perfect killer.a One who cannot be stopped. Be warned”).


a (smallpox).


† Shot in the same house The Best Little Whorehouse in TexasA had used, for different effect, some twenty-one years earlier.


A A bona fide “video nasty.” ( see n 150 iv )


†, ‡ Paul Harvey and VH-1, respectively.


†Friday the 13th would of course give us this exact ending eight years later. And then some.


† According to Webster’s, a cenobite is “a member of a religious order living in a convent or community.” According to Clive Barker, that convent or community is a plane or level of hell accessible only through the “Lament Configuration.”


† Not to be confused with Kevin Costner’s 2002 Dragonfly, which also entails the “fantastic.”


‡ Then there’s all those “one-shot” time-travel pieces, where it really does save the day: Superman, bringing Lois Lane back to life in 1978; Eddie the Cruiser, making it back to his native time in 1984’s The Philadelphia Experiment; Kirk and crew, saving the whales in 1986; Robin Williams, making it home at last in Jumanji (1995), etc ….


†† Riffing on Dostoevsky, but based on the Ray Bradbury short story “A Sound of Thunder” (1952, with the movie adaptation fifty-three years later).


† i.e., “the manipulation of light and color produces an illusion of profound intensity”—Stanley Kubrick, as quoted at a poolside party in Mother’s Day.


† From 1940.


‡ From 1995.


† While there are various books and journals calling themselves P/Q—the twin workhorse variables of symbolic logic—none of them have indexed a “Neider” in the last twenty years, or any variant, anagram, or homonym of “Neider.” Similarly, there are no Owl Creek Mental Facilities in the contiguous United States. There is the Ambrose Bierce story from 1891, however, “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” in which the main character, while being hanged, projects his escape, misleading the reader—and himself—into believing that that escape really happens, that he wasn’t hanged. And, while the “unauthorized best-seller” D is also a fabrication—a Graham Greene character—the first of the trilogy of movies “based” on it did at least make it as far as principal photography. Gambling almost entirely on the strength of the INXS title song, a young New Line purchased the Ruth Avergon script and the option for two more, but then four weeks into scouting locations, the WGA strike of 1988 siphoned what little financial surety had been there in the first place, and The Devil Inside stayed inside.


It may have never made it to the horror shelf anyway. Adrienne King, tentatively attached as the Nona character, was, due to the traumatic stalking her role in Friday the 13th had generated, touch and go at best, and perhaps not as interested in reigniting her iconic status in the slasher as she was in just living unmolested by role-playing fans. She wasn’t the only one suddenly without a project, though: in a 1992 Spin interview with Billy Sheehan, in response to Spin’s question about musicians making it in the movies, Sheehan recalls a backstage anecdote from INXS bassist Garry Gary Beers, that INXS’s Michael Hutchence was passed over for the Jim Morrison role in Oliver Stone’s The Doors (1991) not solely because they were afraid he would start doing Morrison numbers on stage with INXS, but because he came into the negotiations still slightly hostile from having the rights to “Devil Inside” tied up with New Line for longer than he cared. As Sheehan says Beers said, too, you have to understand that the “hostility” Stone & Co. found so disagreeable in Hutchence likely seemed all the more disagreeable with Billy Idol out in the hall, begging just for the chance to be in The Doors, anywhere, even though one of his legs was still in a cast from a motorcycle accident (from which his Charmed Life album would come). Sheehan adds that it probably didn’t help that Hutchence “isn’t really an actor” either, at least not in America.

While no souvenir shooting scripts have surfaced online or in print (or from Avergon), and any audition tapes with Adrienne King as Nona have vanished, a visit to the Library of Congress does yield one bit of realia, descriptively cataloged: a prototype studio package for Devil Inside. The contents are listed in a note: one black rosary, with beads alternately smooth and pliable; one mock-account of the initial screen test; one fortune cookie, broken to reveal a bibliographical citation on plain white paper; one scroll, 8x4, which unrolls to reveal a recycled glossy of, instead of Adrienne King, Molly Ringwald (possibly a cataloging error, Sixteen Candles and The Breakfast Club each being more recent and widely seen than the first two Friday the 13ths); and, last, a miniature version of the legal pad upon which the case notes were “originally” recorded, hand-signed by a “Dr. Neider.”

Whether or not the Avergon script was working from (or back toward) these promotional case notes will have to remain speculation, however, as LC claims this item was “cataloged-in-process,” which is to say the information came from the distributor in advance of the actual studio package, which, in this case, never materialized. So the record’s still masked. There was the matter of the bibliographical citation in the fortune cookie, however, which the archivist at New Line had provided. Gini Gray Scott’s Famous American Murders Encyclopedia (F.A.M.E.), Lowell House, 1998, pp. 189–190, which falls toward the end of the section “Keeping It in the Family.”

This is the entry: “The Indiana Statesman reports that on October 17th, 1971, the Montgomery Co. Sheriff’s Dept. responded to motorist reports of an ambulance in need of help on eastbound 47. The ambulance, as it turned out, was mechanically sound. It was the paramedics in need of help. They had locked themselves in after responding to an emergency call to one Seth Ainsley’s remote home, a call they refused to discuss. In the Statesman’s words, ‘When the officers couldn’t get a coherent statement from the paramedics, they approached the Ainsley house and made a grisly discovery. In the living room was Seth Ainsley’s handicapped daughter, evidently murdered some days ago. Upstairs they found Seth Ainsley, also a victim of foul play. The cold had preserved them both, as it had the body of Seth’s teenage son in the cellar, where he had apparently hung himself after killing his family. The only survivor was his mother, Madonne Ainsley. She was in the kitchen, washing the dishes and humming what the investigating officer called a lullaby. “In my officer’s words, and he’s been on the force for fourteen years now, ‘She was just stacking them up, the plates. Like nothing was wrong. We asked her who called the ambulance then, and, I swear, she didn’t know what we were talking about.’ She is currently awaiting psychological evaluation.”’

F.A.M.E. doesn’t mention it, either, but the title it uses for its entry is the sub-title of the Statesman’s October 18, 1971 headline: “Too Close to Home: American Medea,” a reference to the play by Euripides in which a mother kills her children. Subsequent tabloid reports suggest that a copy of Medea was found on the premises, annotated like a script. Though this was never confirmed, it’s become part of the legend all the same, as has the misprint on the original police report, that when the Montgomery County Sheriff’s Department arrived at the Ainsley home, theirs was the first set of tracks in the snow.
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Everything That Rises: An Afterword
 

But it seemed fun to take it one step further.
 

—John Carpenter
 

In 1967 Harlan Ellison said there must be some way a writer can write a book that has all the visual and sensory impact of a movie, and he used exclamation marks. That same year John Barth said somebody ought to make a novel with scenes that pop up, like the old children’s books, and then said that was just something people say. Six years later Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. wrote and drew Breakfast of Champions. People called it juvenile. In 1985 Alan Moore wrote The Watchmen, and Dave Gibbons drew it. It was a comic book for grown-ups. In 1992 Neal Stephenson published Snow Crash, which had started out as a graphic novel. In the late eighties, Ronald Shusett adapted Philip K. Dick’s short story “We Can Remember It for You Wholesale” into a screenplay, which Paul Verhoeven turned into the movie Total Recall, which Piers Anthony then adapted back into a book, Total Recall. Though fake books are a real thing, this wasn’t one. A year or two after that, in the version of Scream 2 that leaked to the internet, Kevin Williamson says, “Wes does some scary shit here.” He used brackets. Mark Z. Danielewski had been writing House of Leaves for about three years, then. It would be published four years after David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, which itself came five years after Coupland’s Generation X, some thirty-four years after Nabokov’s Pale Fire, and the same year as VH1’s Pop-Up Video. In Cervantes’s day and for a long time after, the preface and the prologue had been the legitimate way to layer meaning, to introduce “play.” Now it was the footnote. And not just in books. The 1976 film version of Nicholas Meyer’s The Seven Percent Solution has footnotes in the opening credits. That year Eaters of the Dead hit the shelves. It was the same Beowulf story John Gardner had rewritten five years earlier. In the “Factual Notes” following the main body of “ibn Fadlan’s” narration, Crichton says, “I also added commentary and some extremely pedantic footnotes.” None of those footnotes mention William Goldman’s “S. Morgenstern.” In 1971, Stanislaw Lem’s A Perfect Vacuum came out. Instead of footnotes, which Noël Coward would be quoted thirty years later as saying were like “having to go downstairs to answer the door while in the midst of making love,” Perfect Vacuum had the subtitle “Perfect Reviews of Nonexistent Books.” Two years later, Peter Shaffer wrote Equus. He used neither footnotes nor subtitles nor prologues nor postscripts nor marginalia, but stage directions, much as James Dickey would use a horse, in his poem “A Birth,” or as John Vanderslice would use liner notes for his 2001 LP, Time Travel Is Lonely. In 1981, Calvino wrote If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, ten distinct novels in one. As Borges said in 1967, “Still we can imagine, over time, the distortions correcting themselves, and returning to the truth through a circle like a stroller and his dog.” Calvino walks that dog dizzy. In the opening of Book of Shadows: Blair Witch 2, Roger Ebert is excerpted saying of the first Blair Witch Project that “it starts out light-hearted.” He’s talking about more than just one text there. In Stroheim, a 1968 book from the series Movie Paperbacks, Joel W. Finler says that Poto-Poto and Paprika were novels written by Stroheim during the early thirties, adapted from film projects he was never given a chance to put into production. In 1999 Joan Tewkesbury said movies are to watch, to feel, to be involved with, but not to read. This when I was reading the screenplay for Closely Watched Trains, a movie that reads better than it plays. The year before, screenwriter Richard Whiteside said if you absolutely want to control everything, write a novel. In the version of The Cider House Rules screenplay John Irving published, he said when he feels like being a director, he writes a novel. Since 1976, more than twenty-five of Stephen King’s novels have been adapted into movies. In the sixteenth episode of the first season of Hunter, a naïve character says she was promised a role in a movie that was “one of those slasher pics, with a classier script.” The comma is important there. In 1951, the novelist Raymond Chandler said that a preoccupation with words for their own sake was fatal to good filmmaking. This three years after a character in Hitchcock’s Rope said, “You often pick words for sound rather than meaning,” fifty-two years before David Lynch said in the liner notes for The Straight Story that it was his “opinion that a film is not like a book.” In the commentary to the screenplay version of Jacob’s Ladder, Bruce Joel Rubin says he realized the film he was writing was flawed if it couldn’t communicate in strictly visual terms. In an episode of the X-Files, Jose Chung says, “I don’t know what was more disturbing, his description of the inner core’s reincarnated soul sex orgy, or the fact that the whole thing was written in screenplay format.” In 2005, Neil Gaiman and Dave McKean published Mirrormask. It claims to be an “Illustrated Filmscript.” And maybe it is. In 1937, Delmore Schwartz wrote a story where a young man finds himself in a theater, watching an impossible movie of his parents’s life. The story is called “In Dreams Begin Responsibilities.” In it an old woman says that “all of this is only a movie, young man, only a movie.” It’s unclear, however, if she’s talking about the theater, the images on-screen, or the story itself. In 1999, Walter Dean Myers wrote the children’s novel Monster as if it were a screenplay. In it, the narrator Steve Harmon says, “Sometimes I feel I have walked into the middle of a movie. It is a strange movie … ” Thirty-two years before, John Barth had said someone ought to write a novel with scenes that pop up. The essay he says that in was originally called “Prologue,” later “The Literature of Exhaustion.” We’re far from exhausted, though. Later prints of James Cameron’s Terminator have Harlan Ellison in the closing credits. The exclamation marks are implied. Total Recall 2 was supposed to have been released in 2001. Clarke’s year, Kubrick’s year. It thrills me to imagine what it might have been based on, if anything.

—sgj, 11/99 (& 3/06)


  


Credits
 

and then I made a list of who all had helped with Demon Theory, and it was legion, and it scared me, because it was impossible I wouldn’t forget some key person, without whom I would have just been floundering across the pages. but here goes. for my undying and as-yet undead compulsion for horror, my Uncle Bruce and Aunt Tami, who, when I was six and living with my grandmother, showed up on the back porch one night, wrapped in blankets, their trailer only fifty feet away. what they wanted was to sleep on the floor of the living room, because they’d just seen Halloween. I watched them step in, then looked behind them, into that darkness. then, a few years later, Brett Watkins, who got to watch R movies, and so closed the door to his bedroom one day and told me about this Terminator robot, and the way he told it, the whole story, the reverence and awe and terror, how each of us kept forgetting to breathe, it was more real to me than any movie ever. after that, David Mills’s dad, who let us watch Jason and Freddy and Leatherface in his garage each Friday night, and would, come two in the morning, sneak outside, bang on the metal door with bottles then chase us through the trees. I’ve never run so fast. next, many years later, a poet named Miles Watson, for giving me what would become the first sliver of Demon Theory: Murray Head. just the way he said it, like everybody knew who did that Bangkok song. it struck something in me, something that was still ringing when Ryan Van Cleave dragged me from the keyboard one weeknight, to this movie Scream, which I saw for six nights in a row after that. the only other movie I’d ever done that with was Exorcist III, with my roommate, Danny Broyles, a walking encyclopedia of poorly arranged horror movies. a few years later, then, another poet, Diane Warner, who hired me to be, of all things, a video cataloger, a thing just as random as the book my mother had left out one afternoon, when I was too young to know better: Strange Stories, Amazing Facts. so many nights I went without sleep because of that book. but the movies I had to watch for work now, they helped somehow. by then I was writing this strange novel that wasn’t really a novel but wasn’t really a screenplay either, was more like how that kid in one of the Friday the 13th novelizations puts his hand into the garbage disposal one day, fascinated, then turns it on. next, Kate Garrick, my agent, who picked Demon Theory out of some unlikely pile, started carrying it around. it’s a glass slipper; we’re Cinderella. and then my always-editor Brenda Mills, for reading draft after draft of Demon Theory, year after year, and to Rob Bass, for trading sleep for that exact kind of trivia Eric Binford was warned about in Fade to Black. and I have to start going fast, here. thanks to my local horror expert, Rob Weiner, both for all the talk and for all the movies, and to Joe Ferrer and J. Marcus Weekley and Evan B. Bruno, for talking horror at all hours, and to Patrick Whitfill, for movies and movies, and to Video Classics and Hastings and Netflix, for stocking the old stuff, and thanks to all the people I hit up with strange questions about stranger things: Sean Grass, Scott Baugh, Connie Kuriyama, Crystal Hicks, Brian McFadden, Marliss Desens, Bryce Conrad, Jesse Wichterman, Madonne Miner, Gordon Highland. Marcus van Bavel at DVFilm.com, Will Terrel of Lucid Press. all kinds of listservs and bulletin boards. Bawls, Sobe. Slavoj Žižek, whose Ridiculous Sublime showed me just how transparent I was. IMDb.com and FantasticFiction.co.uk and Carol Clover’s Men, Women and Chain Saws and VH-1’s Pop-Up Video and Beat the Geeks and Infinifilm’s Fact Tracks and Roger Ebert’s words and and and Wikipedia.org, which I found too late, along with Mark Whitehead’s Pocket Essential Slasher Movies and Jim Harper’s Legacy of Blood and Vera Dika’s Games of Terror and Adam Rockoff’s Going to Pieces. and surely more, because I never know anything, always have to ask, and ask again. too, the last person Kate carried Demon Theory to: Jason Wood, my editor at MacAdam/Cage, who saw and felt and knew what I was trying to do with this annotated treatment. and let me. and made it better. and gave it to Dorothy-with-the-beautiful-name, to set in type somehow, and Melanie Mitchell, to set on all the shelves, then handed it off to Dave Adams, who made this version of it the master file, the primary version, the holy text, thank you. too, for believing before they even knew about Demon Theory, the original BlueMonkeys, Nick the Noose Campbell, Naked Dan Donche, and long-distance caller Drew McCoy, and all the Velvet droogs, and, like the dedication says, my dad, for sneaking me into Full Metal Jacket once when I was young enough that that part of me stayed in that theater. and Darla, for being there that day when we were both twelve and Demon Theory happened. and, before and after the rest, always, my wife, Nancy. without her sitting on a faded couch with me in a box of a rented living room, watching ten or twelve forty-nine-cent rentals a weekend for most of 1998 and all of 1999, there would be no Demon Theory. she kept me safe. the sun came up for us every morning. I’ll never forget.
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