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WATCH ME BURN WITH THE LIGHT OF GHOSTS

by Paul Jessup


W
hite rabbit mask shouts, “Get on your knees!” and swings the assault rifle at Kit. And the white rabbit mask says, “Put your arms in the air like angels!” And so Kit gets on his knees. And puts his arms in the air. Like an angel.

The rabbit mask frisks him down and her breast touches his shoulder and he feels hot and sweaty. She walks down the aisle of cubicles. Other coders are kneeling. Some with head bowed, all with arms spread wide like wings.  Her gun swings and thunder echoes as a body falls. Blood is on the mask. Blood is on the rifle. Red rabbit gun. Run. Run. Run. Other masks walk now up and down. Each one an animal. Each one carrying a rifle.

The Owl mask smokes a cigarette. He pulls it out of his mouth with his empty hand. He points at two or three programmers. Smoke stains his fingers yellow. Guns unslung, point at the people he marked for death. Everyone is quiet. Kit holds his breath.

The shots echo and the head spins and the ears buzz with the thunder of guns. Blood splashes on Kit’s face and he is gone somewhere else. He can’t hear anything anymore, just a buzz. Bees in his ears. Bees in his head.

~

Carol once found a dead cat in her backyard. Eight. Maybe nine. Maybe younger. Time was fluid back then. Time could not be trapped. Time devoured and swallowed. Like inky death.

The cat was rotting and the eyes bugged out and the skin crawled with maggots. Oh. The maggots all breathing. Gasp. She was transfixed. She wanted to pet it. She reached out. Touched close. Felt the squirm of corpse skin beneath fingers. Felt the world turn hazy.


The moment stayed with her. She made up stories about the dead cat. Eventually the skin sloughed off from the rain and the elements. And she put the skull in her
 Hello Kitty
 backpack. Nice and nestled under a sweater and her notebooks. Kept it on her every day. She’s never showed anyone. Not even Kit.


The dead cat would whisper to her. It was a ghost cat, and it told her of Abhoth, of the dark, of the shadows. The chaos that waited for her in the 
void of it all. The corpse of the ghost cat whispered about Alueb Gnashel, and his ghost followers polluting the world and making everything haunted with their touch. This was something she would carry with her even now. His teaching was so poignant. Even the master would agree.

She liked the way the cat skull smiled. She hoped someday to smile like that, too.

~

The rabbit mask pulls him up, forces his arms behind his spine. Clank. Metal on wrists, pinning them to his back. She leans over, whispers into his ear. “You will die. You will die and become one with fire.”

And then she shoves him and he walks. Others are getting up and walking, while still others are being shoved down and shot. One, two, three. Make sure they’re dead. Make sure they stop moving.

Kit knows these dead people. He’s coded with some of them, shared space, shared monitors, yelled at each other in assembly. He stole a kiss from one once. Now she has a bullet in her head. Her name is a wound.

They force him to start jogging out. Out of the office. Out into the labyrinth of hallways. Out into the parking lot. The stars are hungry in the sky.

~

Ghosts moving. Gunshots duck down another one falls. Sirens wailing and then cars like halos in the night. Burning holes into shadows. Rabbit mask pulls him back, the brick wall behind him shatters with each shot. Holes in the walls that could’ve been holes in him. She smells like burnt coffee and ink stains.

She fires her gun. It explodes next to him, burns his shirt. He almost faints. He keeps himself calm and real and in the now by reciting lines of assembly in his mind. It is a litany. A zen koan. Meaningless in this life, in this situation. Yet before? Before it was living. It was breathing. It was making the computer do as you will.

~

“Crawl up here and see if they can see us. Go on, come on. You want to end up like the others? I like you. I think you smell nice? Kinda like you smell like salvation. Come on, go up there. See if they can see us.”

Kit crawls through broken glass. He pushes webs from his face. Some still have spiders on them. He moves vines aside. Looks out the factory window. Down out there on the street are spotlights and strobe lights and uniforms with bullhorns shouting things.

“Well?”

“No, they don’t see us.”

“Get back down then, come on. Get back down before they do. I’ll let the master know what a job you did. Who knows. Maybe we can talk about living.
”

Kit isn’t sure if he wants to keep on living anymore.

~

Ten-year-old Carol got lost in the caves behind her house. She’d been gone for days. Kit was the one who found her. Starved and eating poisonous berries and getting sick. Rail thin and thirsty and delirious from the world.

The ghost cat kept her company. Skull speaking softly. Told her the future, of how they would free the world from the prison of skin and shadow. That she would join that master, and follow him into the truth of it all. To see the world as it really was, haunted by the million dead. And that yes, Kit would be so important in the last days. The end days. The days of ghost fires and laughter in the dark. Telling her how important he was when he came to her then. A chosen one for the void. Olkoth, Olkoth, Olkoth.

And at first she thought he was a bear. And she hugged him. And called him a nice bear. They were in the newspaper and everything. The town called him a hero. They gave him accolades and her parents thanked him over and over again.

After that. After that. She wasn’t allowed to go anywhere without supervision.  She was clever, though. She found ways to sneak around. To go over to Kit’s house and spy on him. His sister became her best friend.

They would play with cap guns in the backyard. Dressed like ballerinas and firing off their plastic pistols. The air smelled like gun powder. Bang. Bang. Bang.

~

“It’s all over now, just look around you,” Owl mask talks with a voice like bombs in the heart. “The dead and the living are side by side. You can tell, can’t you? If you can’t yet, well then, you will. You’ll soon be able to tell the dead from the living. The dead have a way of moving, a way of talking. They talk with ghost words, they speak only with the sentences of the dead. See here now- it’s not just people, you understand? It’s buildings, too. We need to destroy the ghost buildings. That’s where the dead build their nests, you see? We need to fight this back. The apocalypse is here, and we’re fighting it, you get me? We’re the front lines to a hidden war that’s going to bring about the end times the all times the death times! You have to be brave. You have to kill the things that are inside of you, trying to stir you up and wanting to live. We no longer have the luxury of self-preservation. See that death drive we got inside of each of us? It coils around like a snake and now we’ve got to let it strangle us, we have to tighten up that snake, let it ride our blood. That is the only way we can live, you understand? That is the only way we can survive! We have to give into death. Become death. Become a vessel for Alueb Gnashal, become the weapon of the Nameless Mist!  We will be the ones who take the ghosts back home again. We will be the ones who are chthonic in all things!
”

Owl mask sits down. Sirens surround them. Smoke from the fires they set make him half visible in the red-blue light of the police cars. “You were chosen, each of you, destined for this. We have been planning your emancipation for ages. Don’t you see that they have you hypnotized? You don’t even know the world is ending, not until I told you. They hide this fact from you, but look, look at the world! Look around us now! Turn off the television noise that was pumped into your skull since birth and really look really see everything. See how we live in a haunted void, and only by embracing the Anaath configuration, and worshipping Gaeytlu, the Undying Bear God, can we emancipate ourselves from this prison of skin and shadow.”

The fire the light and they hear beyond it all this thrum. It was an end of the world thrum. Like the sound of the earth dying.

“Now we die! Do you see? Death is our only chance of living again! Go on, let’s go, let’s take these ghosts with us, drag them into this other life!”

~

Fishmask hands out the gasoline and then we do it. We set ourselves on fire. We run into the world burning up and we don’t feel it. How could we not feel it?  There is a singing from the flames. Beautiful. It made me feel holy with my light.

~

Eventually they drag Kit back and suffocate the light on his skin with a blanket. They place him in a casket and he doesn’t even scream. Doesn’t even move. They carry him, funeral procession, moving him forward. All of the others from the cubicle had been shot or burned to death or were taken back to custody with the police. Kit and the masks were the only survivors.

The masks carry him down to the abandoned library, now mostly a concrete shell with rotting books inside. They set him down, iron wires overhead like a spiderweb of metal. He’s breathing still, and they place the lid on the casket. Birds flutter in the high ceilings. They push through the broken glass doors, into what remains of the building inside.

Smashed statues, tattered books, dead birds scattered on the floor. The world outside is a constant sunset red. The air tastes like napalm.  One by one they pull off their masks and set them on top of his coffin. They are wiry, worn down, their faces grungy and unwashed for weeks. Owl mask has burn scars on his real face, like he tried to eat the sun.

They pray over Kit’s body. Birds flutter and the sound of the sea carries a steady rhythm, keeping time to their voices like a heartbeat.

~

Oh remember. Remember. Carol. Do you remember how you buried your dolls? And dreamt of them coming back to life. You would pop the heads off and line them up so nice and neat. Just as a precaution. To make sure the dolls stayed dead. Do you remember Carol
?

Kit’s sister stopped playing with you that week. She found the doll graveyard and found the cat skull. And she saw you drinking Kool-Aid and claiming it was laced with poison.

Do you remember, Carol? Do you remember…

~

They knock on the casket.

~

Kit pushes it open with his hands and there they sit all around him. The masks are in their laps and he just sits still. They watch each other. They study each other for a moment. The woman with the rabbit mask in her lap says, “Who are you now?’

Kit shakes his head.

Owl mask looks at him. Repeats the question. They all repeat the question.

“I don’t know,” and Kit really doesn’t know who he is anymore.

“That’s good.”

“It is?”

“Now you know your true self.”

“No, no I don’t. I don’t know anything, I just feel this empty hole where myself should be.”

“Exactly. Now you have no name. Now you are truly the hungry void.”

They stand and lead him back into the library, far deep within the shelves. Kit realizes the girl with the rabbit mask—he knows her. Where does he know her? He tries to place her as they walk. The others say nothing. No one speaks, they just move, all in sync, towards the far back where a dim light is warm and welcoming.

~

A taxidermy bear sits and waits for them. Someone had sewn four heads to the body, each one with a different expression, each one mocking a human emotion. That is something bears do not have. Human emotions.  The arms are raised up in the air like an angel’s.  Inside of each mouth is a tiny orange light. Perhaps a flashlight. Perhaps an LED. The glow makes the eyes look like lamps in the dark corner.

Later they will tell him the name of the bear. Gaeytlu. the Undying One. All hail the lord of the restless dead.

~

Someday Carol hopes the sun will set and devour the earth.

~

They all kneel in front of the bear and Kit follows. He doesn’t quite understand. He’s not sure if he wants to understand. They don’t say anything for a moment, they only kneel. Eventually the earth shakes from a nearby train and they stand
.

“Get him a gun,” and they slide their masks on, “And a mask. I dunno. Maybe get him, um, the noh mask we got in the back.”

“Noh mask?”

“Yeah. That one, you know it. Get him that one.”

“Okay, yeah. Okay.”

And she leads Kit away from the others by the hand. Her hand feels rough and strange. Probably from the gun and the violence. She moves in front and her hair bobs back and forth in a ponytail. She turns her head, making sure he’s following her, and that’s when he sees it. He sees it.

“You…you friended me on Facebook last month. How do I know you?”

“I’ve always followed you closely, watching you. Don’t you know who I am?”

Kit doesn’t know the answer to that. So he stays silent.

~

Carol was raised Catholic in a Catholic school. Could still smell candlewax burnt and stuck to her fingertips. Incense and burning things always made her think of tortured saints. Those bloodied bodies stretched out on the racks. Beautiful. Beheaded. Some eyeless and some with a crown of candles.

She would imagine herself blind and tormented like that. Religion wasn’t peace or love or beauty. No. It was the suffering. It was that feeling you got when devoured by the infinite. The cat skull showed her the truth of this. Whispered of the friends she would make later. And how Kit was really Olkoth, and how she had to help him achieve the truth of it all. One day, one day. One day with guns. One day with a rejection of a kiss.

As a teen she rebelled. Smoked cigarettes. Screamed. Was considered troubled and dark and that’s what she wanted. Troubled. Dark. Sorrowful. Those things were all saintly. She broke into places and stole things. She got mixed up with the wrong crowd.

Those were her moments of horrible divinity. A terrible grace brought on by collision with the infinite.

~

She slides the mask over his face and he stops her, keeping it on his forehead and no further. She isn’t wearing her mask yet either. He pulls her in to kiss and she pushes him back and laughs. “No, not at all. I’m the master’s.”

“Who? That guy?”

“Yeah, that guy. He owns all of us, didn’t you get that? You too, Kit. Can’t you understand that? With him we act as one, as one force, as one being. Apart? We are just voids drifting into a dead world. How could that be right? How could that be good? He gives me purpose and being. He gives us all purpose and being. I heard of the dark and undying ones all of my life, but he…he gave it skin and bone. I could touch the infinite through him, and it was so powerful. You understand? Someday you will touch Gaeytlu and feel the weight of promises and completely get what I’m talking about. You’ll un
derstand our purpose, and how we will save the world from all the dead around us.”

Kit slides the mask over his face. White porcelain. The features unreal, mostly shadows. His  head tilts and the mask smiles. His head tilts the other way and the mask frowns. One more tilt of his head and the mask is screaming.

“Purpose? I thought we were nothing. I thought we were nameless.”

“We are, can’t you see? We are.”

“And so is he.”

She walks away slowly, turns and looks at him. She looks worried. She looks concerned. “When you say things like that I realize you don’t understand at all. I’m afraid I’m not sure we can give you a gun, not just yet.”

~

The master tosses Kit a gun anyway. Kit is the only one wearing a mask now. He doesn’t want to take it off. The mask gives him power. It makes his face look like the numb emptiness that swims around inside of him. The others are still wearing their faces. They still cling to this idea of personality. Not Kit. Kit wears the face of the void.


He grabs the gun in midair, turns it in his hands. It is black. Shiny. Full of death. Rabbit mask looks so nervous. Kit points the rifle at her. Click, click. The safety is still on. And then, yes. Then he remembers. She spoke to a cat skull. She called it—what did she call it? She gave it a name. He couldn’t remember the name, but he could remember the skull. And the way it made him
 feel
. Alone. Lonesome. Haunted in the heart of the world.


“Carol,” he says to her, “Your name is Carol. You were my sister’s best friend, I remember that now. Didn’t you used to come over to our house and watch me sleep? Didn’t I save you from a cave?”

She slides her mask on. “No,” she says in a small voice, “no.”

~

The hundred heads of Gaeytlu spoke to me last night and whispered of the ghosts and we have to act now. We have to go in guns out and set ourselves on fire again, with our death surrounding us in a bright brilliant orchestra of light. The end is here already, the giants of the sea are waking, and the ghosts are singing the songs of the dead to the sun again. I can hear them in every waking moment, the earth is dead, they sing. The earth is now our home, they sing. They hypnotize the living with sitcoms and we just laugh and let them do it. The internet is a ghost dream, and it controls our thoughts with rampant memes. Look at them sleepwalking about, look at them slumber, eyes all crusted shut. When the giants wake and rise from the sea and the ghosts sing the last song, then we will all regret what we couldn’t do in the end. So see this? See how it won’t matter then if we die in our fires beforehand, no, it won’t? So we need to embrace the death drive if we are to survive. Dig deep inside! Dig deep within! Find your craving for suicide and stare it face on and let it take big bites out of 
you. This is how we survive. This is how we will endure the end of time, when the clocks wind down into the shadows of moment. We unchain our deathdrive and let it bark from our bones at our enemies.

~

Kit has the gun across his chest. Under his breath he repeats assembly code over and over again. Code that means nothing here in the real world. Code that means everything to a computer. Pushing thoughts into memory addresses. Creating living things that sing with the voice of silicon. This is his prayer now. This is his reality now.

The others are quiet and he can hear them breathing as he repeats it over and over.

~

The taxidermy bear does not move. Kit knows what he must do. It is what he always does, over and over again. Past present future, all merging into each instant. Each second repeating itself over and over again. Each time he does the same thing. Each time. Each time. It gathers weight. His limbs become heavy, become iron. But he knows what he does what he always does. He can’t stop himself.


The bear talks to him. Oh Gaeytlu, oh undying one.
 Bring my children back to me. Bring them all into my void once again. Annihilation is the only true meaning of life. You are a ghost, they are all ghosts. Embrace death and take them all down with you…


You are the Okloth.

Yes, yes, yes. That’s something that the master doesn’t realize at all. That they all echoes in each moment, haunting the air like spent candles.  As the Okloth he understands. He has to show them all the truth now. The wrongness of the masterwords. How he lies to them about the nature of things. The world has been dead for a long time. The war they fight is just pretend. Like kids dressed as ballerinas and firing capguns. Everyone is a ghost here now, and they all belong to the Gaeytlu.

The true nature of reality is awful, horrible, what a thing to see it all. To realize that everything is gone already. Only the void remains. Only nothingness remains. He has to free them all. He has to fulfill the promise of the infinite.

The Gaeytlu is right. No one else can do it. Only he. Only the Okloth.

~


I’m sorry
, Kit says.


They look at him. Carol holds up a dead snake. “Why are you sorry? Don’t be, come on. Get ready, get yourself set and ready to go. They’re bringing out the gasoline.”


I’m sorry
, Kit says.


Carol pushes back her mask. Green eyes. Freckles.

“Why? Why are you sorry?
”

He shivers. This moment is so difficult. This moment feels like chains in his skin, pulling him forward. Sluggish, through swampwater. He says it over and over again. An echo of apologies.

The taxidermy bear begins to sing in the dark. Hollow, echoing, a children’s nursery rhyme. This is right. This was always right.

~

Carol used to have all of these pet rabbits in a rabbit hutch out in the backyard. She would rescue them from the fields and the houses nearby. Brown and straight eared standing up.  She would sing to the rabbits and one time she showed Kit her cages. He probably doesn’t remember that. His sister would come over and their dad would make them all hang out. So Kit came too.

And she showed him the cages. He played with the rabbits over and over again. And yes, after she would sneak over and watch him sleep. He snored, even back then. Or sometimes she would hide in his closet and just watch him read. She would remember him, playing with the rabbits, over and over, and it made her heart full when everything else made it empty.

~

Kit pulls up his gun and points it at her. She says, “No, don’t…”


We all want to die
, he whispers.
 We don’t all have the luxury of self-preservation.


“I don’t…”

No.

And then he pulls the trigger. Semi-automatic.

~

The library is always on fire. They don’t see it because it exists as a silhouette over all moments. If they had paid attention they would have noticed how everything felt hot to the touch. The walls. The books. The birds. The bear. Scorching the skin, leaving fire stains on the palms.  A closer look, and they would’ve seen the flicker of flames in every shadow. As if the shadows themselves were the flames of all times.

It only took the existence of Kit to bring the fire out into the now. To make the fire truly visible, to make it active. He took the symbolic nature that existed behind everything and brought it out. His existence was the spark. The bodies burned and burst. The gasoline cans tipped over and spilled in circles. With each shot of his rifle sparks hit gas and went up with flames. A sacrifice to the void. The great return.

Owl mask and fish mask and all the others didn’t even try to fire back at Kit, or try and shoot him, or try to kill him. It was as if they knew what the library held in its walls and floors and ceilings. The fire called to them, the fire engulfed them. Their death drives now released made them docile, waiting for the flames. Somewhere, the dark sang and called them back home.

~

Eventually there will be nothing left. Just ashes of books and the body of the building burned black. Maybe some of the taxidermy bear survives, charred and smoldering and stinking like ashes. And maybe there will be bones and burnt skin and bodies crawling still on fire rasping for help. And maybe, yes, maybe the sound of sirens will wail in the air and the ghost of police will come in haunted cop cars, and the ghost of firefighters will come in haunted firetrucks, and the ghost of doctors will come in haunted ambulances. All of them trying to save a moment of time that always happens but feels like it never should.
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IMMOLATION

by Kristi DeMeester


T
he first lesson my mother taught me was how to wash my hair in the silver of moon-rinsed rainwater so a man may never kneel between my legs for inspection rather than prayer.

“This is one law for a forgotten goddess,” she said, and her fingernails were sharp, but she did not press them into my flesh so I could better understand her words.

When I was nine, she painted my lips the color of plums. “This is how it will look when you are dead.”

“But how will I know what I look like when I’m dead?”

“You will. We always do. Even into death we carry the memory of lovely things.”

The entire year after I started high school, her hair and skin smelled of wood smoke, as if she’d bathed in those billowing gray clouds and then stepped into the house, leaking that scent from her pores. She must have hidden herself to do it because I never caught her, and when I turned fifteen, she didn’t smell like anything anymore. Not even air.

Twice, I found her cowering in our yard, her lips smeared with dark earth. If I’d written all of these things down, it would have become a grimoire. Those memories spilling outward to become spells, invocations, incantations for the incorporeal.

“What will you become when I am gone?” Every night she stood in the doorway, the yellow light streaming around her so I could not see her face, her eyes, and then, she was only a mother and not Mother, and I never knew how to answer her. She would sigh and close the door, and I would breathe my nightmares into my tiny bedroom and wake with the buried remnants of something I couldn’t quite remember.

At nineteen, my mother died. I went to see a psychiatrist who had eyes the same shade as her hair, but I can no longer remember the color. So many things have become warped since the day my mother offered her body to the air. She asked me over and over, “And your mother?” so I never knew anything about myself
.

“And your mother? Your mother? And what about your mother?” That singular bloated question floated between us, and I knew I answered her because when I would leave our sessions, my throat ached from use, and my tongue felt blistered. I spoke of Mother, and I imagined her gobbling up the words, choking them down so I could no longer own them. I never thought to stop seeing her. By then, so many of the people I knew, of the people I called my friends, were in therapy, and it would have been the admission of some larger failure to stop treatment.

By then, the world itself was held by only the most delicate of thread. Every morning, I rose and snapped at them, my fury and anger married to the breath that would not abandon my lungs. Since there was nothing else to do, I dressed and rode the train to a job where I never really understood what it was I was supposed to be doing and came home each night to take too much Adderall and drink a cheap bottle of white wine and stare at the walls as they shifted to fit something larger than my insubstantial body. Maybe I ate. More often I didn’t. A cucumber and some hummus or a grapefruit. Anything that left me feeling hollow. Anything that didn’t remind me of how my mother would fill herself and then me to the point of sickness before holding her hand over my mouth and whispering that to purge was an abomination.


At night, I still weighed out that word on my tongue.
 Ab-om-in-ation.
 I segmented the sounds so I might understand them, and I wondered if I had ever repeated it to my psychiatrist, if she had scribbled into her notepad among all of my other confessions. Perhaps she had pieced together what it was I was supposed to grow into. What it was my mother had intended for me to become. She hadn’t told me. Perhaps it was meant to be a secret.


After work, someone would call and ask me to dinner or for drinks or to some club where the music was too loud and everyone wore body glitter like it was armor. I would come stumbling out, hours later, bleary-eyed but with my skin buzzing so it felt like at any moment I could come untethered from the earth and drift skyward. Someone was always beside me, and sometimes he had curling hair that fell around his shoulders, and sometimes she would have an undercut I liked to run my palm over, and sometimes he wore a wool coat that always smelled damp, and sometimes she would wear a series of rings that would cut my face if she hit me by accident while we were fucking, and sometimes they were no one at all but the ghost of my mother speaking her rules in my ear in such quick succession I couldn’t discern one from another. Her voice sounded like the foreign tongues spoken in horror movies when an innocent moron is calling forth some accidental demon.

In the mornings, they wouldn’t be in my bed, or in my apartment, or curled up in my bathtub. I’d smoke a cigarette on my balcony and pretend this wasn’t just another way of killing myself as the memory of Mother sang a chorus of atrocities against my body
.

“The second rule of a forgotten goddess is to never peer too long from the top of a high, high place lest she fall inward and become mired in her own body.” My mother’s disembodied voice came to me through my exhaled smoke, through the aching arch of my own body rising to meet someone else’s in the night, and when I came, Mother’s words were the ones dying on my lips instead of anything that resembled love.

I spoke Mother’s name—her true name—into jars and sealed them, drove a nail through their tops, and then buried them under the night sky. I set traps designed to capture small creatures, and I wrenched their heads from the bodies only to put them back, the stitches crooked but tight. I bought a cat and fed it heavy cream and cooed as it grew fat and let it sleep in my bed even though the hair made me itch and covered my clothes like a second skin.

Still, Mother spoke to me from drains, from the empty space under my bed, from the corner in my living room that always seemed darker than the rest once I turned out the light.

“My mother is haunting me,” I told one of the someones. We were on the floor in my living room, too drunk to have made it all the way to the bedroom, and my back burned from the carpet scraping against those exposed pieces of me as we moved together and apart.

“You should have a séance. You have a cigarette?”

In the morning, after someone left, there was a pitch black shadow in my living room that hovered just above the carpet. I passed my hand through it, feeling nothing, absorbing no chill, no tremor in my spine, and so the darkness clung to the air. It stayed, and I did nothing to hide it, and when people came over, they threw their cigarettes inside of it, but they didn’t disappear, and there were burns on the carpet in perfect circles, and even that was its own kind of miracle.


I found a Ouja board in one of those vintage stores where everything smells like the damp interior of an ancient basement but is chic because every piece has a
 story
, even if the story is only that someone had her heart broken while wearing that exact belt.


I took the board home and set it up directly in front of the dark spot, but the planchette didn’t move. The only oddity came later, three days after I’d bought it, when the board let out a sound like a fox screaming in the night. Off and on for three days. Enough time for a death and a resurrection. But it was not my mother. My mother had carried whispers and moans in her lungs but not screams. Never that.

The next time someone came over, I fucked her and told her I’d bought the board for her, and she licked the tip of my nose and told me I was the most screwed up person she’d ever met. After she left, I burned sage in the apartment, and the cat laughed at me as I moved through the small rooms, my mother’s voice pouring out from between those pointed, white teeth
.

“And what about your mother?” My psychiatrist was wearing lavender and her hair was twisted away from her face. Her lips were parted and moist as if she had been waiting her entire life for the story I was about to tell her. She leaned forward in her overpriced leather chair. “Your mother?”

“She’s possessed my cat. Its tail fell off, and it walks on its hind legs and laughs the way she laughed, so I know it’s her.”

“Mm-hmm. Yes.” She scratched notes on the pad in front of her and lifted her head again. “What about your mother?”

“She told me we were ancient, but she died like every other person. Her body withered around the multitudes she held. She gave me rules. And now she’s eating everything around me.”

Someone came home with me that night, and his teeth were in my shoulder when he told me the third rule for being a goddess.

“There are five components to our bodies, and we hide each of them. If we don’t, there are things that would steal them away. Possess them until we no longer recognize the shape of our eyes, the whorls of our fingertips. Give them names and then tell no one, and they cannot be stolen. They will belong only to you and speak only to you when the night is still and thick in your mouth, and you will know the secrets of the things that creep there.”

I moved slowly, slowly, and he panted as I closed my eyes and whispered again and again. “You can go. You can go. You can go.”

But my mother was never one for commands, and when he was finished, his eyes were my mother’s eyes, and I thought fondly of the sharpened spoon I used for grapefruit and how easy it would be to slip that cold metal into his socket, those two pieces meeting in a long, wet smooch, but then he was gone, and the apartment was cold again. The cat scratched at a spot on the wall until one of her claws tore away, and even when the blood smeared against the wall, she would not stop. I had to lock her in the bathroom, and she screamed from behind the closed door. I did not sleep.

I painted sigils in crimson paint over my bed. I went scuttling along the ground, searching out stones and sticks bent into unnatural shapes and I piled them at my threshold along with the pale half moons of my own fingernails, but it did no good. The cat had learned to speak in garbled, half-words, and spat whenever I drew close. She’d lost all of her claws to the wall. I placed them in a semi-circle at the threshold as well, but it did nothing to hold back my mother’s phantom.

I went to work. Hung my jacket from the back of the chair only to put it back on again.

“You look sick. You should go home.” People came and went from my cubicle one by one, their hands held rigidly at their sides. They did not want to touch me. They were afraid, and their eyes, their carefully curved bodies betrayed them. It was not me they should have feared. If anything, my burning body was only the access point, the benediction before the sabbat
.

“Come out with me. A drink,” I said to the last person who came to my cubicle. We’d never officially met, but she was the only one who had not carried her tidings to my feet, and she nodded her head. It only took three glasses of wine before she let me slip my fingers under her skirt, her panties, and into the slick wet of her.

“I won’t come home with you.” She gasped into my neck, and I ground my hand against her.

“Of course not,” I said, dipped my fingers into my wine, and then let her suck them dry.

I went home alone, and shredded bits of paper and fed them to the cat. After twenty minutes, she coughed up a single sheet, scrawled top to bottom in my mother’s handwriting.

“The fourth rule of being a forgotten goddess is to consume whatever appears beside you after sleeping for longer than a day. The dream world has sent it to you, and it is meant to become part of your heart, your flesh, your blood. Sigh. Draw breath. Place it on your tongue.”

The psychiatrist cancelled our next appointment. Her voice mail sounded far away. “Don’t come. Don’t come,” she repeated until her voice simply died out. There were three more minutes of silence, but I didn’t listen to see if there was some hidden message in all of that quiet.

I didn’t go to work, didn’t call to tell anyone, and there were no emails, no messages, no phone calls checking to see where I was or if I planned to come in, and I knew without knowing they had already forgotten about me. Already they passed by my seat and looked over it, wondering when it would be filled again without remembering I had once been the one to occupy it. Even the ones who had tasted me could only remember there had been nights that bled at the edges, wine-soaked, the dim form of a woman moving over them, all teeth and nails and sighs.

“We were not goddesses. We were women. And now we haunt what’s left,” I whispered, and the cat sank her regrown claws into my chest. If there was pain, a dull ache blooming darkly over my heart, I couldn’t feel it. There was only cold and the scraping whisper of my mother’s voice climbing up and over the rules she’d stitched into the meat of my flesh since I was a girl. I recited them with her.

If the rules were real, if there was any magic in the world, I would have been reborn into a different skin, but I woke to dull gray light and the heavy weight of my own body and nothing more. I drank glass after glass of water filled with salt, but if it was purity I sought, I did not find it reflected back to me at the bottom.

The dark spot had grown and swallowed most of my living room. The couch. A table. A chair. I edged closer to it and dribbled the salt water from my mouth into that void, but nothing crept back out
.

“What will you become when I am gone?” I spoke my mother’s words back to the darkness. “What will you become?”

I put on lipstick the color of death. I wore it for my mother. I imagined that when she finally emerged, her earth-filled voice would tell me of beauty and of pain and of all the things she’d seen, but a painted mouth was not a spell, and my mother remained hidden.

“Please go,” I whispered. The cat was the one to listen, slinking away with her shoulders hunched and dropping clumps of hair as she went. There were no open doors for her to vanish into, but I could not find her after that night.

I slept and woke without consistency and there was no light anymore. My eyes adjusted, but still, there was nothing to see.

By the time I began screaming, I wasn’t sure there was anyone who could hear me, but I offered up those terrible sounds, prostrated myself and tore at my arms and my hair until I wasn’t sure what was blood and what was the shadow that was consuming my world.

My entire life, my mother fed herself to me. What remained twisted in my guts, and I could not be rid of her. She would not be rid of me. This was not the way for a forgotten goddess. This was not the way for her daughter, for the one who was grown deep in her body, the one who dropped squirming into the dirt and the blood and would never be anything other than an extension of her deification.

I put my fingers in my mouth, pushed past my teeth and into my throat, but she did not come streaming out of me, so I bit down, the pain lighting up every part of me, and I bit down, and whatever shook loose was no longer my own, and it felt good to be lighter, to rid myself of these pieces my mother had claimed as her own.

The darkness grew larger, and there was the smell of wood smoke, that old scent that had belonged to my mother when I was a girl, and her voice lifted and fell, and it came from all around. From the blank space in my living room; from the doorway at my back; from my own mouth.


“The final rule for a forgotten goddess is immolation. To follow down into the dark the things that no one else would follow. To force them to kneel before you.
 We
 do not kneel. We never kneel.”


But I did kneel then because I knew there would be no end to what my mother had begun. There was only my role in it, and I could play it. I had been practicing my entire life.

I stared into the emptiness. “Show me,” I said.

And she did.
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HER EYES ARE WINTER

by Christopher Ropes


W
e walked through these holy halls with reverence and lust for our many gods. We brought no scientific equipment with us, for those we sought to commune with were not material objects, but the ultimate subjects, eternal subjects, pressed into the fabric of reality like a rose between the pages of a book. They sought us, too, we knew. For so much had the stories told us. The Church of the Others was waiting for The Rapture.

I, a lowly brother of the Church, here record the events that led up to this solitude that has embraced me, the final aloneness of knowing and having no one else who knows. I can't say this is particularly terrifying or sorrowful for me. It is, in fact, precisely why I joined the Church. I am, without a doubt, the happiest I've ever been.

~

The houses were sought for over the course of three years. We needed the right houses; houses that were large enough that, split between them, they could accommodate us all, that were selling for an unusually low price, that were whispered about “in town,” that we were warned to stay away from. Many were the houses we visited, in groups of two posing as married young professionals. Three were ultimately chosen as truly dwelling close to the Veil.

I was fortunate enough to find myself at the house we named Exspirivat. The other two were named Spiritus and Manes, and I know nothing of what went on at either. Nor do I care.

We moved in as the weather was fading from a robust autumn to a withering winter. The ancient tales suggested that the Veil was weaker, thinner, in the dying time of year.

House Exspirivat was a sprawling wreck, barely held together well enough to shield us from moaning winds and crystalline rainfall. The radiators were stone cold as we all huddled in our robes, shivering, studying the old tomes in our chambers
.

When we were not studying, we were debating.

“Are the Others the spirits of the dead?” Sister Hearn asked, a hint of deliberate goading in her voice.

“I think not,” Brother James responded, the chill in the air snaking from his lips and dispersing into a vaporous mist. “They are memories, the memories of the cosmos, imprinted in places where the Veil is at its weakest.”

“I like to think my mother is waiting for me when The Rapture comes,” Sister Hearn said. Her ice-and-morning-sky eyes were far away, sad, and not at all provocative.

“I think they could be some of both?” I didn't mean to make my statement a question, but I always hesitated when offering my thoughts. The other brothers and sisters seemed so much more knowledgeable than I.

Sister De La Mare sniffed. I looked at her, eyes darting in my skull like fish in a tank. “Is it not… plausible?” I asked.

“What's plausible is that you don't even know what you believe. And yet, here you are, among the devout.” Her scorn snapped at my heart, whiplike and poison-tipped. “The Others will never Rapture one as indecisive and mealy-mouthed as Brother Campbell,” she said, her arm sweeping across all of us gathered in the living room, as if to call everyone else to witness against me.

“Now, Sister De La Mare, listen,” Sister Hearn said, her tone causing fire to lash in Sister De La Mare’s eyes. “Brother Campbell is newer than the rest of us, he has time to learn. You were not of the firmest character when you first…”

“Pssssht. I was no weakling coward.”

“No one suggested you were,” Brother James said.

I stood, every joint in my body crackling with the freezing conditions in the house. “I'll just go. I have studying to do.”

Bickering erupted behind me as I walked out. The halls of House Exspirivat led me further and further away from my fellow devotees, the people I knew could never mean more to me than a way to reach the Others. They despised me. I despised them right back, for fouling the beauty of our vocation with such human behavior.

When I left my home, my job, my family, I’d imagined myself being transported to the bosom of a family that would entirely spiritualize me, beyond the need for a physical form. Instead, I found doctrinal disputes and malevolence
.

“Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus,” I muttered, watching my breath try to spell out the words of my mantra. Lowered head, robe bunched around me, I hurried back to my chamber.

~

The afternoon bled into a sickish purple night. I roused myself from a fitful contemplation of Robert Aickman’s “The Inner Room” before dinner time. In the dining room, where all of us save Mother Hawthorne herself were required to convene at dinner time, I stayed silent over my warmed beans and bacon while the rest of House Exspirivat prayed the Welcoming and Gratitude Prayer and discussed, in bright tones oblivious to the earlier harshness directed at me, whether The Others could affect the material world.

“Of course they can,” Brother Morrison said. “They are not entirely abstracted from the material world. It's more like they are at an angle to it. An angle where they can affect it while it can't truly affect them.”

“What does that even mean?” Deacon Brontë asked. “Abstracted from the material world? At an angle to it? Sounds to me like theological confusion. They are the spirits of the dead and they can affect the physical world because they are still moored to it in some fashion. It remembers them and they remember it.”

I wanted to add, “Why not both?” But I remembered mere hours prior and kept my mouth shut. The meal was gritty mush in my mouth and turned to queasy gas shortly after settling in my gut. The evening felt futile and hopeless and as far away from the Others as I had been when I was mindlessly serving the materialistic society I was born into as a computer programmer.

“Whether they can affect the material world or not, does it matter?” I blurted this out without thinking and instantly regretted it. I felt the gray and frigid eyes of Sister De La Mare fall on me.

“What do you
 think you know?” Her voice was colder than a razor’s gleam in candlelight. (Strange rituals, designed by myself, so long ago, back when I lost my little girl, any means to try to get in touch, to see if she was still out there.)

“I know that I'm trying to meet the Rapture and it doesn't matter to me whether the Others can affect the material plane. I care about bypassing it entirely. I want to transcend it all, to be with…” I caught myself. I'd been about to say, “her.” I couldn't let these people, even if they were my spiritual kin, that close to my wounds.

Sister De La Mare’s tap water dribbled down her chin as she snorted and began to chuckle. I looked to Deacon Brontë, the superior 
for House Exspirivat when Mother Hawthorne wasn't present. “Am I excused? My bowl is empty.” I tipped it to demonstrate. The spoon rasped and clattered with the motion.

She looked to me, to Sister De La Mare, who had ceased her almost choking laughter immediately, and back to me. “Fine,” she said, waving her hand at me. “But this foolishness will be reported.”

I used to protest when anyone’s aggressive behavior towards me had gotten me into trouble but I knew it was pointless. I would be reported to Mother Hawthorne and she would take no notice, she never did. The only interaction I’d ever had with her had been when I first joined the Church and I was baptized and confirmed in the water of spirit and the fire of the Veil.

Nodding, I walked through the double doors that led to the kitchen, where I washed out my bowl, put it in the moldering drying rack, and went back out into the dining room to go back to my chamber. Everyone was studying their bowls as if the kitchenware were about to pop a quiz on them.

As far as I knew, Mother Hawthorne was in House Manes at the time. She came and went like one of our precious spirits. The halls pressed in on me, their cracked plaster and stained walls seeming to hint at the violence that had occurred in this house a few years prior to our purchasing it. The violence that would have kept it unoccupied if a certain cult hadn't needed a home exactly like that in which to conduct their spiritual experiments with the Beyond. It was something I only knew a smattering of details about, and no one felt I needed to know anything else.

Opening the door to my chamber was akin to winter itself giving me a welcoming embrace. Frosty air wound around my brown robe, seeped beneath my cowl to caress my head, shaved like everyone else's. I gazed upwards to the ceiling at the familiar brown stain that I felt certain was blood. Then I seated myself at my desk and lit a second candle off the one already burning there.

My text, as I've written, was Robert Aickman’s “The Inner Room.” I felt warmer to this tale today than I had last night when I'd been reading it due to Sister Hearn’s coming to my defense earlier. It was illogical, irrational, but irrefutable. The story read differently than it had the night before.

My reading was contemplative as Mother Hawthorne insisted it be. Lectio Divina, the art of reading a sacred text in a sacred manner. I 
would read slowly and, when a passage stuck in my soul, I would mull it over, chew on it, pray
 it.

I was in the middle of the piece’s chilling denouement when I heard my door creak open. My breath hitched. Either one of the Church was disobeying the strictest of Mother Hawthorne’s rules of propriety regarding fraternization between set times or something, I knew not what, was happening.

The door opened only a bit, I could hear, and then swung shut almost silently. I strained to make out the sound of footfalls or breath, but heard neither. More afraid that it was a brother or sister than any peculiar manifestation, I feebly asked, “Who's that?”

Looking back, I'm not sure what I expected, but it wasn't the river droplets speckling rocks tinkle of laughter. A sound so pure, so clean, I felt like a living den of filth in comparison.

“Brother Campbell,” a voice said, a female voice that rang with familiarity but was no member of the church I knew, “what are you reading?”

I felt immediately more comfortable knowing it wasn't anyone who belonged in the house, and the crystalline tone of her voice may have made me feel like an abomination, but it also set me at ease, for no harm could possibly come from the possessor of such an instrument of beauty.

“‘The Inner Room,’ by Robert Aickman,” I said in reply.

“And what do you think of it?” she asked.

“I think it is terrifying.”

“Why?”

I hesitated. Thinking as hard as I could, I found no logical reason for it to frighten me so. And that was it. “Because I can’t make rational sense of it. I like things to be… ordered.”

“Is that why you're a computer programmer?”

My breath stopped as my throat closed. Few knew that in the church and I was not in contact with anyone who would still remember that about me. “I… I'm not anymore. I'm a brother of the Church of…”

“I know, Brother Campbell. I was teasing you. Laugh. Relax.” I could see a smile that was behind my back, a smile of such gentleness, it immediately salved the wound of fear in my heart.

And then I did laugh, a slightly broken, slightly hysterical, truly shared laugh, because I heard the stranger laughing with me. “May I ask you something, Brother Campbell?
”

“Yes,” I said immediately. I thought I'd be willing to respond to any question this person might pose.

“What brought you to the Church?”

I sucked in a deep breath. The candles were casting shadows on the walls that danced like black magic, and my nose was stung by the faint odor of rust in the room more strongly than it normally was. The ever present odor always drew my eyes up to the stain on the ceiling, but I didn't want to turn and break this spell that had been so blessedly cast upon me.

“My daughter…”

“Yes?” the voice prompted with sweetness when I didn't carry on.

Another moment of bleak silence before I said, “My daughter was taken. Too young. I, I'm not sure, I don't know if I wanted to contact her specifically or if I wanted proof of life-after-death, to console myself, to give me hope that she wasn't just blinked out of existence. It's so unfair, someone so beautiful and good, for them to just not exist anymore. It's not right.”

“Have you received your proof?” There was sorrow now in the voice, a sorrow still gentle for its darkness. A heavy sorrow, like the robe swaddling me.

“I… I have not.”

Now it was her turn to be silent. “May I turn around?” I'm not sure what inspired those words of courage.

The laugh returned but it was soft and weakened, a voice I would assume had seen all the storms and wrecks of life had I not heard such innocence in it moments prior. “Not today, Brother Campbell. Tomorrow. I promise you. Tomorrow night, I will visit you again.”

“What is your name?”

No response until, a short moment later, I felt a cool weight on the back of my neck, like a bare hand pressed there. “That only matters to you right now, Brother Campbell. It won't, after we talk tomorrow. It won't.”

The pressure, the hand, left me and I heard nothing except the rattle of my racing heart. “H-hello?” No response. I closed my book, turned around, and merely blinked at the sight of my empty room.

~

Early morning, the sky as gray as well-wishers at a funeral, snowflakes tumbled in almost psychedelic patterns. I had moved on to a new tale, “A House by the Ocean,” by Steve Rasnic Tem. It read like poetry, each word melting in my eyes and trickling through my veins
.

A knock at my door shattered the prayerful reading. “I am coming,” I said.

My door opened with a loud scrawling squeal, making me wonder how the previous night’s visitor could possibly have left so silently. Deacon Brontë was there, her green eyes like serpent scales coiling around my guts. “Mother Hawthorne wants to see you, she's in the attic,” she said with iron disapproval. It had finally happened, I was in deep trouble from the impertinence of Sister De La Mare.

“Yes, Deacon,” I muttered, following her at the same distance that mourners follow the pallbearers.

I followed the woman, significantly taller than me, the point of her hood almost six inches higher than mine. In my life before, I'd always been attracted to very tall women and I'd been sure my daughter would grow up to be like her mom and tower over me.

No. I wouldn't think about it. I would not think about it.

We reached the ladder to the attic and it had already been pulled down. The Deacon called up to Mother Hawthorne, “Brother Campbell for you,” and waved me up with some half-hearted gesture that was mostly swallowed by shadows.

I climbed the ladder with real fear gripping me by the throat and drumming on my heart. The rungs groaned, the marriage of a creak and a cello’s rich notes, with every step I took. I felt them digging into my palms and it was almost comforting, reminding me of when I'd been a Boy Scout and done some woodworking to make birdhouses.

At the top, I could make out windows on all four walls, the sick sunlight filtering through the filthy glass in a final gasp before giving up entirely. There were almost no belongings in the entire attic. All that was up there was a single white seven-day candle burning and a heap in human form that had to be Mother Hawthorne.

“Mother?”

“Brother Campbell.” Her voice was deep and musical, first cello to the ladder’s second chair.

“May I approach you?”

She chuckled. I was… I was not expecting that. I'm not sure what I had been expecting but a warm chuckle wasn't it. “Of course. That's why I called you here.”

I crossed the floor to her, taking deliberate steps in case the boards had splinters or nails sticking out. The house, after all, was old and in poor repair
.

When I reached her, I felt bathed in the aura of the candlelight and could faintly smell the rich musk of myrrh, a funeral shroud winding into my skull, though I wasn't sure where it was coming from. She glanced up at me, her eyes dark as faith, and smiled.

“Brother Campbell, why did you join us?”

I stood there, balanced on tiptoe on the head of a pin. I knew that almost anything I said was probably going to be the wrong answer, so I decided to be honest. “My daughter… she… passed away. M-murdered. Like what happened in this house. She was abducted. She was…” I gasped, never telling anyone so much of this since my wife had left me in the aftermath. “She was tortured. She was… oh God… she was shredded by a man who raped her over and over and tore her to pieces when he was done. She was only six years old. I… I can't… I can't do this anymore…” And I broke down in sobs. It wasn't until I was finished, the pain and the snot dripping from me, that I realized I was in Mother Hawthorne’s tender arms.

“Brother Campbell… my ancestors poured their blood into the soil of this land. My own son was murdered by the police for wearing a hoodie. But that is not why we are here. Not because of anguish. We are here for hope.”

I looked up into her face and saw the sorrowing brown eyes staring at me with compassion chasm-deep and just as mysterious.  Desperation wrenching my guts, I clutched onto her and sobbed again without tears or sound, just my body shaking itself to bits, until every drop of loss had drained away and I was wrung into a quivering quiescence. “Hope. Hope.”

“Hope,” she whispered in my ear. “We are all here to hope again.”

“Mother?”

“Yes, Brother Campbell.”

“I think I know what you mean.”

Her embrace tightened. “I think you do. Now why don't you return to your chamber. You are excused from group prayer and meals. This isn't a punishment. You just need some time to yourself, I think.”

She was right. I did need time to myself. Time to get things right in my heart. Time to talk to my visitor if she came to me again. For whatever reason, I didn't bring her up to Mother Hawthorne. It felt too personal. In the hush after the deluge of agony I had unleashed, it felt too raw.

“May I go now?”

She nodded
.

“When can we do this again, Mother? It was exactly what I needed.”

A heaving sigh shuddered from her body. “Not ever, I think, Brother Campbell. Not ever.” Seeing the confusion staring back at her, she said, “I know you don't understand right now, but you will. And I think you'll be grateful for it. Go back to your chamber, pray and read and rest, enjoy the peace, and tomorrow you will do what needs to be done.”

She was right. I didn't understand, not at all. But I was still grateful to her for letting me release all that suffering into her outstretched arms, taking it from me and, I think, somehow into herself. She bore the losses of all her children.

She patted my cheek, her hand rough and warm and dry and I wanted to press it to my face and inhale the myrrh I now knew to be coming from her. But I was dismissed, so I took my leave. When I reached the bottom of the ladder, Deacon Brontë was nowhere to be seen. My whole body shaking slightly, I wobbled back to my chamber alone.

~

Instead of returning to the Steve Rasnic Tem text I’d been reading earlier, I returned to my chamber and took a nap. I won't bore anyone with a burdensome amount of detail about the dream I had, suffice it to say that my daughter was alive in the dream and her almost violet eyes bored into mine as she skipped rope, singing, “One, two, three, four, Papa is alone no more. Five, six, seven, eight, the Veil is rent as night grows late.”

Upon awakening, I shivered, both from the content of the dream and because, as I saw when my eyes cleared, my window was opened halfway, letting in an Arctic breeze that chafed my skin like sandpaper. Seated at my desk was a tall figure, back to me, in a Church member’s robe with the hood pulled tight over their head. My first thought was that Deacon Brontë was there to punish me for my absence all day.

“Deacon Brontë?”

A woman's voice sang with chiming laughter. Not Deacon Brontë. My visitor. “Brother Campbell,” she said. “You're back… among the living, shall I say?” Even I giggled a bit at that, until I remembered the dream I'd been having.

“Who are you?” I asked.

A long while passed in silence, the silence itself becoming a third presence in the room, looming over me in dark grandeur and making 
me shrink back into my bed. The figure at my desk was motionless. The chair didn't even squeak with minor shifts of position. From the breeze blowing in the window, I tasted imminent snowfall.

“Brother Campbell?” Her tone was pleading.

I realized that I'd fallen into something of a reverie, my entire being focused on the stillness of the room and the person seated in my chair and the translucent scent of frost in the air. “Yes?”

“Do you have hope?”

It chilled me to hear that word coming from a stranger after the conversation I'd had with Mother Hawthorne earlier in the day. “Do I? I'm not sure. I try. I think I do. I hope to…”

“To what?”

“I hope to see my daughter again someday, and learn she's okay. On the other side of the Veil.”

“Oh.”

That one word was said with such a faraway sound to her voice, I almost wasn't sure whether she'd actually uttered it or it had come from my own thoughts. And I was afraid the conversation was over right there and that her promise to me that knowing her name wouldn't matter anymore was broken, because she stood up and I wanted to know her name more than I had before. I knew she was going to depart, vanish, leave me and never return.

Instead, her back still to me, I heard the pages of my Tem book being flipped, I assumed to the place where my bookmark was. The aching silence lingered on for some time longer, long enough for a fast reader to read the entire story I'd been reading. I assumed that's what she'd done when I heard her say, almost to herself, “So sad.”

“The story?” I asked.

“Oh. That, too,” she responded.

One smooth moment of ethereal grace later, and she'd turned around to face me. Her hood was pulled over her head so far, her entire face was lost in the cowl, and I couldn't even see the gleam of light in her eyes. I so wanted to look into this person's eyes.

She was obviously looking very intently into mine, her robed, slender form so tall and seeming to rise heavenwards ever more as she straightened herself up. “They don't treat you very well here, Brother Campbell.”

I thought about that. “No. Mother Hawthorne does, though. I met her today. She was very kind.
”

The figure nodded decisively. “Kindness will be shown to the kind.”

“And Sister Hearn defended me from Sister De La Mare yesterday. But, you're right, most of them treat me badly. I don't know why. It's like they sense that I'm weaker somehow.”

“Do you believe you are weaker?”

The words didn't want to leave my mouth. “Yes. I lost my daughter. I lost my wife. I lost my life. And I let them bully me into silence. I am
 weaker.”

Something in the visitor’s voice hitched when she said, “No. No, no, no.”

“Are you okay?” I asked, concerned.

“Only as okay as you are.”

I stood, determined to show myself that I wasn't weak. To show this compassionate being that I wasn't weak. I walked closer to her, gazing up at the darkness underneath the cowl. From a faraway place, I heard the most beautiful voice say the most powerful word in language: “Yes.”

My trembling hands reached up and lowered the hood on her head and my entire self was frozen into nothingness by the wintry snowscape in her eyes.

~

The next thing I remember is waking up at my desk the following morning. Snow fell ferociously outside the closed window. I lifted my head from my desk, groggy but thinking and seeing and feeling with utter clarity.

Standing slowly, I went to my door and opened it, the knob like a block of ice in my hand. I stepped out into desolate quiet. Room after room, and no one was there. The stains on the walls and ceilings were gone. The scent of copper and rust no longer lingered.

I expected to find everyone in the dining room. Actually, let me correct myself. I precisely did not expect to find anyone in the dining room but I knew that if I were going to find them, that is where they would be. But it was abandoned.

Room after room of solitude. The ladder to the attic was lowered. Large, snowy footprints had recently ascended those rungs; the flakes hadn't even melted yet. I climbed and saw that the candle was still burning but no one was seated by it. A lightning bolt of fear descended down my spine. Mother Hawthorne.
 The window furthest from me was wide open with no screen in it. I heard a faint giggle, a mix of 
hysteria and bliss, coming through the window. With several long, racing strides, I crossed the expanse of the attic to the window. I looked out and saw a bulky form sitting in a snowbank below the window, the giggling rapturously spilling out.

The form looked up and I saw it was Mother Hawthorne. She looked like a saint in a medieval painting, a martyr, beholding the face of her God. Her eyes were closed but then snapped wide open, and they were as white as the snowdrift she wallowed in. “Thank you, Brother Campbell,” she howled. “Thank you!” And she ran off, the “you” trailing off into the distance, swallowed by wind and the white vastness that engulfed her.

~

I am alone now, writing this, so that anyone who finds this house knows what happened. I don't know where I will go from here. I have few realistic options in the world. Perhaps my own story will end soon. Perhaps it has years yet to go. It matters little.

When I put down this pen, I will walk outside. The wind will rip the hood from my head and snowflakes will rake my face. But I won't mind. I will bend down and write one single thing in the snow. I will write it and the snow itself will keep falling and devour the thing that I have written but, by that time, I'll be long gone.
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8X10

by Duane Pesice and Don Webb


I
 logged the overnights in and filled the baths, taking care not to get the chemicals on my smock. Whoever had closed the night before hadn’t done a very good job of clean-up, and I was too hungover to worry much about contamination.

I was barely able to stand. Too much cheap wine, too late at night. Girls’ night out, doncha know.

At least it was cool in the kiosk, and I had my radio blaring out Thelma Houston and the Emotions and similar dance classics, and I wasn’t fretting right then about the completely ugly yellow-and-blue thing I was wearing, out there in a tiny blue-and-yellow building in the middle of the parking lot, across from the Pizza Hut.

There would be cavatini, I told myself, to make up for the bullshit I was gonna go through. I love those curly noodles.

Cuz don’t let anybody fool ya – customer service is mostly bullshit. People suck. Especially teenage people. I know, because I am one of them – a people, that is, not a teenager.


That was my junior year at Bradley, and I was summering at my folks’ place and working in the Fotomat for car payments and books and drinking money, four hours a night and eight on Saturdays.


A customer drove up as I was dreaming of rotini and meatballs in red sauce, honking his horn real quick to crack my shell.


“I want to drop this off,” he said, handing me two rolls of Kodachrome. “I’ll be back to pick it up Monday afternoon.”


I slid the window open and took the film. We sold it, so I knew what to do. Special stuff, proprietary process.


“You have nice eyes,” he ventured while I was copying his card info into the ledger. I put the card into the machine, added the carbon, slid it together, ignoring him.



“Eight-fifty,” I said, with the
 tiny smile
. “Plus tax. Have a nice day.”


He frowned and spun his wheels a little, the Michelins protesting, but not too loud. Had a nice car, a light lime Chevelle. Not too old, not too young. 
Reminded me a bit of Rob, back at school, which meant that he was probably an asshole.

Rob certainly was, but he had entrée to the places I needed to go, as a girl investigative journalist. His pop was a prominent local pol with his grubby fingers in all the pies. I had free access to everything.

Couldn’t write about most of it, but I saw it anyway. Good training. In return, I serviced his lumpy carrot a couple of minutes a week. Gross but whatever.

That doesn’t mean I want to mess with customers, though...only in daydreams. Which I had a lot of, that slow Saturday morning. The Jewel had plenty of traffic, and the Pizza Hut filled up at lunchtime, but there weren’t a lot of photographers among them, it seemed.

I read my book, a Leon Uris tome that had been on the best-seller list since December. Trinity; it’s about this twelve-year-old that has a vision of the town’s storyteller in Ireland and decides to blow up British people.

Dad gave it to me as part of the historical awareness that hit everyone during the Bicentennial last year and his grandmother coming over during the potato famine.

To avoid famine myself, I ate a huge portion of cavatini with garlic bread, painted my nails, drank three Tabs and a Fresca, processed the pictures.

There weren’t any naked or even especially weird ones, except the one of the grocery store that featured unsmiling me in the lower left-hand corner, getting into my car. Most of that picture was of the sandwich board that stood in front of the west entrance. There were more of that board, so I didn’t see it as worth concerning myself about.

It was weird seeing me in the photo, I wasn’t featured if you know what I mean, I was captured in the by-process of someone collecting their quotidian history. See what college does for you? I know words like “quotidian.”

Time passed. I listened to Santa Esmeralda and the Bee Gees and some P-Funk and WAR while my nails dried, cleaned an old tray, downed another Tab, and watched the clock until 4. I read more Irish history.

Cheryl came in right on time, a slightly pudgy blonde in jeans and a red-n-white Bradley T-shirt, who was going to be a Social Studies teacher when she grew up.

“Girl, this is going to suck,” she advised me. “I have homework. Tell me it isn’t busy.”

“It’s not,” I said, packing my things in my purse. “Or wasn’t.”

“Thank the Goddess,” she breathed, throwing up her hands and nearly knocking over some fixative that had a loose cap.

“That’s not a good omen,” Cheryl said.

I grabbed it and fastened the cap, turned tail and ran
.

“Later, gator.”

My dad got me a Citation for my birthday. It was a nice little car, easy on gas, in my favorite color (dark aqua), and a good radio. I took over the payments, he having made a substantial deposit, which is how I came to be working 28 hours a week at Fotomat.

Of course, he bought it from himself, cuz that’s how dad did things. He had it all figured out six ways from Sunday. I bet he sold himself the insurance, too.

Yeah, I know. Poor little rich kid. I didn’t get an allowance, though. Had to work for it. Even in Peoria.


I drove up to the Mall and had dinner from Walgreen’s, taking it out to sit by the fountain and enjoy the sunshine. Finished my book at last, and turned it in for credit at Kroch’s and Brentano’s, getting
 The Ophiuchi Hotline
 in return, which I had been looking forward to, because sometimes I like some science in my fiction.



Didn’t have enough to see the movie, so I went home and watched
 Bob Newhart
 and
 Operation Petticoat
 and
 Starsky and Hutch
 for David Soul, and finished off with
 the Carol Burnett Show
. With Mom.


Fixed myself a bowl of ice cream over two Twix bars, said my goodnights, went upstairs and shut my door.

In my undies drawer I had a nice joint rolled, dotted with hash oil, that I had been saving for a week, for smoking before I watched SNL. Bill Murray, the new guy, cracked me up. He was from my neck of the woods, too. And Carlos Santana was on that night, an episode I had missed the first time around.

I went out on the balcony as there was a breeze that night and smoked the roach down until my fingers burned and I flicked it off into the night. Carlos and Bill were awesome.

The next day a mom and two rugrats drove up in a wood-paneled station wagon. She handed me two rolls of film and then had a light bulb over the head moment.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “I think I’ve almost got another roll.” She pulled a little camera from her glove compartment. “Yeah, I do. Almost.”

People think I’m really interested in their photos. I don’t give a shit, I promise.

“Can you wait a second?” she asked.

“Certainly, Ma’am.” Like there were any deadlines for this crap.

She drove into the parking lot and this guy in a white serial killer van came in and gave me a roll, telling me “I might like it.”

I hate it when pervs say that.

He drove off in a smoky cloud – and there was the mom again. She walked up with her son and daughter.

“Would you pose with my kids?
”

“What?” I asked.

“We come here to get our photos processed every few months. This place is like the period after the sentence of our trips.”

I bet she had been an English major at Bradley, before her M.R.S. degree.

“Let me put you and my kids in a photo.”

“Okay, but wouldn’t you prefer me to take a picture of you and the kids?”

“I’ve got plenty of those.”

I shrugged, and she put her daughter to the left and her son to the right under me at the window. Snap one. Snap two. She rolled up the film and gave it to me. “Make some copies for yourself,” she said. Such largesse! I thanked her.

Sure enough the perv had a couple of shots of him and some dumpy tattooed chick by the creek in Detweiller Park, naked except for matching Viking helmets.

I assumed this was supposed to make me both wet and desirous my own Viking helmet.

More customers came and then Cheryl. I told her about Mom.

“You’re famous.” She said, “I’ve never been in a customer’s photo.”

“Well it’s my second time. I was in a series of shots of the parking lot.”

“You got it?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Did you make a copy for yourself?”

“No.  It’s a picture of me in my car. It’s not exactly a glamour shot.”

“Hey, it could be the beginning of your fifteen seconds.”

“I think Warhol promised people fifteen minutes.”

“Whatever. Maybe we could run a contest: ‘Shoot Carol Joyce.’”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Okay “’Photograph the Booth Girls!’”

“What would the prize be?”

“I don’t – know a date with us.”

“Sounds dumb,” I said.

But that night I started thinking about a lecture Dr. Vogler gave about ‘Fame and American Society.’  He had argued that America was place, because of the shallowness of our history – “Could you imagine any European country being excited about a mere two hundred years of history?” and the commodification of everything – “People can be famous for being famous now. Think of Suzanne Somers.”

If I ran the contest and recorded how people acted toward the contest – and especially how they acted toward Cheryl and me – I could have an article.

Maybe a series of articles
.

Cheryl thought the idea was cool. We wound up talking about Dr. Vogler. He not only mentioned Suzanne Somers in every lecture, but also had a golden retriever named Crissy.

I ran off some Xeroxes describing the contest with a Halloween deadline, as it was late September. I put some up at the Pizza Hut, the post office and a couple of the residence halls.

Week one:

Five folks made shots of me at the Fotomat.  No one made a shot of Cheryl. Now, I’m not a beauty queen, and Cheryl’s not a bow-wow, but this really hurt her feelings. I put up a cork board on the outside of the Fotomat booth and put up the entries.

Fortunately Mary Bennett decided to chastise me in The Scout as an anti-feminist and Susy Beckett decided to laud me as “taking ownership” of my image. Neither article mentioned Cheryl.

Week two:

Our contest was mentioned on WGLO and XZPW, but Cheryl wasn’t mentioned. Two people drove up with costumes. One, the “nice eyes” guy had Bunny Ears, and the other – you guessed it – a Viking Helmet.

Three folks just shot photos – a teenaged boy, a really old guy in a vintage Ford, and the librarian from Bradley that was said to “like women.” The end of the week – Cheryl quit, saying the job was interfering with school, and lucky me, I got to pick up her shift while "they were looking for an evening employee," so I did school for six hours and Fotomat for twelve.

Week three:

My dad shot a photo in the backyard. So did my grandmother and about nine or ten people on campus.

Supposedly I was mentioned on a religious radio show as a Jezebel, and my boss, who had barely noticed, said the head of the company was going to start a contest like this at every Fotomat at Christmas.

Then late Tuesday night, I heard pebbles hitting my window at three in the morning.

I opened my curtains and FLASH! FLASH! FLASH! At least I wasn’t sleeping nude.

I called the police and they pretty much said I had asked for it.

Then, leaving home that morning, two people were waiting in the driveway.


I can handle this
, I told myself.
 It’s only three more weeks.
 Then my eyes were dazzled leaving the Pizza Hut bathroom.


Then two people shot my photo in the Cullom-Davis library
.


The head librarian shooed them away and then rather awkwardly asked me for a date, and
 I
 rather awkwardly cited Rob, who had been indifferent to me since I began this masquerade.



The head librarian also gave me a series of books she thought were relevant – everything from Marshall McLuhan to Austin Osma Emme’s
 The Ka or Double in Egyptian Art
 to Walter Benjamin to William Mortensen. I decided to stop by Rob’s duplex on the way home.


Cheryl’s car was in the driveway.

I drove on.

The next day one of the rolls had a shot of me sitting on the toilet.

It had been shot in the women’s restroom on the second floor of the library – the angle suggested that the camera had been held under the door of the stall. It was not a flattering photo. There was no identification on the roll of film -- in fact, it was the only photo.

My boss had set up two rows of cork boards in front of the Fotomat. I decided not to put up any photos that disturbed me.

Business was booming.

Not only was there a steady stream of cars dropping off images of me – or at least snapping a photo and driving on – WEEK interviewed me live (at the Fotomat, of course).

If I didn’t lose it – I would have a great article.

I was even getting a few fan letters – mainly little notes saying I was pretty, and sending me photos that had been developed elsewhere in town.

Week four:

I lost it.

I was developing a roll, which like 95% of the contest rolls just had a couple of snaps of me. Here was a lovely shot of me at a bonfire. By the boulders I knew it was from a nearby park. I was drumming. A full moon was in the background. I was wearing that red, white, and blue Spirit of 76 T-shirt that mom had given me, and my blue jeans. Looks like I was breaking a sweat.


It was a great photo, except I have never visited that park at night, and I had never drummed by a fire.


Okay
, I told myself.
 It’s just some girl that REALLY looks like you. And other people have blue jeans and a Bicentennial T-shirt.


Then the next roll had a picture of me in that Aqua windbreaker they sold last year at the Peoria Santa Claus parade.

I haven’t been to the Santa Claus parade since I was – I dunno – 12 or something? I definitely didn’t go last year. And I don’t have an aqua windbreaker.

Early next morning I called the Regional Manager of Fotomat, and I bawled. Just plain bawled. I told him about the guy at the window and the 
bathroom shots and the creepy naked Vikings and then the photos with me in them -- photos I couldn't have been in.

He listened and told me NOT TO STOP THE CONTEST, but that a "specialist" would come to the Fotomat. He thanked me for working Cheryl's shift.

The "specialist" would arrive tomorrow.


Okay, I told myself,
 it was just the world being weird.



These people had seen me on TV and remembered some cousin/neighbor/ex-girlfirend that just looked like me. That plus the long hours and creepy naked Vikings and lesbian librarians and some killer weed and I'm losing it
.


So with a great attitude I began the day.

And then it got worse.

I was in every roll that came in.


Sometimes once, sometimes twice. Pictures of me in places I'd never been and would never be.


I was in beauty contests and at barbecues, under the hair dryers at Pauline’s, up on roofs, rappelling down mountainsides, and in every one I had a pasted-on smile that didn’t match my eyes.


I was the one white girl at the big black Baptist church.

I was cutting a ribbon to open a shopping mall.

I was shaking hands with Jimmy Carter.

I was looking at antiquities at the Oriental Institute in Chicago.

A thunderstorm, odd for so late in the year rolled in.

Every time the lightning flashed I thought someone was taking my picture. And the photos got worse – they stopped even making sense as photos.


One roll had me on what looked like the Moon, and I wasn’t wearing a space suit. In fact I wasn’t wearing a stitch. There were nasty suggestive shadows in those pictures, misshapen and strangely familiar.


In another I had a suit on, and was wielding some kind of strange tool outside Skylab. I didn’t see any tether connecting me to the space station, though. That was scary. I know people fake photos -- we had a guy last year trying to make fake UFO shots.


But this looked real -- either someone was spending a lot of money to freak me out -- or SOMETHING was happening.

I opened another Tab, considered my options.

Someone was knocking on the glass.

“Miss, miss!” It was a matronly type, graying hair, Pince-nez glasses, driving a burgundy Fleetwood. “Please?”

She held out a roll of photos. I almost screamed.


I was beginning to feel just a little insubstantial, and also felt like I no longer had a handle on events.



“Fuck it,” I said, and closed up early, leaving the trays full of liquids and my empty pop cans sitting there as testimony to my mutinous activities, and went to Bennigan’s for a liquid supper.


Rob was there, of course, and Cheryl, all coosome twosome. He fed her popcorn shrimp while he looked right through me.



You have a four-inch dick
, I thought, trying to focus lasers in his eyes.
 And you kiss like a frog.


Ron steadily refused to ignite. Cheryl gobbled shrimp.



Like she’ll be doing later,
 I thought savagely, making myself laugh. I left a couple of bills under my glass and slunk away, stopping at McDonald’s on the way home since I hadn’t done anything for the inner Carol.


I went inside rather than cool my heels in the overcrowded drive-thru.


“Pretty eyes” was in the restaurant. I avoided eye contact, staring at my feet, clad in sensible moccasins that I got from Dickson Mounds for way too much money, until I shuffled up to the counter.


“Can I help you?” said the girl behind the counter.


“I wish,” I said. “I’d like a Big Mac and a small fry and a small diet Coke.” She rang me up, I paid, it was all normal and nice.

I took my tray back to a table near the side of the restaurant that I was parked on. The Viking helmet people walked by at one point.


“You look better with your clothes on,” I said, sotto voce. Yeah, even in extremity, I have a vocabulary.


The idea of drinking didn’t appeal to me anymore. I just wanted to hide. I went home and watched tv until I thought I couldn’t stay awake any longer, and then retired to my room, with my stuffed animals and soft pillows and two grams of black-tar hash in my underwear drawer for my weekly smoking.


I figured I’d be fired the next day, and wanted to get plenty of sleep. Nobody had been by snapping photos for a while, so I figured I was safe.


Naturally sleep didn’t come. I laid there watching Tom Snyder and wishing I was someone else, eating Pringles and a Chunky bar, seeing shadows of pigs with feelers on their noses every time I closed my eyes. Eventually I got dressed and went outside. Mom was snoring delicately in front of the tv. I switched it off, padding across the sitting room in my moccasins, and left, closing the door quietly behind me.

I walked around to the back of the house and sat in the swing by the gazebo, swinging my legs back and forth, smoking my little pipe and staring out at the stars.

Every constellation had my picture superimposed on it.

I fell asleep under the Carol-spangled sky.

I woke up about 4:30, crept in before the parents were moving, showered and for the first time in a few years, kneeled and said a prayer.

I skipped school and opened early
.

About 9 a little guy in a papyrus-white Mercedes Benz 220Se drove up.

He got out and smiled, a dead ringer for Ray Walton, the guy that played the Martian in the old black-n-white sitcom My Favorite Martian. He walked up to the booth.

"Good Morning. Are you Carol Joyce?"

"Yes."

"Ray Derby, image specialist." He smiled. "Can we talk?"

"You'll think I'm crazy."

"I doubt it. I think you're opening the doors of perception. It happens sometimes -- mainly because of the chemicals we use, I'm afraid, but also because of the way we treat identifying America."

"Are you going to start talking about Suzanne Somers?" I asked.


He frowned. "Maybe you
 are
 crazy. Let's close up and grab some coffee.


I told him everything. Everything. Rob's penis size to seeing my face in the stars. He made notes in a little notebook – he wasn't writing in English. Martian, I guess.

"So, Ms. Joyce, what do you want?"

"I want the weirdness to stop."

He looked crestfallen, "Really?"


"It doesn't make any sense. I wasn't at those places. Some of those places aren't even places."


"How do you know you weren't there? The camera doesn't lie."


I just stared at him.

He continued as if talking about the most normal things in the world. "You drive to work every day right? Are you sure -- 100% sure -- that you were in your car every step of the way?"

"Of course I'm in my car."


"Do you remember each second, or do you remember stoplights and passing cars?"


"Well I don't remember each second. Nobody does. But that doesn't mean I'm on the Moon or hitting a drum."


"You can decide, Ms. Joyce. Did you know the name 'Peoria' comes from a proto-Algonquin word for 'having a dream with the help of a manitou'?"

"What does that mean?"

"That's up to you, Ms. Joyce."

He drove me back to the Fotomat.

Two hours a later a guy drove up in a Fotomat van, said he was a specialist and wanted to check the equipment.

I gathered up all the photos of me.

All of them. I was going to burn them, then leave town for a week.

Fuck this job. Fuck school and Rob and Cheryl and everything
.


I would not drink, not smoke dope, and not to talk to Martians about continuity.


I drove out of town. I bought a gas can and filled it with gas. I drove out to a spot where I had camped as a girl scout. I found a bare spot. The ground was damp from yesterday's rains. I put the photos on the ground. I was about to pour the gas.


Why?

Why were the photos a threat?

Why was weird a threat?

It looked like I was having fun in the beauty contests, the black choir, drumming by a bonfire. It looked like fun by the space station -- scary but fun. Okay, the Moon was a little hard to deal with. Why hadn't I gone to the Santa Claus parade? I'd loved it as a kid and that windbreaker was my favorite shade of Aqua.

"What do you want, Ms. Joyce?"

I sat down with the photos all around me. I would gather them up. Nothing was terrible. Weird

is not a threat. Weird is weird.

A breeze started, really strong.

It began lifting up the photos. I tried to catch them. A dust devil formed around me. I stood. I was in the middle of a vortex of swirling Carol Joyces. They blew faster and faster. I felt very light. I could see through my arms, through my body.

The photos were passing through me. And suddenly I wasn't.

No one in Peoria remembered the contest when Halloween came three days later. No one remembered Carol Joyce.

The Fotomat closed in a few years and its common presence in America is forgotten except on nostalgia pages of the internet. For a few months someone would find a photo in a gutter of a young woman with red hair and a silly grin, and they would think -- for no reason at all -- "Weird is weird."
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BAG AND BAGGAGE

by Greg Sisco


R
EMEMBER! Do not leave your baggage unattended!

The loudspeaker invades the tunnels in that way it does when they’re empty, a preternatural voice that rattles the nerves and disappears in the dark, too loud and ominous to be speaking to only one person. And yet here I stand.

REMEMBER! Stand behind the yellow line except while boarding or exiting!

Enough nights like this, the right lack of sleep, you’d be forgiven to doubt for a moment your sanity, to feel that echo assaulting your ears and organs and wonder an instant later whether it ever really existed.

If a tree falls in the woods and nobody hears, goes the cliché, does it make a sound?

What if a voice booms louder than creation and only one person has ears for it? Can he know it’s real?

Of course it is. Or of course it isn’t. So goes the feeling after twenty hours awake, barely distinguishable from a particularly vivid dream, yet somehow at the same time, you swear you know for certain.

REMEMBER! Do not mix Percocet with trazodone!

I press my fingertips to my eyes and massage them, but when I look again, it’s still there.

The suitcase sits alone on the platform like new art, dead center under the only light that never flickers nor fades, upright with the retractable handle still extended, its hard shell reflecting a ruby-red glow ever so subtly over the nearby walls.

BUT REMEMBER MOST OF ALL! Baggage! Unattended! Don’t!

The rattle of the train behind me, another one I didn’t jump in front of. This time I didn’t even have to convince myself. This time I just… forgot.

The train rearranges the air in the tunnel. My overcoat kicks up 
and my hair pulls forward into my eyes, but as the tag slips over the side of the suitcase and falls against the plastic, it’s the reflection of the light on its face that makes me squint.

DING!

The subway comes to a halt and the doors slide open. Nobody steps out.

“Hello?!” I shout up the steps toward the airport terminal and the sound of my voice echoes around me in the tunnels. “Somebody left their suitcase!”

Somewhere in the silence I find myself closer, immediately in front of the lonely red bag, leaning over and tilting the plastic tag up to meet my eyes. The name on it is John Spencer. The address is two stops away.

A suitcase is a little piece of home. Often it’s the most important parts, the only parts you can’t do without even for a little while. The stuff that matters. You don’t lose it without pain. I know the pain of loss. I know what it’s like to sober up from a stupor one afternoon and find everything that matters is gone.

I grab the bag and rush into the train just before the doors close. Doubled over and breathing hard, still a step behind my instinct, I ask myself what I’m doing. Why?

Because I’m such a nice guy? Maybe if I bring him back his bag, he’ll reward me for it. Nice part of town he lives in; he’s probably well off. Or is it the good deed thing? Leap on the tracks an asshole and it’s eternity in Hell, but if the last thing you did was selfless…

Nah. No one with a brain in their head would buy that shit half-off.

The speakers in the train play elevator jazz, synth bullshit some idiot with a college degree sells royalty free at thirty bucks a track, collecting three-figure checks two times a year, mostly doing it so he can brag to women he’s a musician. The kind of jazz most people think of when they think of jazz, and it’s the reason they think they don’t like it. The kind of jazz that slaps the whole genre in the face.

Not like Dickie and I used to play, five years ago that feels like fifty. The kind of jazz that made people dance, that got us standing ovations in sad, sterile gin joints that hadn’t seen a standing ovation all decade. The kind of jazz that had people shaking our hands, asking us to recommend other musicians, telling us they never knew it could be like this.

The kind of jazz that, if Dickie hadn’t overdosed, we would’ve 
been something.

Maybe that’s why I’m taking the suitcase back. Not a good deed, not for a monetary reward or a shiny ticket to a blissful infinite, not because I’m such a nice guy. Just because… the fuck else was I gonna do tonight?

REMEMBER! Attempted suicide is a crime punishable by life!

Christ, I need a drink. I’d kill a man right now for a single malt scotch.

I run a thumb over the name tag again. John Spencer.

How does it feel to save a man, John? Maybe not for long. Maybe just for a day, a night, an hour. But you don’t even know it happened. And you won’t. Never will. Ain’t that the butt of the whole thing. Even when you matter, damned if you don’t always miss it.

I shake my head.

That dreamlike feeling, your mind runs off on its own. You have a tendency to embellish. Maybe a suitcase isn’t full of a life’s essential pieces. Maybe it’s full of a few changes of clothes and a toothbrush you can replace for six bucks at a drug store.

How about it, John Spencer? What do you take in a suitcase when you’re out in the world? Old family albums? The prized autographed ball you got from your childhood idol that made you believe life could be magic? Your mother’s ashes? No, I bet you take what we all do, what gets you through the day, not what gets you through the years.

Something makes me lay the case on its side and unclip the locks. I make myself breathe.

This is an invasion of privacy. This is a slimy, unscrupulous act. But something makes me need to know.

I pull the top open.

The red lining inside is pressed down by a bottle, dead center, like an advertisement on a billboard. Nothing in the case at all except the bottle and a tumbler. A bottle of Springbank 100 proof single malt scotch, aged ten years.

I’d laugh if I could find my voice, if my stomach weren’t sunk. I’d cheer if I didn’t feel like screaming.

REMEMBER! Be careful what you wish for!

I scoop up the bottle and the glass. Either it’s a gift or a coincidence, but sometimes a coincidence is a gift. Either I’m a thief or an opportunist, and who’s more opportunistic than a thief?

I pour a shot and down it. I pour another and sip.

Percocet and trazodone. Percocet and alcohol. Trazodone and 
alcohol. Percocet, trazodone, alcohol, and a subway train to the head. Why not? Only when you stop wanting a future does the present become truly free.

I drop the lid of the case back down and it’s something halfway between curiosity and desire that makes me suddenly wish I had a cigarette to complement the drink. The right destruction to your mind and you’ll give anything a try.

I flip the lid open.

I slap a hand over my mouth and exhale into it.

A pack of Lucky Strikes and a lighter wrinkle the lining. For a moment I search for the rational answer, but even if I found it, I don’t think I’d want it. The rational has worn out its welcome.

I take the cigarettes from the case and do up the latches. I pull the wrapper off the smokes.

“Oh my God, you found it!” a voice shouts from down the train. “I thought I’d lost it for sure.”

A man in his thirties stands in the doorway from the next car, dressed in a sharp suit with his hair pulled back in a ponytail. He seems to be clenching his teeth and his posture is stiff. If I hadn’t opened the case already, I’d expect drugs or money.

In a way though, maybe it’s full of both.

Yes, both. And a plane ticket to Paris. The key and title to a new Ferrari. Maybe Dickie’s guitar he sold for heroin? If it would fit? Or at least the location of the man who owns it now? Most anything could fit in that case if you got creative about it. Maybe even a reason to live.

“Hello,” I say, lighting my cigarette. “I’m Dan.”

“Larry,” says the man with the ponytail. “Nice to meet you. Thanks so much for grabbing it.”

“Larry…” I say, putting a foot on the case and taking a drag off my smoke. “Funny, I thought it belonged to John Spencer.”

Larry swallows and takes a breath. “Oh. Oh, it does. The case does, I mean. That’s my dad. I’m Larry Spencer. I borrowed it from him.”

“You borrowed it,” I say. “That makes sense. You borrowed it.” I sound skeptical, accusatory, condescending. I have to. If I sound like I believe him, how can I justify not giving it back?

“Yeah,” he says. “I did. Is something wrong? You didn’t…?” He stops himself mid-sentence.

“Open it?” I ask. “Why? What’s in it?” I lean down and put my thumb to one of the latches.

“No!” he shouts suddenly. I lock my eyes to his and he plays it 
with a shrug. “Nothing. Clothes and souvenirs for the kids. The standard stuff.”

I nod, slow.

“You’re going to give it back, right?” he asks with a forced laugh. “It’s my suitcase.”

“Thought it was your dad’s.”

“Right…”

“I’m on my way to John Spencer’s house. Think I’d rather take it to him myself. You know. Important stuff in suitcases. Hate to lose mine, that’s for sure. I’m going to return it to the guy on the tag. I’m sure you understand.”

“I see…” He pauses for a long moment, visibly sweating. He takes a step toward me. “It really is my baggage. I can prove it.” His hand goes to the inside pocket of his coat.

“Stop!” I shout and he freezes, hand still hidden from sight.

“I was just going to show you my ID. To prove I’m Larry Spencer? Son of John?”

“Take your hand out, slowly, with nothing in it.”

He does. “You looked in the case.”

“I did.”

“It’s mine. It belongs to me and my dad. What do you want for it? I can give you anything you want. You know I can.”

I glance at the case and then back to Larry. “I want my life back.”

The train comes to a stop and the speaker system dings. There’s tension between us so heavy it probably hits like a wave as the doors open onto the platform. A young woman on the other side almost steps into the car with us but stops in the doorway. She looks between us and her pleasant smile gives way to caution. She takes a step back to wait for the next one.

REMEMBER! Stay behind the yellow line until all violent episodes in the train have transpired!

The system dings again and the doors shut.

“It can’t give you anything intangible,” says Larry. “Money, possessions, fine. But it can’t take back the past.”

“Then why do you need it? If that’s all it can give you, why haven’t you taken out enough to last the rest of your life? Why do you have to keep it?”

“Because it’s mine,” he says almost silently.

“I don’t believe you. It can give me anything.”

“Then take anything. Take what you want from it and give it back. 
Take the thing that will undo your regrets.”

There is a bead of sweat running down his cheek and a tremor in his hand. He wants to wipe it away, but he refuses to draw attention to it. I lean down and snuff my cigarette out on the floor, then I bring my fingers up to the latches and unlock both sides. Larry grins.

One last time. Give me what I need. I don’t know what I need, but give it to me. Give me something that can take me back to the life I lost.

I open the case. I try to keep any emotion from my face as my eyes land on the contents. When I look back up at Larry, the sweat has been wiped from his face and I can see him swallow.

“What is it?” he asks, the lid of the case obstructing his view of it
, of what I need.

I reach into the case.

“Wait!” he says. “Just… Just hold on a sec.” I notice his hand is back in his pocket, so I stop.

“Can I take what’s in the case?” I ask. “You said I could use it one more time.”

His eyebrows tighten. “What’s in it?”

“What I need.”

“Turn it so I can see.”

“It’s private.”

Our eyes are locked so tight we both barely notice the fly buzzing around his face, drinking in the stench of his sweat.

“Turn away so I can take it,” I say.

“No. I need to see.”

“Let me take what I need from the case and then I swear I’ll give it back.”

His hand shakes in his pocket, whether it’s because he’s bluffing or because he’s afraid he’s about to use whatever’s in there. His jaw is clenched and his breaths through his nose are louder than the wheels on the track.

“No,” he says deliberately.

My hand tightens around the gun in the suitcase.

REMEMBER! The time needed for a victim to process and react to a threat provides a strategic advantage for the maniac!

I jerk the gun up. I’m already trained on his chest by the time he can draw. His hand comes out of his jacket and I don’t take time to be certain he’s armed before I fire. The shot bursts my eardrums, as loud as the intercom, followed by two shots from Larry and a second from 
me. A window breaks and a hole rips in the ceiling, and I don’t see blood, but the fact that he ends up on the floor tells me I was the better shot.

The brakes send me slamming against the front of the car. For a moment I assume it’s an emergency stop, but when that familiar DING vibrates in my brain, the doors slide open.

I grab the case and rush from the car, hauling it onto the platform as Larry’s subtle contortions give way to stillness. The doors shut behind me and the train speeds off with the body.

I kneel on the platform and turn the case over.

Give me something. Whatever it is I killed for. Give me that feeling I used to have five years ago when I woke up with drive and purpose and life-force, when I used to play my sax three hours a day, used to laugh and feel good when I drank. Give me back that version of me that used to think about, and talk about, and get excited for the future.

Give me something to get me out.

I open the lid and find a credit card receipt for a gas station uptown. The time of night printed at the top is now. The date is tonight. It’s an alibi. Proof I’m not a murderer. Maybe it’s what I need for the moment, but it’s not what I need for life. Give me what I need for life.

My stomach drops into my bladder.

That thought I had earlier, that a suitcase doesn’t have what you need for life, only what you need today. What if that’s all it’s good for? Getting me through today?

No. I won’t accept it. Life is a series of moments and a year is a series of todays. If it can get me through now it can get me through forever.

My head turns left. In a minute another train will come, going back the direction I came. And I would jump in front of it. Or at least I’d have to convince myself not to. That is who I am, who I have become these last years. Night after night spent alone in these tunnels thinking of reasons not to jump. Some nights it’s a family member, most nights it’s just trazodone.

Five years ago I’m sitting at home with Dickie dreaming up jokes for the act, trying to build a stage persona. We study tapes of other performers—musicians, magicians, comedians—taking notes on timing and word choice and reactive facial expressions. We had the music, and we knew we could build the dynamic to go with it. We 
were going to have a show. Not a coffee house show, a Vegas show. A Broadway show. We were going to be the face of jazz in the new millennium.

And I haven’t picked up that fucking saxophone since the funeral. I buried it in a closet so I could stop myself sobbing every time it caught my eye.

REMEMBER! Forget!

If this is who I am—tonight, every night, in this now
—then what I need is a reason to pick up that saxophone. That’s not just what I need for the long term, it’s what I need now. It’s why I won’t jump in front of that train in two minutes, as soon as it comes back down the tunnel.

Now give it to me. Give me what I really
 need.

I open the case.

My sax.

My sax and a note, in sloppy cursive handwriting I know as well as my own from the days we used to pass them in grade school.

“Been too long. I’m at home. Let’s jam.”

I grab my horn out of the case and hurl it down the subway tunnel.

“Bullshit!” I scream. “It’s not real! Give me what I want that’s real!”

My whole body shaking and tears streaking my cheekbones, I turn back to the case. It lies open, the sax still sitting there, another note tucked just underneath.

“I mean it. Let’s jam. No bullshit.”

I sit down with a hand over my mouth and the tears run down my fingers. What if it is real? What if Dickie is right there, in his old apartment, waiting for me with his guitar? What if the suitcase can give me back the world that fell away?

REMEMBER! Subway personnel are not responsible for existential crises!

The train back to the airport thunders into the station. I close the case and tuck it under my arm, standing up in a rush to catch it back. Back to where I found the case, up those steps, three blocks over to West Highland, three blocks east to Dickie’s old complex.

The return of Dickie and Dan. Spotlights, ear-bursting applause, air dense with sweat and smoke and ethanol. Take me home.

I climb inside the car and sit and it’s a long time before I look up at the old man in front of me. He sits with an expression of bug-eyed horror, so stiff and pale for a minute I think he’s dead. We’re alone in the car, but he’s not looking at me. His bulged-out eyes are focused 
squarely on my suitcase.

“Something… wrong?” I ask him.

“I… I, uh… Nothing. I’ve just never seen a suitcase like that, other than… I mean, I used to have one.”

Slowly, automatically, the back of my foot connects with the case and slides it under my seat, pressing it tight against the wall. My hand goes into my jacket, wrapping around the gun that found its way there at some point I can’t remember.

“You used to have a suitcase like this?” I ask.

“I did,” he says. “Until… Until it ruined my life.”

I don’t move out of fear of flinching. I don’t breathe because I don’t know what sound I’d make.

The old man laughs. “You know, I… Probably half an hour ago, I abandoned it by the airport, told myself I was done with it. Didn’t even make it all the way home before I thought I’d made a mistake and had to rush back to get it, but now that I sit here, now that I look at… I mean, that looks just like it…” he pauses for a long time and shakes his head. “I just realized how badly I don’t want that god forsaken thing.”

“Hm,” is all I can think to say after a silence. The suitcase rattles with the motion of the train and I press it tighter to the wall behind me, keeping my eyes on him, on John Spencer.

There is a look of sorrow on the lines of his forehead.

“You opened it, didn’t you?”

I smile and make a face like I don’t know what he’s talking about, but he holds his stare, the one that shows he’s been where I am now.

“Yeah,” I say.

“I’m sorry. Profoundly so.”

“Why?”

“What was it? Money? A love letter from someone you thought you’d lost? A wedding ring, maybe?” A sad smile on his face exposes a gold-capped tooth. “For me it was a wedding ring.”

A dam inside me breaks, trying to hold back tension and fear and emotion, and I feel tears surface in my eyes. My voice shakes as I ask, “Was it real?”

There’s less joy in his smile than in a funeral director’s, and more sympathy. “Do you believe in Heaven?” he asks.

“What?”

“Heaven? Like they say? Eternal bliss? Do you believe eternal bliss would be
 Heaven?
”

“I don’t know.”

“If you don’t, you’d better kick that damned thing into the tunnel and run as fast as you can.”

The flood of emotion inside me dissipates as fast as it built up and my instinct tells me I’m being played. Run from the case, he says. And if I do, if I abandon it here, John Spencer brings it home, half a stop in the other direction. John Spencer who was on his way to collect it just now anyway.

“Imagine you woke up one morning and you could see, after fifteen years being blind. Imagine how blessed you’d feel, how alive. But you and I have never been blind, and when we woke up this morning and could see, it didn’t do much for us, did it? You get used to a blessing.”

“There are worse things to get used to.”

“Emptiness is emptiness,” says the old smooth-talker. “Everyone else shares the world, but I don’t. For me the world’s mine. That’s what Heaven is, and it’s not what it’s cracked up to be.” He runs a thumbnail over his lips and wets them with his tongue. “My wife isn’t a person. I mean, she is, but she’s someone I made up. She was someone who didn’t love me, so I made someone who did. My son didn’t respect me, I made one who did. And then I found… that I’d made everybody. And that’s not life. That’s not the world. When other people are whatever you want them to be, there’s really no such thing as other people.”

REMEMBER! You can only experience objectivity subjectively!

“Luxury is just a step up from the everyday. Once the everyday is limitless, there’s no such thing as luxury. And a kiss, no matter how passionate, when you know it’s only yours because you ordered it, feels as loving as a barista fetching your coffee. Either you do not have control, or you are not sharing the world. That’s the curse of a life of lucid dreaming: aloneness on a profound and powerful level. And by the time you recognize it, you’ll wonder whether going back is even possible. Your reality is no longer shared. And if you don’t want to share reality, you might as well throw yourself in front of one of these trains right now.”

My hand in my jacket, tight around the handle of the gun, I slide the suitcase from under the seat with my foot and push it between us.

“Take it back then. Get rid of it for me. It’s yours anyway, right?”

“I don’t want it. It ruins a person. But I would beg you to let it go.”

“Bullshit! You want me to walk away so you can take it back. Take 
it. Be a man about it. Admit what you want.”

“I haven’t wanted
 in thirty years,” he says, shaking his head. “I haven’t worked, I haven’t pursued, I haven’t lived in any meaningful way, because everything I ever wanted was already mine in the instant I wanted it. I have been asleep for the entire second half of my life, dreaming everything was okay. The only thing I want
 is to be alive again.”

The screech of the brakes, the DING of the bell, the sliding of the doors. John Spencer stands and smiles.

“If you check the tags,” he says, “I think you’ll find that’s not my baggage at all.”

He slips out of the train as the doors shut and after he’s out of sight I scramble to pull the suitcase into my lap.

He’s right. Somewhere along the way it’s my name that ended up on this luggage.

I take the cigarettes out of my coat and light another.

Lies. Well told lies, but lies nonetheless. He’ll be back at the airport station as soon as he can get there, praying I left it on the platform. He’ll be searching the trains, scouring the stations, on the phone with personnel.

Or maybe he won’t.

Maybe it’s true that as soon as I walk up West Highland and knock on the door to Dickie’s apartment, I am no longer living in reality, I will trade one form of emptiness for another. Maybe I am as good as dead with this case at my side.

I’m so caught up in my own dilemma, trying to force myself to justify my need for control over my world, that I’m halfway through the cigarette before I remember Larry and his claim that he was John’s son. It’s too late to ask now, but it makes sense.

In a few hours, minutes maybe, when he gets the phone call that his son was gunned down tonight, minutes after he let supreme power over reality slip from his hands, will John Spencer still be glad to have surrendered eternal bliss, or will he jump in front of a train himself?

I want to be alive again, he said. And there it is, Mr. Spencer. There’s being alive. Have you missed it?

The train makes its final stop at the airport terminal and I exit with the bag in my hand. I stop under the spotlight where I found it.

Last chance. Powerlessness or total power? Subjectivity or objectivity? Heaven or Hell? Death by northbound train or southbound
?

Inside this case is my saxophone. Inside this case is Dickie and the future we were supposed to have. Inside this case is my reason to live, my motivation to play, my everything. Outside this case is a world that fell apart. I killed for this case, murdered a man in these tunnels, destroyed the worlds of others to take charge of my own. This is my baggage.

And yet as I stand here, head hung, train racing away behind me, I don’t know. I just don’t fucking know.

REMEMBER! Do not leave your baggage unattended!
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THE DREDGER

by Matt Thompson


C
anal waters swilled around the barge like wet cement. Joe gunned the motors and steered beneath the Werrygrave footbridge, leaning hard on the tiller so the sediment wouldn't catch in the propellers. A misty, saturating rain settled into his hair and beard. All throughout the autumn season a fine haze of droplets had drizzled the length and breadth of the Broads. He wondered sometimes if it might ever stop.

As he eased past the council estates on the outskirts of the village a flock of curlews burst from the reeds, startling him into losing control momentarily. It was enough to veer the barge almost into the bank. With shaking hands he eased the vessel back onto its rightful course. Already the birds were nowhere in sight. Only a bittern, sat silently on the roof of a derelict house, gazed unblinking at him as he passed. It shook the raindrops from its feathers and turned its head to follow his passage to the next bend. When he looked back it was still there, watching him, silhouetted against a sky the colour of bruised peach flesh.

The village disappeared behind him. Rain pattered on the cabin roof. Flatlands stretched out on either side, a smooth green surface marred only by clumps of gnarled trees. Where the towpath ended a shopping trolley lay half-submerged, its child seat stuffed with empty beer bottles. He flicked on the pumps. Stone chippings clattered into the tanks, an even rhythm that reminded him of tyres spinning on a gravel road.

Towards Buckall the obstruction worsened. In his six months working the dredger he'd encountered flotillas of plastic cartons, drowned foxes and otters, even a sunken car that had plunged from a road bridge. Gerald Dann, the lock-keeper at the Oulney rises, would tell him not to worry about any of it. Joe sensed concern in his voice. 
Since pity was the last thing he wanted he usually changed the subject. Gerald never pushed it.

Past Buckall the river opened out into a wider, clearer channel. He wrapped his thin jacket around himself and steered towards the municipal waste disposal plant at Linthorpe. Once he was done there he'd stop in at Oulney on his way back home. The warmth of the lock-house was already seeping into his bones, already drying the pinched, taut skin that stretched over his skeleton as if it might tear at any moment.

~

The last time he'd dropped by had been a week earlier. Clad in a rumpled uniform, glasses held together with sticky-tape and egg stains on his shirt, Gerald Dann always reminded him of a plump schoolboy playing at grown-ups. He cleared a space for Joe to sit among the piles of books and pamphlets that filled every available surface of the tiny lock-house and put the kettle on.

"So what did you dredge up today?" he said when they were settled. "Any secrets, my friend? Or just the usual?"

Behind Gerald's nervy, chattering exterior Joe could often sense a measured scrutiny, a perceptiveness he found difficult to deflect. "Silt," he replied. "Silt, and reeds, and tin cans." He scanned the spines of the books on the table by way of diversion. "So you buy all these or what? Or do people give them to you?"

Gerald chuckled. "Bit of both, Joe. You a reading man then?"

"Not really." Joe ran his finger down the stack, laying to rest on a thin volume, older-looking than the others. "Any of these worth anything?"

"Depends on your definition." Gerald eased the book out from the pile and handed it to him. "Funny you should pick that one out, actually. Been meaning to show you it. Local interest, you know?" The once-crimson cover was smudged and water-stained so badly Joe could barely make out the curlicued lettering. Gerald leaned over him and squinted behind his glasses: "A Compendium of Fauns, Spectres, Pucks and Other Supernatural Entities of the Broads,
 it says.
 Picked it up in a job lot a while back."

The odour of mouldering binding glue rose into Joe's nostrils. Frowning, he eased the cover open and leafed through the pages, taking care not to let any of them loosen any further. The illustrations depicted a succession of grinning hobgoblins and glistening sprites, squatting demons and cackling witches
.

"You might find yourself seeing one or two of those," Gerald said, smirking. "Out where you go."

Joe decided to humour him. "Maybe I've seen some already."

Outside, a pair of curlews burst from the reeds flanking the waterway, whistling in fury before wheeling away into the sky. Gerald rapped his knuckles on the greasy window. "Like them, you mean?" He flapped his hands at the retreating figures. "They'll be migrating soon. You'll see them. Not all of them come back neither. If you find a dead 'un leave it where it lies, eh? You don't want to bring any bad luck on yourself."

Joe turned to the last page of the Compendium. "Some day," he muttered, "I'll tell you all about bad luck."

~

When he first took the dredging job on it hadn't seemed so bad. At least it was paid work. During the hot summer months he'd sit out on the deck of an evening, drinking beer and listening to the curlews skirling at each other in the long grass beside his mooring berth. Now autumn was turning to winter he would hear them patrolling the towpath, the pok-pok-pok
 of their steps sounding almost human. When the birds quieted around midnight he'd unfurl his cot and hunker down on the cabin floor, drifting into sleep to the rhythmic slap of water against the hull.

His usual route would take him through the eastern regions of the Broads—past Bilney and Sleagrove, then to dank and windswept St. Sweyns; to Chedley's stone-piled cottages looming from the river mists; then Werrygrave, Buckall, Hadley Flood and on to the Linthorpe plant. Sometimes it would be days before he needed to empty the tanks out. Today, though, they were full by early afternoon. By the time he arrived at Linthorpe the barge was settled deep in the water.

Once he'd discharged his load of sludge he went to the bursary office to collect his meagre allowance from his controller. "Tell you what, Joe, you're the best yet," John Stiles said after he'd counted the money out. He settled his bulk back into his chair and eyed Joe with barely-hidden contempt. "Most of the others I've had bailed after a month or so."

"I'm happy to get the work, Mr Stiles," Joe mumbled.

"Yeah. Well, don't slack off. I'll be keeping an eye on you this winter. That's when they decide they can't hack it. You still sleeping on the boat? So find a room somewhere. Otherwise you'll be gone by January, mark my words.
"

Back out on the water a salt tang hung in the air, merging into the river stench churned up by the propellers. The canals were silted thicker than ever. The barge's suction tubes deposited their detritus into the tanks with an unhealthy juddering. Joe was forced to stop every few minutes to bail waste water from the deck, moving the listing vessel forward at a speed rarely exceeding two or three knots.

When he finally managed to move faster stone chippings clattered in the propellers like rifle shots. The cries of curlews accompanied his passage, echoed by a distant, faint response floating across the tilled fields from the west. When he reached the long straight stretch between Hadley Flood and Buckall they began erupting from the reeds on either side, curved beaks scything the air, grazing close enough for their feathers to drift down into the cabin.

A mile from Buckall a loud thump came from behind him. The birds immediately quieted. Something itched at the back of his neck, as if a finger or claw were lightly scraping along his skin. Finally he killed the engines and turned to see what had happened.

A smear of blood and feathers spread the length of the forward-most tank. A curlew lay twitching in a puddle of water beside it, one broken wing waving like a weather vane. He swung down to pitch it overboard. As he stepped into the puddle his foot kicked an obstruction out of the way. He bent down and picked it up, a sudden trembling in his fingers causing him to almost drop it. The creature's beak, snapped off at the base, felt as smooth as teak, almost frictionless. Disgusted, he hurled it as far as he could into the reeds.

The curlew was still twitching when he lowered it into the water. Its companions, their voices returned ten-fold, skimmed the barge for a mile or more, still screaming their displeasure long after he had left them behind.

~

The lock-house heater was making him feel sleepy. A starkly-drawn picture of a bird stared defiantly out from the end page. "There you go," Gerald said, sipping at his tea. "That, my friend, is the curlew-drake."

"I can read." Joe mumbled the text, half to himself. "At times of the gibbous moon the water-fowl may rise from their repose, searching for one who carries a burden of guilt
—"

"Sounds like some I know," Gerald said.

Joe turned to the title page: Printed by Squires & Sons of Werrygrave, Second Edition 1892

.

"We had a copy of this one when I was a nipper," Gerald said. "My ma told me once whoever wrote it just made most of it up. All this poetic fancy—stuff and nonsense. Some of it comes from local legends, I suppose."

"And how did she know?"

"Reckoned her grandad knew the Squires family. They told him the first few editions had a different text, but it scared all the kiddiewinks so much they had to rewrite it. Suppose that's what this is, eh? Hadn't thought of that." He slurped at his tea. "What's written underneath the illustration, anyway?"

Joe read aloud: "The wife and child of Martin Broadman, stone-mason of Lanterby
—where's that?"

Gerald shrugged. "Must be some old village they abandoned."

Joe continued: "—went missing on Martinmas Night, 1853. From that day forward curlews were seen flying over his house each morning and night. Legends tell of words that could be heard within their cries: Help me! Help me!
"

"Nonsense, like I said."

"Yeah, I suppose." Joe traced his finger over the letters. "Plenty of curlews round here, though. You never know."

"Plenty of guilty people round here too," Gerald added. "Don't need a birdy demon to bring that out."

~

The motors finally ground to a halt at Chedley. It took him over an hour to locate and fix the problem, a blocked fuel feed. The oil smearing his hands failed to counteract the dry, brittle feeling of his skin, a moistureless desiccation that penetrated down to his bones.

As he straightened up from his task something whizzed past his ear. A pebble clanked against one of the tanks. Then another, a larger, jagged stone he didn't see until too late. This one hit him square in the centre of his forehead. He staggered backward, the sudden pain making him drop to his knees. Blood, mingled with sweat and rainwater, ran into his eyes.

A wail of laughter, bordering on hysteria; the sound of pounding feet. He wiped the blood away. A group of teenagers were running up the bank towards the village, hollering and catcalling over their shoulders. He picked up the stone that had hit him and took aim.

A girl, hoodie pulled taut to hide her nose and mouth, turned at the brow of the rise and looked down on him with hostile eyes. 
Despite his anger he found himself averting his gaze. He let the stone slip from his numb fingers to the deck.

When he looked up again they were gone. He climbed into the cabin and gunned the engines, gripping the tiller until his knuckles turned white. Swans cleared a path before him, brandishing their wings in irritation. A lone water-bird flapped from the reeds, circling above him before heading along the line of the canal towards the ocean. He watched until it receded to a dot. The steady motion of its wings calmed him a little. When it had disappeared completely he turned back to the controls, absent-mindedly turning the pumps on in the same motion. Almost immediately an obstruction caused the whole boat to shudder.

"Shit." He killed the engines and extracted the grappling hooks from beneath one of the tanks. It took a good five minutes of fishing around until he felt a dead weight on the end of the grapnel. As gingerly as possible he lifted the object from the water and held it up for examination.

~

Gerald leaned over Joe's shoulder to take a closer look at the curlew-drake. Joe could smell whisky on his breath.

"They used to carve birds like this to put on plinths, like you get in front of posh houses. You still see some of them around. Nice pieces of stonework, usually. Old. The real masons died out a generation or two back. It's all imported now. Rubbish, if you ask my opinion."

"Real masons? Like Martin Broadman?"

"Well, maybe not him, eh?"

A silence fell. Joe clutched at the book's binding, caught in the gaze of the curlew-drake. The artist had rendered its eyes as almost human, burning with a fierce, penetrating intensity. It was sat on a stone column set before a tumbledown cottage. Behind it the figure of a man emerged from the front door. The perspective made him look tiny. Joe held the book up, so close it was almost touching his nose. The man's face was lined, scored with deep creases. A mottled sun hung over the chimney. For some reason the sky was full of stars, even though it was daylight. He supposed the wisps of grey in the sky must be rainclouds.

~

The exertion had caused the wound on his forehead to open up again. Blood ran into his eyes, turned a pale pink by the rain. He blinked the clotted fluid away and carefully lifted the statue from the hook, hefting 
it in his hands. The stonework was uncanny; the creature—a curlew, he supposed—seemed like it might rise into the sky at any moment, the wings streamlined and feathered to a microscopic degree. Only the curved beak was snapped off. He touched his fingertips to the stump. The surface was smooth, almost glassy, scoured clean by the drift of sand and water.

Back in the shelter of the cabin he placed the bird at the helm and gunned the engines to life. He headed into the lowering gloom of evening, clenching his jaw as if his thoughts might ooze out of his skin and bones and dissipate into the waters he plowed through, as if he might be able to consign them to oblivion through strength of will alone.

A mile from St. Sweyns the heavier rain started up again, grey sheets closing around him like cobwebs. The downpour intensified past the village. He saw no-one on the towpaths at all. Only he and the stone curlew patrolled the waterways.

By the time he reached the turnoff to the Oulney rises the rain had died to spatters. A drear, dirty light hung over the Broads. Damp streaked the lock-house's walls, as though no-one had been there in a long time. The windows were bricked up, uneven rows that looked as if they had been installed with frantic haste. The only living thing he could see was a bittern, sat hunched over on the roof, grumbling to itself with a quiet booming that sucked at his eardrums.

Under the watchful gaze of the stone curlew he steered onwards, through torpid waters reflecting rainclouds the colour of flint.

~

Gerald cleared his throat. "So how's the job going? Better than the nick, I suppose."

Joe bristled. "I don't talk about that."

"Suppose not," Gerald said, nodding. "I know old Stiles, though. They always get one of you lot to work the dredgers. Last one, he'd been sent down for you-know-what. Daughter's friend or something. But Stiles don't care. He can pay you boys under the minimum, you see."

"A job's a job."

Gerald held his hands up in mock-defence. "True, true. No end of rubbish to salvage, eh? People throw all sorts in there. Fridges, bikes...That bloke before you lost his wits when he dredged up some bag full of old children's clothes. Bit like you must have felt when you saw that car, eh?
"

Joe, disquieted by the turn the conversation had taken, tossed the Compendium back onto the table and got up to leave. "Maybe he had something to feel sorry about."

"You would think so. Still, who doesn't?"

Outside, the rain was coming down in sheets, a steady downpour that stippled the water's surface as if a million tadpoles were squirming their way towards oblivion. As Joe untethered the barge and eased into the middle of the canal the round face of Gerald Dann stared from the window, obscured by a film of raindrops that ran down the glass in endless, reconstituting channels.

~

The sky was darkening, and he didn't know where he was. The last thing he remembered was the Oulney rises, and Gerald's face at the window. But hadn't that been a week ago? He pinched his nose, embedding his nails into the skin. The pain only muddled his thoughts further.

The stone curlew gazed proudly ahead as the barge churned listlessly through the water. Reeds stretched out in every direction, the wash from the boat sloshing around them. A strange stillness suffused the stalks nearest to him. Joe couldn't tell, in the fading light, whether the grey cast to them was merely a trick of the dusk.

He passed a familiar-looking clump of trees. Now, though, they seemed ossified, as if some rare disease had infected their roots and spread up to the tips of the branches. Soon afterward he came to a fork in the river. He eased the tiller leftwards, onto what should have been the channel leading towards Bilney and his mooring berth.

The way narrowed. After a mile the reeds had closed in so tightly he could barely force the barge through. The motors whined. Foliage snapped at the propellers. Panicking at the thought of getting stuck, he killed the ignition. Just as the vessel was grinding to a halt a wrenching noise came from the prow, causing the statue to sway and shake.

"Fuck's sake." He edged out onto the front of the boat to see what he had hit.

The rotting remains of a jetty emerged from the water. The wood, warped into curious humps and bulges, looked like it would barely sustain his weight. Behind, a row of chimney stacks poked above the line of the reeds. He supposed he'd be able to phone someone from there to tow the barge out. He stepped cautiously onto the planks, taking care not to put his feet down too heavily on the parts that looked rotten. Two steps along, his foot plunged through anyway, 
scraping the skin from his shin. He was forced to sidle the rest of the way beside the jetty, sloshing through marshy puddles and trying to ignore the pain.

A curlew settled into a tree overhanging the path. Another, one broken wing causing it to list in flight, landed awkwardly on the adjoining branch. By the time Joe stumbled past there were five or six of them, looking down in silence as he waded through the swampy water and snagging grass.

When he finally came out onto drier land a village boundary marker sat in the dirt before him. He traced out the faded letters.

L-A-N-T-E-R-B-Y

One of the curlews cawed, a single cry that echoed away into the sky. His head swam. A damp, organic odour hung around him, clogging his nostrils and catching in his throat. A cluster of cottages squatted nearby, crooked and derelict. As he limped towards the nearest of them he saw someone stood before the side wall, a bolster and hammer clutched in his hands. Before he could call out the man slammed the tools together, sending a cloud of dust particles puffing out from the brickwork.

"Hey!"

The man, poised in the act of repeating his action, turned around. Deep furrows lined his cheeks and forehead. Dusty clothing hung loose from his body. He stared wordlessly for a good thirty seconds or more before turning back to his task. This time a crack opened up where the bolster hit. Joe felt a pain in his bones, a splintering.

He covered the last few yards in agony. Feeling foolish, he asked, "Are you Martin Broadman?"

The resemblance to the figure in the illustration was near exact. Martin Broadman—it could only be Martin Broadman, only him—lowered his tools and cocked his head to one side, as if listening to something far away. "They'll be leaving soon," he said in a parched voice. His accent was ancient, unplaceable. He dropped the tools onto the ground and hobbled toward Joe, halting only inches away. Pale blue eyes stared, unblinking. His breath stank of stagnant water. "You'll see them. Not all of them come back neither. If you find a dead 'un leave it where it lies, eh? You don't want to bring any bad luck on yourself."

"I killed one," Joe replied. "I think. Or it died for me." His throat ached. He coughed into his hand; blood spattered his palm, yellowed with mucus. He tried to remember what else the book had said. How 
had Martin Broadman's story ended? "Your wife..." he managed to wheeze. "Where did she go?"

Martin Broadman's gaze didn't waver. He clutched at Joe's shoulder with a gnarled hand and hissed: "Don't slack off, Joe. You're the best one yet. I'll be keeping an eye on you this winter."

He released his grip and shuffled back to his work. He extracted a dulled chisel from his belt and scraped a run of mortar away, revealing the bare bricks. Nodding in satisfaction, he raised the bolster for the next blow.

Joe limped around to the front of the cottage and pushed open the door. The interior was nothing but an open, rubble-strewn emptiness. Holes scarred the roof, jagged tears in the slate-work that left the tiles hanging at odd angles. An iron stove sat rusting against the far wall. He settled down with his back to it and listened to the sound of Martin Broadman's chisel.

Plonk. Plonk. Plonk.

The noise was oddly soothing. When he had rested he would find a way out of the village and phone John Stiles. He should be back at his berth before midnight if his luck held. It was his responsibility, after all. He'd do better not to upset anyone. It wasn't a bad job, out here on the Broads. He'd done worse. Much worse.

Plonk. Plonk. Plonk.

Plonk. Plonk. Plonk.

The sound settled into a steady rhythm. He closed his eyes and let his thoughts drift.

When he opened them again it was dark. Martin Broadman had ceased his labours at some point during the evening. Now a scrabbling of wings beat at the door. Footsteps scratched across the roof: pok-pok; pok-pok
. A curlew screamed—once, twice, its cries merging with others into a cawing, howling drone that cut through Joe's skull like scored glass.

Now he couldn't tell if the cries were coming from the birds or from himself. He clapped his hands to his ears. It only seemed to excite his tormentors into a greater frenzy. White gobbets of excrement cascaded through the holes in the roof, caking his hair and clothing. The noise echoed around the cottage's interior in endless, ascending waves.

Minutes passed, hours. Finally, towards dawn, the curlews flapped away. Silence descended, broken only by the faint, distant chink of 
hammer hitting bolster. He struggled painfully to his feet and wrenched the door open.

Outside, all was overcast. No: not overcast. He shielded his eyes and looked up.

The clouds had taken on the composition of granite. Beyond them, the carapace of the sky was ridged and rough-hewn. The grass and trees around him had become solid, petrified, grey. His footsteps echoed back from the buildings of Lanterby as though he were trapped at the bottom of a deep canyon.

Martin Broadman stood beside another of the cottages, his trusty tools scoring deep gashes into the stone walls. Joe tried to call to him; but his voice came out little above a rasping whisper, and the man was hammering too loudly to have heard him anyway.

He turned and staggered away. Back at the barge he found the vegetation that had jammed the propellers so thoroughly the previous evening had rotted overnight, turning to a fetid, slimy paste that leached beneath his fingernails. A dead curlew lay on deck, its body crystallised, insubstantial, the wings crumbling to dust. A pile of stone chippings lay strewn around its face where the beak should have been. The grains crunched under his feet as he stepped over the cadaver, catching in the soles of his shoes.

Before he choked the motors into life he caressed the statue at the helm. Its feathers felt warm, the heat seeping through the membrane of his skin and into his bones. He reversed back the way he had come, using the grappling hooks to clear the way. When the vessel brushed against the ossified reeds they shattered, sending shards of pointed stone tumbling into the water.

Finally he steered back onto the wider channel and headed in the direction he thought might be towards home. The waters churned, sluggish and foamy. Within minutes he had slowed almost to a standstill. The canal had turned to slurry, a putty-like substance that bubbled and popped around the propellers. With a final shudder the engine died. A thin stream of black smoke headed skywards, dispersing on the breeze.

He leaned his head on the tiller. The stone curlew, silent and victorious, stared imperiously ahead. He didn't know how long he stayed there, thinking nothing, feeling nothing. When he looked up at last it was midday.

A strange glow lit the world in blossoming strata of whiteness. A stone sun hung directly overhead. It looked as if it had been roughly 
trowelled over, stippled ridges casting tapered shadows across its face. The clouds, too, were made of stone. Joe watched them for a while. They drifted, banging into each other from time to time with a sharp crack, sending fountains of rubble showering earthward. A large piece landed not far away. The thump when it hit was dull, echoing only once.

The only sound from the tanks behind him was that of wet cement, sloshing around like fluid trapped in an ear canal. Soon, he could tell, it would set as firmly as the river. The solid covering seemed no more than a façade—crevices were already appearing, bottomless, yawning chasms. He removed the keys from the ignition and lobbed them over the side. They hit with the chink of metal on stone, skidding to a halt beside the knotted grey bundles that had once been reeds.

He picked up the statue and cradled it gently in his arms. He noted absently that the skin on his hands had become cracked and pitted, the same way Martin Broadman's face had looked. He followed the bird's gaze, out toward the solid banks of grass, the rocky sun, the smooth sheen of what had once been a waterway.

A curlew cried out nearby. In a burst of feathers it rose, stone wings flapping frantically against the inevitable. It described a slow arc across the sky as it fell, vanishing behind the outermost banks of reeds. A whipcrack of shattering stone dispersed on the air.

Joe hugged the statue closer, leaching what little warmth he could from its marbled, cooling exterior. Soon enough the concrete sun began to sink. The light faded. The dappled boulder of the moon rose in the west, its stately progress across the heavens marred only by the flitting forms of stone curlews tumbling one by one to their fate.

When morning came he was still at the helm. His companion, his sentinel, sat snugly in the crook of his arm, guarding this newest addition to the statuary of the Broads with a gaze of flint, Joe's own eyes filmed over with a cracked web of crystalline minerals that saw nothing.
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HELLO

by Michael Wehunt


[From the essay
 “Notes on the Strange Presence of Lionel Richie’s ‘Hello’ in Recent Horror Literature” by Sara Altuve. Originally published in
 Thinking Horror: A Journal of Horror Philosophy, vol. 3
, edited by s.j. bagley.
 ©
 2019. Reprinted with kind permission.]



W
hat, you say, could be less at home in the crawling woods and pale crypts of horror stories than Lionel Richie’s adult contemporary hit single “Hello” from 1984? I asked the same question not long ago, so I know your narrowed eyes, your mouth trying not to smile. I almost envy the way you look, while it still feels like a joke or a meme. And though I keep getting lost in the explanation of how it is not those things, I am compelled to try, to paraphrase the words Mr. Richie sang to the blind woman who sculpted his head.

Late last year my daughter and I visited Chattanooga, Tennessee, a small city hiding in the Smoky Mountains and an old birthday tradition of mine. I don’t make it every October, but it feels like home when I do. In a charming mess of a bookstore called The Book Chorale—another birthday ritual—I came across three short stories in a horror anthology. The shop cat, a skinny thing with a brown streak in one of its yellow eyes, rubbed against my legs as I flipped through its pages, trying to figure out how the battered paperback wore more years than the handful of months it had existed, according to the copyright page. Perhaps it had been left in the mountain rain briefly, then dried, then read many times with ungentle hands.


The anthology’s title was
 A Thing Behind All Things
, published by P.A.R. Press, Inc. in 2018. Look it up on Amazon—it’s out of print already, with no Kindle version, and the two used copies available there at the time of this writing are priced at $859 and $1,666. You’ll see the one four-star review that consists of nothing more than a scream of ellipses: “………………………….”


Of the eleven stories in the volume, all but the three this piece concerns are by deceased authors in the public domain, such as H.P. Lovecraft, Arthur 
Machen, and M.R. James. All white dudes, per usual, with the same famous stories that have been used as filler, however deserving, in many books, particularly those from print-on-demand micro-presses such as P.A.R. These sorts of anthologies litter every corner of the online bookselling world, but it’s not often that three modern stories with merit are shoehorned in.

The cover art depicts an open door with a closed door behind it, all obscured by a sort of mist, rather like the mass market paperbacks that sat in carousel displays in supermarkets during the horror boom of the 1980s.

Buried inside are three stories with a 2018 copyright: “Do You Creep Outside My Door?” by K. St. Cyr; “The Clay Head of Lionel Richie Comes to Me at Night” by Kirsten Mester; and “Does My Heart Overflow?” by Jalle Enriquez. I suspect at least two of these author names are pseudonyms, but more on that later, along with the ghostly-at-best online presence of the book’s publisher. Two of these titles are inspired by the lyrics of Richie’s “Hello,” while Mester’s “The Clay Head” situates the bust of the singer from the music video in a bizarre and rather skin-crawling light.


To me these were eye-catching titles, needless to say, so I cut my browsing short and bought my daughter too many books—I’m a sucker for the joy on her face when she says,
 Mom, look at this one
, holding yet another cover up to me. We said goodbye to the cat and walked down to the river with our new prizes. I’d left my laptop back home in Columbia to avoid thinking about the second draft of my novel, and I felt happy, light, another year older. The sun was on our faces.


I am hesitant to quote the stories at length due to an inability to contact these authors—something I very much would have preferred before beginning this essay—but as I have credited each of them, here are a few lines from the Mester story to illustrate the insertion of Richie into the horror lexicon:

He woke to darkness, the usual line of hallway light laid out under the door gone, the soft light in the bathroom gone. The light of himself gone. His flesh tightened around him as shadows pooled where there was no light to cast them. The shadows, as he stared at them, seemed to separate from the paler dark and begin to rise or shift, on the verge of moving toward the bed. The window gave a flat, ringing crack—but out there in the night was only the night and the ambient residue of the city.

Then movement to his left within the room. He turned and clicked on the bedside lamp and beheld it: a floating head of clay, of unfired burned orange, undrawn eyes gazing down at him and gazing beyond him at the night outside the window.

Absurd, laughable, unsettling, all these things at once. This scene appears a little under halfway through the narrative, which takes place over the course 
of several days before it unravels to the threadbare end. Early on the story’s protagonist, an office drone named Martin, comes to notice boys and young men around the city, on the bus, from store windows, in crosswalks, all staring at him in the same lingering, stark way. Each of them bears a resemblance to a young Lionel Richie, in ways that are striking yet hard to pin down. Some are tall, some are shorter, some wear baseball caps or hunch when they walk. Their skin tones vary. Martin would not at all consider these boys similar enough to be brothers, much less the same person following him, rushing from place to place along his daily routes—it is merely this one maddening sameness that haunts him.

The identity of the celebrity whose likeness these youths share merely nags at him until the clay head materializes in his room on the fourth night, when the terror clicks and he recalls Richie’s music video from his childhood. The sculpture suspended in Martin’s bedroom seems to differ from the video’s in only one significant way—its neck suggests a rough beheading, as though it has been broken from its base.

Martin wonders if that bust frightened him as a child but can’t remember that it ever did. There’s no special connection or fondness or distaste attached to the song. It’s just there in the detritus of pop culture that clutters every mind.

It’s notable that Martin himself is something of a trope, embodying the essence of the Weird Fiction Loner protagonist, living alone and thus lacking corroboration for the subtle and unsubtle strangeness infecting his life. He accepts the incongruous with a detached yet panic-singed fatalism. He screams and falls to the opposite side of the bed, hiding pressed against the carpet until the head is gone. One could say he is clay himself, molded by the uncanny he doesn’t know how to fathom.

From there, Martin sees more and more Richie “children” pausing on the street to regard him, follow him, smile at him with equally dead eyes. The clay head visits him again, disembodied in the air, blind and staring. Then the infection spreads, the influence—or simply the coming apart of his mind—deepens, and he sees Richie women, elderly Richie men, teenaged Richie girls, all lurking and watching. His will continues to decay, the sense of unreality presses into the membrane around his life, as though testing its resistance. Then the story ends after he spots three older women with Lionel Richie’s face looking up at him from the street below:

He heard the sound of something creeping outside his door, the sound of fingers brushing the wood as though to draw a sign upon it, a weight pressing against it in its frame, an inadvertent knock. The weight seemed organic, soft but heavy, nothing like a clay head would sound when knocked against wood. “You have to let me in,” a voice said, soft and wet, “you just have to let me in.
”

Martin told himself not to go to it even as he crossed the room, even as he opened the door to a complete dark—the dark was freed from its container and edged into his apartment, crawling on his hand on the doorknob. The clay head floated there in an absence of light, grown immense, and he saw it with everything but his sight, heard it, touched it, smelled it, tasted it somehow. The clay mouth was opening in the dark, creaking wide, and rusty orange dust surely sifted from its jaws to the carpet below. “Hello,” Martin whispered, as the mouth opened for him. And he gave a single sob and stepped out into it—the hallway, the wet dark, the open mouth.


So the story—this strange clay god itself—has been waiting for Martin to greet it. The reader supposes it was Martin the clay head has been looking for, or vice versa. That
 hello
 at the end feels too much like a punchline, and I didn’t want to appreciate it, but Mester got under my skin. There was a breathless knot at the top of my chest for a moment, and when it loosened it spread cold along the hairs on my arms. I’ve spent most of my life chasing that chill, reading every spooky thing I can get my hands on since I was a little girl not much older than my daughter, and finding it so rarely. But even so, I wouldn’t be writing this were it not for the other two stories.


“Do You Creep Outside My Door?” and “Does My Heart Overflow?” seem to function as echoes of the central tale of the clay head, though neither involves Lionel Richie in any stated way outside half-hidden allusions, winks and nudges and voices that feel out of tune. Rhythms are borrowed and bent from “Hello,” the words from the song are corrupted like some creepy remix—all devices that are not used much in the Mester story, which of course is concerned with the likeness of Richie on a surface level, however bizarre that surface is.


But the subtlety of the other pair is what hooked me, when I came to recognize it, and what gave the whole phenomenon a seething power. K. St. Cyr’s story is the third in
 A Thing Behind All Things
 (following Oliver Onions’ “Ghosts in Daylight” from 1924), and the fact that a reader going through the stories as they are sequenced in the book will experience it first, before “The Clay Head,” speaks of something more than an inside joke or gimmicky throwaway. There’s a mechanism at work, and this hint of a deeper purpose is what has caught me in a minor obsession and led me to this. I’ve been alone with it inside my mind a little too long.


In “Do You Creep Outside My Door?” a couple’s six-year-old son has gone missing. They find a note from him stating, in painfully childish handwriting, that he has run away with “the Mostish Man.” His closet door and window are both open, curtains breathing into the bedroom.

The story follows Mark, the boy’s father (indeed, all three of these stories are isolated and male-centric, which I believe to be some sort of deliberate commentary on men’s historical chokehold on horror fiction, even 
if it’s a nod that might only stand out to a woman reading them), as he searches his suburban streets, watches his wife turn inward and blank toward him, and scours the internet for references to the Mostish Man.


He eventually convinces himself that Ethan simply misspelled “moustache,” but by then Mark has begun to glimpse a figure hovering through the window beside the front door. Before long he’s seeing it in the corner of his eye at the doorway of whatever room he’s in. I counted nine instances in which he calls out
 Hello?
 before or after bolting into the hallway or dining room or across the front porch to listen for the sound of retreating footsteps. The figure seems so small, and its giggles are familiar. The deterioration and deepening of unease are rapid, once the father believes his son might have remained in the house this entire time but is perhaps no longer his son. At four thousand words, it’s just over half the length of “The Clay Head.”


St. Cyr embeds the text with cadences and almost-lyrics that only click once you’ve read “The Clay Head.” The rhythm opens its bleary eyes then, and suddenly you have a map, a treasure hunt that shouldn’t feel so unpleasant. The story’s most remarkable “Hello” echoes come at the end, bunched together like a coded swarm. They’re cleverly hidden, so I’ve underlined the relevant portions:


[Mark] stopped on the porch, a foot on the first step down to the sidewalk, and turned back to find Ethan framed in the doorway. The trees around the house gathered all the town’s quiet into their shelter. His son revealed himself at last, his face too large with blank glass eyes and hair sprouting on his upper lip, coarse black wires that moved as living things. There was
 sunlight in his matted hair
. Ethan’s mouth
 was open wide
, as though he
 had the words to say
 but too much crushing space had built inside with them, too many voices crowded there to know which one should speak.



And Mark
 wanted to tell him so much
—to start with
 I love you
—but his own mouth was collapsing into itself, his jawbone creaking and his sinuses deflating, as though it had never held words for this boy.
 His heart began to overflow
. It was a shallow thing, with nothing in it for his son from the moment of his birth.
 He could see in Ethan’s smile
, beneath the creeping hairs on his lip, that he knew it too.


I found this plot to be unremarkable in subject matter, but there are the two dozen or more veiled references to the song, the probable correlation with the clay head’s mouth opening at the end of Mester’s story, and the implication that Ethan is transforming into one of the young figures haunting Martin in that same story. There’s a similar voice in the prose, a growth of unsettling imagery, but I want to write it off as just another Child Who’s 
Possibly More Than a Child. Possession, vessel, changeling—we’ve seen this fright before.

At least until Jalle Enriquez’s “Does My Heart Overflow?” brings what I believe is the Mostish/Moustache Man into the foreground. It does this obliquely, however, thanks to its ambiguous, somehow erotically spiritual ending. Perhaps I was simply messed up after “The Clay Head” and primed to feel the last of these stories more deeply. But the St. Cyr and Enriquez tales are bookends as well as mirrors of each other, creating a funhouse of reflections. They strengthen the whole of the trio, they copulate and make strange frequencies. And I believe the eight classics packed around them are meant only to camouflage this. (It is perhaps a winking camouflage; I find James’s “Casting the Runes” to be particularly sympathetic, if almost mocking in its easy suspension of disbelief and the tidiness of its resolution.)

Enriquez’s story isn’t as concerned with Richie breadcrumbs, choosing instead to fall somewhere between St. Cyr and Mester in terms of influence. The protagonist is a failed painter named Marshall who is holed up in a rehab center after agreeing to try giving up opioids and heroin for “the last time.” Within the first few hours he has an outburst with a staff member and spends two days in a small room with almost no furnishings, in restraints the first night only. There’s a cheap white IKEA wardrobe in the room with slightly opened doors, and Marshall becomes fixated on it—half the narrative is a one-sided conversation he has with the wardrobe, disquieted by that empty space between the doors and how it resembles a mouth.

I’ve picked through the plot and run it through various decoder rings, only to conclude that nothing before the end is concerned with the topic of this essay outside of the wardrobe itself. The story is a fever dream of drug withdrawal, four thousand words of regret and promises made to the walls and furniture of a pale blue room. But the ending is jarring even as it leaves so much unanswered.


Late on the second day, as Marshall emerges from his methadone cocoon on the narrow bed, the wardrobe, or something inside of it, begins calling out to him.
 Hello
, the voice says, and Marshall turns and stares at the two doors and the tongue of dark they hold between them. Silence crawls through the room until he hears the wardrobe say,
 I love you
. Marshall begins to count instead of responding. Thirty-eight seconds later,
 hello
 is repeated, the same mild plea as before, then
 I love you
 again, in a soft croon, after another thirty-six seconds. It’s not an easy task to transcribe audio cues from a horror story and align them with a pop music video, and the math is certainly not exact, but each
 hello
 and each
 I love you
 lines up too well with the song.


Marshall, unsurprisingly, does not detect the correlation. Like “Do You Creep Outside My Door?” the story doesn’t have a single direct reference to Lionel Richie the person, but by the time the reader comes into the rehab center with Marshall, they’ve been conditioned, whether or not they know 
it, to look for these clues. It is an easy thing to imagine what is in this wardrobe.


Three greetings, pitched as imprecations. Three proclamations of love. All placed at nearly the exact moments across four strange minutes. You get a chill and you want Marshall to go to the door that leads out into the hallway, bang on it if it’s locked. And you wonder how long methadone stays in the system and how long it will dull the mind as he stands and shuffles toward the wardrobe and the black wedge between its doors, drawn to it as Martin was drawn to his own door. You want to know if methadone can create aural hallucinations. But Enriquez doesn’t tell you these things. The third
 hello
 comes when Marshall is halfway across the room, and by the time he arrives, he only has time to reach for the door before the final
 I love you
 stretches out into silence.


Here is how the story ends—and this is where I believe the true purpose of the triptych lies:

“Hello?” Marshall said, his voice pitched as though calling across a larger room—somehow he felt he was standing in a cafeteria almost like the one here at New Meadows, and there was a man’s back, still and straight, the man was seated facing away from him at a long table with a sparse slow crowd parting like an aperture to show him the man twenty, thirty feet away. The man’s hair was black and tightly curled, the skin of his neck a pale gray. The smell of oil and fried food hung in the air with a buzz of dying conversation and a sharp hum of longing that Marshall felt linger on his scalp.

As he watched with his arms reaching out, the man began to turn his torso, dropping a long hand onto the side of the orange plastic chair. But now Marshall stood before the wardrobe again, his arms lifted still and his fingers brushing the wood of the doors and curling around their frames. And he pulled the doors open.

Inside was the breath before the first star, the gases lungless without a god, indifferent toward God's authorship. He thought of a painting on an easel, the raised Adonis face washed from the canvas, the canvas erased beneath it, the leg of the easel behind the canvas gone, the wall of the studio bored through, the trees on the slope beyond the wall of the house eaten away, the clouded sky rubbed out, the depths of space a vacant tunnel, on and on, and the heavens unraveled at its end until they had never been a thought.

An Adonis face, for the man turned his body around in the plastic cafeteria chair and his face was light without light, dark without the absence of light. A thousand hearts beat and a thousand strands of hair squirmed in the nothing that was the face, where the man’s mouth would be if anything had the grace to be fixed upon such a countenance. The white wardrobe doors creaked on their hinges and the man’s face was waiting, a great miracle swarm with unseen lips parting inside of it. The man stood from the chair and glided toward Marshall, 
saying, “Your heart will overflow,” and the man reached his arms from the wardrobe to take Marshall inside with him. The thousand hairs touched Marshall’s skin. He came alive as his heart stopped. The thousand hearts begin to pump the absence into your veins, and your stories will fill with me.

I want to identify the man in the wardrobe/cafeteria as some fictional Lionel Richie or an embodiment of his clay head, but aside from what must be an implied “swarm” of a moustache’s “thousand strands of hair” and the creepy “Hello” lines called out to Marshall, I can’t in good faith make that claim. This collective of authors—or author hiding behind three names, I’d stake my middling reputation on it—is working at something that goes deeper, where it can do more damage. The concept of Richie is an inscrutable vehicle for this, a delivery system, somehow.

If it is anything in the wardrobe, ending the story, it’s the Mostish Man, which unfortunately brings us nowhere nearer to understanding why “Hello” was chosen. It could still be symbolism or simple irony, the use of something profoundly not horror as horror. That would be fascinating, and possibly admirable.

“Does My Heart Overflow?” relies on a transcendent sort of horror, a half-Lovecraftian, half-religious ecstasy built with the bones of Unfathomable Imagery. Men in horror fiction—and often the men who write them—seem drawn to womblike places. Much like Martin in “The Clay Head,” Marshall steps forward into one of these, an Uncanny Space. And there he will ostensibly experience a deliverance and a form of birth.


Arthur Machen’s “The White People” closes out
 A Thing Behind All Things
, and though its celebrated contemplation on the nature of evil begs me to expound upon its placement in the table of contents, I still think it is mere camouflage like the rest, harmless long-dead ghosts packed around these strange anomalies. It’s Enriquez’s final sentence—its abrupt shifting of pronouns and tense cutting through the fourth wall—that truly ends the book. And perhaps begins something else entirely.



Which brings me to the authors themselves, and what has happened since I read the stories I’ve discussed here. Laying out what I know about St. Cyr, Mester, and Enriquez is simple: nothing, or close to it. Mester is the only one who seems to exist outside of the anthology—she published a collection of stories titled
 Dead People’s Things
 in 2013 via none other than P.A.R. Press. It’s an old book in indie years. The publisher has no site or social media presence, and only Mester’s collection and
 A Thing Behind All Things
 can be attributed to it. (Note the presence of the word
 Things
 in both titles and tell me I’m reading too much into this, if you must.)



Dead People’s Things
 isn’t available on any of the usual online outlets, and I admit I’ve been reluctant to shell out $730 for the single used copy on eBay (the seller did not respond to an email I sent asking for any info they 
might have). Two mostly glowing but straightforward blog reviews—one from a woman calling herself Mother Horror and the second from a bare-bones site titled Eating the Shadows—round out the collection’s entire internet posterity.



All other mentions of Kirsten Mester pertain to a found footage horror film titled
 The Pine Arch Collection
 that is sometimes available on YouTube. More often than not I can’t find a trace of it anywhere on the web. Once I saw over 114,000 views on its YouTube page, but the next time I was able to access it, the number had reset to zero. This happened again a few days later, as though it’s being deleted and reuploaded as an antisocial, antiviral tactic. Comments are always disabled, and there is no contact info for the “Pine Demon” YouTube channel. Mester is mentioned in the film only in passing (“she’s typing away in the next room”) as an associate of one of the film’s faceless “villains.” So it would appear Mester herself is fiction. There are a few Reddit threads dissecting
 The Pine Arch Collection
, and though many of them make for interesting (and sometimes wild) reading if you’ve seen it, none contains a single reference to Mester.


In the movie, the group responsible for the titular found footage calls itself Pine Arch Research, which could of course be initialed as P.A.R. And they’re brought up in a vampire story called “The Pine Arch Creature,” from—surprise, surprise—Mester’s collection, which I learned from a Google Books sample. And suddenly just enough pieces fall into place to suggest a—what? Conspiracy? A sort of outré art terrorism hidden in plain sight?

Still. Still you could say I’m reaching with all of this. At most it’s an eccentric prank by a writer with two or more pen names wishing to remain unknown, right? It ultimately doesn’t hold much water, but you could still say it. I would love to say it—


But how do I explain veteran author John Langan’s “Hello” reference at the Shirley Jackson Awards ceremony this past July? “I don’t want any of you nominees to get a clay head about this, but I just had to let you know this year’s slate is filled with jaw-dropping talent,” Langan said as he stood on stage with a microphone.
 Clay head. I just had to let you know.
 A strange slip of the tongue, a couple of coincidences, but I was in the audience, and his voice was only an inch away from singing. Moments later he paused, looked down at the stage and coughed. It was an awful sound, wet and hollow.


The first moment of concern began to spread through the audience, fellow SJA founder Brett Cox took a tentative step onto the stage, then Langan half-moaned, “My stories have filled with them.” He shook his head, rubbed his mouth as though freeing it to grin sheepishly, and he was his charming self again, the life and light back in his voice.

Unless Kirsten Mester was at Readercon that weekend—there’s an intriguing and unpleasant thought—I was the only person sitting in that room 
who recognized the significance of what Langan said. And so I looked into his recent work.


In his story “San Marco’s Worm Tunnel,” published in acclaimed editor Ellen Datlow’s anthology
 Crawlspaces
 in March of this year, the following lines end part one:
 Her mouth was open wide. Marco did not try to crawl away. He dreamed to see the sunlight in her hair.
 (If you’re keeping score, that’s Martin, Mark, Marshall, and Marco in the protagonist list.) And perhaps even more tellingly, I noted that the short novella did not end with his ubiquitous
 For Fiona
, the touching gesture toward his wife, his muse, that he’s known for.


“San Marco’s Worm Tunnel” has nothing to do with “Hello,” really, but at the same time, it very much does if you know what to look for. In another passage he writes about Marco waking from visions of many rooms, each containing a white wardrobe. Later, in a strange honeycombed section of the tunnel, he passes a chamber with that very piece of furniture. The woman whose mouth is open wide turns out to be blind, and the walls of the tunnel she has carved out for herself are of orange clay (and decidedly prohibitive of sunlight).


But I would suggest the strongest piece of evidence is more abstract: the story simply doesn’t
 feel
 at all like Langan. It’s not his assured, crafted shade of darkness. The prose has a fever, a rottenness—that’s as close as I can come to putting my finger on it, but it’s enough to make me shudder. The ending contains an even stronger reference to the three stories in
 A Thing Behind All Things
, and it, too, involves a white IKEA wardrobe, but since this story is readily available, I will let my explanation stand without significant spoilers.



I messaged Mr. Langan two weeks ago—having met him several times at conventions such as Readercon, I felt comfortable taking my questions right to the source. I gathered up as much tact as I could and told him I was writing a strange nonfiction piece for
 Thinking Horror
. I mentioned the relevant lines and images from his story and asked him if he had intended to echo Lionel Richie’s “Hello” or its music video. Then I took a deep breath and tacked on a bit about what he’d said at the awards ceremony and asked if he’d heard of the P.A.R. anthology or the three newer authors.



Hi Sara
, he responded,
 it’s good to hear from you again. I’m afraid you have me at a loss. I don’t know that book or those names. As for Readercon, I was feeling poorly, but I don’t know what you’ve quoted me as saying could have meant. I don’t remember saying it. I do know the Lionel Richie song, of course, everyone does, but unless it’s a case of subconscious echoing (my brain is certainly jumbled enough with dark things), I have to say it's just a coincidence. But isn’t it nice to think it’s not?


No, John, I’m not so sure it’s nice. But I left that out of my reply. I believed him and still do; otherwise I’d never print any of that here, even 
with his blessing. I admit, though, that for several days I did wonder if he was mixed up in it somehow.


Until a few days later, when Scott Nicolay began to cough roughly in episode #45 of his podcast
 The Outer Dark
 and said, “My stories are filled with them, but my next guest’s stories are not filled with them.” I was driving to meet friends for dinner at the time, but five minutes later I’d canceled and was on my way home, the volume up in the car.



Nicolay’s guest that week was Kristi DeMeester, and I immediately latched onto the similarity between her name and Mester’s, which hadn’t struck me before. She and Nicolay never made any further references I could ascribe to “Hello” once the interview began, but the connection was too strong to ignore. Even though she’s a fellow Southern horror/weird author, I’d never met DeMeester, so I sent her a message cramming the salient points into a nutshell and caught up with her work as I waited. There were straws to grasp at, such as a sometimes faintly kindred voice between her work and the three stories in
 A Thing Behind All Things
, but I felt sure she hadn’t written any of them. There wasn’t a wisp of Richie to be found, either.



It’s also possible that DeMeester’s name was being deliberately twisted like the lyrics. I’ve kept that filed away. She wrote me back the next morning saying she’d never heard of Kirsten Mester but found the similarity unnerving. And that was that. I believe her too. The same thing happened when I wrote Scott Nicolay about
 My stories are filled with them
. He had no recollection of the words but said he would check the audio. I’ve yet to hear back from him, but I expect it’s another dead end. And he has no recent publications or subsequent episodes of the podcast I can pore over in my deerstalker hat.


I’ve found threaded references to “Hello” in new stories by Michael Griffin, Kurt Fawver, Paul Tremblay, Simon Strantzas, Matthew M. Bartlett, and maybe a dozen others in my exhaustive reading over the past week. Of these, Tremblay’s “Burying Others” and Griffin’s “The Discontent” both predate Langan’s “San Marco’s Worm Tunnel.” The echoes don’t add much to what I’ve covered already, most simply containing blurred nods to the lyrics (including a universal reference to sunlight in hair), and the one outside commonality is they’re all white men. I’ve yet to come across any allusions in fiction by women. I present this without the proper knowledge or research perspective (not to mention free time) to draw any conclusions. The context just isn’t there for a true thesis. No one is telling us what we should be looking for.

So here is the place where I should wrap up. Lay out my unsubstantiated guesses and pencil in the ripples that are potentially spreading through the horror genre, as though the “Hello” cycle has disturbed a calm lake. It’s not often that life is weirder than weird fiction, but here I am, poised to claim that it is. I should ruminate on the concept of coopting something as 
innocuous as an airy 80s love ballad and embedding it under the skin of horror and the uncanny, and what it means to make the unscary scary. This could fill another few pages alone.


I rewatched
 The Pine Arch Collection
 on YouTube this morning (but it’s gone again as I type this) and noted that it, too, asks questions about what horror is. It feels directed at a certain audience, staring out of the screen at it. For the first time I wondered if it’s not a total fiction, either, and a few minutes on Google told me its two victims are indeed real, and have been missing for a year and a half now. It seems too likely that those initials—P.A.R. Press—represent the Pine Arch Research group.


But—it’s the strangest thing. I’m weary of it. I’m weary of looking out the window, tired of checking my own writing for buried rhythms that are 35 years old, exhausted from wondering if horror authors have caught a virus that no one else would give the time of day to, and I want to sleep.

Or bacteria, not a virus. I picture spores exhaled from pages, or blossoming inside the eyes as the words on the pages are read, hooks lodging in meat and neuroreceptors, growing colonies of wet flowers across the brain. I picture further spores squirming in new words on new pages, ecstatic horror in still-wet ink, and new eyes reading them. The male gaze, you might say.

Which makes the presence of John Langan in all of this curious. He is widely respected and supportive of women authors—his advance blurb for my first collection is one of many examples, as is his work with the notably diverse Shirley Jackson Award jury every year—so would this bacteria be such a blind, impartially aggressive thing? But the same goes for all the male authors I’ve mentioned. None of them have posted anything on social media for weeks now. Messages go unseen; emails wait for answers; I should raise an alarm; what if I’m spreading the bacteria with this essay; but the thought of looking foolish stops me. That old horror excuse—it’s just a coincidence, the house isn’t haunted, these stories aren’t haunted—might rear its ugly head.

Get ahold of yourself, Sara.

I don’t know what to let you know. It strikes me that I first began researching this essay, forcing all these dots together, during Women in Horror Month, which is more fitting than I wish it were. Things have only gotten worse since. But at the same time there’s the feeling that I’m a writer being written—a man’s depiction of a female horror author, with the thoughts he would ascribe to her. It’s the softest tingle on my skin, the softest catch in the throat when I breathe. Maybe the bacteria isn’t quite sparing the fairer sex, after all.

I don’t know what to do. That hasn’t stopped me from dropping this in your lap, disguising it poorly as pseudo-academia, to draw your own conclusions. But as I said before, I am tired. Horror cliché or no, I have to worry about my daughter staying here. Mud wasps are nesting on the brick 
walls of our building, little adobe coffins clinging every twenty feet or so. Their bright clay dust keeps drifting inside my apartment through the balcony door, in patterns that look almost like footprints.

~

[From a Facebook post by John Langan, August 16, 2019; at the time of this writing, the post has 2,078 comments, none of which Langan has responded to]

North to see the sunlight in her hair

~

[From a blog post titled “Are You Out There Feeling Lonely?” published at www.pinedemonlore.com/hello, date unknown; the post has since been deleted]

—Horror’s thinking of us, horror’s saying hello. Isn’t it? We’ve got horror thinking about horror, horror’s asking itself the right questions in the wrong way. We’re thinking horror has been boring us. Hasn’t it? But you are here. You are thinking. Just then—

Sara woke to a sound. Not to darkness, there was enough light to see, she had started sleeping with the ceiling light and her bedside lamp on, the kitchen light on. She was filling her nights with it, and the dark was pushed back into the corners of her home, through the sliding door and off the balcony where it could pool with the night out there on the street.

(Yes, she knew anything out in the dark could see her inside, picked out by all her lights.)


The sound she heard was a wooden sort of thump, from down the hall in her daughter’s room.
 How many stories start this exact way?
 she thought—it is a valid question—but she was up and moving before the words had decayed in her mind. All her instincts began to scream in shrill distortion. Light fell in a wedge across the floorboards of the hall and folded up the wall outside Avery’s room. But she stopped just before the door, as though seeing the door opened a window of clarity inside the panic—Avery was with her ex this week, Antonio had her, safe and sound. She almost fell to her knees in relief, but a shadow grew inside the frame of light.



She opened her mouth but closed it a breath later—is it possible she was about to call out:
 Hello?
 She seemed annoyed enough by what she did not say, after all. The shadow melted and there was another thump inside Avery’s room, this time with a wooden clatter following it. Sara stepped closer and peered through the half-open door. A figure was crouched there in the middle of her daughter’s bedroom, long and clothed in dark pants and a pale suitcoat dusted with orange, a chaos of white boards and slats around it on the floor. A cardboard IKEA box leaned against the nearest wall.


The figure paused in its building, its rooting through the boards. The head, covered in black hair that made the blank white skin beneath appear 
shocked in its brightness, lifted and turned two inches, three inches toward the doorway. Before it could see her—or if it had, before it could rise and come to her—Sara fled down the hallway, into the kitchen, the sliding door to the balcony half-open to match her daughter’s door. More figures crowded on the balcony, the kitchen light limning their edges, the green dark beyond them.

Another thump from the hall, louder, and a voice shouted “Hello?” in an aching tone. Sara grabbed her keys and laptop—which sat open on the counter with the repeated words (she saw them in the barest moment before she snapped it shut) THEIR STORIES WILL FILL WITH YOU coating the screen like scales. As she reached the door leading outside, as she fumbled the deadbolt open, the words “I love you” came drifting after her, and the balcony door grated as it was wrenched fully open. She looked back and saw a group of half-nude men piling into the apartment, pressed close together. Something was wrong with their mouths, with their writhing moustaches. A thousand long hairs flowed out toward Sara, seeking.

She slipped through the door and slammed it shut. The wink of the streetlamp caught the corners of parked cars, her old white Prius beyond the box hedges, and something heavy struck her head just as she pushed herself toward the light. She gasped and fell and her mind wasn’t there for a minute as a shape hovered, lifting her arms and dragging her.

“It’s okay,” a voice said above. The movement of Sara’s body had stopped, and a face swelled in the blur of light. The light was trying to find her. “I’ve got you, it’s fine, you don’t have to know what to say, I know, and that’s enough. I’m Kirsten. I’m on your side.” All these short bursts of words, like shards, and Sara shut her eyes, closing the haze of the streetlamp.


“What are we looking for?” the voice continued as her arms were lifted again. “Is that what you want to hear? We love your work. Even though people feel more comfortable reading a man’s horror.
 Because
 people feel more comfortable when it’s men.”


“Did you do something to John Langan?” Sara sounded muddled to her own ears. The words crawled out of her mouth and died somewhere close. Blood trickled into her left ear, but she thought it was water, and she wasn’t sure where it came from.


“That’s exactly it, right? Langan’s one of the good ones. His talent
 and
 his heart. He helps, he fosters. You know that, Sara. His life is kind and full of open spaces. That’s the point we’re making—take the good ones to expose the bad. If we remove the true art like him from the wall, all that’s left is the black mold. Different kinds of spores. Not much talent left in that mold, but we can burn them up later.” The shape of Kirsten leaned down close, darkened Sara’s eyelids. “The ladies, though. We proved we can make anything scary, can’t we? A love song. We know scary. We’re the ones who know nothing is safe.
”


“That’s not how it’ll be interpreted,” Sara muttered, her voice becoming a breath, her eyes still closed. “You’re just hurting people.”

“Then we’ll burn the whole castle down. They’ve always lived in it. We’ll rebuild. I mean, hello, we love making things.” She laughed. “Come on, let’s go get you a warm welcome from my publisher.”

Then Sara was dragged again, to live on.

—And horror lives on. Doesn’t it? In us. We pull it from all around us. We think about it all the time even when we’re smiling. We think about it when despair has its fingers twisted in our guts. When we’re a heartbeat from a restful sleep. When a noise creeps in from the hallway. We think about it when we’re shaking the hand of a stranger. When a soft old song breaks the surface of a film soundtrack. When we’re hugging a loved one after too many months. Walking through the automatic doors of a hospital. Opening the doors of a wardrobe. Anything can be frightening. Something awful could happen at any moment. We know this. We do not understand the layers of the atmosphere. Sometimes a face doesn’t look quite right and it could be our own perception, our own distracted thoughts on a hard day, or it could be a face that is wrong, somehow, we don’t understand its layers, and your stories will fill with us.

~

[From a Facebook post by Matthew M. Bartlett, September 29, 2019; at the time of this writing, the post has 1,716 comments, none of which Bartlett has responded to]

North to see the sunlight in her hair

~

[From “More Than 50 Genre Authors Still Missing,” www.file770.com, October 8, 2019]


Concern has spread through the horror fiction community as reports of authors disappearing continue to come to light. Beginning with noted writer John Langan (
The Fisherman
,
 Sefira and Other Betrayals
) in September, dozens have been reported missing by their spouses and families over the last several weeks.



Recent rumors have added Ian Rogers (
Every House Is Haunted
) and Michael Wehunt (
Greener Pastures
) to the list. Much has been made of the undeniable similarity between nearly every author in question: With the single exception of Sara Altuve (
Why We Look at Ghosts
), last seen two weeks ago at her home in South Carolina, all the writers in question are male, though many have pointed out that they are likewise all straight and white. North American was removed as a qualifier upon the disappearance last week of British author Ray Cluley (
Probably Monsters
)
.



Much has also been made of Altuve’s essay “Notes on the Strange Presence of Lionel Richie’s ‘Hello’ in Recent Horror Literature,” which was published in the
 Thinking Horror
 journal in March (
buy here
), in which she reluctantly claimed to have discovered a sort of sickness spreading from a group of horror stories in an anthology. The phrase “North to see the sunlight in her hair,” posted on social media by more than 20 of the aforementioned writers shortly after their disappearances, is believed to be a reference to the Richie song.



If something so niche and utterly bizarre can be said to go viral, Altuve’s “Hello” theory has. Various hashtags, from #CreepyHello to #StephenKingWatch to #WomenInHorrorYear, trend periodically on Twitter. Author Gemma Files (
Experimental Film
,
 Spectral Evidence
) has published her thoughts on Altuve, Richie, and the epidemic of missing persons. Read her piece
 here
. It contains little more than conjecture beyond Altuve’s essay—attempting to meet her fellow author in the middle when giving credence to the strange half-claims, but it does expand upon the search in a way that would lend itself to a fascinating true crime podcast. Of course, the possibility of an elaborate prank, a guerilla marketing campaign, persists on social media even in the face of these disappearances. Interestingly,
 A Thing Behind All Things
, the anthology containing the stories Altuve discussed, remains out of print, with online retailers and auction sites returning zero search results for used copies. In fact, no evidence of its existence is currently available.



Meanwhile, authorities in various cities and states—ranging from Florida to Ontario—have not been able to trace the movements or determine the whereabouts of any of the missing. For the full list of authors,
 click here
.


~

[From a Facebook post by Sara Altuve on January 18, 2020; the account has since been deactivated]

They live in a barn many kilometers outside of Toronto. All around them is a blanket of snow. More come every day, nude and shivering with frozen drool on their slack faces. All of them—97 today and counting—have risen from their warm beds and soft chairs and silently come north to join their brethren. They are good people, they are fed and watered, but it is a new time now, it is the thing behind all things. They are not missing but found. They are packed in the barn calling out their love.

~

[Description of two images posted to Sara Altuve’s Instagram account, January 20, 2020; the account has since been deactivated]

In the first image, an old barn sits slightly off center in a field, in ill repair. It is the color of rusted metal. The background is white, the ground is white, 
the foreground is a rash of film grain or snow. The barn’s double doors are open. Some flaw or alteration in the photo suggests waves of black swirling out of the doorway—the effect is something like brushstrokes drawing tendrils of stylized smoke. To the left of the barn stands what is likely a piece of furniture, a white cabinet or wardrobe, picked out only as faint lines and a strange sun glare within its likewise open doors. On the right margin of the image, a figure is caught moving toward the barn, its arms outstretched. It is difficult to determine, but the figure seems to be naked.

In the second image, the barn is in the extreme foreground, the texture of its wood like adobe or clay, the wide doorway centered in the frame. The whirling snow is gone, replaced by what appear to be not strokes from a paintbrush but vast quantities of long dark hair emerging from the barn, obscuring a mass of pale bodies. The image is not of poor quality, but neither is it high-resolution—most likely it was taken with a smartphone, and zooming in only pixelates and washes the clarity out. But several of the faces just inside the structure are partly visible within the tangles and waves of hair. The figures’ hands are held in front of their upturned faces, above their mouths, darkness bunching from the fists and shrouding the eyes. Their hands are holding the hair away from their mouths. Their mouths are stretched open as though screaming.
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GARDENING ACTIVITIES FOR COUPLES

by Alvaro Zinos-Amaro




I

 see Jeff as if in a dream. The midafternoon sun glints off his shearing prunes as he bends over one of my favorite planter boxes, a vapid smile on his bland features, and in that moment I realize what I must do.




~




I enjoy vibrant hues while Jeff prefers pastels, so when we moved to this house we agreed to hold custody over different sections of the garden.






It’s not large. Really more like a little paved rectangle, a suburban enclosure housing two dozen pots and planters plus our living room window-box with its Babylon red verbena hybrids and rich burgundy iresine. In the pots and planters we grow milky white roses, pastel gerberas, hardy yellow corokia, double-blooming fuchsias, white-petaled pittosporum tobira, bright chartreuse choisya terrata, urn-shaped grape hyacinths, starry dwarf asters, pink and purple hollyhocks, spiny-leaved pink acanthus, sword-shaped bearded irises, lavender and ruby crocus, cream and apricot hellebore, and salmon-hued summer geraniums. Yes, a mishmash. The fruits of our diverging tastes.





In our previous Arizona life we had a half-acre, with a lovely gravel path and rear hedges, in which to toil, dig and rake. Sometimes I long for what now seems that vast, expansive tract. Since my longing can’t be fulfilled, I administer the closest palliative, reminiscence.





In my allotment of this now nostalgia-tinged land I used to maintain a vegetable garden. I would delight in seeding potatoes, French beans, onions, and carrots. Jeff took up vegetable cultivation only after I did. From the start he made it clear that he would be growing more than me. But his lack of patience and flexibility produced only meager offerings, and the gap in quality was noticeable 
too. “You can taste the difference,” I would taunt, and his face would stiffen into a mask, trying to hide how much my comment bothered him but reflexively revealing himself in the process. Our goal back then was sustenance. Now our focus has shifted. With the possible exception of our small pot of edible nasturtiums, which initially taste sweet but then explode with the zest of spicy radishes, these days we are preoccupied with aesthetics rather than nutrition.






Fortunately, my nostalgic interludes don’t last long. I remind myself of the choices we’ve made and what we’re trying to accomplish here. I potter about and manage to find contentment in the variegated colors around me, in our decorated garden fence, in the climbing hydrangea on the back wall.






But I will not tolerate Jeff’s meddling with my flowers.






During our first six months here Jeff kept to his area of the garden. Over time, though, I noticed him becoming overzealous with his pruning. Once he was done with his plants he’d cast about my territory with an air of expectation. I would ignore those looks and he’d huff and eventually retreat back to his domain. But I suspected it wouldn’t be long before he encroached on the forbidden. That was when my dreams started, and I’ve learned to listen to my oneiric self.






The first tip-off of Jeff’s transgressions came from the animal kingdom. Over the last few weeks a crimson rosella--a beautiful type of parrot--took a liking to one of my designated planter boxes, the one with the yellow-green choisya terrata. After noticing the darling parrot’s curiosity on his first intrepid foray into our diminutive garden I enticed the fellow by sprinkling seeds atop my planter’s soil. Jeff didn’t see me do this or he would have grumbled about it. He doesn’t like to encourage wildlife in what he calls our “reserved space.” As I’d hoped for, the crimson rosella ate the seeds, and returned for more the following day. I repeated the procedure, and the rosella returned again. Eventually the parrot brought a companion along with him. The pattern of this parrot duo’s visitations became fairly predictable—in fact, one of the highpoints of my day.





Then, one afternoon, the two birds alighted on Jeff’s planter box instead of mine.




I’d finished my translations early that day. With an hour to spare before his return home from teaching, I set about investigating what might have caused the parrots’ relocation.




I soon noticed that the seeds I’d left on the surface of my planter were now submerged inches into the soil, clearly out of the rosellas’ 
reach. The soil must have been moved around. Studying the box to which the rosellas had been drawn, I saw my seeds stuck on an ancient, flaking implement Jeff had been hauling around with him since high school. He liked to use it for hoeing. At that moment it all came together. Jeff was always complaining I didn’t aerate the soil in my planters enough. So he’d taken the matter into his own hands, inadvertently making my seeds inaccessible to the rosellas and carelessly transferring some to his own planter.





On the afternoon of this discovery I greeted him with unusual warmth and a sparkle in the eye. I poured us a second glass of wine after dinner, and we agreed to skip our regular meditation exercises before heading to the basement.






The following morning I bought a microcam and snuck it discretely amidst the profuse blooms of the red verbena hybrids in the window-box. After a few short tests streaming the footage to my phone I adjusted the angle and covered up my tracks. Today Jeff would be coming home around lunch, and I arranged to be out. When our front-door entrance app let me know he’d arrived I activated the microcam.






And here it was. Incontrovertible proof. Despite the digital clarity of the images on my phone, though, I watched through a kind of haze.






When he came home that evening, after dinner with colleagues, I received him with nothing but bright smiles, and again at my urging we indulged in a second postprandial beverage. This time we didn’t cancel our evening meditations, but we did rush through them to get to what followed.





Much later, after we’d gone to bed, I heard scuttling sounds in the garden. They grew increasingly louder. I turned to Jeff. He snored away.





I smiled and went back to sleep.






The following afternoon I was washing strawberries in the kitchen when he ran in.






“It’s awful,” he said, voice high-pitched. “Some kind of rodent pest. I don’t know where they came from, but they’ve certainly violated our space! They’ve decimated the flowers and pooped everywhere. I’m going to clean up the mess and then head to the store for mousetraps.”






I adopted a pose of deep concern and soulful contemplation. “Is that wise, honey?”






He stopped in his tracks. “What do you mean?”






“Remember Master Mellen’s lessons on the wisdom of the flame. This could represent… the new direction we’ve been looking for.”






“Judy,” he said. I could see him fight a streak of bloodlust. Extermination was already dancing in his mind, firing up shaken nerves. “Are you serious?”





“All I’m saying is that we have an opportunity to embrace the change.” I tucked a stray strand of my auburn hair, which now reached halfway down my back, behind my ear.





He smiled bitterness and cocked his head. “Just like that, you’re ready to give up the garden? We’ve been working on it for almost a year.”






“And during that time it’s brought us great joy, hasn’t it?”






He hesitated. “Well,” he said. “I suppose.”






I grabbed one of the strawberries from the sink, took a bite, walked right up to him with dripping hands, leaned my face an inch away from his, perked my lips until he opened his mouth, and kissed him. My wet fingers stroked his ears as the strawberry passed from me to him. Two red rivulets streamed from the corners of his mouth. He didn’t bother to wipe them off.






“If the rodents persist,” I suggested, “we can always kill them later.”






He mulled this over. “Okay.”






I finished up in the sink. “What are you going to do with the surviving flowers?”





Jeff squinted ever so slightly. “The wisdom of the flame, right? I’ll burn them.”





“Perfect,” I said.





~




In ordinary marriages two disparate groups of bushes and nettles tangle together and give the illusion of sprouting
 into
 one another over time, seemingly becoming a new organism. But the roots remain distinct, and if you’re willing to cut away enough growth you can recover the separateness. What Jeff and I have is different. We were joined together as seeds. We cast a single unified set of magnificently baroque--some might say gnarly--roots. I’d hoped that as this chimera that was us ripened and burst through the topsoil of adult life it would discover a world that favored its continued thriving. Of late I’d started having my doubts. And given our interrelatedness, I knew that Jeff must be harboring his own uncertainties.





I refrained from voicing these doubts, fearing that the mere act of enunciation would somehow help realize them. Instead, I tried to 
express them in symbolic ways. It helped-- but not enough. Without telling Jeff, I started to focus more on my own relief and pleasure than on our common welfare during our basement sessions. I knew it was risky--the one person you never want compromised is the person entrusted with making sure no one is compromised--but it was addictively gratifying, so I persisted.




On the one-month anniversary of the destruction of our garden, while we were lying in bed, something happened that made me reconsider.





It was past our bedtime and I was tired. Jeff slid his phone near my head and said, “Watch this.”






“I want to go to sleep.”






“You will,” he promised. “Right after.”






I sighed.






“Come on,” he urged.






“Fine,” I said. “As long as it’s short.”






“Actually, it’s hard to say precisely how long it lasts.” He toggled the phone display setting to full-screen and pressed it into my hand.





I propped myself up. Pressure built up on my temples and I massaged it away. I reached instinctively towards the sore spots in the back of my head, careful to touch the flesh with the utmost delicacy. I noticed Jeff had become semi-erect under the sheet and chose to ignore it.





I cradled the phone on my lap and hit play.






The room darkened.






Against a charcoal backdrop a potted cactus stretched towards the camera. An intumescence at its side budded and opened up, sepals unfurling into a dazzling magenta flower, at least three shelves of petals shot through with delicate yellow strands. Encircled by the petals I made out a dozen thin green stamens, in turn encircling a half-dozen pistils. Now the stamens advanced towards the camera and I saw their tiny tips, the sac-like anthers, quiver and dilate. The anthers ruptured, revealing impossibly small cacti trunks within. The camera rotated and panned in on one of these nesting-doll trunks. I felt the room move, and me with it. The tiny cactus trunk, at this level of zoom appearing to be regular-sized, once more reached towards the camera. This time I felt the urge to place my hands on the screen and touch it, but I was afraid the areole’s barbed bristles would somehow prick my skin. I sat very still and breathed in. The cactus trunk once again displayed a growth on one of its sides, birthing a new flower, this one a soft orange, 
and then the flower in turn birthed another cactus within one of its anthers. The cycle repeated twice more, and I realized I hadn’t been blinking. Surely we must be entering microscopic realms now. Or maybe atomic? Disoriented, eyes stinging, I caught one final glimpse of another new cactus and then pushed the phone off my lap.






I rubbed my eyes hard. My head throbbed. I wanted to speak, but language was far away. With each slow breath I felt myself floating nearer to it, until finally I was confident that if I reached out I could scoop some in. “What… was…?” I asked.






I couldn’t tell if Jeff was smiling or wincing, trying not to cry. His long black hair obscured much of his face. “Time-lapse video of Echinopsis cacti in bloom,” he murmured.






I laid my arms out by my sides, palms resting on the soft mattress, and let my head sink into the pillow. I had a terrible feeling that if I checked the time I would discover that hours had passed. I felt dizzy, pleasurably weak. “How long was I watching?” I said.






“I can’t answer that.” Jeff settled into his side of the bed. “It’s different for everyone.”






I thought about Jeff’s words, but I was too addled to understand them. My head became lighter and lighter. I felt like I was slipping out of gravity’s grasp. Agreeing, my eyelids closed.






“As you watch the cactus, the cactus watches you,” Jeff continued. His voice had an eerie quality now, as though it were white noise molded into an emulation of human sounds rather than genuine speech. “As far as the plants are concerned,” he said, “we’re the ones living in a time lapse.”





~




Some days later Jeff called me from the University to ask if I’d mind him canceling our dinner plans that night. He had been invited to a mixer put on by his department head and had just realized that he’d confused the dates of the mixer and our date when a colleague asked him if he’d be attending that evening.






“No problem,” I said. I was sunbathing in our now bare garden. I put him on speakerphone. “Let’s reschedule our dinner for whatever date you originally thought the mixer was.”






“Actually,” he said, “there’s a film event on campus that evening. I was wondering if you’d want to join me for it.”






I wasn’t interested, but I was even less interested in letting Jeff know that. After a few seconds I said, “What’s it about?”






“A celebration of the life and works of Polish filmmaker Rozyczka Wojewódka.”






“Never heard of her.”






A chuckle on my smartphone speaker. “Most of her work has never made it outside Poland. The early stuff was thought lost. But the discovery a few years ago of a box of her films has changed everything.”






“How dramatic,” I said, rolling lazily onto my side.






A pause. “She’s the inventor of photosynthetic film,” Jeff said. There was an edge in his voice now, which pleased me.





“Photosynthetic film?”





“Right. Film which converts light energy into a specific type of molecular movement on its surface. Some fringe artists have used it on photographed faces to simulate human emotions.






“Hang on, I thought you said she was a director?”






“I don’t have time to get into all the details right now,” Jeff snapped. “She started out as an engineer and transitioned into directing later. She’s accomplished stuff with photosynthetic film that no one else has come close to--whole scenes and narratives that evolve under photonic stimulation and never repeat exactly. We’re hosting two guest lecturers, and then putting on a screening of her selected short works.”






My mind attempted to visualize this. “What’s the date?”






“Hang on,” he said, and I heard a woman’s voice, someone entering his office. “Gotta go. I’ll be late again tonight.”






It took me a good fifteen minutes to return to the stillness I’d achieved before Jeff’s interruption. I found inspiration aplenty in the garden’s emptiness.





~



I decided to research Jeff’s filmmaker. An online query didn’t turn up anything. I tried multiple spelling permutations, anything that even vaguely sounded like the name I’d heard Jeff utter, to no avail. I even downloaded a history of European art-house cinema and billed it to Jeff’s account (at least he’d be able to write it off) but the chapter on Polish film contained no useful references.





Frustrated, I texted Jeff.
 How do you spell her name?
 I asked.






Ten minutes passed. Then he replied:
 Whose?






Polish engineer-turned-director
, I texted back.






Another fifteen minutes.
 Not sure. You know my spelling sucks at party now don’t want to be rude.





I started my hunt anew, this time exploring the history of photosynthetic film rather than looking up Polish filmmakers. I found news articles from the time photosynthetic film was developed, but it seemed like popular interest in the subject had withered almost as quickly as it had arisen.





Giving up on this approach, I went back to the name, trying the first and last names separately, combining each name with other key words from my exchange with Jeff. After twenty minutes the closest thing I found was a footnote in the scanned PDF of a botany book about a type of Polish rose that might or might not have a similar name to the film auteur in question.






I made a note to attend the film event.





~




Jeff became increasingly busy in the weeks leading up to it. He joined a select film studies club recently inaugurated by one of his professor friends, claiming the opportunity had been too good to pass up. “We have access to obscure stuff,” he said, “which gives our department an advantage over other universities.”






During the last two weeks Jeff had cancelled our personal plans on account of these extracurricular activities. I felt like I merited more of an explanation. “Obscure how?”






“Rare prints of European movies not available to the general public. That kind of thing.”






I frowned. “Material you can’t get through the campus library?”






He laughed. “The campus library doesn’t even know this stuff exists.”






“What kinds of films?”






He shrugged, as though helpless to put it into words. “All kinds.”





“Give me an example,” I said. “I do have a PhD in French history, honey. Surely I’ll at least follow the gist?”





“Okay,” he said. “For example, pioneering movies in inverted cinéma vérité.”






“And when you say inverted, are you--”






“In cinéma vérité the documentarian can integrate herself in the subject,” he said impatiently, as though dealing with a fruit fly. “In its inversion, the subject
 becomes
 the documentarian. Instead of a woman, say, making a documentary about chimps and featuring herself in it as part of the film’s artifice, the documentary would be made by the chimps, who are now studying the woman, and allowing
 themselves
 into the frame.”






“Except that as far as I know chimps can’t make documentaries.”






“Film only gives us slices of consciousness,” he said, crossing his arms. “Who’s to say that if the slice weren’t small and precise enough, it couldn’t mimic the consciousness of a chimp in a way indistinguishable to both humans and chimps? Anyway, it’s a recursive process. A human pretends to be a chimp pretending to make a film studying humans and allowing herself-as-chimp to be in it. You keep adding layers.”






“Hoping to get where?”






He studied me. The contempt was unmistakable. But beneath it was something else, a kind of grainy lust. “Ever-widening apertures,” he said.





~




On the designated evening I was to meet Jeff at the entrance to the reception hall at seven sharp. Around five I called myself a Lyft, which had me on campus by five-thirty. The driver refrained from making any comments on my appearance, which I found disappointing. I withheld a star from his rating.






When I arrived at the hall entrance they were setting up the registration table. I put my name down next to Jeff’s, adding several other initials from our Arizona days that would hold a private meaning only for him.






As professors and students showed up they smiled at me on their way in, and I received no less than seven compliments for my dress.






When Jeff showed up at ten to seven, he paused upon seeing me and straightened the sleeves of his dark blue cardigan. Tension broke through his attempted decorum like spume riding seawater. “Hi. How long have you been here?” he said, eyes churning.






“Don’t you think it’s pretty?” I asked. “Come in for a smooch.”






Frowning, he stepped closer and leaned forward, trying to keep his arms from coming into contact with my dress. I didn’t reciprocate his gesture, forcing him to bend his back to a comical degree. As he kissed me, I wrapped my arms around him, and several petals from the purple buddleja flowers that made up my garland and adorned the hem of my cedar skirt clung to his cardigan.






He pulled back and shook them off. “A bit much,” he muttered.






“Oh, I don’t know,” I crooned. “Given the atavistic naturalism of Wojewódka’s compositions, it seemed in the spirit of the evening. Your colleagues seem to have been enjoying it, at any rate.” I took his frown as an invitation to continue. “The walnut leaves are my favorite 
part--what do you think? This piece, by the way, is part of a new wear-and-compost series that organically reimagines Chanel’s little black dress. Tonight when we get back home I’ll drape it on the floor of our empty garden. It’ll decompose magnificently.”






He checked the time. “We should head to our seats.”






I nodded.






We moseyed into the hall. Feigning that it was an afterthought, he said, “I don’t like the dress’s asymmetry. The hem moves and curls at different levels. I’d prefer it if it were straight.”





This was when I made my mistake. As we wound our way down the hall’s gentle incline to the fourth row, I should have done nothing. But emboldened by over-confidence, I gave Jeff a quick peck on the neck.





Parting his hair at the back of the head long enough for me to plant a kiss on the nape was unconscionable. I did it with determination and stealth and the utmost diplomacy, but it was a step too far.






He didn’t utter a word. As we sat and listened to the opening remarks and then a presentation on photosynthetic technologies, he relaxed and eased himself into the role of protective, magnanimous husband. This was a crushing response to my faux pas, for it indicated to me in unambiguous terms that he perceived that I was aware of my breach and he was adopting a conciliatory pose, being the better person. I sighed and asked myself why I hadn’t played it cool. But then I recognized the familiarity of these thoughts and saw through the charade. Jeff was
 pretending
 to be on higher moral ground to prompt me to wonder why I was on lower territory. That’s all his behavior was; a strategic prod, a spur that triggered within me an old tropism. Now it was my turn to slacken and perform small acts of benevolence and altruism, thereby re-establishing equilibrium. I found delightful ways in which to do this right up to the moment he left his seat to give his speech from the podium.





As Jeff pontificated and opined, I struggled to focus on his words. Then I realized he was probably doing this on purpose. So I gave myself permission to inhabit a state of restorative vacuousness. I perceived but did not participate in the reality around me.





“And so to honor this astonishing legacy, and the trust placed in our select group, I find myself transfixed,” he said, obviously relishing the double entendre, “by rose thorns.”






He proceeded to remove his cardigan sweater, fold it neatly on the podium stand, and then unbutton his designer herringbone dress shirt, exposing his bare skin. Two Band-Aids covered his nipples. Protruding from the Band-Aids on either side--clearly piercing the nipples--were the edges of black rose thorns.






I took my cues from the audience. They applauded, gently at first, then with mounting fervor. A few people got up and left, then a few more. Clapping among those who remained was enriched by whistling and jeering. When Jeff returned to his seat, he said, “Only true believers left now.”






The next presenter introduced the first of eight short films. Lights dimmed and a reel played.






As soon as the first image grained onto the screen, I experienced severe pressure right behind my eyes and gasped in pain. Jeff used his hands to massage the sides of my head. I didn’t want him touching me publicly like this, but I also didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing that. Benumbed, I relinquished the notion of resistance and gave in. As the next films played on my symptoms worsened: vertigo, flashing in my optic nerve, pins and needles in my finger tips. Jeff comforted me throughout. I closed my eyes, feeling like I could understand the films’ essences and how they were affecting everyone around me even without having to see them. I lost track of time. I found myself, along with everyone else, being ushered out of the hall and into a much smaller adjoining room. Over-furnished to the point of claustrophobia, it smelled of Lysol and singed hair. Some of us, including Jeff and by extension me, opted to camp out on the floor. A portable film projector was brought in, its engine so loud it overpowered the soundtracks composed for these movies by one of the University’s students, a pupil of Jeff’s whose forthcoming dissertation explored algae-based analogies--or perhaps it was analogies-as-alleys--in film. After several more shorts I found I could make use of my eyes again, but my body stung, as though immersed in an irritant. I made out several people sprawled on the floor before us, and they twitched and writhed in concert with the images of time-lapsed moss growths undulating on the dirt-sepiaed screen. These people began to sigh and murmur. The sounds felt Doppler-shifted in both directions at once, as though simultaneously getting nearer and farther away from Jeff and me. When the moss video dissolved into nothingness my arms and legs became ablaze with a prickling sensation, a kind of hives that seemed to ease only when I rubbed my 
skin. As I did, I too found myself moaning. Jeff placed his right hand on my cheek and slowly eased two fingers into my mouth. I sucked on them and noticed a fine powder adhere to my tongue. Then he pulled them out and handed me a sugar lump. I swallowed it. I turned and spoke softly in his ear: “May I touch the thorns?” He directed my hands to his nipples, placing them atop the Band-Aids. They felt like chickpeas. With the nails of my index fingers I traced progressively tighter circular patterns around the circumferences of his areolae, until I was pushing up right against the edge of the sideways lancing thorns. He threw his head back. “After the intermission we’ll get to the main feature,” he said.






I took a deep breath, for the first time noticing how rancid the air had become. The faintest residue of sugar dissolved from my mouth. Exhaustion fell on me like a brick wall. The itchiness in my legs dissipated, as did the various other maladies that had afflicted me. I used this momentary clearing of the senses to stand up and grope my way towards the exit. “I’m done,” I mumbled.






Jeff didn’t reply. He seemed to burrow his way closer to the man in front of him. A woman snuggled up to them from the side. I received the distinct impression that a skirt was lifted and trousers were unzipped, but it was too dark to see, and may have been only the shimmering reflection of the screen.






Someone brushed past me, and several leaves fell from my dress. A cool gelatinous trickle slid down my forearm. I flicked it off. The back of my throat filled with something bitter as I fled the room.





~



I observe the veins in Jeff’s arm as he reaches for the drill. My hand longs to feel the dampness of his shirt, to caress and placate something inside him even as I satisfy something different within myself, but I resist the urge.





“Let’s enjoy it,” I say. “No rushing.”






His hand stops in midair, muscles flexing under the realization of what I mean.






“You’re right,” he whispers, moving past the drill and reaching for an old-fashioned hand tool instead.





I take in the moment, relishing the antiseptic basement air, the bright lights. Most people don’t appreciate the excitement incipient in sterile environments, which inevitably set the stage for our most intimate transformations.





In the anticipatory gusto of Jeff’s movements I feel my consciousness gently expanding. This domain that Jeff and I have carved out for ourselves, inspired by the procedures we witnessed by Master Mellen at the Arizona compound, is precious not only for what it contains, but for what it does not. Yes, it holds sacrosanct memories of our tentative first steps towards the liberation of the heartbeat that lives inside every skull; but more significantly, it is a blank canvass waiting to be daubed with our skin and bone.






“We hereby surrender,” I say, “that which no longer serves.”






Jeff blows me a kiss and lifts up the trepan.





I part the hair on my forehead for him and he places the instrument against the tender fleshy indentation between and slightly above my eyes, an indentation which most people would miss even if it stared them squarely in the face. If I pressed down upon it with my finger, though, they would see.





Seeing, of course, is not understanding.






The trepan parts the ginger indentation without much difficulty, sliding easily into my flesh.






“Here’s to coming into full bloom,” Jeff rejoins.





~




In bed my mind kept returning to the events I’d been witness to--and, admittedly, partaken in--at the University film gathering. This was the one memory of recent weeks I wish I could completely purge from my consciousness, and yet it defied all my attempts to uproot it. Music did nothing but push the sounds I’d heard from the enraptured film-viewers in that darkened room closer to the internal nozzle of awareness, from which they threatened to erupt with full force; silence proved an even more fertile ground for those moans and sighs to multiply and loop around inside my head. Jeff hadn’t come home until early the following morning and had told me nothing about what had happened once I’d left. A kind of mercy, I suppose. I certainly didn’t ask.





I found myself spending a lot of time alone in the house during the rest of that school semester. Most days I got through my translations by noon. Jeff’s faculty meetings and film projects often caused him to come home late in the evenings, and he was increasingly involved in travel to other universities to attend various conferences or view films at exclusive presentations. As willing as I might have been to tolerate this behavior, I was less willing to forgive the increasing intervals between our basement sessions. Eventually, and 
very delicately, I took matters into my own hands and proceeded solo with the use of mirrors. Enlarging cranial perforations, and authoring new ones, had never felt as simultaneously lonely and liberating.




As the days shortened, I came to disdain the telltale sound of the front gate in our decorative patio creaking as it was swung, an inevitable prelude to the main door opening a few seconds later and Jeff stepping in with an air of abstracted melancholy, as though he were an outcast from another planet surveying unfamiliar and vaguely disappointing territory. It wasn’t the sound of the gate itself that grated on me, really, but my own irrational insistence on waiting for it, on remaining as still as possible in the living room, reading a book or dozing, in the afternoons, so that I would be sure to hear it. Each day I told myself to find a more productive use for my time, and each afternoon I found myself seduced anew by the siren song of endless grievous waiting. Because my reading concentration was poor, I switched books often, rarely finishing any particular volume. A beneficial side-effect, therefore, of my self-destructive compulsion to resentfully anticipate my distant husband’s tardy arrivals was that I got to sample a lot of books. Previously a calculating and meticulous reader, I now chose titles in an almost haphazard manner. Despondency freed me. In this way I sampled vast swaths of our home library, picking up tomes I would have ordinarily never considered. And so I stumbled on an academic book that I would have soon dismissed were it not for some underlined passages and annotations in Jeff’s distinctive scrawl. I’d had no idea that Jeff was interested in the “ethnography of repressed spaces” or the “neural ecology of performative consciousness”--but, to be fair, I’d never heard of these things before anyway. Seeing pencil marks and side comments in the opening chapter tipped something over inside me. For the first time in ages I read with purpose, with concentration, with a sort of steely devotion. I shifted from the living room to the study. Whatever I didn’t understand I made a note to return to later, and I looked up references and unknown terms online as I went. I was amused to find that Jeff’s annotations petered out after the third chapter, whereas I continued undeterred. An hour passed, two, three. I was in a trance of assimilation. Time galloped. I failed to register Jeff’s arrival home that evening, and skipped my session in the basement. I had claimed an esoteric piece of the universe for myself; a piece upon which to lavish my attention, and lavish it I did. Over the course of ten days I read the book three times, distilling its central arguments, contextualizing its 
positions and claims, supplementing it with adjoining scholarship. I placed some orders online, including for a new variety of ultra-hardy yucca seeds, which arrived in a tiny magenta pouch.





Early one morning, as Jeff prepared to go for his daily run--another activity he’d started recently--, I asked him an innocent-sounding question about a technical matter discussed in the book’s introduction. He studied me with a quizzical expression. “Since when are you interested in this?”






“Open heart, open mind--open skull.”






His eyes hardened as his lips parted into the semblance of a smile. “Good for you.”






I noted his lack of response to my actual question and wished him a good run.






That night I picked up the subject again, and again Jeff deflected. Encouraged, I offered a possible answer to my own query, tentative at first but gradually emboldened by his befuddlement.






“I suppose that’s possible,” he conceded at the end of my mini-monologue.






In that instant I was struck by a clear understanding of Jeff’s behavior of late, and the knowledge made me buoyant. It had never been about him, but about
 us
.






I beamed and rose. “Would you mind doing the dishes tonight?” I said. “I have some reading I want to catch up on.”






He glanced sullenly towards the stairs leading to the basement. “I was thinking--”






“Don’t wait up for me.” Without glancing back, I headed up towards the study.





~




We sway around each other. Jeff makes several more overtures related to the basement, which I gently rebuff, thereby inflaming his desire. Finally, when I sense that his desperation has reached its zenith, that if not administered to, it will likely sour into vindictiveness, I make myself available.






Our session begins like countless others. We complete our recitations. We focus on our breath and sterilize our tools. While I don my white latex gloves I imagine continental landmasses cracking and floating apart from each other on the surface of the planet, its innermost magma rushing toward the surface. The heat of the vision cools me.





And then it is time. He volunteers to go first and I nod agreement. He has two pre-formed holes for me to work on, and I decide to begin with the one on the back of his head. I insert the trepan into Jeff’s skull with a precision borne from practice and an ease derived from love. Moving in slow motion, I turn the handle.




The distinctive sound of occipital bone grinding, surrendering to my ministrations, sends euphoria whistling through my temples.




Jeff keens.





I shiver.





Without any loss of continuity in my movements, his aperture holding steady, I reach with my left hand for the tiny magenta pouch in my pocket, ready to make a most special insemination.




~




“I know you miss our garden,” I say.






Jeff has just climbed into bed, likely thinking I was asleep. I speak to him with my eyes closed, my mind gyroscoping around the infinitely arresting tendrils of my designs.






“Our garden?” He huffs and pulls the sheet hard. “I think we’re well past that.”





“Maybe,” I say. “Maybe not.” I place my hand on his arm and stroke his skin. I modulate the rhythm and intensity of my caresses until his skin springs goose-bumps. I sense him turning his body away from me but making a point to not move his arm, which I continue to brush and skim.





“How so?” he says.






“Imagination is the key,” I say. “Let’s transport our gardening to… a new domain. I’ll show the way. To flourish without, we’ll bud within.”






A pause. His voice changes. “Ouch,” he says. “My forehead is throbbing.”






I remember the video of Echinopsis cacti, how time can Mandelbrot in on itself. We will experience that soon, I realize, from the inside. Our minds will become vibrant photosynthetic film upon which the light of consciousness will pirouette into creation impossible narratives. We will become both simulators and simulations, the roots, stems, nodes, and fruits of nature exposed before us.






“It will soon pass,” I assure him. “Our seeds will yield a mighty harvest.”
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LIES I TOLD MYSELF

by Lynne Jamneck

“Halt!..”

First word to an inscription at the official entrance to Les Catacombes de Paris




W

ith plans going ahead to redevelop subterranean Paris, I have put together this report for review by ***************
, as requested by ******            *
, following unexplained events pertaining to a police investigation in February 2019, involving three individuals who became lost for four days in the Paris catacombs. Though only two kilometres of the approximately 320 kilometre underground network is open to the public, the two English tourists and a French individual were unable to find their way back to the surface after accessing the tunnels via one of many illegal entry points, and crossing clearly-marked barricades demarcating areas prohibited to the public. They were eventually found with the help of search dogs, in a state of neurogenic shock and disoriented, to the point of exhibiting dissociative fugue. I have transcribed the report below in English according to its relevance for The Organisation, for ease of reading among all parties.

~

Case number: 45676

14th
 Arrondissement

Lead investigator: Pascale Descoteaux

Assisting investigator: Alain Arnaud

Interview: Ben Hadley (age 24)

Pascale Descoteaux: You were visiting Paris with the express intention of illegally exploring the catacombs
?

Ben Hadley: We’d been planning it for a few months. I guess it was Camille’s idea, but Mia was excited about it too. She’s into stuff like that.

PD: Stuff like what?

BH: Weird stuff. The occult.

PD: Not enough of that in England?

BH: I really don’t know. I work on my car during the week-ends. Mia…has a sense of the macabre. Six million dead people’s worth, in this case. And she wanted to see Camille.

PD: Did you know Camille?

BH: Not well. Mia’s known her longer.

PD: And you know they were involved?

BH: Sure. Is that relevant?

PD: We’re considering a number of probabilities, Mr Hadley.

BH: Oh my god.

[extended silence; the sound of crying]

~


Interview: Mia Hale (age 25)


 


Pascale Descoteaux: Cigarette?

Mia Hale: I don’t smoke but this seems like a good time to start.

[the sound of a match being struck]

PD: Ben Hadley noted your interest in the occult. Is that how you met Camille?

MH: I was doing an exchange paper on mysticism in my third year at the Paris Descartes University. Our interests overlapped.

PD: Is that like religion?

MH: Quite the opposite.

PD: Are you religious?

MH: No. Neither was Camille. I studied religious theory. The psychology and biology of why we believe in a higher power.

PD: What about Ben?

MH: He came from a religious family, but no. If anything, he adopts a much more cynical approach to life. Or used to.

PD: Actually, I meant did he attend university.

MH: No
.

PD: Why did you say he used to
 be a cynic?

MH: I’ve never seen Ben scared of anything in his life. But he didn’t want to go down there.

PD: The catacombs?

MH: He was against it from the start.

PD: Did he say why?

MH: No. Which is funny because sitting here thinking about it, I can almost feel it. Like it emanated from him and we ignored it. It was like he knew something was going to happen. 

PD: Was there any reason he may have disliked Camille?

MH: Your cop-friend asked me the same thing, only he was less subtle about it. Ben was like a brother to me. You have no idea who he is. About a year ago, his sister committed suicide. She’d been clinically depressed for a long time. Ben became more reserved, less-inclined to mix with other people. He had nightmares for months; dreams in which she told him he needed to rescue himself in order to see her again. It got bad. He came close to having a breakdown. Sometimes his mood changed and he couldn’t stand being alone. It annoyed Camille. She was convinced he had a thing for me. But I know Ben. When we began planning this trip, even though he didn’t really want to, I think the distraction was good for him. He even said the nightmares had stopped. But he still slept with the lights on.

PD: How long have you known Ben?

MH: Since we were kids, six, maybe seven.

PD: Had you or Ben been in the catacombs before?

MH: No, only Camille, on several occasions.

PD: Was she a cataphile?

MH:  I guess. But she didn’t think of herself as one.

PD: Most cataphiles explore the tunnels to establish new maps, areas that hadn’t previously been mapped out. If she wasn’t doing that, why was she going down there?

MH: She said it was the only place she could experience a true reflection of herself. For a place that supports so much light and life, it gets terribly quiet down there.

[silence/the sound of papers being handled]

PD: According to her medical records, Camille was schizophrenic?

MH: That’s what her doctor said.

PD: You disagree?

MH: Camille did. But her parents believed the doctors, so that’s how they treated her.
 

[forced laugh]

MH: It made sense to them, to accept her that way. People look for answers in strange places, right?

~

Case number: 45676


Report notes
: Inspector Pascale Descoteaux

Stories like these are not uncommon. People enter the catacombs illegally and get lost all the time. They become disoriented, vision impairments confuse them, and they lose all sense of place and space. Instances of carbon monoxide poisoning have induced in some spelunkers distinct experiences of being watched, of being in the presence of something unnatural, even vivid hallucinations. The darkness and enclosed spaces separate them from themselves and strips away their sense of identity.

There are likely more bodies in the catacombs than those that have been officially filed as missing. Camille Sauvage’s body was found in a similar area where the camera of an unidentified explorer was discovered in the early 1990s. The camera film never identifies its owner, only shows them in the process of exploring the underground tunnels in what seems to be a calm manner, before suddenly beginning to run blindly, eventually dropping the camera. What doesn’t make sense is that both the missing explorers and Sauvage had been experienced so-called ‘cataphiles’. Though these individuals do not enter the catacombs legally, they nonetheless do so prepared. Many of them have access to more detailed maps than the city council, the result of extensive exploration into areas that not even the cataflics
 [ catacomb police] have explored. In the case of the unknown individual noted above, it is difficult to imagine that a seasoned explorer would become lost, and even more so, that they would panic in the way indicated on the film recovered from the camera, seemingly for no good reason. And why drop the camera, their only source of light?

~

Recorded conversation: Inspector Pascale Descoteaux/Inspector Alain Arnau
d

Alain Arnaud: It’s all bullshit. The whole thing’s concocted. I think Hadley and Hale were having an affair behind Sauvage’s back. They conspired to kill her. Going into the catacombs is the perfect opportunity. They even do it illegally, so there’s no witnesses to confirm they were all down there at the same time. Conveniently, they ‘get separated’, and when Hale finds Hadley and Sauvage again, she’s ‘killed’ herself. Now, facing prison, they change their story. Or maybe Hadley didn’t kill her on purpose. Maybe they got into an argument. Sauvage could have suspected the affair and confronted Hadley. It could have been an accident, but one with a degree of intention.

Pascale Descoteaux: If it was an accident – which is unlikely, given the dead girl’s injuries – why not come clean? Manslaughter, even a crime of passion, is still a better option than premeditated murder.

AA: Given the choice, wouldn’t you rather try to get away with a clean record?

PD: I don’t get the sense that either of them is lying.

AA: Have they tracked down Camille Sauvage’s previous partner?

PD: Still trying, as far as I know. Do you know what police found in the catacombs a few years ago?

[audible sigh]

AA: I’m afraid I don’t pay attention to conspiracy theories.

PD: The cataflics
 were reviewing an area closed to the public; routine, checking for areas that may be vulnerable to cave-ins, signs of illegal gatherings. Some distance in, they find sheeting and a sign that reads, ‘Construction site: no access’. Beyond the sign, they find a desk and a closed-circuit TV camera system. Soon as the cameras detect movement they trigger a PA system looping a recording of a very aggressively barking dog. A few metres further, opening out from a branching tunnel, they discover a 400 square metre cave. They’re about 18 meters underground at this point. Inside the cave, the rocks have been carved into chairs. There’s a projection system, cooking facilities. They found a box of old film reels, all unlabelled, which they take back above ground but have little luck with. A sergeant’s report states that whenever he tries to watch one of the reels he becomes extremely disoriented. He swears he’s not claustrophobic, but that trying to watch the reels makes him feel like he’s slowly being smothered. A different report a few months later claims the same sergeant took extended leave of absence for mental health reasons. Apparently, he began seeing things in his peripheral vision whenever 
he was alone in a room. The reels themselves project nothing but a black, grainy background.

AA: Did the sergeant die seven days later?

PD: Funny. Anyway, all the gear the cops found in the cave ran off a professionally installed electrical system. At least three working phone lines, too. Three days later, the police go back down with a couple of electricity experts to see where the power’s coming from. They get back there and everything’s gone; the cameras, the PA system, the projector, everything. Except there’s a note in the middle of the cave on the ground that reads, ‘Do not try to find us’.

AA: Didn’t they link that to some underground urban movement?

PD: The media did. The police followed suit for lack of evidence. The group still denies they had anything to do with it.

[phone ringing]

PD: Hello. Ok. Thanks.

AA: Goddamn cataphiles. They keep going down there and they keep dying. It’s stupid, but a damn sight more banal than what you’re trying to tell me.

PD: Then why doesn’t anyone ever find the bodies?

AA: Because the people who die down there die because they get lost
!

PD: Allix Durant is here. I’ll talk to her. A bit of sensitivity will probably be useful right now.

[scoffing]

~

Interview: Allix Durant (age 26)

Pascale Descoteaux: They say the silence down there is enough to drive you insane.

Allix Durant:  The silence down there is the last thing that scares me.

PD: Have you been in the catacombs?

AD: I try to avoid it. I don’t see the attraction. People think it’s cool. There’s nothing exciting about death.

PD: You were in a relationship with Camille Sauvage?

AD: Yes.

PD: When was this?

AD: About three years ago.

PD: Where did you meet
?

AD: At a book club.

PD: What kind of book club?

AD: The kind where people talk about books.

PD: Any particular sort of books?

AD: Parisian history, mysteries, the occult.

PD: Do you know Mia Hale?

[short silence]

AD: I met her, once. She was with Camille, in a bar in Saint-Germain.

PD: Did you talk to her?

AD: I warned her.

PD: Warned her about what?

AD: What she was getting herself into.

PD: Can you explain?

AD: Can I have a cigarette?

[muffled sounds, a match being struck; sharp inhale]

AD: I think Camille may have been sick. Unstable.

PD: Mentally?

AD: Yes.

PD: What makes you say that?

AD: She was obsessed with the catacombs. Whenever she got drunk Camille always rambled, about Paris being a city of lies, all light and love above, and secrets dwelling below.

PD: That sounds like a lot of drunken ramblings I’ve heard about life in general. Many people are obsessed with the catacombs but that doesn’t mean they’re mentally disturbed.

[silent beat]

AD: I recognise you, from the newspapers. Something similar happened to you, didn’t it?

PD: I’ve been in the catacombs many times. It’s one of the first places criminals run into when they’re –

AD: The Balfager case. Difficult to forget when it was literally all the newspapers talked about for months. You were tracking a serial killer and lost your way. Camille talked about the case all the time. Do you remember what you said when they found you?

PD: Honestly, it’s been a long time. And I was hallucinating; the lack of light for three days, shock, disorientation, possible poisoning –

AD: Camille was convinced you’d seen it.

PD: Seen what?

AD: Please don’t make me talk about it. Camille did. She wouldn’t stop. And now she’s dead
.

PD: Did Camille belong to some kind of secret society? Perhaps one she was threatening to reveal?

AD: Camille didn’t look for the truth in groups. She did make extensive notes, of everything. You should find her diaries.

PD: Have you read them?

AD: Once, and I fucking regret it. 

PD: Can you tell me about them?

AD: Inspector, they say when you talk about something, you make it real. You give it life and it becomes part of you. I don’t want to talk about it, no. Arrest me if you want because the alternative is worse. Besides, you know already. That’s why you never talked about what happened to you down there either.

[sound of a chair leg scraping the floor]

PD: You’ll need to stay for now. Someone needs to take your statement.

AD: Inspector?

PD: Yes?

AD: Camille used to say the world turns the right side up at night. I know this sounds bizarre but, I think Camille believed that everything in the crypts are part of us. And that when we go in there deep enough, in the places no-one else has seen, we find who we really are.

~

Case number: 45676


Report notes
: Inspector Alain Arnaud

While I appreciate that this happened some years ago and that she completed all the necessary evaluations for fit return to service, it is my opinion that Pascale Descoteaux should not be involved in this case. Others will note her personal experience as a positive in terms of providing unique insight, but I believe her objectivity may be compromised. She gives too much credit to the suspects’ inclinations of what happened to them, to their unlikely description of events, and what they think they saw and experienced while trapped underground, which makes it difficult to remove said suspects from the obvious state of shock and numbness that has settled in following what I believe to have been a botched conspiracy to kill Camille Sauvage. While claims that Sauvage may have been mentally disturbed carry weight (according to her medical records), the notion that she – 
to use Ben Hadley’s words, ‘lost the plot’ and repeatedly rammed her head into a rock wall before gouging out her own eyes – is obviously part of a devised lie between Hadley and Hale. Additionally, no diaries were found in Camille Sauvage’s residence. A small number of notebooks yielded no useful information pertaining to the investigation. One phrase, ‘where there is one there is two’ had been repeatedly written in the back of one seemingly often-handled notebook. A cryptic reference to having been betrayed?

~

Interview: Ben Hadley

Alain Arnaud: You and Mia have known one another since childhood. You must have grown close over time.

Ben Hadley: Jesus Christ, how many times do I have to tell you? There is nothing romantic between us. Why don’t you listen? What the fuck is wrong with you?

AA: I understand you’re in shock –

BH: You understand nothing
. You don’t understand that right now, I don’t give a shit about being arrested.  At least if you throw me in a cell I won’t be alone.

[sound of a chair scraping on the floor]

BH: I know I can be an asshole sometimes but for fucksake, I’m not a murderer.

AA: You were with Camille when she began running into a rock wall. Why didn’t you try to stop her?

[extended silence]

AA: Not answering the question will look bad for you, Mr Hadley.

BH: Answering it will be worse.

AA: Well all right then.

~

Recorded conversation: Inspector Pascale Descoteaux/Inspector Alain Arnaud

Pascale Descoteaux: He explained it to me when I asked him.

Alain Arnaud: Of course he did.

PD: He said he tried to but she begged him not to
.

AA: That’s all it took? ‘Please don’t stop me from killing myself’, and ‘Oh, ok, sure’.

PD: Which makes me think there is something either Hadley or Hale are not telling us.

AA: One of them is going to have to or both of them will be going to jail.

PD: Let me talk to Mia again. If we’re going to get through to either of them I think she’s a better prospect.

AA: This is starting to give me a headache. Look at the goddamn time. I have dinner with my wife’s parents tonight.

PD: Well, neither of them are going anywhere. You may as well go. At least one of us should eat. Have some wine. Have my share, too. Come back in the morning. I’ll call you if anything comes up.

~

Interview: Mia Hale

Pascale Descoteaux: Do you remember meeting Alix Durant?

Mia Hale: Yes.

PD: She said she warned you about Camille.

MH: She did. I just thought she was jealous.

PD: Can you remember what she said to you?

MH: She said that Camille was looking for things that shouldn’t be found. That were buried for a reason. I’d known about Camille’s medical background at that point, so I took the warning as related to that.

PD: You said you didn’t believe she was schizophrenic?

MH: I said Camille didn’t believe it.

PD: What do you think now?

MH: What I think doesn’t matter.

PD: Why?

MH: If I tell you, I’ll get sent to a prison psych ward. I refuse, you charge me with murder anyway and I still go to prison.

PD: Do you remember a case some years ago, when a police officer became trapped in the catacombs?

MH: Vaguely. Didn’t some serial killer go down there?

PD: That was me. I was the one who got trapped.

MH: Camille talked about that case all the time.

PD: Alix Durant confronted me about it
.

MH: Camille was pissed because she believed something happened to you. Maybe the same thing that happened to her. To us.

[muffled sound, a click]

PD: I’m no longer recording this conversation.

[silent beat]

PD: Yes, something happened to me while I was trapped in the dark down there. I can’t explain it and I don’t know if I want to. I met a version of myself, something that embodied a part of me I cannot explain. It wasn’t even what I’d call the stereotypical ‘bad’ part, because that’s what you’d think, right? This thing was something else. But it was
 angry. And when I felt that anger I wanted to kill myself. In that instant I felt I’d betrayed myself. That whatever I thought I was when I woke up in my bed each morning was a flat, grey carbon copy. It made me want to annihilate
 myself.

MH: That’s why you said what you did when they found you. ‘I buried myself. Please let me die’.

[Transcript ends]

~

Final notes: Agent S. Marchand

Though my task is not to interpret the above notes and conversations, I feel there is much within the information transcribed that requires extrapolation. Since The Organisation employs methods separate from the current framework of science, my referral is for a second-tier investigation of this case. Like others, we must always question and doubt our own theories. However, I will take the liberty to state that I am disturbed by Pascale Descoteaux’s final conversation with Mia Hale. In my professional capacity as psychologist, I make the express recommendation to engage in dialogue with Hadley, Hale, and Descoteaux, all three of whom are currently incarcerated in Gilman Criminal Hospital for the Mentally Insane.


*
Author’s note: the incidents of the unknown explorer and the police finding the cave with the projector and rock-carved seats are both true. The cave was discovered in 2004, while the explorer’s camera was found in 2010.
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THE UNKINDNESS

by Dino Parenti



July







M

onths before the ravens started leaving marbles in the birdbath, Jason watched a pair of them gulp down Othello’s entrails.




He used to pet the tuxedo tomcat that routinely patrolled between Oak Burr and Corson Streets on his way to school, enjoying his droning purrs, risking his turn-on-a-dime swats and hisses because in the ornery little beast he recognized aspects of himself. A clash of boredom and tension without channel. An endurance of the adverse. It got so he didn’t mind Othello’s occasional, unpredictable scratches, for it permitted him an equal thwack on the cat’s rump in turn. Nothing severe. Just a simple tit-for-tat bump.




And then someone’s car or truck spread him across a dozen yards of blacktop, likely within the hour before school let out, as Jason saw nothing on the way that morning.




A half-dozen crows made fast work of Othello’s remains, peeling red-matted black-and-white fur from scalding pavement. One cawed bitterly before flapping off the ground at the encroachment of another, taking with it one of Othello’s hind legs in its beak and gliding close enough by Jason’s head that he could count the cat’s dark paw pads, one of which was pink.




Only the two ravens ate from the largest part that remained of Othello, a chunk of abdomen still attached to the neck and head. They were especially observant and synchronized, one staring down any approaching crow while the other jigsawed its large beak into Othello’s belly and unspooled his soft innards before they switched turns.




Jason plucked a stone from the curb strip and sidearmed it at the ravens. It skipped and tumbled off the pavement inches from the 
feeding bird’s feet, whereupon the pair paused and cocked heads his way, taking him in, their beaks dipped low like mongrels set to charge. But they only stared, and with Jason spent of rock and indignation, he started home.




He was almost to his driveway when he realized they’d followed him, the ravens, crisscrossing in coordinated dive-bombs immediately above his head before perching on the porch gable as he entered the house.




An hour later, sitting on the backyard stoop while his babysitter fixed him a late lunch, a half-read paperback of The Outsiders
 on his thighs, he squinted up at the pair as they cavorted over the pomegranate trees, twining and gliding and croaking as if to showcase their very deed to him alone—which he believed wholeheartedly to be the case. He knew ravens were smart creatures. Smart enough to showboat and tease.




Smart enough to adjudicate.




Later that afternoon, upon crafting an origami raven for Charlotte, adjudicate
 was the word he’d dropped to explain to her their penchant for judgment. Charlotte, who’d minded him for the past year while his father worked, was so clearly taken aback by such a term cast from the lips of a boy of twelve that her caramel eyes popped and her button nose crinkled, and though she was nineteen, flabbergast slung her back through time so she appeared no older than Jason wished she’d been, which was much closer to his own age. Or if he could’ve approached hers—if only so his body could articulate better the strange voices in his belly and chest in her presence.




That night he pulled an encyclopedia and read more on ravens. The entry described them as monogamous
—a word fresh and exotic to his young ears. Like a comic-book villain, or the biological label of a thing that could poison and rot.




Like the slurry in the old birdbath in the back yard. A relic from the previous tenant nobody was inclined to move, let alone clean. Whatever briny-slick water that coated the inside was either rain or sprinkler made. It stunk of giblets, freshly alfrescoed. Probably why the ravens were so drawn to it.




His father kept threatening to toss it in a dumpster. More so in recent days, claiming to not stand the ruckus of birds lured to its paltry water by the heat. But it remained slumped in the middle of the yard, killing the same dinner-plate-sized circumference of grass since he could remember. With his large calloused hands, it would’ve been easy 
enough for him to pick up and haul just about anywhere. Jason marveled at his father’s massive hands, viewing them with as much awe as incredulity. His own were so tiny, so delicate that he often questioned his own siring by the man under whose roof he lived. That he was in fact the issue of some other more diminutive drudge, gifting him a sharper acumen, but at the cost of trifling hands and undue apprehensions of his viability in a world where grip seemed to equate achievement.





August





For weeks after Othello’s death the two ravens continued to tumble about the air above the back yard whenever Jason was outside, plucking beetles and moldy figs off the ground before landing on the birdbath’s rim to eat their haul. Without fail they would tilt their heads towards him in a kind of challenge or taunt. Produce offsetting guttural sounds not too dissimilar to Othello’s purrs, as if somehow aware of their baffling effect on the young man. All cold logic and mischief magic. How their frequencies stoked the deeper, smoldering coals in his soul. Had him gnawing on a budding meanness without source, leaving umbrage as an aftertaste.




Jason would just stare back, hesitant to provoke them with movement. They were carrion birds, animals of ill portent, and he wondered what they still had to say if they hadn’t done so already in a language he was simply too slow to catch.




Ravens could live up to twenty years, he had learned. Nearly a human generation, and it seemed to him that in the black eyes of those two smoldered the aerial testimony of a hundred-thousand years of man’s accrued fears and anxieties.




Whenever his father appeared, they deferred, fluttering off and watching from roof top or power line. The man would glare at them, mouth profanities under his breath before staring at the birdbath, arms akimbo.




Jason wondered if his father understood that foreign language, and palavered freely with them without his knowing. Forged alliances and schemes.




In an attempt to distance himself from their influence, he began making origami versions of Othello for Charlotte, and though she never failed to express her fascination with his gifts—the apogee of her delight shown through the flexing and tucking in of coltish legs 
under the other, leaving him dumbstruck—he could tell she fancied birds better.





September





Not long after school restarted in the fall, Jason’s father turned inexplicably rude to Charlotte, seemingly overnight. As if he’d sensed her as the catalyst for his boy’s changes in diversions and comportment, and not for the better. The evening before, Jason had crafted for her an origami flamingo, the best he’d ever made. She’d been so taken by the beauty of his handiwork that she dabbed a tear before kissing him on the cheek. For days the press of her lips thrummed against his molars, and he refused to shower for the entire weekend despite the heat, lest he risked washing away her mark.




The entire time his father spied him about the house through an oblique smirk, as if aware of his secret, and it seemed to Jason that if the man could’ve siphoned his son’s chaste sensation directly into his own cheek, he would have.




Perhaps he’d seen them through the window that evening upon returning home from work, or even sensed it in the air before walking in, the way wolves picked up the flight hormones of deer a mile away, but he’d turned against her from that very day forward. Made sport of her awkwardness and lorded over errors or neglects around the house, no matter how trivial.




Called out her over-coddling of his only boy most of all.




One day, for no apparent reason, he yanked off the origami flamingo she habitually wore pinned to her blouse, crushing it to a dense ball of pink in his palm. Said that he didn’t endorse her encouraging his boy in such deviant pursuits.




It got so that at the report of his voice she would flinch as if shot in the neck by a BB, and on a warm Wednesday evening, the air dense with cicada song, she asked him pointblank what, if anything, she’d done to merit his boorishness.




Instead of offering explanation, he calmly fired her on the spot.




Her dismissal settled in the boy’s entirety of being as interruption. His every breath felt suddenly abbreviated, incomplete. His every meal, always just short of satiation. His every sentence, seemingly ending in a semicolon, its resolution negated.




Sensing his boy’s new frustrations, the father announced shortly thereafter during dinner that at twelve, he could stay home alone now. 
That he no longer required sitters blowing his nose or cleaning his ears. That he needed to learn living without a net. Shoulder the burdens of drawing breath in a world that sought eagerly to eject him. That while Earth was most optimal in sustaining human life, life itself was a third-and-long cycle of punts, Hail Mary heaves, and turnovers.




Certainly Jason was already recognizing such hamperings without his father’s help. Received readily the mockery of boys in school over his small fingers and hands. Some even from Charlotte herself for not being able to catch the footballs or the apples she often lobbed his way unannounced.




Fingers better suited for sculpting longings out of frail paper than redirecting the inertia of solid hurled objects.




And then there were the ravens. His father’s personal chorus, he’d come to think of them as. Ever present and ever derisive, first with croaks, and soon with marbles, but that was yet to come.





October





Sometime after Labor Day the father began embarking on walks late every Saturday morning, only to return just past sundown.




He would saunter home with his going-out oxblood boots—not in his usual stoop, leaving for a nightshift at the foundry as if some better’s heel exerted insistent pressure into his sternum, but upright and loose-legged. No hints of his diabetes or other spites towards the world.




He moseyed, as if he’d spent the day smelling flowers and breezes while sucking on lollipops.




As if he’d spent time under the kind charity of a lady.






Jason considered asking, but when it came to talk of women the father bent with the wind.




Regarding his mother, he was ever more elastic.




She died birthing him.




She got an infection soon after birthing him, then died.




She left one day before he could walk—might as well have died.




There was never a shortage of visiting surrogates, however. Certainly since his firing of Charlotte. Often Jason suspected that his father had gotten rid of her solely so he could start having women his own age over. As if there was room for only one bubbling appetite per household. Local nurses, waitresses, housewives, bored and ravening. Ladies who knew how to cook around his diabetes, or rub away the 
arm pain from hours toting hand-ladles of molten metal. Ladies who could sponge out the smelted stink from flesh.




Every time Jason broached the subject of their respective prospect, usually through a cocked eye whenever one left in the morning, the father’s response rarely strayed from a curt variant on: “Ain’t nobody who’s staying put, so quit your mama huntin’.”




But one day he stopped being quite as gruff. Stopped growling so much at the Blue Devils on the TV, as well as the world outside the living room window. The women stopped coming, and yet he began to dress better, or attempted some façade of coordination with the scant items of clothing he had. He possessed one nice button shirt, one musty blazer the color of pine tar, and one green bowtie, which his swollen fingers always left askew and asymmetrical. No matter how much he twisted and jerked into the wardrobe mirror, it always looked as if it had been tied upside down and under the refraction of murky pond water.




A couple of times he caught the boy watching him from the doorway fumble at the bowtie, and he always used it as cause to brag about the wardrobe itself, how it once belonged to some distant uncle seven generations removed who fought in the Revolutionary War.




How he wished the tricorne hat would come back into style. The headwear of a true gentleman, back when men knew themselves and could express it without undue consequence, he would often proclaim, following it with an appreciative rubbing of the wardrobe’s contours.




To the boy the damn thing just looked old. Not antique and substantively old, but just old
. Second-hand store old, and it didn’t take him long to cultivate desires to see it burned to bristling cinders.




November



Fall seemed to skip altogether, summer’s heat supplanted with a sudden and early unpitying cold. Ice soon blunted all color, and against a world etched out of soldering wire the ravens buzzed the pomegranate trees in shallow arcs, shedding the dead rust leaves and juddering a remnant fruit at the cusp of deflation from over-ripeness.




Along with the chill, the birds began plunking green marbles into the birdbath.




Jason had no idea where they were getting them, but each weekend, coinciding with his father’s return for his walks, a new pair 
of green orbs arrived in the ravens’ beaks, to be deposited into the cement basin.




His father never seemed to question them. One day, a good dozen of the marbles already in the bowl, the father stirred them with a thick finger before offering shrug to no one in particular, and as if cued by some jumpstarted, dormant impulse, he was soon feeding the ravens along the birdbath rim with utmost tenderness and devotion.




Once the surprise wore off, Jason questioned ever feeling it in the first place. Of course he fed them. They were his emissaries, these creatures that could hide food from others, that could problem solve, that mourned their dead like elephants and man.




His personal stoolies over the boy.




It started with a few stale ends of a Wonder Bread loaf, but soon the father was spending extra on imported nuts and fruit, arranging them with a florist’s care along the bath’s rim with a simper as cold as a sickle moon, and the ravens eventually came and fed and loitered. They no longer feared him, but wing-flapped and began croaking in even more subdued tones, evoking less a growl of gorillas than a sighing of babes.




Within weeks they were following the father on his Saturday walks, hovering above him like gulls frozen in the wind, and the marbles kept coming.




One weekend, as soon as his father left, Jason clambered up to the roof and traced the circling birds as their orbits drifted into town. Between the white flurries of his breaths he watched through binoculars as they settled over an area near the cemetery where they plunged out of view behind tree tops, gamboled back up in spirals, and hovered over the same area for hours.




When they moved at last in lazy swoops against a quivering half-sun, it meant his father was on his way back home.




For weeks Jason observed this ritual, tamping down on his own humming, perplexing grievances and sprouting pores. Whichever woman had at long last pounded stakes into his father’s heart, he wasn’t sure, though he fathomed the race as between Maxine, a secretary at the water department, or Trina, a hospice nurse.




Neither seemed thrilled of him, Jason always sensed, nor was he of them. They either already had enough children of their own, or had no desire to exhume the part of themselves that clarified all reasons for their very lack thereof.




Yet children seemed the logical choice, for it went partway to explaining the marbles—twenty-six of them in the birdbath since the ravens started.




The secrecy lived as a balled, bunched fist yanking up on his collar, and one especially frigid Saturday after Veteran’s Day, Jason decided at last to follow his father.




Bone-numbing sleet drenched his slate hoodie as he tailed his father and the romping birds to a court of plain stucco houses a block north of the town’s main drag. He skulked behind gardenias until he spotted the man’s oxblood boots parked outside a flaking black door with a dream catcher nailed crookedly to it.




After counting the doors, he crept around back, matching rear windows to their corresponding front entries until he came upon a patio crammed by a multitude of birdbaths and fountains, all surging with water and feed.




All brimming with green marbles.




Birds of all types and sizes flitted about, scattering whenever one of the great ravens swooped in, seemingly for the expressed pleasure of exercising tyranny.




A part in the drapes beyond the sliding glass doors, and Jason edged close and peered in.




His father on the bed with a woman, her back to the glass, expressing in ways Jason never knew him capable of. A softness of limb and disposition. His lethal hands pacified and roaming along the beguiling curves of the woman’s spine, and only when he wrapped his arms around her waist and rolled her giggling atop his salt-and-pepper chest did the boy recognize the crooked-tooth grin, the wide dark eyes, the toenails painted a bright Jell-O lime.




The girl who watched him while his father worked the graveyard shifts.




The girl whose winding flesh put the first roils in his own unstable core, and the oil in the hinges of his shoulders.




Pumped a new, dangerous blood through his veins.




For an hour the boy watched the fervent dance between his father and Charlotte. Listened to their wordless lauds and interjections. The sighs from the ravens perched on the eaves above, near-perfect mimics of Charlotte’s passioned, mounting cries under the father’s driving hand, and before long soaked-through clothes and a feverish bewilderment coaxed Jason home.




For whatever reason, the ravens followed him.




Back in his own yard, the birds already engaged in their ritual midair acrobatics, he felt a sudden, burning need to bring them down.




He attempted with stones first, slinging golf-ball-sized chunks as they swooped by the pomegranate tree, but they proved too nimble, too supple, even for their great size.




Then he tried with his father’s .22, but his aim wavered, overwrought with pique, confusion, and cold, and his shots tumbled feebly into the woods.




A moldering pomegranate slumped on the dirt, like something stillborn and abandoned, and an idea twitched. The birds liked the fruit within, but the rinds were often too tough, even for their strong beaks.




Into the house and back out moments later with a knife, rat poison, and one of his father’s insulin syringes.




In fifteen minutes, several fruit quartered and the red pearl fruitlets fertilized with death. These he spaced an inch apart in a meandering garland along the birdbath rim, then waited inside by the kitchen window while his little hands crafted life out of simple black paper. Watched as the large mated pair approach the fruit, these trickster-informers that dropped emerald-green marbles into the birdbath since mid-summer.




Their definitive ridicule by way of his father.




It occurred to him that they might not feed on a thing not left by the man of the house, their trusted sovereign, but eventually hunger usurped loyalty and they started pecking away.




Later that afternoon, a plastic grocery bag over his shoulder, Jason returned to the stucco house with the feeders in the back.




His father was still there with Charlotte on the bed, blanket pulled to their bellies as a TV from within disgorged a football game. He had hours left, Jason did, and so he sat down on the wet, cracked flagstone and did his work.



~

Nearly an hour passed before Charlotte slipped out of bed, wriggled herself into a large sweater, and bounded to the patio door with a pack of cigarettes in hand.


She only slid it open about six inches when she saw what she saw and screeched loud enough to spur aping cries from several of the crows high up on the power lines, for none of them seemed compelled to drop any lower.




Inside, the father grumbled while Charlotte panic-prattled about what was outside.




A pause, during which the football announcer’s voices seemed to swell beyond the television’s volume capacity. Then the father gathered up the blanket and wrapped it around his waist. Pulling back the blinds, he slid open the door fully and beheld what Charlotte had.




Staked into the dirt joints between pavers with bamboo skewers, the severed heads of two ravens, their faces pointed at the back door. Drizzle sparkled against their iridescent black feathers like diamonds on felt.



Around each of the stumps of their necks, perfectly balanced little bowties fashioned out of clipped green rubber bands used to bind produce.

Atop their heads, intricately folded origami tricorne hats, cocked at jaunty angles so their faces still read. An inquest of glossy eyes and slack, burnished beaks, aimed straight at him.

The sum of all his dreads pooled in his belly, and when he got home, still shaken and perplexed, he found his son in the back yard, squatting Indian-style next to the birdbath, drenched and shivering.

Inside the birdbath, like twisted black blooms, breached the beheaded corpses of the raven pair.

On the ground before him, the old pruning shears from the garage, surrounded by a perfect circle of green marbles.

The father’s chin quivered. Notions he couldn’t fuse into coherence flitted through his cavernous skull. Fleeting visions of dark, profane acts from other ages. Of runes and etchings of occultish make half-remembered from movies or the ubiquitous church warnings of his youth.

All the malevolence he associated with those damn fucking ravens, and of his boy’s mastery of them. It was what he most feared as they circled over his boy in the yard throughout the summer. These harbingers of gloom and shadow. Arbiters of wickedness. He thought he could stymie them through prayer, appease them through finer food, but they claimed his boy nonetheless, and through their eyes he was able to witness his father’s iniquities.

And now in his boy’s baby-blue eyes—irises underscored with raven blood, cheek-smeared like football eye black—the budding inclination towards all the dank corners of knowledge best left unexplored.


The father loitered at the threshold of the concrete stoop bulged and split by sweetgum root, chewing on his tongue and rubbing his 
grey whiskers, vaguely aware of the moment’s urgency as his own father had surely withstood with him around the same age.




His son’s hands, tiny, hooked and blood-streaked atop his thighs. Inquiry lunged from his eye sockets, hot and raring.




And the father could only stare back, his head shaking of its own accord, not in negation of his boy’s deed, but of his own dearth of adequate retort before waddling inside to catch the end of the Blue Devils versus the Demon Deacons.
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MERGE NOW

by Kurt Fawver


A
 city is a battle for space and recognition. Corporations fight to develop empty lots. Indigenous animals fight for sustainable habitat. Small businesses fight for more noticeable storefronts. Weeds fight through pavement. People of every variety fight to live in bigger, better renovated homes and work in bigger, better paying jobs. It’s all subtle war all the time, and nowhere is this conflict more obvious than on a city’s streets and highways.

Chisholm knew it well. The first time he drove in the city’s traffic, he nearly suffered a nervous breakdown. It wasn’t the ludicrous speed of passing cars or the sudden and inexplicable braking that frightened him, but the utter illogic of the other drivers. They weaved between lanes and cut off other drivers with seemingly no purpose or plan other than to fill as many open spaces on the crowded road as possible, to be anywhere other than where they were at any given time. They delighted in sudden turns and sudden stops, and they signaled none of their actions. To Chisholm, their behavior was a terrifying glimpse at some sort of malignant disorder deep within humankind.

And yet, from that first trip on, through panic attacks and stress headaches, Chisholm had decided to endure. He moved to the city for a better job and better pay and he wasn’t about to abandon opportunity just because his stomach turned over every time he pulled out of his driveway. So he steeled himself for the inevitable rage and creeping fear of the road and continued to acclimate himself to city driving.

Twelve years and several anxiety medications later, he still wasn’t certain he’d made the right choice.

His commute to work this morning, for instance, reinforced that uncertainty. As Chisholm weaved through the usual rush hour gauntlet, blasting forward in rocket spurts only to stop dead for minutes at a time, he noticed the driver in the silver BMW beside him tying a white blindfold around his head
.

At first, Chisholm couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Over the years, he’d spied people texting, reading, watching videos, applying makeup, brushing their teeth, shaving, playing games on their phones, painting their nails, changing clothes, masturbating, and even eating full meals with utensils while driving. But he had never seen someone blindfold themselves like a prisoner lined up for a firing squad. It was both more subtle and more extreme than anything he’d previously witnessed.

The man in the other car grinned as he finished knotting the cloth at the back of his head; he looked the part of a manic child at a birthday party, overly excited to take up a weapon and whack candy entrails loose from a piñata. He turned toward Chisholm, still grinning, and gave a thumbs-up gesture. Odd, intricate drawings similar to astrological symbols or stylized Greek letters marked the blindfold where the man’s eyes should have been. 

Chisholm stared back, tightness growing in his chest, hands tingling. He didn’t want to be a part of whatever deranged plot was playing out in the adjacent lane.

The blindfolded man swiveled to face forward and his hands returned to his car’s steering wheel. For a remarkable minute, he drove straight and true, without crashing or wavering from his lane. Somehow, he even braked when the car in front of him did the same.


Chisholm knew he should call the police. He knew this other driver’s madness was bound to cause disaster. But even as the situation sparked his anxiety, it also entranced him. He’d seen plenty of minor accidents in the past, but he’d never watched a major collision happen in real time, right beside him. A small part of him
 wanted
 to see it: steel and aluminum bending, glass shattering, bodies flying. The aftermath might offer an insight, a revelation, a perspective on life or death or the nature of reality that he’d never otherwise understand. It might offer up a release.



The twisted wreckage is the mind of God
, Chisholm thought, surprising himself by drawing such a conclusion.


Traffic opened a bit, giving the blindfolded man more room for error, but also more speed for accident. Chisholm kept pace with him, kept glancing over to the silver BMW, checking its progress.

Still grinning, the blindfolded man again turned toward Chisholm and waved.

Chisholm glanced away, glanced back, glanced away, glanced back, but the blindfolded man continued waving.

Not knowing what else to do, Chisholm raised his hand.

The blindfolded man seemed to ignore the response. Trickles of blood leaked from the corners of his grinning mouth.

Chisholm’s heart picked up speed; his entire body quivered. His thoughts sped up, blurred, became a tangle of fight and flight. Cold sweat 
broke out over his palms, his forehead. A full-blown panic attack loomed in the distance. He needed to get off the road. He needed to get out of traffic.

As Chisholm took deep breaths and dug fingernails deep into his steering wheel, the silver BMW beside him veered out of its lane, into the grass-laden median strip, and accelerated, spinning up soil in its wake. It wheeled onto the opposing side of the road—which was always less busy at this time of day—and gained more speed. Most cars in the oncoming traffic blew their horns, flashed their lights, and swerved out of its way; however, one white van either didn’t see the silver BMW streaking its way or didn’t care. The BMW aimed for the van, streaked on, and impacted. The sound that went up from the crash was brief—just a loud, dull bang, really—but ominous in its finality. In the blink of an eye, the vehicles merged into a tangle of ruin and separated into hundreds of jagged shards. Their occupants had surely been crushed and diced in that fleeting tornado of metal and glass. The man in the blindfold was, without doubt, in pieces.

Though nausea squeezed his stomach and throat, Chisholm couldn’t look away. The scene transfixed him the way the relics of a saint might transfix a pious devotee. As his car crawled by the carnage, he spied a disembodied arm hanging from a gash in the silver BMW. Before he even realized he’d raised his hand, he waved at the dangling appendage.

“What the hell am I doing?” Chisholm growled at himself, clenching his teeth hard against waves of anxiety, so hard his gums burned under the strain. He balled his waving hand into a fist, merged into an exit lane, and left the gridlock to its grim progress. It didn’t matter that he’d be late for work.

~

Later that evening, even after he’d left his car at work and used a ride-sharing app to get home, Chisholm still felt ill and disconnected. He couldn’t relax or concentrate on anything other than the blindfolded man and the accident.

He checked local news sites for information on the crash and refreshed them for updates every fifteen minutes. What he learned from the news reports was this: the occupants of the vehicles—three in total, all as-of-yet unnamed—had died instantly and, based on eyewitness accounts, police were considering the possibility of an “intentional crash.” No one seemed to know any more than that. Not a single story mentioned the blindfold.


Maybe it wasn’t all that strange
, Chisholm tried to reason with himself.
 Maybe it was just a manifestation of mental illness. In a city of millions, unusual behavior is practically the norm.


Still, the blindfold, covered in cyphers. Still, the blood trickling from the man’s mouth.

For hours, Chisholm searched online, Googling symptoms, reading about psychoses and chemical imbalances and cerebral injuries, but nothing fit what he’d seen. Then, well after midnight, he stumbled upon a Twitter 
post that mentioned “the blindfolded, seeing the answer others cannot see and gnashing their teeth in fear and ecstasy, do the great work of the eschaton. They will prepare the roads for its coming.” The rest of the poster’s feed was filled with half-nonsensical doomsaying and quotes from various religious books of apocalyptic prophecy. No specific references to head-on collisions, though.


“These are just crazy times,” Chisholm mumbled. “The
 end
 times, I guess.”


He slammed shut his laptop, popped a Xanax, and went to bed.

~

The next morning, Chisholm checked the local news again. Overnight, another high-speed head-on collision had claimed the lives of four people. The story about the accident included no details concerning blindfolds or weird inscriptions, but did mention the “possible intentional nature” of the crash. The phrase raised goosebumps on Chisholm’s arms.

“Coincidence, coincidence, coincidence,” he repeated to himself, trying to muster the courage to face the day and head to his job.

Given that he’d left his car at work and had splurged on a peak-hour ride-share driver the previous afternoon, Chisholm hopped aboard a city bus for transport. A tiny, paranoid voice at the base of his skull assured him that not only was he saving money, but all the metal surrounding him would make him safer in the event of an accident. Taking the bus was, surely, a way to ease his mind.

Midway through the morning sojourn, however, as Chisholm read reviews on his phone for a new movie he wanted to see, the bus screeched to a halt.

“Holy Christ!” the bus driver shouted. A muted thunderclap of metal hitting metal burst in the air.

No more than five-hundred feet ahead of the bus, two vehicles—a heavy-duty pickup truck and a mid-size sedan—had collided. Pieces of the automobiles littered the street like shrapnel from an explosion. What remained of the sedan was little more than a cube of crushed tin foil.

“That pickup just drove right into that car!” the bus driver bellowed to no one in particular. “Head-on! I think it sped up!”

Chisholm’s heart beat faster. His muscles tingled. He and a few other riders moved forward, craning their necks to see the wreckage through the front window.

“Damn. It’s bad!” one of the passengers whispered with almost gleeful anticipation. “Real bad!”

The bus inched toward the accident, apparently determined to keep its schedule. Chisholm’s stomach clenched.


It’s another one
, he thought.
 Another one. Too close. It could’ve hit us. It could’ve torn this bus in two
.



Traffic crept onto the berm and kept flowing. Only a handful of concerned motorists stopped to offer assistance to the accident victims—not that any assistance
 could
 be given, though, considering the condition of the truck and sedan.


The bus rocked onto the berm and followed a growing line of drivers jockeying for position. The path took them only a few feet from the hulk of the ruined pickup.

Chisholm stared out a side window as the bus passed, scanning for clues to the accident’s cause. Equal parts dread and curiosity roiled in his chest. He focused on the driver’s side door, which was half torn away from its moorings. A body hung behind it, limp and positioned at grotesque angles. Its head was partially occluded by a segment of collapsed roof, but the exposed portion revealed an unmistakable white strip of cloth inscribed with unknown glyphs.

Chisholm could not turn away. His hands shook. His teeth chattered. A cold sweat beaded on his forehead. The glyphs on the blindfold seemed so carefully drawn, so intricate. They wove a deep and abiding pattern that was almost religious, almost mystical. A wave of dizziness swept from their curves and points into Chisholm’s head. The world crumpled like a cheap fender, reformed itself, crumpled again, and reformed.

Chisholm wondered if he was having a heart attack or a transcendental experience.

The bus continued on its rounds, leaving the wreck out of view.

Chisholm slumped in his seat and shivered. Somewhere not so distant, the wail of an emergency siren slashed the morning peace.

~

The work day had been a bust. Chisholm accomplished nothing, his mind still reeling from the morning commute. Co-workers stopped by his desk and tried to talk to him, but their words sounded like the passing hiss of tires on asphalt. When he managed to rouse himself from his daze long enough to act, he searched traffic reports and police blotters for news of accidents. The results did not clear away the fog of confusion.

Over the morning rush hour, three more fatal, head-on, wrong-way collisions had rocked the city’s streets. One of them was the wreck Chisholm had seen from the bus. The other two had occurred in disparate areas of the city. Eight more people had been killed in the crashes.

Five major accidents and a combined fifteen casualties in a forty-eight hour span of time was enough to prompt a statement from the city’s mayor, who promised “full and immediate investigation into the cause of these wrong-way driving incidents.” The city’s chief of police also assured citizens that “more officers will be out, patrolling the roads to prevent these accidents from occurring.
”

The official noise didn’t comfort Chisholm, though, and he spent most of the day worrying over his eventual drive home, imagining nightmare scenarios in which he might die beneath the tread of a dump truck or embedded in the grill of a moving van. Every pop and creak in the office made him wonder whether or not someone in a car wreck could hear their skull fracturing or their neck snapping through spinal cord as it happened. By the time his shift ended, he was a trembling pile of raw nerves. He drove home carefully and cautiously, taking circuitous side streets where extreme speeds would be more difficult to attain. The route added nearly an hour to his commute, but he arrived safe and sound.

As he walked from his car to his apartment, a young woman he’d never seen before passed him in the parking lot. She smiled wide and waved at Chisholm. Blood dripped from a wet, empty socket at the front of her mouth. In her opposite hand, she clutched a strip of white cloth, unmistakable sigils crisscrossed over its surface.

Chisholm froze.

“Don’t do it,” he blurted.

The woman responded by stopping, tying the blindfold around her head, and waving again, slower this time, slower in every motion, as though she was a diver deep beneath a darkened and crushing sea.

“Don’t,” Chisholm whispered. He couldn’t go to her and hold her back from her destruction. His legs tingled. His chest burned. He wasn’t even sure he could speak another word.

The woman turned and walked to a bright red SUV parked three spaces from Chisholm’s car. She got in, started the engine, and drove away without so much as scraping another vehicle in the parking lot.

As she passed, she rolled a window down and shouted, to Chisholm or the universe at large, “All is wreckage! All is collision!”

Chisholm stared at her taillights, watching them recede to pinpricks of blood. He knew well where the young woman was headed.

She was on her way to meet death.

~

A news article from later that evening confirmed Chisholm’s knowledge. It showed a photo of the woman’s bright SUV upside down and scattered in pieces on the interstate four miles away. Another car had been involved, but it was flattened beneath the SUV. Chisholm wondered if the woman had made the entire four mile drive blindfolded and, if so, how.

After he read the article, he couldn’t relax. The information unsettled. It raised too many questions. Chisholm paced his apartment, replaying in his mind’s eye his interaction with the young woman. Nothing he could’ve done, short of tackling her to the ground, would’ve stopped her from driving away. Or so he told himself
.

He jumped on Twitter and searched for the doomsday prophet who had mentioned “the blindfolded, gnashing their teeth.” The account had apparently been deleted. Maybe it had never existed in the first place. Maybe the problem was his own panicked mind.

Chisholm texted his sister, Carissa, asking her to call him. When they were little, she used to soothe him when his anxiety overwhelmed him. As teenagers, she’d talked him out of the chasms of despair he fell into. Now she was an on-call psychiatrist with a wife and two kids, five-hundred miles away, in another city. Chisholm only saw her a handful of times per year and she barely even had time to answer his infrequent messages. Still, he hoped.

A minute later, his phone buzzed with an incoming call.

Chisholm tried to remain even in tone as he answered. “Hey.”

“Anxiety issues and maybe more?” Carissa never wasted time with formalities. “What’s going on, little bro?”


Chisholm hesitated. “It’s... it’s been bad. I saw two car accidents this week. Right in front of me. People died. I can’t shake it. It doesn’t make sense. The
 idea
 of the accidents doesn’t make sense.”


“That’s horrible. Tragic. Traumatizing. You’re thinking about your own mortality? Imagining it could be you, gone in a split second? We’ve all been there.”

“No. I mean, yeah, that’s part of it, but that’s not the big issue. The big issue is why it happened. I think there’s something going on. A conspiracy. Or a cult. Or a sickness. I don’t know.”

An angry child shouted in the background at Carissa’s house. Something thudded and crashed. Carissa sighed. Chisholm could feel the bags beneath her eyes dragging heavy even over the phone.

“Chis, sorry. I love you, but I can’t give you a therapy session right now. Highway accidents are a part of life. A necessary danger. I mean, just this past week we’ve had a spate of wrong-way accidents here. But we have to get from place to place. I really think you should see a professional in person. I can refer you to someone who might...”

“Wrong-way accidents?” Chisholm interrupted. He squeezed the phone so hard he feared the screen might shatter. “How many?”

Carissa sighed. “I don’t know. Seven. Eight. The point is, horrible things happen every day and we can’t...”

Again, Chisholm cut his sister short.

“Okay, okay,” he said, aiming for a placating tone. “I’ll go see someone. You check on whatever just broke. Make sure the kids are okay. I’ll deal. Talk to you later.”

“Chis, come on...”

Chisholm hung up. He didn’t need any more advice. Not right now. What he needed was to find out more about the collisions where Carissa 
lived. Coincidence like this didn’t exist beyond the pages of hackneyed screenplays and best-selling novels.

Chisholm scrambled back to the Internet and expanded his search terms. As the results piled up, anxiety tore through his chest and stomach. He chewed some antacids and soldiered on, locating thirty-nine other metropolitan areas where similar rashes of intentional head-on crashes had been reported. None of the articles said anything about blindfolds. None revealed any names of the drivers, either, which was abnormal. A handful of articles intimated that such accidents were part of a wider pattern, but none investigated the connections into what that pattern might be.


Why?
 Chisholm wondered.
 Why does no one care? Does everyone think this is ordinary insanity? Do they always just expect to die when they get in their cars?



By morning’s light, he had no further answers, but he had plenty of evidence that something in the
 world
—and not his head—was unraveling.


He called off work and fell asleep on his couch, feeling stable for the first time in days.

~

At exactly twelve minutes after noon, someone knocked on Chisholm’s apartment door. Still swaddled in sleep’s misty shawl, Chisholm heard the rapping, but couldn’t muster the will to answer.

The knock came again, more forceful, more urgent.

Chisholm refused to rouse himself. Unless he ordered food delivery, he never opened his apartment for strangers. He wasn’t about to break with tradition now.

The person on the threshold fumbled at the doorknob, rattling it in its moorings. It twisted left and right, but remained locked.

Chisholm sat up, face flushing as his blood pressure rose with panic. He rolled off the couch and sneaked to the door. He pressed his ear against it, listening for telltale voices, but heard nothing—not even the shuffle of shoes on his doormat.

After ten full minutes of silence, Chisholm opened the door just a crack. He expected a Chinese delivery menu or a pamphlet praising Jesus to be hanging from the doorknob, but he saw neither one. Instead, the unknown visitor had apparently slathered the knob in dark red paint—at least Chisholm hoped it was paint.

With furtive steps, Chisholm moved outside to take stock of the damage. His throat tightened when he saw its extent.

The visitor had not only painted the doorknob, but the front door as well. A chaotic mass of arcane glyphs and symbols, none of which Chisholm recognized, filled its surface from edge to edge. There was religious import in this marking of his door, an allusion to something Chisholm had been 
taught in church years ago, when he was a child, but he couldn’t remember quite what.

He retreated into his apartment, called the complex’s management about the vandalism, and vowed to stay inside for the rest of the week.

~

True to his word, Chisholm called in sick to work the next several days. He cloistered himself away in the cushions of his couch with his computer and phone and obsessively refreshed dozens of local news sites from disparate cities. He didn’t go out to see friends or buy groceries or even empty his garbage. Every meal he ate arrived at his door by delivery.

As the days passed, the accident reports he read piled higher and higher. Every city he kept tabs on experienced at least twenty-six fatal head-on crashes during the week, and every city’s officials made hollow promises to investigate the accidents’ causes. In the articles covering the crashes, reporters still offered nothing more insightful than oblique references to “unusual circumstances” and “odd patterns.”

Meanwhile, Chisholm’s door remained covered in sigils, with maintenance workers claiming they couldn’t fit its repainting into their schedule for at least a month. Whether the door was a protective ward keeping the lunacy of the city at bay or a seal that trapped him in a cushy prison, Chisholm couldn’t imagine passing beyond it.

However, over the weekend, his work supervisor called to tell him that his job needed him, that the company needed him, and that if he didn’t come to work Monday, those needs would be fulfilled by someone else, permanently. Wracked with anxiety-induced diarrhea after the call, Chisholm almost felt like quitting. He could pack up and move back to the tiny, impoverished town where he’d grown up and where his parents and aunts and uncles still eked out meager livings. He would never find a career with any true upward mobility there, but at least he wouldn’t have to contend with the hellacious traffic, the accidents, the blindfolds, and everything these insanities entailed.

He could do that. He could leave the city. But choosing a slow, mournful death in a decaying town seemed no more appealing than choosing a quick, violent death in the teeming metropolis where he lived now.

So when Monday rolled around, Chisholm woke, ate, dressed, and, on the verge of tears, steeled himself for work. Bus service on the route that passed by his apartment complex had been suspended for an unknown reason or he would’ve taken a bus to the office. Ride sharing services couldn’t help because he had no extra money to cover their costs, but, even if he had been able to pay, the wait time for rides was, bizarrely, over an hour. His sole transportation option was his own car.


So be it
, he thought
.


Knees weak, chest tight, and whole body shivering, Chisholm grabbed his keys and stepped outside.

~

It was impossible to avoid all traffic on the way to the office. Using side streets might have helped, but, due to several patches of road construction, such navigation would have added an hour to the drive. Today of all days Chisholm couldn’t be late, so he was forced to take a busy thoroughfare—his phone said the city’s toll expressway was fastest this morning.

Up the ramp to the expressway in his modest sedan he crept, his foot constantly at the ready to slam on the brakes. Phone clutched in his hand, he tried to spy into every vehicle he neared. He wanted to inspect the drivers, and, if he spotted a blindfold, snap a picture for evidence and later analysis.

He saw nothing unusual, though. The occupants of the other cars just looked soul-weary. Their eyelids drooped, their shoulders slouched, and their faces remained slack as they drove, registering no emotion that could be expressed in words. For all Chisholm knew, they might’ve been crash test dummies or wax figures in the early stages of a melt. It disturbed him that he was more comfortable with this everyday lifelessness than with a potentially erratic or insane driver, but he pushed down that feeling and let his original anxieties retake him.

Merging onto the expressway, traffic was lighter than normal and flowed at an almost sensible rate. Though his fingers dug deep into his steering wheel and his bowels churned, Chisholm started to believe that he might experience an unremarkable commute.

The spark of that belief fizzled out when he surveyed the opposing lanes of the road.

There, all up and down the expressway, idled a clot of cars and trucks that stretched as far as Chisholm could see, and in each and every vehicle sat a driver whose eyes were wrapped in a single, distinct band of white cloth.

Chisholm’s heart beat wild and unsteady. His intestines lurched and his head spun. He had to find an exit, had to get off the expressway, but the next exit was almost two miles ahead. He kept driving, knowing that at any moment one of the blindfolded could peel off from the rest and come hurtling toward him. 

A tiny, rational voice inside Chisholm struggled to keep afloat among his raging tides of anxiety. It asked, quite appropriately, “What are they all stopped for?”

The answer presented itself when Chisholm glanced in his rear view mirror.

There, gaining upon him like the waters of a burst dam, was a torrent of vehicles blasting ahead at full speed. As the lead cars in the steel wave swept past him, he caught glimpses of the drivers’ faces—all smiling and all adorned with glyph-inscribed white cloths tied tight across their eyes
.

The cars and trucks in the innermost lane on the opposite side of the road began to break away from the gridlock, followed by vehicles in the middle lanes. They sped toward whatever open space they could find, increasing momentum for momentum’s sake. The cars on Chisholm’s side of the road veered and took aim at the stragglers.

Breathless seconds passed, and then chaos reigned.

Vehicles crashed into one another from one edge of the expressway to the other. Tires, doors, and bumpers went flying. Cars exploded in fiery geysers. Trucks flew through the air and landed upside-down, crushing their cabs and anything else beneath them. Bodies in various states of wholeness flew through the air and lay splayed on the asphalt, the median strip, and the berm. The sound of metal striking metal at high velocity cracked and boomed on every side of Chisholm’s car. The road had become a battlefield in an unknown war.

Chisholm weaved around hunks of crumpled SUVs and shards of ruined hatchbacks, entirely flattened hybrids and pickups engulfed in flames. His arms ached; his chest refused to expand; his vision blurred, went fuzzy, shrank to pinpoints. He couldn’t handle this. He thought he might be having a heart attack. Still, he kept driving and, still, none of the blindfolded came for him.

Ahead, he spotted the exit. He accelerated for it, dodging a minivan in mid-rollover in the process. His car blasted down the off ramp, through a red light at the ramp’s end, and across a concrete median strip before Chisholm slammed on his brakes. The car slid sideways and came to a stop in the middle of what should have been opposing traffic. Chisholm clutched at his chest, bracing for impact or, at the very least, a barrage of angry car horns.

He waited. He struggled to breathe. Black stars popped in his vision. Every atom of his being felt compressed. But nothing ran into him and no one blew a horn.

He waited longer, catching a breath. Then another. Then another. The stars faded. The world came back into focus. He opened his door and fell out of the car, onto his knees. Finally free of the car, he felt a band snap loose from around his chest. No one drove past him. No one screamed slurs.

No one rushed to his aid, either.

Chisholm stood, slowly, and turned in a circle. There was no traffic on the road where his car sat idle—not a single vehicle in either direction as far as he could see.

He began walking, away from the road, away from his car. He saw no one, anywhere. Every business was closed. Every house sat empty. It felt as though the city had opened a major artery and bled out.

Behind and above, on the expressway, he heard the staccato report of further crashes, further deaths. Smoke rose from the road in hundreds of 
pitch-black tendrils. A light breeze wafted the tang of burning oil and spilled gasoline into his nose and throat.

Chisholm inhaled deeply, coughed, and kept walking. He didn’t know where he was going or how long it would take him to get there, but, after today, he doubted that destinations and schedules would matter much anyway.


  

[image: ]



when we were trespassers

by doungjai gam


W
hen the rattle of the ancient Honda driving by us couldn't be heard anymore, we stood up simultaneously and exhaled breaths we didn't realize we were holding.

"All clear," John whispered. "Go!"

We dashed across the yard, the sunflowers we hid behind waving in our wake. I reached the house first and collapsed against it, not knowing there were a few pieces of loose siding until they slapped loudly against the house. I gasped at the clatter.

"Shh." John tried to keep his voice in check. I angrily waved my arms at him in silent protest.

"Okay, we're here. Now what?"

"We figure out how to get in. Shouldn't be hard, this place has been broken into before."

"You mean you don't know—"

He held up a finger to hush me. I tried to suppress my quickly rising temper as I followed him while he appraised the back of the house for stealth entry points.

"If we get caught, this is your fault. Do you think doing this in broad daylight was the best idea—"

"Shut up, Blair! You think at night is a better option?" He glared at me for a moment. "I thought so." He grabbed the handle of the basement door and pulled on it—no give. I watched his face grow flush with anger as he muttered to himself:


"I
 need
 to get in there."


I bit my tongue hard, sure I would draw blood. There was so much to say, but instead I asked him if he had tried the back door. "There's a pane of glass that's broken."

John backed up a few feet and looked. "Oh shit. C'mon, let's do this." He bounded up the steps of the back porch and grabbed the doorknob and twisted a few times. He mumbled under his breath.

"What?" I called out
.

"It's locked. Who the fuck would do that? This place has been abandoned for years."

He reached through the broken window and damn near thrust his entire arm through the opening before pulling out just as quickly. I watched as he fiddled with something where the glass should have been. He turned and motioned to me.

"I need your help."

"What's going on?"

He waved me over urgently. "Get up here, would ya?"

"What is it?" When I reached him I could see the problem: a piece of glass jutting up. Small, but with a sharp tip.

"Okay, so here's what we're going to do. I'll lift you up—"

"No no no no no. I don't like where this is going."

"Hear me out, baby, please. The deadbolt is just out of my reach. Let me lift you up."

I glared at him.

"You got long arms! Just reach in and open it. You can do it. Come on. Please."

I sighed. "Fine. But I swear, if you drop me and I get cut…"

"I won't drop you, I promise."

He had me not even six inches in the air before he lost his balance and backed into the railing. I punched his shoulder.

"Ow, what the fuck?" he said as he dropped me.

"This isn't working." I tried to walk away but he grabbed my arm so hard I yelped.

"Shut up, Blair. One more time, let's do this." Before I could protest, he bent over and gripped me in a bear hug just below my ass and lifted me as he leaned against the door. I reached in with reluctance and felt around, the shard of glass poking hard into my upper arm.

"You got it, baby?"

"Almost. It's…just…out of reach."

He took a step backwards towards the doorknob and it took all my might not to scream. I kicked him lightly on the shin.

"What?" he grunted.

"That piece of glass is killing me."

My fingers found the slim knob but I lost my grip once, twice, and again. The tip of the glass dug further into my arm as I pushed myself to reach a couple of centimeters more. And then—

"I got it!"

—as John flew into a panic—

"Shit, a wasp!
"

—he lost his grip on me and the glass sliced my flesh open as I fell backwards, banging my back against the railing behind me and landing awkwardly on my right ankle.

And oh, how I screamed.

Across from me, John flailed at several tiny angry insects as he tried the door again. This time it opened. He helped me stand on my good leg and kicked the door the rest of the way in. We stumbled inside and I leaned against the nearest countertop, holding my left arm close to my body as I sobbed. He closed the door behind him; I think I heard a click—like a deadbolt—but I wasn't sure and didn’t care right then.

I glared at him. "A little help here?"

He held a finger up while he stared out the window, presumably to make sure that no one had heard the ruckus.

"Okay, we're clear." He turned to me. "That was a helluva scream."

I raised my bloody arm. "You would've screamed too if that fucking piece of glass sliced your arm like this. But you freaked out over a wasp."

In the limited light streaming in through the kitchen window, I watched his concerned visage contort into one of anger.

"Blair. You know I'm allergic." He spoke slowly. I could almost hear his teeth grinding in rage.


"I know you're allergic, John. But you didn't get stung, did you? I'm
 still
 bleeding." I shoved my arm close to his face and that snapped him back into this moment.


"Oh shit." He looked frantically around the dirty kitchen.

"You think there's going to be towels or running water in here?" I asked him. "And if there was, they would be nowhere near clean." He went to the pantry and found nothing; he swore as he slammed the door. Discretion didn't seem to matter indoors.

"Goddammit, would you help me!"

"Okay, okay. Let me think a second." As if he hadn't heard anything I said, he started checking the kitchen drawers, shoving some of them closed so hard they bounced open again. He found something slim and held it up triumphantly.

"A butter knife?"

"Yeah yeah," he muttered as he took his flannel shirt off and tossed it to me. When I caught it I asked what he was up to.

"Please stop motioning like that with the knife," I said.

"I need to cut the sleeves off to make you a tourniquet. Just chill, would ya?"

"Okay, fine." I held his shirt by the sleeve and the shoulder as he directed, as far away as I could without my arm screaming too much in pain. I suspect the knife hadn't seen its proper duty in at least a decade, but he somehow managed to saw through the seam and tear it the rest of the way. 
He wrapped it twice and knotted it by my elbow before he set off to sever the other sleeve. Once it was all set, he gave me an awkward hug and asked how my arm was feeling.

"It's okay, I guess." He tied the tourniquets a little too tight, but I wasn't going to argue about it. He tossed what was left of the flannel on the kitchen counter.

"Good. We need to go upstairs." He started for the front of the house. When I asked him to wait a moment he turned back.

"What?" It was hard to see if he was annoyed, but I could hear it in his voice.

"The blood. There's some on the door and it dripped on the floor."

"We'll worry about it later. Come on." He beckoned and I followed.

I hated that I did that.

Most of the windows in the living room were boarded up except for one on the side of the house. From where I stood I could see the sunflower patch we hid behind earlier. I admired how they stood, tall and strong.

"Psst!" John was on the stairs. He motioned for me to come with him. I slouched and hurried by the window and rounded the corner.

"Your arm okay?"

"Yeah." The moments when John seemed to be concerned for me were rare, and most times they brought me some comfort. Not this time.

We reached the upper level and he made a disgusted noise as he looked at his hand, dirty from the dust on the railing. He wiped it clean on his pants, one smooth motion. Before us was a door, half-open. Down the hall were three more doors. None of them were completely closed. Around us were cobwebs and sadness, darkness and despair. Secrets lurked in the shadows, waiting to spring their wares on unsuspecting souls.

John looked from one door to another to another, unsure of the next move. I was about to speak when he made a choice. He poked the door in front of us and light spilled into the hallway, bright and glorious. I followed him into the room.

The first thing that hit me was the stench. I gagged and held my nose as I ran out. I couldn't help but think that something had died in there and was still in a state of rot, maybe in a closet or under the dirty mattress in the corner. He followed close behind me.

"That's not the right room," he said. The next one was the bathroom, and the linen closet next to that. All that remained was the room at the end of the hall.

I waited for John to take the first step and when he didn't, I proceeded. I reached the doorway and looked back to find John frozen in place.

"You okay?"

He didn't speak
.

I walked back to him. Even with the lack of sunlight, I didn't need to be right next to him to see that there was a tear rolling down his cheek.

"Hey. What's going on?"

"You remember my cousin Jack." A whisper.

"Yes."

"He died in that room." He motioned to the one we hadn't gone in yet.

I went numb. Jack died almost six months back; he and John were tight. And for all that closeness, all the trouble they got into together, the drugs…he never spoke of Jack after it happened.

"How do you know?"

"I…I can feel him."

I didn’t know what to say, so I let him continue.


"He's reached out to me several times since…you know. I kept seeing this house, this room. It kept coming to me in my dreams. I had to come here, he
 needed
 me to."


Waves of pity washed over me and swept the anger away.

"You're sure it's that room."

"Yes. There was no presence of him over there." He waved at the bedroom behind us. "But I'm feeling a strong pull towards that one."

"Do you want to go in there?"

"I do. But I'm scared."

"Of?"

"I don't know."

He took my hand.

"I just need a second," he said. I squeezed his hand.

We waited, the air thick with fear and questions. He let go and cleared his throat.

"Okay. I'm ready."

I walked behind him in silence. He paused at the door, hand on the knob. He was still for so long I wondered if he had finally had second thoughts, that maybe he came to his senses and realized that Jack was gone. Gone was gone—there was no soul to leave behind, doomed for all eternity to roam the hallways of this fucking shooting gallery that we broke into. And it was likely that Jack wasn't the first to OD in here. I imagined that if there were such a thing, this place would be shoulder to shoulder with the ghosts of junkies mourning their final hits.

He pushed the door open and stepped over the threshold. I watched him walk into the center of the room. He spun around slowly, absorbing the light and the energy in the small space like some kind of new age shyster who promised you all the good things while cleaning out your pockets as you smiled and opened them wider.

Indeed, the space around me began to feel like it was shrinking, so I stepped into the room. I don't believe in any of that spiritual crap—thirteen 
years of Catholic schooling did a number on some people’s brains whereas I found more questions than beliefs—but when I stepped wholly into the room, there was something in the air that I'd never felt before, that I couldn't explain.

And it scared the shit out of me.

John mumbled to himself as he wandered around the room. Or maybe he was trying to communicate with Jack, who knew. He stopped at random points around the room and swayed with his eyes shut. I was too fascinated and a little scared to ask him what was going on so I stayed put and watched.

When he reached the closet, he grabbed the handle and flung the door open. He stared, slack-jawed.

"Blair, come here." His eyes were glazed over as if he'd been using, but I'm almost positive he hadn’t today. I went to him, took his outstretched hand. He put his arm around me and held me close. I tried not to grimace from the throbbing in my arm.

We stared into the closet.

"Isn't it beautiful?" he said.

Before us was an empty closet. There may have been a few strands of cobwebs at most. I shuddered at the thought of how much dust had settled on the shelves. He asked me again what I thought.

"I think I'm missing something. I don't see anything."

"That's it."

"What is it?"

"It's nothing, and it's beautiful." He went to sit on the floor, pulling me down with him.

"What are we doing?" He didn’t answer; instead he tugged at one of the shirtsleeves tied around my arm.

"Ow, what are you—"

He shushed me. "I just want to check on it." He gently undid the knot and unfurled the sleeve he tied on my upper arm. The makeshift bandage had soaked up some blood, but seeing it now in the natural daylight, it didn’t look as bad as it felt at the time. He knew what I was thinking and he wrapped my arm back up.

He pulled something thin and long from one of his cargo pockets. I was ready to give him hell for smoking a joint in here, but then I saw that it was a syringe.

“What’s that about?”

He gave me a look that said I should know better. And I did.

“Why, John? Why are you doing this?”

“Jack told me that when he lay in front of this door and got high he could see the most amazing shit.”

“In front of this door? Only this door.”

“Yeah, only this one.
”


O-kay.
 I humored him and let him go on.



“He would tell me things, Blair. But he wouldn’t tell me a whole lot about
 what
 he saw. Just that it was nothing and everything at once, and that he’d never seen anything like it.”


He grabbed my wrist and placed the syringe in my hand, used his fingers to close my fist around it.

“No.”

“Please. I need you to do this.”

"I can't—"

“Please.”

I shook my head, closed my eyes. Tears fell hot and fast.

“Please,” he whispered. He pulled me close so our foreheads touched. His breathing was thick and heavy; I could feel it powering its way into my system, tainting mine.

It went back and forth like that for what felt like eons—he kept begging and I kept refusing. But he knew me too well and badgered on until finally, I gave in. My body shuddered as I held in the sobs. Next to me, John handled the prep work with a few more tools he pulled from his pockets. I couldn’t watch so I looked out the window and thought about the sunflowers.

Two taps on the shoulder. I turned back and found him ready to go. The band was on his arm, but no veins were readily available. The syringe in his hand, cap off, the needle sharp and uncaring. Held in the right way in the light, it looked like there was a shimmer to the liquid.

I took it from him with reluctance. He lay back down, his head angled left so he could watch whatever it was he thought he was going to see in the closet. In the time we'd been together—if one could really call what we had a relationship—he never asked me to do this to him. He didn't use in front of me.

I sat next to him, unsure of what to do. He raised his right arm and set it in my lap, his elbow digging into my thigh. I shifted so it didn't hurt as much.

"Are you sure?" I said.

"I couldn't find a vein in my left arm."

"But are you sure?"

"Yes."

I wasn't sure which vein I was using, so I tapped his inner elbow the way the techs do when they draw blood. When I found it, I put the tip of the needle against it, not ready to push.

"Don't plunge it all in right away. Pull it back a bit—if you draw some blood, you're good."


I tried not to cringe as I pushed the needle in. I pulled the plunger back like he said, and I gasped at the sight of the bright red bloom. I shouldn't think of it as beautiful…but
 damn

.


"Do it," he whispered.

I slowly pushed the plunger down. The drug hit him hard and fast and I wasn't sure what to do next so I pulled the needle out. Blood dribbled out and I panicked. I held the bottom of my black tee against the tiny hole and applied pressure.

The syringe still had some liquid in there, mixed with John's blood. The thought crossed my mind to try it. I stared at it for a long time and decided against it. I placed it on his chest and stood up to stretch.

From where I was standing I could see the bright yellow petals of the sunflowers. A movement in the corner near the ceiling caught my eye and I glanced up to see a spider stalking a stuck fly, its web visible against the dirty walls. I stood there admiring the handiwork.

A shuddering breath escaped John's body.

I lay down next to him and grabbed the syringe. I didn't hesitate this time. I winced at the pain of my flesh being pierced. There wasn't much room for another bloom. It didn't matter.

A warm feeling blossomed inside me and started to spread. I stared at the ceiling, the walls. I stared at the spider. I stared into the closet. All these things, I saw them for what they were. The warmth overtook me and I drifted off.

Dusk was approaching when I awoke. Shivering, I sat up and pulled the needle out. I touched John's arm to tell him we had to leave.

Something wasn't right.

I turned to him but I didn't really need to. The lack of warmth in his arm told me everything. I wanted to look him in the eye but I knew what would be there. His death gaze was on the closet, where he was so convinced that there was nothing and everything.

And now, in looking at that empty closet, I saw how right he was.

This world, for all of its useless inventions and overcrowding and unexplored depths, was truly filled with nothing of meaning.

I sat by John and cried until the streetlamps came on. I forced myself to get up and go downstairs, where I grabbed his flannel and wiped what I hoped was all the bloodstains off the floor. I tried my best to wipe the broken glass but it didn't look very successful. It didn't matter.

I undid the tourniquets, wrapped them inside the rest of his flannel, and used the hem to wipe the doorknobs clean. I shut the door behind me, not knowing how it had been locked in the first place and unable to lock it now. It didn't matter.

The road was quiet. I crept along the side of the house and peeked out.

"All clear," I muttered to no one.

I walked down the sidewalk and rounded the corner onto the main drag. The streetlamps here hadn't turned on yet, but there was a buzzing noise as if they were. Mosquitoes came at me and I swatted them away. Open 
windows allowed me to eavesdrop on the lives of strangers—people talking loud and laughing louder. Babies cried in their cribs. The elderly engaged in heated discussions on the state of the world. I kept rubbing my ears, annoyed at the sound that seemed to grow larger.

At the corner of Park and New, I stopped and waited to cross. A gray Impala idled at the stop sign , loud music pouring out of the windows. It felt like the lyrics and beats were taking physical form and marching into my head, pounding on my brain. I clapped my hands over my ears.

"Turn it down!"

Someone in the car threw an empty fast food wrapper at me and missed.

"Fuck off, bitch!" They sped off in the direction I had come from. I grabbed the wrapper and tossed it in a nearby trash bin someone had left out for collection in the morning. After a beat I threw John's flannel in there as well.

I crossed the street and continued on.  I couldn't stop thinking about the closet and how the drugs shimmered as I injected them into John.

I thought about calling the police when I got home, but eventually someone would need a fix and go there and discover him. They might trace him back to me; they might question me about what happened. But at the end of it all, he would be nothing more than another dead junkie.

And in the end, would it matter?
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RUM PUNCH IS GOING DOWN

by Daniel Braum

Belize. 1986.


I
’m in a water taxi speeding away from Belize City, catching spray, sitting shoulder to shoulder with a dozen travelers licking the Caribbean Sea from their lips. A young woman with stringy, almost white blonde hair on the bench next to me is the only one craning for a glimpse of the sinking sun. Her boyfriend Brett, a shaggy-topped guy with jailhouse tattoos too faded for his baby-face is chatting with everyone but her. A wild-eyed, grey-haired man named Andy listens to Brett’s rambling about an aquifer, while the fit, tall old woman holding his hand stares past me, euphoric about something the rest of us are missing. Everyone’s a bit off. You have to be some kind of crazy to take this little boat to a little island in the middle of nowhere. Tropical air heavy with humidity and the vanishing scents of the places we’ve each left behind unite us.

Our driver’s in a hurry, steering the engine at the stern to keep us on a path inside the buoys and out of the shallows beyond that will stop the boat cold. The sun’s got the calm surface all opaque and shimmering with the last of day.  I picture morning light through my apartment’s dirty window on Stefania’s lithe form in my bed, a frame of glowing white outlining her contour.

We speed into a patch of mangroves; their waxy green leaves drinking retreating light.

The trees form a maze of channels. Their bulbous roots hang in the water, miracles of nature that filter salt and provide shelter. The wake we leave catching a turn briefly submerges the nearest cluster of tendrils. A trio of large dark shapes are visible beneath the surface in a growing patch of shadow. I want to dive in.

Stefania only wanted to pass through the living world below on the way to her
 dream of diving the Blue Hole, not to touch life but to 
get to the bottom, where it all goes black. I see now how my
 dream was merely a curiosity adjacent to hers, one she entertained for a while. I shared with her one of my most cherished memories; a grade school presentation of how impossible little things like sea horses and whole worlds live protected and hidden in mangrove forests like this. I wanted to see them myself. My secret dream that never went away. I’m almost done feeling sick over how I revealed something so meaningful. I should have known she’d never leave her life for me.

I tell everyone sea horses are why I’ve come. Running away feels more like truth.

~

The driver slows us to a stop where the channels return to open sea. With the sun below the horizon I can see the shapes under the water converging on the boat. The driver takes off his cap revealing half-grown-in dreads, unhooks a pole from the boat’s side and dips it off the bow. It’s met by a round, whiskered face. A manatee. The big peaceful animal playfully grasps the stick with webbed flippers. The driver speaks affections to it in creole.

“Oh look, how cute, Baby,” the woman next to me says to Brett.

“They’re everywhere, Silver,” he replies flatly, to her disappointment.

Silver can’t be more than twenty. A tan line on her shoulder reveals just how white her skin was before all the sun she’s seen. A paper bag holding bottles of hard liquor clinks at her feet.

For a second I think she is going to try and catch Brett’s attention again. Instead she strikes it up with the tall gray-haired woman she addresses as Ranit.

“How’d all these channels get made?”

“Hurricane Hattie,” Ranit says. “She ripped her way through. Even tore the Caye right in half.”

“The Split looks worse than it is,” Brett remarks to Andy.

His voice is dry and too loud. I recognize the hardness lurking in his eyes and the way he speaks as the same. He’s much too stiff and wound up for me to believe his projection of being an easy-going guy.

“Can’t wait,” Andy replies.  “I hear there are sharks and crocodiles.”

“You a fisherman too?” Brett asks.

“Sort of,” Andy says.

“There are some sharks, yeah,” Brett says.  “Most of ‘em are no worry, too tame from being fed all the time. Crocodiles? No. Nope.
”

The passengers move to watch the driver and the manatee. Brett and Andy go to the stern and examine the outboard motor.

“The Caye wants to be a tourist place someday,” Ranit says to me, though I’m sure she wants Silver to hear. “Can’t have crocodiles in a tourist place. But they’re here. Be careful if you swim.”

“Brett’s gonna buy land,” Silver says. “We’re going to build houses on the North Side of the Split. With real plumbing because, ya know, Brett knows how to do it. He worked construction back home.”

“Oh, now I remember him,” Ranit says. “He’s Harlan’s boy.”

Silver returns to silently minding the bag of alcohol.

“The government’s in the middle of cleaning up the ‘undesirables’ who live at the Split,” Ranit says, this time for me. “Homeless, Rastas and ex-pats. Gang members. Not all of them have been run off yet. Keep your head up.”

“Thanks,” I say. “If I go, I’ll keep it in mind.”

“You’ll go. It’s why you’re here.”

“What makes you think that?”

“When you come long enough to remember Hurricane Hattie you get to know things.”

“Like the way your man ‘knows’ that engine?”

“Andy?” She laughs. “Just met him. I let him come along.” 

“Then he must be special.”

“He isn’t. I was up the coast saying my last goodbye to a dear friend. So was Andy. Fate would have it the three of us, in another life, worked for the same employer. I decided, uncharacteristically mind you, to indulge in his affections.”

“Hattie was when, Sixty One? What keeps you coming?”

“Let’s see. How do I put it…?”

The driver is done with the manatee and notices Andy and Brett at the stern.

“The Caye’s still an empty place,” Ranit says. “Empty as in, not full of what it might ultimately come to be, just yet. I find undecided places conducive to the liminal. It’s a great place to practice being not attached.”

Brett and Andy return to their seats. The driver returns to the motor.

“I’m here to see sea horses,” I blurt.

Ranit responds with a kind smile and disinterest.

“No sea horses at the Caye,” Brett interjects. “No. Nope not at all.
”

A military speed boat passes in front of the channel opening.  It slows to have a look at us. Our driver gives a familiar wave before it speeds off.

Its wake rocks us causing the bottles between Silver’s feet to clank. Brett notices and finally puts his arm around her. Our engine’s chug eclipses the sound of birds and lapping water.

~

The Caye is a tiny, palm-filled oasis less than a mile wide. A few buildings, brightly painted homes, and hotels dot the beach where docks reach into reef-sheltered waters. As we slow to tie up I see where the island is split in two by a channel wide enough for a few boats to pass through side by side. 

Passengers are waiting on the dock. Bicyclists with baskets on the front of their rides, are on the beach waiting to be hired.  A young man and woman release from an embrace as we disembark. My boat mates head to land and pair up with cyclists to pedal their luggage. The new passengers board. I remain, watching the couple wave as the boat pulls away. The woman continues waving long after it is out of sight. At thirty, have I missed my last chances to experience a connection like that again?

I leave the woman and head for the beach. Our boat driver is waiting for me with a smile and the last basket-fronted bicycle.

He introduces himself as Ras Nicholas but implores me to call him Nico. For a small fee he will take me and my bag to a place to stay. I’m tired and without choices. I hadn’t planned anything beyond getting here and trusting it would all work out.

“Looks like you are my captain on both sea and land,” I say.

“I do everything and anything I can for work,” Nico says. “What do you
 do back home?”

“Nothing anymore. I quit my job to come. I used to fix cars but I don’t think that’ll do me any good.”

“I’m glad you’re here. Twelve of you came today, this will be good for business.”

We laugh.

“This is Front Street,” Nico says. “I’ll take you to the best place. I know them all.”

There isn’t much besides palm trees, flowering bushes, and a few small houses on the sandy road. There are no cars. Nico pedals slowly. I walk next to him. The salt air is tinged with barbeque smoke. Bats flit across the road between lime trees
.

A bell dings. Ranit and Andy pedal past, each on their own bike. They wave, ride ahead, and cut across a small seaside graveyard consisting of a few white wooden crosses and sinking headstones before disappearing into a group of well-maintained beach huts farther ahead.

“See you are fitting in already,” Nico says.

We pass through the graveyard and stop on a spot of mangrove-lined shore. A dozen huts raised on stilts overlook the water between two rickety docks. Nico arranges a room for a week for me. I’m amazed at how inexpensive it is. I really might stay forever.

I climb the wooden stairs to my hut pausing for a look around. I spot Nico pedaling towards the back of the island. He stops at a small house raised on cinder blocks and stows his bike. Instead of going inside he climbs into the space beneath it.

I enter my hut, flop onto my narrow cot and fall asleep in my clothes. Images of the lush mangroves and the white seaside-crosses wash through me. I dream mangrove roots are growing into my throat. I rip at my neck and mouth and pull out thin, pink fishing line. I keep pulling and pulling leading out more and more line. Laughter wakes me. I lean out my window and see Silver and Brett are walking on the beach towards Front Street. Silver looks up and sees me.

“Hey, we’re going to dinner and the party,” she calls. “Come on.”

“Only one place, if you wanna eat you better listen,” Brett says.

I hurry down. On Front Street we pass a few cleared lots with wooden buildings under construction. A couple of families sitting outside watch us curiously.

The “party” is at the only bar, an open-air three story building of thatch and timbers. Wet suits hang from the second and third floor railings.  A Chinese food place is next door, which remarkably is the only other establishment I’ve seen. Rastas, weathered tourists, and ex-pats are lined up out the door. On the beach across from it is a matronly Belizean woman tending a smoking BBQ in the center of a crowd. On the pier behind them are two dock houses painted with dive flags.

Brett says hello to seemingly everyone, swigging from their drinks and taking bites from their plates while Silver and I stand around, unintroduced. I notice Front Street ends not far away in darkness that I take to be the Split. 

I notice an attractive dark haired woman, right out of my dreams, standing alone under one of the palms. Before I can muster the courage 
of go over to her Silver takes both Brett and I by the elbow and ushers us inside. Brett finds this funny. Most of the space is a dance floor, surrounding a small round bar. It’s so crowded I’d believe everyone on the island is here. Brett makes space for us. Two things are on the menu. Rum and Rum Punch.  I offer to buy the drinks and realize just how inexpensive everything is. The money I allotted to spend for today will last at least all week. I decide to buy a round for the people near us. The rum is strong. I feel drunk pretty fast and wish I’d eaten something first. I notice tall, gray haired Andy dancing with a young woman. Ranit is nowhere to be seen.

“Dance with me, dance with me,” Silver says to Brett.

Brett ignores her and proceeds to introduce me to a young Belizean man he calls “Douglas the Fisherman, his fisherman friend.” Douglas remains deadpan through Brett’s wordy introduction. He’s clean cut, wearing a plain-white tee, khaki shorts and sturdy brown boots.  Brett suggests I buy rum punch for Douglas, and all his friends, and one for Douglas’s dad who is somewhere outside. I agree. Douglas chimes in with the idea I should buy a round of rum punch for everyone. I have enough money to do so several times over so I say what the hell.

I hand my money to the bartender. Brett and Douglas pass out drinks and chat about what a good idea it would be for me to hire Douglas’s dad for a fishing tour. 

I tell them I want to look for sea horses. They regard me with puzzled expressions.

“You’re a decent guy Rum Punch,” Brett says after a second.  “Word of advice to you, beware of Hitler.”

“What?”

“He’s a nasty Rasta,” Brett says.

“No, he’s one of the homeless ex-pats,” Silver says.

“Whatever,” Brett says. “Listen, man. He lives in the bushes at the Split. He’s probably outside begging and hassling people around now. Whatever you do don’t let him eat your food he’s got AIDS. I’ve seen him try to bite people when he’s pissed.”

“That’s terrible,” I say. “Doesn’t anyone do something?”

“He’s gonna die soon,” Douglas says.

“That’s fucked up,” I say.

“I’ve had enough of this. Dance with me,” Silver says, pulling at Brett’s arm. “If you won’t, I’m gonna recruit Rum Punch.
”

Brett doesn’t seem to care. He resumes talking with Douglas as if I’m not present. I feel dizzy from the alcohol.

“So let’s do this.” Brett throws his arm around me. “Ready to see tame rays and sharks?”

I think I’m going to say something smart to buy me a way out. All I manage is a slurred, “When?”

“Now,” Douglas says.

Andy emerges from the dance floor.

“Hey, I didn’t realize you’re such a popular guy,” he says. “Can I get one of those rum punches, buddy?”

“We’re doing business,” Douglas says. “Go away.”

Andy responds by pushing him with fierceness I didn’t expect. 

“Whoa, oh shit,” Brett says.

He takes Silver by the hand and they disappear onto the dance floor.

“Rum Punch and I
 are having a moment here,” Andy says. “You get the fuck away.” 

There’s the same hardness I see in Brett present in Douglas as he stares at us before turning to the door.

“Don’t fuck with Rum Punch,” Andy says in a sing-song tone and drapes his arm around me.

“Another round for my pal, here and you know what for everyone,” I tell the bartender.

I realize I’ve been stupid. I’m still being stupid. I need to figure out how to start over. Only I’m way too sloshed.

Andy’s sloshed too. Now I’m stuck with his arm around me instead of Brett’s. He’s gripping my shoulders like a pervy uncle. His aggression and sing-song tone are more disturbing together.

“You okay, Andy,” I say and try to move his arm. He’s a head taller than me.

“You ever lose a friend, Rum Punch? You don’t look old enough to know what I’m feeling.”

“I know...”

I’m too drunk to communicate the loss I’ve known.

“Ranit and I, and our mutual dearly departed, we all worked in the Bureau once. Our friend offed her ailing husband when his pain got too bad, then offed herself. She was the smartest friend I ever had. Oh I could tell you the things she’s done and the sights we’ve seen out here.”

“That’s freaking awful,” I say
.

“Awful is right,” he says. “What’s the point of anything?”

He leans on me as if we’ve just exchanged some profound truth. I’m trying to figure out a way to peel him off when Nico edges his way to us.

“All my friends are here talking about death and darkness and drunkenness,” Nico says.

“Yes, we are,” Andy says. “Don’t even think about feeding me any of that Rasta peace and love right now.”

“Did I say anything? I came to join you.”

They engage in a sloppy, drunken hug.  I take the opportunity to push my way outside.

The crowd around the Chinese Food counter is even larger. It takes me a bit to orient myself and determine which way is back to my hut. I navigate through the people milling around eating, talking, and smoking.

“Buy me food from the China Man,” a hoarse, creole-accented voice yells near me.

Someone pushes my back, sending me stumbling.

“Come over here, Rum Punch. I said buy me food from the China Man.”

I turn and face a lanky young man who has come up behind me. His skin is mottled with patches of depigmentation. His hair is matted. Some of the mottled patches are red and inflamed. There’s what I take to be half of a swastika scratched raw on his forehead. His eyes are not focused.

“You’ve got the wrong guy,” I say.

“No, I know you’re you. You’re the one who’s been Jewing up the place.”

I walk as fast as I can. How far do I have to go? I know all the way up Front street. Then through the Cemetery to the beach, to my hut.

He’s following. A few paces behind him I see Douglas and an old man I’m guessing is his father. Hitler catches up to me in a snap and pushes me again. His hands are on me. Patting me down. My shirt. My shorts. A hand is rifling in my pockets.

I twist and turn and throw wild blows and manage to pull away from him. I try to run and only manage to swerve and trip. I wish I had walked back to the crowd instead of trying to make it to my hut. Hitler’s coming up on my side. I brace for a blow
.

When I look again, he is on the ground holding his mid-section. He stands fast and comes at me. Someone jumps between us and throws a kick that connects with his head. It is Andy.

Hitler collapses to the ground. Andy slowly and purposefully paces around him. The angry ex pat tries to stand. Andy kicks him in the face.

“Hey, Rum Punch, you okay,” Andy asks in the same sing-song tone he used in the bar.

I’m reeling from the violence. How can he be so calm?

Hitler rolls to his side, reaches for Andy’s leg, and tries to bite him. Andy kicks him square in the face. There’s an awful crack.

I crawl over and check his pulse. His mouth is full of blood and his neck is not right.

“Holy shit, you killed him.”

“I
 killed him?” Andy says.

“I didn’t kill him. What the fuck?”

“He was attacking you. Let me think for a sec.”

“The guy has no pulse, man. We should… call the police. That was self-defense, right?”

“There’s no police here. There’s one soldier at the bank, when it’s open. Let me think. Think. Think. Think. Okay I got it. There’s only one thing to do.”

“What?”

“Help me lift him. We’re going take him to Anna Lucinda.”

“Anna Lucinda’s a doctor?”

“No, she’s a crocodile. We’re going to the dump.”

“How the hell do you know so much? Ranit said you’ve never been here before.”

“Yeah, I did tell her that. Doesn’t matter now, come on.”

Andy grips him under each shoulder. I hold his ankles and we lift. There isn’t much heft to him. I can’t stop replaying Douglas the Fisherman saying how he’s going to die anyway.

The dump is three streets away at the back of the island and over a bit, effectively a world away. A short wide dock leads over dark water reeking of waste and rot. A chair is floating in the murk. We take the body to the end of the dock.

“Good. She’s out there,” Andy says. “I see her eye shine.”

I don’t see the crocodile or her eyes. I’m struggling just to keep up my end of the body. Andy swings the body back and forth. I catch his rhythm
.

“Let go,” he says.

The body hits the water with a big splash, spraying us with filth.

“Good,” Andy says. “She’s coming.”

I look where Andy is pointing and I see a reptilian head moving through the water, a triangular wake spreading behind it.

We head off the dock onto Back Street and silently return to the front of the island.

“This sucks,” I say, as we turn onto the beach.

“It’s going to be okay.”

Back at “our” beach, gentle waves lapping on the mangroves feels like home. Ranit is on the nearest dock, holding a pose, balanced on one leg, silhouetted by starlight. Brett and Silver are on the other dock throwing out fishing line.

Andy and I approach Ranit.

“You boys stink,” she says. “What have you gotten into?”

“Nothing,” Andy says.

While maintaining her pose, Ranit rolls her neck instructing us to jump into the water.

Andy takes a running leap.

“Ow,” he says. “It’s shallower than it looks.”

I’m too tired to do anything other than sit on the edge. On the other dock Brett’s pink fishing line has gone taught. I cannot keep my eyes open and I’m asleep before I see what he pulls in.

~

“Gonna get burned bad if you sleep like that in the sun. Wake up, brother.”

I open my eyes to Nico gently poking me with his foot. The sun is almost ready to rise.

“You smell like you bathed in rum and nasty garbage,” he says.

He helps me to my feet and off the dock.

“My prescription? he says. “A shower. Burn those clothes. Drink a lot of water and go back to sleep.”

“I don’t have any water.”

“That won’t do. Come on, then.”

We walk to his little house. I follow him under the steps into a cellar only as big as my hut. A cot and a bucket are the only things I can see.

He hands me a red plastic cup and we sit on the cot. Nico leans forward, pats the ground, grasps a round metal handle and pulls, opening a wooden trap door over a dark hole. Cool air wafts into the 
humid dank space. Nico removes rope coiled inside the bucket, ties it to the handle, and lowers it into the darkness. After a few seconds there is a splash.

He retrieves the bucket, dips my cup in, and prompts me to drink.

“It’s fresh,” he says. “Underneath the Caye is one big cave. It is mostly filled with salt water. When it rains, run off filters through and floats on top.”

He takes a swig from my cup.

“See, sweet and fresh.”

“An aquifer,” I say.

“What?”

“That’s what you call that, I think.”

“You learn something every day,” he says.

I gulp my water. It is
 clean and fresh.

“Yeah, Brett don’t shut up about it,” I say.

“Brett be talking about the cave?”

“The aquifer, I think, yeah.”

“His father, Harlan was one of the divers who died down there trying to map it.”

“Holy shit. You can go in and dive?”

“There’s a way in at the dump. And at the Split. And a few people have figured out how to set up their basement like this.”

I drink the rest of my water and thank him. He pours me another glass.

“What’s it like being a Rasta?” I say breaking our silence. “Back home, people don’t talk about it.”

“Fuck if I know? I’m from Detroit. Came here chasing my wife who ran away with our kids. Never found her. I never left. Not yet, anyway. Ha, Rum Punch, I just let you in on all
 the secrets and you’re here not even a day.”

“Fuck. What’s the point of anything?”

He throws up his hands.

“I’m sorry to be trouble.”

I stand to leave.

“No trouble, brother. Helping each other is the one thing I know to be true. Wait. Before you go one more thing for you.”

He produces a sauce jar full of water and hands it to me.

“Oh, thank you. I’m gonna drink this later-”

“You better not. Look. Found that little guy this morning washed up on the beach. Now I figure he’s meant for you.
”

I hold the jar to my face. Inside is a little sea-horse, its tail gripped around a stick floating in the salt water.

~

I sleep half the morning and I’m still hungover. I glance at the yellow seahorse in the jar and wonder what it eats. I decide I’m going to take him to the Split and return him to the ocean. I carefully put the jar in my bag along with my mask and snorkel. On Front Street I purchase a fresh soursop juice from a cart vendor, which helps my head.

The Split is shaded by tall palms and home to lush hibiscus bushes alive with butterflies and hummingbirds. Beneath the greenery are foundations of abandoned buildings. Mangroves grow along the shore. There’s the frame of a new building going up. Fifty yards away across the channel, the North side is ringed by more mangroves than I can count. Palms and brush have claimed every inch of space.

The water’s edge before me is littered with broken shells, fishing hooks, cigarette butts, nasty dried up bait and dead fish and all sorts of trash from the boats that tie up there. I find a decent place to take off my flip-flops and jump in with the jar in one hand.

Warm water greets me. A slow current pulls towards the back of the island. I take a big breath and go under. The shore slopes steeply. Mangrove roots reach into the deep, drinking the ocean and sheltering the resident fish.

I surface and kick out allowing the current to have me. I dive and surface. There are plenty of crabs and fish. No seahorses. After a few minutes I’ve been carried to where the channel opens to the sea at the back of the island. I return to my starting point and go again. I choose a nice set of roots to release the seahorse into. I open the jar. Instead of going into the roots it darts past me into the channel. Sea horses aren’t strong swimmers. Its dorsal fin oscillates madly to move it. Will it make it across? The tiny fish disappears from view quickly.

I notice something large in my peripheral vision. A crocodile is entering the channel. Twice as long as me, at least. With limbs pulled in tight it swishes its large powerful tail side to side, propelling it through the split. Is this Anna Lucinda returning from sea? The reptile meets my eye. It does not stop and exits the other side of the channel as quickly as it came.

I make a final attempt to find seahorses. I spot pink fishing line waving in a dark area beneath the mangrove roots. Is this one of the cave entrances? I surface for breath. When I descend I cannot spot the line again and decide calling it quits is for the best.

~

On my way back to my hut I come across Andy heading my direction. He’s carrying a bag of bananas and has an un-lit joint in his mouth.

“Hey, Rum Punch,” he says. “Come smoke a joint with Ranit and me.”

“Man, what’s up with that? You’re in public.”

“What? There’re no cops here. And everyone’s smoking. There was a drop this morning. Where’ve ya been, sleepyhead?”

“Don’t smoke. No, thank you.”

“Really? What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing. I like to be… clear. I’m trying to figure shit out.”

“Fooled me last night.”

“Hey, quiet. What’s wrong with you
?”

“Easy, there’s nothing to worry about.”

“You sure?”

“Positive. The big guys made their drop. Their guy on the island fished it out and got his share. Now it’s time to enjoy.”

“No I meant about-”

“I know what you meant. I told you everything’s okay. You sure you don’t want?”

“I’m gonna crash. I just went for a swim.”

“Suit yourself. Be sure to come to the party later. We’re going to celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?”

“The drop? Being alive? Not sure. I don’t make the parties I just go to them.”

It dawns on me that days and nights are a repeating pattern here. Sun and salt water. Darkness and drinking and dancing. Repeating. Repeating. Repeating. Surely there is a pattern to the way the seahorses live too. I just have to figure it out to find them.

I go to Nico’s house to return his jar. He’s not in his cellar. I check upstairs. His door is open. Inside is empty and broom clean.

~

I wake up late from my nap. A warm tropical rain has moved in and it is dark. I hurry to the bar.

I’m soaked when I arrive. A few people are dancing outside on the sand. I avoid the first floor and climb the exterior stairs to the second floor, which is full of people. There are swings tied to the rafters and a single, thick rope coming from a square hole above. The rope disappears into a square, open trapdoor in the floor. It descends into 
the center of the first floor bar and into another trapdoor. I don’t remember it from last night.

I glance around and notice the attractive dark-haired woman ascending the stairs to the third floor. Silver is on one of the swings, an empty space beside her despite the crowd. I make my way over.

“Hey, where’s Brett?” I ask.

“Grabbing drinks. Rum Punch, you buying again?”

“I hope not.”

Some bearded ex-pat guy in a Hawaiian shirt claps me on the back as he passes and says, “Thanks for yesterday, Rum Punch.”

“What’s with the rope?” I ask.

The music stops.

“Oh, it’s about to start,” Silver says. “Nico’s going down.”

“What?”

“Watch,” she says.

A chant of Ni-Co, Ni-Co, has started on the third floor. Silver and the people around me join in. The rope sways. There’s a cheer from above. Nico is climbing down, hand over hand, his legs gripping the rope as he slides.

Everyone rushes to touch him.

“What’s going on,” I ask the Hawaiian-shirted guy next to me.

“Nico’s going down,” he says matter-of-factly.

A gust of wind coats us with warm rain. I squeeze to the center of the room to get close to Nico.

“Hey, Nico,” I call, “What’s-”

“Hey, Rum Punch! How’s my seahorse?”

“She’s good. With friends now, I hope.”

“I’m glad. And I’m glad you came,” he says.

He descends to the first floor. We crowd closer to watch him. He lowers himself into the center of the bar and through the trap door there, into darkness. The bartender closes a hatch over him.

The music comes back on.

Brett returns with two cups of rum. He pauses when he sees me.

“Hey, no hard feelings, right Rum Punch?” Silver says.

“Um, right, Rum Punch, no hard feelings,” Brett repeats.

“Yeah, sure, of course.”

“Okay, good,” Brett says.

They down their drinks.

“Dance with me, Brett,” Silver says. “In the rain! Let’s go in the rain, come on!
”

Brett ignores her and is talking to everyone else, again. Silver grabs me by the elbow and leads me down the stairs.

~

Silver guides my arms as she spins. I follow her splashing steps in the wet sand.

“Really, no hard feelings towards Brett?” she says.

“I was shaken up a bit, but it’s all good.”

“Okay, good. Thank you. It’s hard for him. He lost his Dad down there trying to map it.”

“I’m so sorry. How did it happen?”

A bunch of people descend from the stairs and hurry into the Chinese Food place.

“When Brett was a kid they’d come here,” she says. “It’s the biggest underwater cave. In the whole world. It’s easy to get lost or stuck. One day he never came back up.”

“That sucks.”

“And it sucks that no one really knows about it. Just the people here and hard core cavers.”

I notice tiny lines around her eyes. She’s older and probably seen a lot more than I thought.

“What was all that with Nico?” I ask. “Isn’t it dangerous?”

“Nico knows what he’s doing. There are places to get out, through the ground. If you know where.”

“Why though?”

“Nico was never here to stay,” she says. “I bet he’s back to looking for his kids.”

“What’s the other bet?”

“That he wanted to be the life of the party one more time. Or is just… gone. But enough. I want to know about you, do you like it here so far?

“I went looking for sea horses today.”

“Find any?”

“No but I let one go.”

“You said-”

“Nico gave it to me.”

Tears well in her blue eyes.

“What happened to my life, Rum Punch? I never asked for anything special. A life. A house. A fence and a dog and maybe kids, like Nico. And look. I’m here instead.
”

“I’m here too. I don’t know. I woke up one day and realized nothing fit anymore. Maybe it never had at all.”

“What are we supposed to do?”

“Don’t know,” I say. “Can I buy you some Chinese food?”

“Oh, yes, please.”

“What’s good?”

“Conch and garlic sauce.”

The rain stops. Silver and I sit on a log on the beach and eat.

“Is this where you tell me to leave Brett?” she says.

“No. I don’t know. I will tell you, anyone, myself, not to travel on paths that don’t serve you.  You can’t move towards and away from something at the same time.”

Brett and Andy and Ranit and the attractive dark-haired woman descend the second floor stairs together onto the muddy street.

Silver smiles and waves her fork. They come to us.

“You’re the one looking to find the seahorses,” the new woman says.

Ranit winks. I stand.

“Yes, I am. Thank you it’s a pleasure-”

“Don’t be formal, Rum Punch. I’m Maya,” the woman says. “Finding seahorses is easy. You just go to the Split at the crack of dawn when they’re waking up to eat. You want to do this?”

Brett looks up to the moon.

“I’m in,” he says. “Be easier to stay awake until morning at this point.”

~

We’ve gathered a bunch of snorkel masks. And cigarettes. And bottles of One Barrel rum. We sit under the construction frame. Maya is from Baton Rouge, back home. She says she can’t go back. Warrants and missed court dates from years ago.

“Your travel family is cool,” Maya whispers in my ear.

“I just got here yesterday,” I whisper back.

“Why don’t people go across the Split to swim and sun,” Maya asks Ranit. “Can you?”

“You can,” Ranit says. “You’re allowed. People just don’t.”

“Why?”

“They just don’t.”

The sun is almost up. We get our masks on. The channel comes alive with flying fish. For a few seconds the Split is lit with hundreds of clicking, silver bodies skipping the surface. Something has passed 
between all of us. No one acknowledges the feeling with words. No one needs to. I don’t want to be in a world where people don’t do things like stay up all night like this.

We jump in. The current takes us diagonally instead of a straight shot across.

Near the thickest cluster of mangroves we dip our heads under. The newly risen sun illuminates particles in the water. The particles are thousands of little living things. Colored fish dart around feasting on them. In the roots are yellow sea-horses. Just like that, we’ve found them.  Six-inch long, strange yellow fish gripping mangrove roots with their prehensile tails as they feast.

I surface for air.

“There. Done, easy,” Maya says.

“Thank you,” I say.

I breathe and descend again. There is sun lit blue until visibility fades. Miles away is the Great Blue Hole that Stefania dreamed of. The chasm in the sea so deep no light reaches the bottom. The ocean is such a mighty thing. I try to get my mind around the sheer magnitude of it. The improbability of spots like this. How easy it would be for Anna Lucinda or anything bigger to make a meal of me. It would be so easy to let go. Stop caring. To give in and seek an end.

Was this dark fascination what Stefania succumbed to? Did the weight of everything, of simply existing, get to her? And take her down to where she craved only black? Was it a closer journey to seek oblivion than to try to find her way back to a semblance of happiness? Or did she merely just not love me, or herself anymore? I’ll never know.

I try and guess if any of the little seahorses are the one Nico gave me. They all could be. Ah, if my ten-year-old self could see me now.

~

We dry off as birds are singing and the homeless in the bushes are waking for the day brushing the remnants of their sleeping spots off their clothes. Our alcohol has been finished off. Maya takes me by the hand and whispers to me if I want to come with her to shower up and then get some breakfast.

Over her shoulder I see Hitler turn the corner onto the Split from Back Street. I stare as he walks towards the bushes and mangroves. I’m certain it’s him. His matted hair. Blotched skin and lanky frame. He 
reaches a low, green bush, drops to his knees and crawls into the leaves and branches.

“Friend of yours?” Maya says.

“No. Quite the opposite.”

“You gonna stop staring?”

“Sorry I… didn’t expect to see him.”

“See, Rum Punch,” Andy says.  “Everything’s okay.”

I’m not sure I believe him.

He’s found an inflated inner tube and jumps with it into the channel.

“Please don’t disturb me, I’m mourning,” he says.

“Is this why you keep coming back,” I ask Ranit.

“I might change my answer tomorrow,” she says. “Today I say I come back because I like that pirates once used the reef and shallows to hide from unwanted company.”

“Thwarting unwanted company sounds good to me,” Maya says. “You’d make a great pirate.”

“Why thank you. I do admit the non-extradition policy is something I find more and more attractive as the years roll on,” Ranit says.

“I knew there was something I really liked about this place,” Maya says

“It’s a great place to hide,” Ranit says. “Great place to run away. Mostly everyone is a criminal. A seeker.  A mystic.”

“Which one are you?” Maya asks me.

“None of the above,” I say.

“You sure?” Ranit says. “I think I know.”

“No. I’m not sure,” I say. “What makes you say that?”

“When you’ve been coming here a while, you get to know things.”

Maya and I head to find breakfast. She takes my hand. I’m far away, daydreaming of the cave beneath us.
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UNMOORED

by Sean M. Thompson


L
ight flickers in the old man's kitchen, a lackadaisical lightning bug floating in the air. Cracked plaster and peeling paisley wallpaper illuminate the strobing bulb, and the moderately sized house seems a bizarre and cluttered time capsule of the 50s and 60s, always putting Tim in a strange mood; his emotional state free form, floating like dust mites in the sunshine, hanging ethereal in the old home. Dated wallpaper and exposed brick comprise the walls of the domicile. An old stained percolator on a dusty shelf nearby, as well as an old black rotary phone attached to the wall. The rotary phone no longer functions.

A variety of bric-a-brac litters the shelves and walls. A mess of old souvenirs and decorations. Faded posters for town festivals many years gone by—keychains from vacations. Postcards and pictures from long ago. And in his own way, Tim thinks, his 86-year-old client is like this aged and cluttered house, scattered with so many artifacts from a myriad of different eras, misleading him, keeping him from the reality of the present moment.

He’s waited for Jerry to get back to his house an hour so far. His client gets driven back from his day program by a small white van, but the timing is never consistent, which has proved a near constant annoyance. He twiddles his thumbs, texts friends, reads through a paperback, anything to pass the time. He gets paid by the hour, so he doesn’t mind. Yet, it’s a strange position to be in—inside a relative stranger's home, when they aren't there. The amount of trust placed upon him, by his agency, by his client’s son… frankly this amount of faith boggles his mind. He wouldn’t trust a relative stranger in his house unsupervised, even if they were affiliated with an agency.

But he’s proven to be reliable enough. He shows up on time, and the worst he’s ever done is sneak a cereal bar or fruit cup every once 
in a while. He gets nothing but glowing praise from the agency, and the family. He’s an ideal employee.

Jerry Gelt has what Tim thinks of as moderate dementia, what most would refer to as Alzheimer's. This disease destroys Jerry’s short term memory and leads him to generalized confusion and paranoia. On certain shifts, when Jerry walks through the door, he's asked the old man how the day center was, only to hear his client tell him work was good. (His client hasn’t worked in at least two decades, but Tim rarely reminds him of this.)

Often Tim thinks of his client as a time traveler; in the present one moment, back in 1975 or  another year the next. There are patterns to notice, but reading Jerry proves next to impossible. Being able to think on his feet has helped Tim immensely. Tactics he employs range from outright distraction, to mild white lies.

In general, he tries to make Jerry's life better, more relaxed. Still, there’s only so much he can do. In the end it’s a losing battle, one he’s all too aware of. His elderly client is like the old truck in the driveway: going to rust with a busted engine, no longer capable of navigating this world.

“Hello?” the old man calls out.

Tim’s broken from his daze.

“Hi, Jerry,” he says, continuing as he always does with “do you want anything to eat?”

The old man’s never going to get any better, that’s the elephant in the room. It’s demoralizing for everyone involved, especially for Jerry’s family. He has come to accept the deterioration. Or, if not accept, he’s learned how to live around it. He’s seen enough people like Jerry to know the stages they go through. This doesn’t make it any easier to handle. The best Tim’s managed has been a sort of numbness, which he knows isn’t healthy, but it’s the most effective defense he’s found. After so many hours, days, weeks of being surrounded by these mentally ill men, a lot of their more outlandish behaviors have become downright commonplace.

The numbness spreads through him, as the dementia spreads through his clients.

“Let’s go watch the news, huh?”

“Sure,” his client says, an expression on his face indicating he has some grasp of time, at least a rudimentary one. It’s clear he knows he just got home, for instance, because the sun is still out, and he always gets home before the sun sets. This is true even in the winter. It’s the 
tail end of winter, now. Technically spring, but in New England spring seems to start later and later, so even in April Tim still thinks of it as winter.

Thinking these things, reflecting on the change of seasons and how arbitrary they are, this is when he sees the framed picture on the ground. It’s halfway down the hallway that leads into the living room, where a small television rests upon a stained mahogany entertainment stand, next to an old couch, with a faded red flower pattern.

“Hey Jerry?”

“Yes?” Jerry says, a vacant expression on his face.

“Did you put this picture here?”

“What picture?”

He hands the framed photograph to his client.

“Oh. That’s my brother, Robert.”

“Okay. But did you put the picture there?”

“Not that I remember,” Jerry says.

He knows this is about as helpful as if Jerry had responded with nothing.

“Okay, well… let’s just put this up on this mantle over here, okay?”

“Sure,” Jerry says. He wanders off into the living room to sit on the couch.

Tim looks at the photograph. It’s weathered, and appears to have been taken with one of the older Polaroid
 cameras you used to have to pull the picture out of, and shake. In the photo, a not yet grey Jerry stands beside his older brother, Robert. The two men are in front of a lake, and idly he remembers Jerry telling him once how he used to go to a cabin next to a lake in New Hampshire. He has a big smile on his face. The older brother has a tight-lipped approximation of a smile. The sun shines so bright it washes out the image of the two brothers from so long ago.

He places the framed photograph on the mantle over the small fireplace in the adjoining room. He figures Jerry must have picked up the photo earlier in the day, and perhaps in a hurry to grab the bus that took him to the day center, he forgot where the picture went and left it in the hallway.

He sighs, and goes into the living room to turn on the 4 o’clock news
.

His legs move without him willing them, breaking the threshold of the now open door, traitorous limbs like tumorous growths. Immediately, a flood of overwhelming despair all but drowns him.

He has been here before. He will be here again. Perpetual machinations of a universe in chaos.

The clock on the wall, there’s something wrong with it. He can’t figure out what’s wrong with the clock.

The rotary phone rings. The sound is shrill, vibrates the room and the marrow in his bones. Each step forward he is shaking with the rest of the house, as the vibration from the ringing bounces off the floor and peeling paisley wallpaper walls.

“Hello?” Groaning on the other end of the phone, the groan of one discovering the worst news they had always feared, yet knew deep in their guts would come to pass.

“You feel so superior, don’t you? So much higher than the rest of them, deep in the mud.”

The hallway leading to the living room, the floor is now mud. Rain belts down from a ceiling impossibly tall, cascading into grey storm clouds.

"I didn't catch your name?"

“Names mean nothing.”

“Who is this?”

“Names. Mean. Nothing.”

He wakes with a start. He’s seated at the kitchen table in the house. The old man is rubbing his back.

“Wake up,” the old man says.

He takes a sharp inhalation of breath. His heart is pounding in his chest. He’s confused.

“You were dreaming,” the old man says.

“When did I get here?”

“I don’t know.”

“What day is it?”

“I think it’s Thursday.”

“Who… who am I?”

“You’re Jerry.”

“What?”

“Your name is Jerry. This is your house.”

“No, my name is Tim. I’m the home health aid here.”

“No. Your name is Jerry. This is your house.”

“No. No, that’s wrong. You
 are Jerry.
”

“I’m sorry, but you are the one that is wrong. My name is Tim. I come here Monday through Friday to make sure you’re okay. You have a form of dementia which makes you get confused. This condition makes you forget who you are, or what day or time it is. You forget things like what year it is. What your name is.”

“No. I refuse to accept this.”

“Look in this mirror.”

The old man hands him a mirror. He grabs it and looks at his reflection. He’s very old now. He can’t remember his life.

“Where’s my car?”

“You don’t drive.”

“Yes I do!”

“You have an old junked car in your driveway, but it hasn’t been driven in years. Certainly not by you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Finish your yogurt cup, and let’s go watch the 4 o’ clock news.”

“Sure,” he says. He continues eating his yogurt. The stirring of panic in him slowly fades. He was alarmed by something, but what that was he’s losing his grip of. Soon enough all he remembers is that he is eating yogurt, and then he will go watch the 4 o’ clock news.

He follows the old man out of the kitchen, towards the living room. There’s a picture on the ground, in the hallway. He doesn’t remember who it is. He walks to the living room and sits on the couch.

In the other room, he hears the old man say “Hey, Jerry.”

“Yes?” he says, feeling empty.

“Did you put this picture here?”

He can’t remember what picture so he asks “What picture?”

The old man walks over to the couch, and hands the framed photograph to him. He is in the photo, he looks to be in his mid 40s. There is a man standing next to him who looks a bit older. They are in the sunshine, in front of a lake.

His lips move and he says the words “That’s my older brother.”

“But did you put the picture there?” the old man asks him.

He can’t remember and says as much.

The old man, Time he said his name was, right? No. No, Tim. Yes.

The old man is no longer an old man. He is a young man.

“Let’s watch the 4 o’clock news,” the young man says.

“Sure,” he says.

“Robert?
”

“Huh?”

Robert has been standing in the hall, holding a photograph of his younger brother. A photo from when they went on vacation to that cabin. The one on the lake, in New Hampshire.

“Why are you holding that photograph?” his son asks him.

“I don’t know.”

He really doesn’t know. He has the strangest feeling. A feeling that he is not Robert. But that’s crazy. He’s always been Robert. Who else would he be?

“Names mean nothing,” he says.

“What?” his son asks.

Before he can answer his son, the phone rings.

He walks over to the rotary phone, and picks up the receiver.

“Hello?” Groaning on the other end of the phone, the groan of one discovering the worst news they had always feared, yet knew deep in their guts would come to pass.

“You feel so superior, don’t you? So much higher than the rest of them, deep in the mud.”

The hallway leading to the living room has muddy footprints.

“Who is this?” he asks.

“Names. Mean. Nothing,” the voice says over the line.

Outside the house he used to share with his brother, thunder rumbles off in the distance.

The line disconnects. He hears the dial tone.

“Who was that?” Tim asks him.

“I don’t know,” he says.

Yet, he does know. He just doesn’t want to tell his son.

His body trembles. His mouth goes dry. His stomach grows sour.

The voice on the phone was his brother’s.

He sits at the table, in his elderly father’s house. His father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s three years before. Tim’s been stopping by after work Monday through Friday to make sure when Robert gets home from the day center he remembers to eat, and doesn’t get into any trouble.

The overhead light strobes in the kitchen, like he’s in an old haunted house movie. It’s creepy, much more so than he remembers it ever being. The house is falling apart, cracked plaster on the ceiling. A faded yellow paisley wallpaper peels off the wall in long sheets
.

The moderately sized house reminds him of artifacts his father has kept from the 50s and 60s. There’s an old stained percolator he remembers his father using on camping trips, when they’d go to western Massachusetts, or New Hampshire. Once or twice they went to the lake to rent a cabin for a few weeks every summer. The lake Tim used to visit with his uncle, Jerry.

He looks at the old rotary phone attached to the wall. The phone no longer functions. He remembers 15 years or so back, when he was still in his 30s, when his father answered the phone. He’d come in to visit his dad, and the phone had rung, really, nothing odd about that. His father had this awful look on his face when he answered, though. He’d never told Tim what the voice on the phone had said. It was the same day he’d found his father standing in the hall staring at a picture of his dead brother, completely motionless.

He remembers the day clearly as lately he’s come in to find his father staring at that same picture a lot. Always his father holds the framed photograph, an old one taken with one of those Polaroid
 cameras where the picture had to be pulled out and shook. Always his father Robert is standing motionless, and Tim has no idea how long his dad has been in this position, staring at this photo from his past. A photo of a time when he’d been happy. A good day when his brother Jerry was still alive, before having passed from a heart attack. 

Tim hears his father walk in the front door. He calls out “Hello?”

“Who is that?” Robert answers from the kitchen. “Is that you, Jerry?”

“No, it’s Tim.”

“Who?”

Tim sighs, and walks into the kitchen. His father sits at the table, eating a cup of yogurt.

He looks up and all the color goes out of his face.

“Jerry?”

“What? No. I’m your son. Tim.”

“Jerry, you’re… I thought you were dead.”

“Jerry is dead, Dad, I’m your son. Tim. Remember?”

“Why didn’t you stay where you were? At least there you were alive.”

“What the hell are you talking about, Dad?”

“Names mean nothing.”

“Yes they do. I’m your son. Tim
.
”

“No. You aren’t. Tim was my brother. Tim died of a heart attack a couple of years ago.”

“No, Dad. That’s not right.”

“Go check the picture if you don’t believe me.”

“Jesus, Dad—”

To humor him, Tim goes into the other room and grabs the picture off the mantel above the fireplace. He returns and places the picture on the table in front of his father.

“See, that’s you, Robert, with your brother Jer—”

The words falter in his mouth. In the picture, Robert is standing next to Tim, as they both smile in the sunshine.

“What? Dad... what is this?”

“What do you mean, Jerry?”

“I’m not Jerry, Dad! I’m Tim. I’m your son, Tim!”

“No. My son is named Jerry.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re my son. Jerry. You have dementia.”

“No, I don’t, Dad. I’m your son. My name is Tim
. Your name is Robert, and you have Alzheimer’s.”

“Then tell me what day it is.”

“That’s easy. It’s…”

But he can’t remember what day it is. And he can’t remember how he got to the house. He can’t remember driving here, or taking the bus. He can’t remember what year it is. He can’t remember anything except this kitchen, being in this kitchen. Being in this house.

“How old are you, Jerry?”

“I’m… in my 50s,” Jerry says, Jerry who thought for sure his name was Tim.

“Go look in the mirror.”

“What?”

“Go look in the mirror.”

He walks into the bathroom, and stares at himself in the mirror. He’s much older now.

“This doesn’t make sense, Dad. If I’m so old how old are you?”

He returns from the bathroom. His father is no longer in the kitchen.

“Dad?”

Immediately he is flooded with sorrow. The clock on the wall grows a mouth, and smiles.

“You know the way,” the clock whispers
.

It’s true. He does.

The clock screams and dissolves into the brick wall. Leaves behind a dark stain like oil.

He is on the couch, in front of the television. The news is on. It says it’s the 4 o’clock news. A man sits beside him. The man smiles at him, and asks him how he’s doing.

“Who am I?”

“Does it matter?”

“It does to me.”

“Do you want some food?”

“I’ll get it,” he says.

He walks into the kitchen, opens the refrigerator, and grabs a cup of yogurt. He sits at the table, and eats the yogurt. He likes the yogurt.

“Did you put the picture in the hallway?”

“What picture?”

“The picture in the hallway. On the ground. Did you put it there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I didn’t put it there.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m your helper.”

“And who am I?”

“Names mean nothing.”

“Where are we?” he asks.

“I’m going to go back to the news. Come in if you want.”

“Okay,” he says.

He eats the yogurt. He’s unsure who he is, or where he is. He calls out, but no one responds.

There is no rotary phone on the wall. There is no wallpaper. There are no wooden floorboards. There is only mud. Every inch of the floor is mud.

He walks into the other room. The ceiling has disappeared behind dark grey storm clouds. Rain soaks his face.

In the distance, there’s a shoreline. He walks closer.

Before him is a dock, with a small rowboat on it. He walks over to the dock, rain pouring down, soaking through his clothes.

He slowly lowers himself into the rowboat, and stares back in the direction of the hallway.

The hallway is gone.

The house is gone
.

There’s only the rowboat, and the lake.

Across the lake, in the far distance, he can just barely make out two figures. He’s not sure who they are.

On the other side of the water, the sun has broken through the clouds, and shines on the two figures. He has this vague idea of who they are, this incomplete notion of who they might be.

He gently lowers himself into the rowboat. He begins to paddle in the direction of the other shore. The sun is breaking through the clouds.

Maybe when he gets closer to the men he can see who they are. Maybe then he can find out who he is.

Maybe then he will know.

Until then there is the boat, and the lake.
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JUST BEYOND THE SHORE

by Elizabeth Beechwood




T

he ferry pulls into Port Sterling and I bounce in my green rubber boots. It’s hard to believe that I’m really here, really doing this.





The town looks different from the water but I’ve been stalking it on the internet long enough to know that it hasn’t changed too much in the past eight years. The ferry is the only way on or off the island unless you have your own boat or hire a seaplane. Mom loved that about Port Sterling. How quiet and pristine it was compared to other towns. And, she said, it was easy to jump off into the wilderness from here.






I heft my backpack onto my shoulder. The ferry security guard stands at the end of the ramp watching all of us disembark. The morning drizzle turns to rain, giving me a good reason to pull the hood of my blue raincoat up around my face. Even if he 
is 
looking for me, I’m eighteen. My ID is in my backpack. There’s nothing Dad can do to stop me.






My foot hits the ground and my heart is pounding with excitement and fear. I’ve never been on my own before. It’s a weird feeling, like being light enough to float away. I head over to the green shack on the north end of the ferry terminal, the one with the neon sign flashing B*A*I*T. I remember it from before. It’s not just a bait store, it’s groceries, too, even though the sign doesn’t say that. Inside, I pick out a blue tarp, a pop, and beef jerky. An old guy by the magazines is reading a newspaper and complaining to another old guy behind the counter about the piss poor salmon season and seals eating his catch.






The guy with the newspaper says, “It’s a damn shame we can’t shoot ‘em.”






The guy behind the counter says, “The seals are just doing what seals do, Carl. You can’t blame them for taking advantage of easy pickings.”






“Sure I can. They ain’t nothing but trouble.”






I try not to imagine a seal with a bullet hole in her head. “The seals were here first. It’s not like they can go down to the grocery store and get their food.”






They turn to me like I’ve appeared out of nowhere.






“They can get their food someplace away from my fishing gear,” Carl says.






“It’s illegal to harass marine mammals.”






Carl waves his hand dismissively. “Yeah, yeah, I know, I know, Marine Mammal Protection Act. Blahblahblah. If you’re some kind of animal rights activist, you’re wastin’ your damn breath—”






The guy behind the counter interrupts, “Going hiking?”






I don’t want to jinx the plan by talking about it. “Yeah.”






“North?”






I nod.






Carl huffs. “Well, when you go missing, me and Stan’ll tell the Troopers to just look north. Shouldn’t be a problem.”






Stan shakes his head. “Don’t tease the girl, Carl. You were young once, too.”






“At least when I was a kid, I knew better than to go hikin’ alone with nothing but pop and beef jerky.”






Stan adds up my purchase and I hand over my debit card.






“You know …” He squints to read my name on the card. “… Stephanie, it’s dangerous out there alone. Your family knows where you’re going, right? When to expect you home?”






I mumble, “My mom taught me how to camp out here.”






“Oh yeah?” Stan looks at my card again. “Trevorson? Are you Patty Trevorson’s daughter? Well, sure, I see it now. You have the same brown hair and eyes, and strong chin. Your mom was a friend of mine. I own a few cabins on the islands that she rented for her eco-tours. She brought you up here once, right?”






I should be happy to talk to someone who knew my mom, who remembers me, but it feels like a violation instead. Like it tarnishes my memories. All I can manage is a quick ‘yeah’.






Carl folds his newspaper. “I guess you don’t have any more sense than your mother. She was always walking around like Mother Nature was her best friend. I’ll tell you what,” he says, jabbing his index finger at me, “Mother Nature’s a bitch.”






Carl is a dick.






Stan says, “A couple of my cabins are vacant since the season’s pretty much over. Do you want to stay in one? Free of charge?”






I shove the supplies into my backpack. “I’ll be fine.” Then, since he’d been a friend of Mom’s, I add, “Thanks anyway.”






“Let me give you a map—“






“I’ll be fine.”






I let the door slam behind me so he knows I mean it. I don’t need his cabins, his Plan B. Plan A will work. It has to.






I follow the rocky shore north until I’m the only person in the middle of nowhere. But I’m not alone. It’s me and the trees and the water and the fog and rain. Orange and purple sea stars congregate in piles on the grey rocks. I pick my way slowly so I don’t step on them. One brilliant orange star is on its back, the tips of its arms curling, its tiny tube feet outstretched, a million pedicellariea grasping for something to cling to but finding only empty space. I feel sorry for it, for its futile but unrelenting ambition to orient itself properly in the world. I flip it over. It sighs and anchors itself to the rocks. One arm tip curls up in a salute.






“You’re welcome.”






As the day passes, the tide rises and I head for higher ground, up between the boulders into the forest. I step into a small clearing where red cedars sway, branches entwined like children’s hands. One large drop of water falls from a branch and splashes on the top of my head like a blessing.





~



I pitch my tent among the cedars, set up the blue tarp for rainwater collection, and gather the largest rocks I can carry for a fire ring. I stack twigs over moss and strike my flint and—there!—fire and warmth and light. With survival taken care of, I allow myself to walk out to the boulders that hold back the sea. There are no boats, no planes, no signs of people. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Then everything goes still.




I open my eyes.






She’s there, just beyond the shore, watching me.






I say, “I’m back.”






She disappears beneath the dark water.





~



Mom took me camping on my tenth birthday. She’d declared it a girls-only excursion and we left Dad behind, which she never did unless she was taking clients out. It was late in the season but I remember those five days filled with sunshine and s’mores and tide pools. It was the last day—my actual birthday—when my life changed.



Mom and I had climbed out on the rocks to catch some fish that morning. Mom showed me how to cast out the line and reel it in so it wouldn’t get hung up on the boulders. Then she handed the rod over to me. “I’m going to sit over here and let you show me how it’s done,” she’d said.





Somewhere in the distance, a seal barked.






I was proud that Mom had faith in my skills. I leaned back and casted again. I twisted around a bit to make sure she was watching. She wasn’t. She was frowning, looking out to the water. My heart and left foot slipped. I tumbled off the rocks and fell into the bay.






The frigid water was a shock. I surfaced, gasping for air. The cold clamped down on my chest. My legs and arms cramped up. The current surged. Water filled my boots and pulled me down. I kicked. I fought. I broke 
water again and spotted Mom scrambling down toward me, pulling her boots off as she went. My blue raincoat hood filled and dragged me down. Salt water pushed against my ears, my nose, pried my lips apart. A waves smashed me against the rocks. Then everything went still. The bubbles of my breath sparkled up to the surface; the sky wavered like a silver lid above me. I was surrounded by dark water that went on forever. And I heard it, the voice of the ocean whispering, deep-pitched and salty.






I hung there, peacefully, with only the sound of my heartbeat and the ssshusssh of the sea.






A form swam out of the darkness, grey and graceful. She floated up to me with her long dark hair floating around her. Sunlight burst through the water. She reached out her hand, seaweed wrapped around her wrist like a bracelet. She smiled, wiggled her fingers to invite me to join her. I struggled to get my feet beneath me, to kick forward, my hand stretched out to hers.






Water filled my lungs as I asked her, “What’s your name?”






Meredith.






There was an explosion and my mother appeared above me.






Meredith darted away.






Mom dragged me, gagging and choking, back onto land.






I wanted to scream at her that she’d ruined everything but all I could do was vomit up the sea and cry.





~


Three days after my return, I’m ready. I straighten up my camp, douse the fire, and walk out onto the boulders that hold back the sea.

It’s my nineteenth birthday.

She surfaces without a sound or ripple. Her whiskers twitch as she waits for me.

I kick off my rubber boots and shed my blue raincoat and jump off into the water.

The frigid water shocks me, then pushes against my ears and nostrils and lips, trying to replace the oxygen in my body. The undercurrent grabs my legs and sucks me down. Another wave catches me, smashes me against the rocks. I grapple for something solid but I’m torn away again. I break the surface, get sucked down again. I hold my breath and kick frantically. My lungs burn, my heart pounds in my ears. I try to orient myself in the world of waves and surf but find only empty water. This was not how it was supposed to be. There’s no quiet, suspended-in-time feeling. There’s no Meredith swimming toward me. A wave pushes me into another boulder and my held breath breaks from my lungs in a rush and I’m surfacing, gagging, clutching, dragging myself onto shore.

I push my hands into my armpits and stand, shivering.

Just beyond the shore, her brown eyes rise up and her nose twitches. She stares at me staring at her
.

I want to follow her more than I’ve ever wanted anything.

But when the moment came, that moment I’d been dreaming of, planning for, when it finally came … I couldn’t do it. I lost my nerve.



I want to scream at her, ask her why she hadn’t come for me, but all I can do is vomit up the sea and cry.
 I want to be back in my room where it’s warm and dry and Aunt Delia is calling me down for dinner. I’ve made a terrible mistake, thinking I could recapture that perfect moment with Meredith. Like I could recapture that perfect trip with my mother before … the thoughts start forming in my brain, like smoke filling a balloon, and I clamp my hands over my ears and squeeze my brain so the thoughts can’t take shape into words that will echo in my head. I can’t let them take shape. I can’t bear to hear them.




~

“This is kidnapping, you know,” I huffed from the back seat of our Subaru.

“No it’s not,” Dad had said as we drove away from our house.

“What’s Mom going to say when she comes back and finds us gone?”

Dad glanced at me in the rearview mirror. His face was twisted up and he looked at me with pity for a moment before looking away. “She’s been lost for a month, Steph,” he said in the quiet way that all the adults talked to me after my mom disappeared.

“Just because they found her kayak and not her doesn’t mean anything,” I argued. Thoughts started to form in my brain, like smoke filling a balloon … I squeezed my head with my hands to keep the thoughts from forming words.

“The sun actually shines in Las Vegas,” Dad said. “You’ll love it.”

“I’ll die in Las Vegas.”

“You’ll get used to it.”

“I’m going to run away. I’m going to come back here.”

“When you’re eighteen years old, you can do whatever you want. But you’re still a kid and I’m still your father and we’re moving to Las Vegas. Aunt Delia is excited to have us live with her.”

When I unpacked my clothes at Aunt Delia’s house, my blue raincoat was gone. Dad had donated it to Goodwill along with all of Mom’s equipment.

I never forgave him for that.

~

A huge storm blows in before I can pack my gear and return to Port Sterling in disgrace. I’m forced to hunker down for days. I can’t get the fire burning quite as well as before, can’t get warm enough, can’t get my clothes completely dry. I don’t have any food stashed away because I thought I would be gone. Other than trying to gather burnable wood and scavenge for food, there’s not much to do except stare out at the choppy water. Meredith hasn’t 
shown her face again, and I assume she’s so disappointed with me that she moved on.

When the storm passes, the beach is littered with cans of coffee and ramen noodles. A container must have fallen off a ship … or maybe it was a blessing, a gift from Meredith. Or my mom.

I make the ramen noodles and they fill me up with warmth and my stomach stops growling for the first time in days. I don’t like coffee but the plastic containers could be helpful. I’m optimistic and feeling good about my plan again. I won’t fail next time Meredith shows up.

~

A boat engine whines in the distance. It’s Stan and Carl in an aluminum skiff with a single outboard engine. Before I can hide, Stan spots me and holds up his hand. Carl beaches the skiff and both men pull it up onto shore.

“Good to see you, Stephanie,” Stan says, holding out his hand to shake. “How’s it going?”

Stan’s a good guy and it’s hard to be mad at him, even if he did just invade my beach. I shake his hand. “I’m good.”

Carl joins in. “Shit, you stink. Ain’t girls supposed to be neat and tidy with makeup and nail polish?”

It’s a lot easier to stay pissed at Carl. “No one’s forcing you to stay.”

“Take it easy, you two.” Stan smiles. “She looks fine to me. You’re getting enough to eat?”

I direct my answer at Carl. “There’s a lot to eat out here if you know what you’re looking for,” I say, not mentioning that I hadn’t been doing so well before the ramen noodles appeared.

Stan claps me on the shoulder with a cheerful laugh. “Just like your mom. That woman could find food when you swear there wasn’t a bite to eat anywhere.”

Carl holds up a grocery bag. “We brought coffee. Hope you got a fire.”

“Of course I have a fire,” I say and lead them up to my camp. “I have plenty of coffee, too. Lots of cans washed up on shore the other day.”

“Really? We got nothing in Port Sterling.”

It makes me feel good that they didn’t get anything—it makes it feel more like a gift just for me.

“This is a great set-up,” Stan says and sits on one of the logs near the embers I banked for the day. Carl grabs a stick, pokes the embers to life, and adds a few more twigs as if he has that right.

I snatch the stick away from him. “I’ll do it. You’ll mess it up.”

Carl rolls his eyes. “I was doing this before you were born.” He pulls a jug out of the grocery bag. “Didn’t know if you had much fresh water.”

I nod at the blue tarp water collection system.

Stan whistles through his teeth. “Darn good system. Did your mom teach you that?
”

“Yeah.”

“Looks pretty good.” Carl sounds disappointed. He fills a metal teapot with water and sits it in the flames. “Guess your dad didn’t have to worry about you after all.”

“You talked to my dad?”

“No. The Troopers called us. He reported you missing and said you might be up here. We told them we’d come look for you.”

“I’m nineteen. I don’t need his permission.”

Stan says, “He’s worried about you. There are a lot of ways to die out here—.” His words stumble, end abruptly.

“That’s the truth,” Carl says. “Mother Nature’s a bitch. You want coffee?”

“No.”

He pulls a pop out of the grocery bag. “This suit you better?”

This bit of kindness surprises me. “Thanks.”

“Sure. We ain’t so bad. We liked your mom, we really did.” He takes off his jacket and wraps it around his hand to use like a potholder as he pulls the pot out of the fire. Stan gets a plastic funnel from the bag, fits a filter into it, as well as a few spoonfuls of coffee grounds. Carl pours the water slowly through the grounds and passes the cup to Stan before pouring his own cup. “Hard to believe she drowned. But anything can happen out here – even if you know what the hell you’re doing.”

I don’t say anything, just stare at the flames and palm the can of pop. I remember bits and pieces of when Mom went missing. I’ve looked up the newspaper articles. Stan and Carl’s talking eventually draws my mind to little things like the weather and what was happening out in the world. I start asking questions and before you know it, I’m thinking that it would be nice to sleep in a warm bed and watch TV. The men drain their cups and gather their stuff. Stan promises to let the Troopers know that I’m fine.

“Unless you want to come back with us. We can wait while you break camp,” Stan offers. The temptation is incredible. I mean, if I can’t even get my shit together enough to swim out to Meredith, if she hasn’t returned, if I’m not good enough … all the thoughts, those smoke-in-the-balloon thoughts come crowding in then. I have to stop them--

Somewhere in the distance, a seal barks.

I spot Meredith just beyond the shore.

“God-damned salmon thief,” Carl says and throws a rock at her. She dives. Gone. Again. Maybe forever.

“Leave her alone!”

“You comin’ or not?”

“Not.”

He shrugs and heads for the skiff.

“Are you sure?” Stan asks. “The weather is going to turn very soon. We might not be able to get back up here for a while.
”

“I’m sure,” I say even though I am definitely not sure.

He shoves a piece of paper into my hand, turns, and follows Carl.

I uncrumple the paper. It’s a map to his cabins.

The skiff chugs off across the bay. Stan swivels around to look for me. He raises a hand. I could stop him. I could go back.

Meredith surfaces. She watches me. Judging my worthiness.

I throw the map into the fire as the skiff disappears from view. I don’t need a Plan B, Plan A will work. It has to.

~


She comes ashore that night, in her young woman’s body with her brown hair and eyes and strong chin. Her lips are soft and pink and her breasts are smooth and round.
 She reaches out her hand, seaweed wrapped around her wrist like a bracelet.
 I unzip my sleeping bag and she lays beside me and speaks in the language of the ocean, deep-pitched and salty. She tastes like secrets.
 We lay there with only the sound of our heartbeats and the ssshusssh of the sea.


~

I wake up alone.

I stumble out of my sleeping bag, pull on my blue rain coat, and run to the water, yelling “Meredith!”.

She waits for me just beyond the shore, her seal eyes and nose above the water. I walk out, picking my way carefully through a mob of sea stars. A brilliant orange star is prying a small clam open. I hesitate, torn between saving the clam or letting the sea star have its meal.

Meredith barks, reminds me what’s important.

I scramble out onto the boulders that hold back the sea before it’s too late. I keep calling to her, “Don’t leave me, please don’t leave me!”.

My heart pounds. My head aches—it’s not smoke filling a balloon anymore. It’s an explosion trying to shatter my skull. I clamp my hands over my ears and squeeze my brain so the thoughts can’t take shape into words that will echo in my head. How could I think I could recapture that perfect trip with my mother before …? I can’t let them take shape. I can’t bear to hear them. I lean forward, squat like I’m going to throw up. But instead of my guts, it’s my heart that cracks open wide, and my head, too, and the thoughts come gushing out of me—I couldn’t let myself think that Mom was dead, that she was gone forever, that I’d never see her again. But if she hadn’t died, then she’d left me. The wilderness had called to her and she’d gone. She left her little girl. Because, somehow, I wasn’t good enough.

I look up at Meredith. She looks sad. So sad. And here I am, crying like a kid.

She disappears beneath the dark water.

I wouldn’t let Meredith leave me, too
.

I kick off my green rubber boots and shed my blue raincoat and jump off into the sea. I gasp as the frigid water shocks me. I dive as the cold clamps down on my chest. I dive as far as I can, past the selfish surf and current. The bubbles of my breath sparkle up to the surface; the sky wavers like a silver lid above me. I’m surrounded by dark water that goes on forever. I hear it now, the sound of the ocean whispering, deep-pitched and salty. I hang there, peacefully, with only the sound of my heart beat and the ssshusssh of the sea, waiting.

Her body drifts beneath me. She glides closer, her brown hair streaming around her body, her brown eyes shining with love. Sunlight bursts through the water around us. She reaches out her hand, seaweed tangled around her wrist like a bracelet. She smiles and wiggles her fingers to invite me to join her. I struggle to get my feet beneath me, to kick forward, my hand stretching toward her. My breath whooshes out in a mass of bubbles as I laugh with the joy of being enough. Water fills every empty place inside of me. My vision dims around the edges. My head pounds. My heart screams.

Meredith.

Our fingers touch.

All my doubts and fears pour out of me and drift up in the sunlight with the bubbles of my last breath.

She grabs my wrist and pulls me down.
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THE SCHOOLMASTER

by David Peak


O
utside the window of my apartment above the apothecary’s shop, I overheard a killing in the street below. A seventeen-year-old boy—I later learned it was one of my students, Thomas—was torn apart, by what, we do not know. It was just after midnight.

The local enforcers arrived within minutes, sweeping the street with their torches. I darkened the gas lamps of my room so I could better see through my window. Voices—men and women, children and adults—filled the dust-choked streets, coming from everywhere all at once, threatening retaliation, crying out in despair, confusion, hopelessness. It went on that way for nearly an hour—that insufferable noise—and then went suddenly quiet, replaced by so much daylight, everywhere, as always.

Later that afternoon, the captain of the enforcers announced that the attack on poor Thomas must have been carried out by a pack of wild dogs. There are no other reasonable explanations, he said.

Days have passed. Many strays have been shot on sight, their young bludgeoned. A pile of their charred corpses smolders in the square, unceasing. The howls of their brethren can be heard at all hours, echoing from the black hills surrounding our town. Those who knew and loved Thomas have assembled a small, wood-plank shrine on the walkway where he fell. Hundreds of glass prayer candles glow orange throughout the night. His name is crudely painted on a small plank nailed to a nearby tree.

~

Once each year I teach the school children the legend of ancient people who lived in the world of dark. The books I recite my lessons from—bindings broken, leather covers stretched and smooth as river stones—state that the ancients had evolved from a race of cave-dwelling primitives, awful creatures who wore animal skins on their backs and ate their dead to survive the harsh realities of never-ending winter.

Then came the era of light, in which the eaters of the dead mastered fire. They used these flames to light their caves and cook the animals they slayed. At night, fearful of the forest’s whispers, the ancients huddled amongst themselves in their caves, watching the shadows cast from the fire 
dance across their walls. This play of shadows was mesmerizing—and certain members of their tribes began to stand before the others, translating the shadows, describing what the flames had given them—blessed them—to see, such visions from the beyond. 

This birthed the era of knowledge. As generations passed, the ancients handed down memorized stories to their young, much in the same manner I go about my duties with the school children. The flames, they said, were gifted from an all-knowing god who lived in the center of the Earth. The flames were the father of all creation. The world as they understood it blossomed: they soon lit torches to tread through the woods without fear; guided mechanical ships over pools of placid water and through chasms of fog, their voyages intricately logged and uninterrupted; and invented new words to describe and discuss advancements made to their society.

The next step was to write all of this down and bind it in leather. So the knowledge was written. It is here where the horror began.

~

Earlier this evening, a meeting was held at our town hall, called for and mediated by the captain of the enforcers. I arrived late and made my way to the front of the room where an empty seat was waiting for me. As I passed, the men bowed their heads and removed their hats. After weeks of careful hunting, the captain said, the packs of wild dogs had at last been exterminated. The citizens of our fair town should no longer fear leaving our homes during the nighttime hours. Never again, he said, will we lose another innocent child to the bloodlust of beasts.

And yet, later that very night, I was roused from my slumber once more—the orange light of the harvest moon filling my room—to the sound of a woman pleading for help. Her son, she screamed, her son had been murdered, torn apart by the dogs.

The men of our town, aided by their firstborn sons, stormed the hills, armed with whatever they could find: scythes, pitchforks, axes. Whole patches of forest were razed. By the time the morning sun slugged into the pale sky, the streets of our town were fogged with the stench of smoke.

Even though no more dogs had been found, the naked and whipped body of the captain swung from a rope in the town’s square, hanged high for all to see. Somebody, the townsfolk said, perhaps only repeating what they had heard, somebody had to be held accountable for the most recent killing. Who better than the man who had stood before us and promised it would never happen again?

~

If you listen closely to the sounds of the night, you will hear the soft treading of ghosts—the children say this with firm voices. They say this to spook one another, even though my school has firm rules in place against the telling of such tall tales. Where it comes from, I’ll never know. It certainly does not 
come from me. And so it is my job to shush them, to administer punishment—twenty lashes of the stick for each untruth told—and make examples of the worst of them. What else can be done?

Each 
morning they move past me in a silent line, heads down, filing into the schoolhouse, empty vessels ready to be filled with knowledge. When the youngest of them is safely inside and has taken his seat, I close the heavy double doors. There, in that austere and mannered silence, we begin our lessons.
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THE PAST YOU HAVE, THE FUTURE YOU DESERVE

by K.H. Vaughan


I
t is cold in the woods behind my house. I don’t know how far back they go. Somewhere past the fort we made from scrap lumber and plywood, a trail runs back past a low stone wall and continues through the damp and trees. It must end somewhere, but I’ve never been brave enough to find out. I am ten, and we are playing “sardines.” It is hide-and-seek in reverse: one person hides, and everyone else searches for them. If you find them, you hide with them, each kid shoving into the hiding space until there is only one left searching. They become “it” next, hiding alone while the others count to one-hundred before starting out. That was always when I was most afraid, huddled by myself beneath a bush in the woods in the twilight, hoping that at least one other person would find me. What if they just went home?

The woods are weedy oak and hickory, with a thick underbrush of shrubs. Sometimes, we found blueberries, small and bitter. The rocks press up through the dense carpet of leaves and humus. They are old, dragged raw and abandoned by glaciers in the distant past. The ice is gone, but the imprint on the land remains, and will remain long after I am gone. I know this, even as a child. There is one, a large, rounded slab of granite, deep in the woods that projects from the ground like a petrified whale called “Sprague Rock.” It is covered with moss and lichen, and a protrusion of thin birch grows in a fissure along its back. My step-father says it is an “erratic.” It was brought here by the ice long ago. It does not belong here, in the woods behind our house. It is not the only thing that does not belong here, in the woods.

I tripped on a root earlier and my jeans are torn at the knee, dirt and blood and shreds of skin on the denim. Mom will have to iron another one of those square denim patches over the hole because this pair has to last until Christmas at least. My step brothers are older, so there aren’t many hand me downs that fit. I haven’t heard anyone moving in the brush and leaves for a long time. My breath shows in the pale, silvery light that filters through the denuded branches of the 
canopy. I am the last. All that remains for this game is for me to find them, and then it will be my turn. But it is late, and so we will go home to clean up for bed and get ready for school in the morning before we play again. I’ve been looking for a long time, as dusk gave way to moonlight. It must be close to time; if the hiders stay hidden for half an hour, we all call out and return to base to start again. The battery on my Star Wars watch is dying, and no matter how hard I mash the button I can’t make out the time, so I have to trust that someone else is keeping track. To the east is a stone wall that once marked a farmer’s field. It is out of bounds. It has rained, and so the marshy ground to the west is too wet to hide in. No one wants to lie in the mud and wait to be found. They have to have gone north, further uphill. I trudge, hands jammed into my jacket pockets in the thin light, thinking of places we’ve hidden before. Pockets of thin mist creep between the trees to settle in the hollows.

I find them, finally, packed together between a slab of granite we call “The Cliff” and a covering of barberry. Michael, Paul, Virgil, Glenn, Warren.

They are all so cold.

~

I ran as fast as I could, and threw up on the linoleum of our kitchen after I burst through the door. I tried to explain as best I could through the snot and tears and puke dripping off my face. Adults ran to the woods and found them. Only Paul and Warren survived.  They say they died from marsh gas, but no one believes it. There are funerals, all packed together in the next week. My friends, each in caskets in the church outfit they wore once a week. They are as still as anything I’ve ever seen, surrounded by satin and ruffles that remind me of a tuxedo shirt. The adults talk among themselves, hushing one another when they think one of the kids is listening. About the last time, twenty years ago, and the time before that. Sometimes the woods, or something in the woods, takes something. I ask a question once and am told not to ask again. And through each funeral, and through the winter and the rest of the school year, people look at me differently, because somehow I am part of it. I am responsible, because I came back, and that is both wrong and true at the same time.

Life does not stop. The grief slowly contracts, from the whole town to smaller and smaller circles until it is only the immediate families who look hollow and sleepwalk through what’s left of their lives. People stop talking about it, asking questions. They accept the 
story everyone tells about the swamp gas, because it’s all they can do. I already knew this would happen. People come and go and you move on. We moved a lot when I was little. You have friends and a school until you don’t. Sometimes you think about the nights Mom comes home smelling like a different brand of cigarettes and Dad pretends not to notice, until the day he doesn’t and leaves without a word and does not come back. That’s how life works. By the next fall, my step-father is drinking more and we move out to an apartment down the hill close to the center of town, with a living room and a bedroom separated by a kitchenette. Everything is covered in wood paneling. I sleep on the couch until we move again and I can have my own room. Paul, Warren, and I drift apart, because we share a common guilt, and because that happens when your friends aren’t defined by walking distance anymore. I make new friends. There is no choice, because the middle school has less than three-hundred students. By high school, Michael, Virgil, and Glenn aren’t forgotten, but it’s just a thing that happened that doesn’t come up. When we graduate, there is a dedication page in the yearbook.

I get a scholarship to UMASS based on my SAT scores. Mom is on her third divorce by the time I graduate. I gave Mom a rough time. People think you should be mad at the parent that left, and you are, but the thing is, they get to live as a fantasy and they aren’t there to punish. It’s the one who stays that you can take it out on. I did not expect to move back to Milbridge, but years later I am back in the rocky hills and woods I grew up in, in the same bar I met my ex-wife in, in the same small downtown that has barely changed in all these years.

Heather and I knew each other in high school, but I guess I never really noticed her until I came back. I don’t know how that works. Maybe people don’t become attractive to you until you need them to be. I stepped into the Bel Fontaine Hotel in the center of town. They stopped renting rooms a long time ago, and like a lot of buildings in the area it’s known by what it used to be when it was built. The original name and date are in the brick over the door, mostly hidden by a plastic Narragansett Beer sign. The first floor is just the bar. I don’t know what’s upstairs, but downstairs is dark wood and torn leatherette booths. A ten by ten patch of flooring in front of a small platform for cover bands. They do open mic, karaoke, and a meat raffle. At the end of the bar, too close to the dart board, is a bar-top trivia game. That’s where I saw her. She drank vodka and had a tiny scar nestled in the 
freckles on her cheek. The blue light from the screen made her eyes look hollow. We fucked in the back of her car in her driveway. Cramped, painful, liberating. She left her husband afterwards. I don’t know if he ever found out, but I’d bet he did.

She’s gone now. I shouldn’t have expected her to stay. Maybe that was what I was hoping for when we married. It didn’t last long. Long enough to have a child, Blake. Long enough to fall in love with my son before finding out he wasn’t really mine. I haven’t seen him in years. He’d be ten now. I don’t know what she told him, but I doubt he remembers me at all anymore.

The bartender at the Bel Fontaine knows my drink when I come in. I even have my own seat, near the turn, with a view of the television at the other end. There’s me, the bartender, Claire, and the old man, who sits there every night on the same stool, nursing a pale, thin lager. He’s the only one I know who’s allowed to run a tab that he settles at the end of the month. The only one allowed to smoke, too, since the state banned it in bars and restaurants a couple years ago. Before that, you would sit in a fog, everyone’s cigarettes killing everyone else. I don’t know his name. He nods at me when I sit down or leave, and that’s generally about the extent of our interactions. He gets up to go to the bathroom. They keep the old trough pisser filled with ice.

“Water in, water out,” he says as he walks past me.

I wave to Claire with one finger.

“You have need of my services?” she says.

“Why, yes. Yes I do,” I say, and grin slyly. She laughs and gets me another Seven and Seven.

“You know, being a waitress is basically no different than being a whore,” she says. “The way you have to smile and laugh for tips. It’s all the same. At least behind the bar, you can tell people to fuck off if you want.”

“You don’t worry about tips back there?”

“No one tips well enough on a two dollar beer to have to give a fuck, and no one grabs my ass back here. Unless I want them too.” She holds my gaze seriously for a moment then laughs, and dumps the old man’s ashtray. We both know that this is as far as our relationship will ever go. The kind of hurt she is and the kind I am don’t match up well enough for anything else. It’s still nice to flirt with her a little bit though. What else is there? She comes around the bar to wipe down the empty tables, bending to reach across. I am distracted enough not to notice when Paul walks in. We hadn’t been in touch, but bumped 
into each other beginning of the summer. We will both be forty by Christmas. Forty. Halfway there, as we like to say. Of all of us, he’s got his life together pretty well.

“I don’t have a problem with the first couple of drinks,” he says as he takes the stool next to me. “The ones that come after that, though. They can be a problem.”

“You getting after it tonight?”

“No. I have to drive the kids to school in the morning. The twins are in for seven-thirty, then Noah goes for eight. Those are early mornings. Daddy’s Friendly Taxi Service. I never thought we’d be minivan people, but when you have three...I guess you do what you gotta do.”

“I guess.”

We sit in silence for a bit. There isn’t pressure to talk, but I know where this is headed. The first time he tried to raise the issue he dropped it and didn’t talk about it again for three weeks.

“I found another one,” he says finally, looking to make sure Claire is at the other end of the bar before he speaks.

“Another what?”

I already know. I just don’t want to hear about it.

He has a list, and he’s been telling me every time he finds another one.

“Dead kids. Two of them, ten years old. They were having a backyard sleepover on Pine Hill Road. First weekend in October, 1986. They said it was carbon monoxide from the furnace, but everyone else in the house tested negative for it.”

“You should tell Warren about it.”

“I did,” he says. “Now I’m telling you.”

“How many is that?”

“Between us back in ‘77 and last year, I have eighteen groups of kids died the first Sunday of November. That’s more than half the years now, and I haven’t done but half the towns that border the woods. Before that, it was only once every generation.”

“It’s all woods around here. You could walk from here to New York City and stay in the woods. Or to Canada.”

“All in the Blackstone Valley. A few is a coincidence. This is a pattern.”

“I’ll bet kids die other places too. Have you combed through the microfiche for the town newspapers other places?”

“No. But that doesn’t mean those kids aren’t dead.
”

I finished my drink and waved Claire over for another one.

“I ever tell you about the time I met Superfly Snuka?” I say.

“No, you never did,” she says.

“It was a couple years after he did his last event with the WWF. He must have been sixty years old. Still out there. You could see some of what he used to be in there. Those guys. I don’t know how they can still walk around with all the punishment they take. They’re all grinding bone on bone every time they go out there.”

“That’s a story, all right” she says and goes back to the other end of the bar.

“We gotta go see Warren,” Paul says

“What is that going to accomplish?”

“I don’t know. But they keep on dying ever since we lived.”

~

He isn’t going to let me rest until he gets this out of his system, so I agree to go. Claire does a shot with us on the way out, like she always does. We take our separate cars. I follow the lights of his minivan up the big hill and then back down again. I didn’t realize how shabby most of the houses looked when I was a kid. People talked with envy about the rich people up on the hill, but those houses were just small ranches. Like most of the small mill towns along the Blackstone, nothing replaced the jobs when the mills closed, and Worcester was too deep in the shadow of Boston and Providence to support the suburbs.

Warren lives in a cul-de-sac trailer park. A half dozen of the boxes sag at irregular intervals and angles, surrounded by dry brown yards and scrap. When we were kids, his father ran a television store and repair shop out of his house. The whole front room was color console televisions with broad wooden cabinets and record players built in. I thought Warren was the luckiest kid back then. We never got a color set until I was in middle school.

Paul bangs on the door, a voice yells something from inside and we go in. It is narrow, filled with empty beer cans and pizza boxes. Warren sits in an overstuffed chair in front of a small television watching the Sox. He is still skinny like in school, with a wispy mustache. He would have a mullet, except he is mostly bald on top.

“They ain’t never gonna win a second Series,” he says when he sees us. He does not get up. “Fuck, when’d you get so old, Scottie?”

“Same time you did, I guess. How you been?”

“They got me on disability from the Turnpike Authority for my back. Got that job taking tickets right out of high school. They say 
they’re gonna take the tolls off in the paper, but if you believe that you don’t know nothing. Did you tell him?”

“He’s been telling me all summer.”

“So? What do you think?”

“I think I don’t know what I’m doing here.”

Paul sits in an aluminum lawn chair with frayed and faded cloth webbing. I lean against the counter.

They go through the whole thing. Warren even has a map with an X on it for every time kids have come up dead the same weekend since we came out of the woods alive. As if it’s our fault. As if it’s mine.

“So even if this is all true and connected, you want us to, what? Go lie down in the woods and hope it takes us instead? You’ve got to be kidding me,” I say and look at Paul. He shrugs.

“Just like high school, always trying to understand shit,” Warren says. “I got little nieces.”

“It was supposed to be us,” Paul says. “Maybe if we fix that, it all stops. I just want my kids to have a chance.”

“Oh, fuck this,” I say. ”I’ll see you at the Bel.”

~

The roads in the woods are compromises between where people wanted to go and what the rocky hills would allow. They wind and turn, up and down, very narrow, with the trees, and rocks, and phone poles hard on the edges with no shoulder. You can never see what is coming from far away, and oncoming cars appear and vanish behind you in a flash. When I was a teenager, I would drive for hours, hugging those curves, driving far faster than was reasonably safe. I never wanted to be home, but had nowhere to go. Granite slabs, hewn rough to make just enough room for two cars to pass each other. Boulders and rock walls at the ends of driveways for houses set back in the trees. Signs that were bent and out of plumb, and usually obscured by foliage. And those trees, overhanging the roads to make tunnels of boughs and leaves and the ubiquitous parasitic vines that bind it all together in a continuous woody mass.

~

I make a meal in a box with hamburger, for old time’s sake. I remember liking it at the time, but it tastes like shit. Better than ramen noodles or baked potato bar with your choice of sour cream, butter, and Velveeta. There is a commotion outside. A bird’s nest has fallen from a tree and the mother bird flutters around distressed as her helpless, injured chicks lie in the broken weave of grass and twigs, with 
the faintest trails of mist in the air, shining in the lights behind the building. There is a deer in the yard. It eats the vegetables that my neighbor insists on planting every year, though he harvests little. Tentatively, the deer walks across the yard, scanning for danger. The mother bird is shrill as it approaches the nest. The deer bends down and eats the blind baby birds from the nest, one by one, as they shriek. When it is finished, it looks up at me in the window, blood on its muzzle. I hurry to vomit into the sink. When I look again, the deer is gone.

~

Claire is taking the speed pourers off the bottles on the back bar to soak. She does this every Monday night. Paul, wisely, has given me a good week to cool off. The Bel Fontaine is empty. But for her, myself, and the old man. For some reason, the television has closed captions and subtitles running simultaneously, making it hard to read either. The sound, of course, is off. Claire moves briskly, and she is clearly happy about something tonight.

“You’re in a good mood,” I say.

“I’m back with my old boyfriend.” she says. “He, uh, lost some time. A couple of years, but I’m going to give him another chance. I mean, it wasn't really his fault.”

“Good for you,” I say, and I mean it. It’s nice to see her happy.

It is silent for a time, but for the sound of Claire working behind the bar and the beginning of wind from a cold front about to hit us. It will strip the leaves from the trees with violence and leave branches on the roads. There is always deadfall to collect.

Paul arrives, and eases himself into the chair beside me. We make small talk about sports and the weather. The usual empty shit you talk about while marking time. He doesn't raise the issue, which I appreciate. He was always patient.

“This thing you and Warren are talking about. With the kids,” I say. “Do you think they knew it happened every twenty years? Our parents?”

“I don’t know. Probably. My old man wouldn’t talk about it. I'm not asking him about it now. I think Mikey’s mom killed herself a few years ago.”

“But how could they do it? If they knew the woods were dangerous like that?
”

“Shit, man. We didn’t wear seatbelts and helmets growing up. A few people die once in a while. Just how it was. Our grandparents, half the kids died from diphtheria.”

“Doesn't make it okay.”

“No.”

We stew. Watch the weather girl pretend to point to things on a screen that aren't there.

“Fuck it,” I say. “I don’t care about the past. It’s gone. Over. I’m over it.”

“I'm not trying to change your mind.”

The sports cast comes on.

“So I talked to my big brother the other night on the phone,” Paul says. “And after the first fifteen minutes or so he said ‘Whelp, I guess we’ve entered the period in our lives when we start every conversation with health updates.’”

“Yeah. Getting old sucks.”

“It ain’t for wimps. That's for sure.”

“You think you’re old?” the old man speaks up, loudly from his stool. His face is red and he is shaking. “What are you, forty? I can’t finish a beer before I have to piss it out. I’m old now. I have shit on my ass, all the time. It doesn’t matter how I try to clean up any more. You wait. You’ll be another limp-dicked asshole with nothing to show for your life, just like everybody else. Tell me about getting old. The best part of you dribbled down your mother’s thigh when your old man climbed off of her.”

“What the fuck?” Paul says. I shoot to my feet and the stool clatters to the floor behind me. It’s a good thing Paul is between us.

“Fuck you, you piece of shit. Who gave you the right to pretend to be alive?

There is yelling back and forth until Claire steps in.

“Hey! Hey! Knock it off,” she yells. “Knock it off, all of you.”

We stop yelling. Glare at each other in silence, breathing hard. She pours us all shots, even the old man, and stares us down until we all raise our glasses. She nods, we tap the bar and drink, set the glasses down upside down.

Ritual complete.

The old man’s eyes are misty. He gets up, stiff and unsteady, says goodnight to Claire and makes his way to the door.

“The fuck was that?” I say, pulling my stool up from the floor. Paul shakes his head
.

“Getting late,” he says. “I better call it too.”

He throws some money on the bar. A little extra as an apology.

“Paul, I know you’re trying to do the right thing here, with the kids, but this? It’s not much to go on.”

“Your life been filled with good decisions so far?”

~

The woods are dark and deep. I drive because I do not want to be at home, but there's no place to go. There are really only a few main roads that cut across the woods, laid out in compromise with hills and ponds, most of them named for the town they lead to. I remember the Blizzard when I was young. School was closed for four days and the people with snowmobiles drove down the hills to Main to get milk and bread for their neighbors. Greenwood, past the little league field where I played a few desultory seasons. Further down, the McDonalds that popped up in high school, the sign that counted the “million served.” A small plaza where a discount department store got the first quarter Space Invaders game. Cut-rate stores and seconds. Fire sales. That is where we bought our clothes. One pair of sneakers per year. Rubbers to slip over them if it was wet. Bread bags in your hand-me-down snow boots, because they always leaked. I remember going to the Buster Brown store at the mall once with Mom and it was a big deal. I don’t think we bought the shoes I liked though. She looked at them and I could see the change in her face when she saw the price. Said we’d come back but we never did.

Somewhere, on a road through a new subdivision leading into the city, a tree has come down from the wind a few days back. It came through hard, stripping away the dead leaves and leaving branches everywhere. In the tangle of broken branches, at what was once the crown, is the thick tangle of a hawk’s nest. A weave of dry sticks, nearly the size of a mattress. I stop in the road and stare. Something glints, and I reverse and angle the headlights so I can see better. Within the bark strips and leaves that line the nest are dozens of bright strips with buckles and metal tags.

It takes me a minute to realize they are all pet collars.

It was a mistake to come back. Looking back has never done me any good, and I should move away, leave Paul and Warren to their theories and insane solution.

But I just keep driving and the roads keep turning back through the woods.

~

“Cash only,” Claire says. “There’s an ATM down the street.” Couple of young preppie-looking assholes I’ve never seen before. Just passing through, and thinking they can just stop into a neighborhood place and be welcome.

“Which way?”

“Where the bank is,” she says. They walk out and she comes back down the bar to check on my drink. It is close enough to finish.

“Salmon fucking pants,” she says, and rolls her eyes. I nod. I know exactly what she’s talking about.

Paul has been texting and messaging me. I have not answered. There is an empty seat that stands out.

“Where’s the old man?” I say.

“Hospital. Heard he had a stroke.”

“He all right?”

“Probably not. I knew I was gonna get stuck with his fucking tab one day. Unless you want to pick it up.”

“What makes you think I'm good for it?”

“You're a good guy.”

“Shows how much you know, Hon.”

She laughs.

Down the bar, a couple guys I don't know, a generation apart. Probably related by the look of it. They've been talking at each other without listening for a while.

“We’re all sinners, we’re all saints, that’s all I’m saying,” the young guy, maybe thirty says.

“No one can be a saint unless,” the older guy says.”... unless they have been declared a saint by the Holy Catholic Church.” He speaks with the certainty of a preacher.

“I know that, but what I’m saying, what I’m saying is we’re all sinners and we’re all saints. That's all.”

“Even Mother Teresa, she is not a saint until she is sanctified by the Pope himself.”

“That's not what I'm saying though. I'm just saying we're all sinners, we're all saints.”

They go around and around until Claire intercedes.

“Okay, you two. How about you agree you’re both right and just move on, huh? Let's everyone just have a good time tonight.”

Somehow it breaks the loop. She comes back, leans her hip against the bar.

“You know, my kid is sick. She’s with her grandmother tonight.
”

“What happened to your boyfriend?”

“He was still who he was before he went in.”

“Shit. I’m sorry, Claire.”

There is something in her tone that is different. It hangs there in the air between us with the smells that have been baked into this place since before I was born. It is a beautiful note within the familiar layers of beer and cigarettes and stress sweat that I have known my whole life. This could be something good.

But I've been wrong before.

The moment passes and it is gone.

“Well, fuck. I have to have an early night tonight. Shots?”

She lines up two. We raise them, tap the bar, put them down. She clears the glasses.

“How do you do so many shots while you work and not get fucked up?”

“Cheater glass,” she says, holding up her glass. “Same size as a standard shot but only holds half. Old bartender trick.”

I shake my head. Should have known that by my age, but I guess you learn new things every day.

“I’ll see you, Claire.”

~

I pull up on the side of the road behind Warren’s beater pickup truck, just down from the house where I lived as a child. The paint has changed, and there is a pool in the back now. Somewhere in front, beneath the marigolds and cornflowers are the remains of the dog we buried when I was eight. There were two huge fir trees in front, but there is no sign of them anymore.

I hop a low stone wall by the roadside, where there appears to be a trail running in the right direction. It is cold in the woods. They have not changed once I am inside. Weedy oak and hickory with a thick underbrush of shrubs. Dead leaves crunch beneath my feet, and I hold a hand out in from of me to ward off branches in the dim moonlight. I can see my breath in faint wisps. Sprague Rock is not as massive as it was when I was ten, the last time I saw it. But it is still ancient, and lonely. Tonight, I do not have to search for my friends. I know exactly where they are.

Mist pools in hollows as I trudge north, uphill. This is familiar. The landscape, and the fear, both. It is comforting. It is always that way: whatever you felt back then feels right, no matter how awful it was and is today. The fear is an old friend and I am glad to feel it. There 
is no old growth forest here. The land was cleared, and the woods are crisscrossed with the remains of low stone walls from when small farms divided up the land. But the woods are old nonetheless. Something of the original remains. It never left.

My heart is pounding once I reach The Cliff, and as I approach, I worry, one more time, that they will have gone without me and left me here alone. I hold my breath and squeeze into the gap between the slab and the bushes. They lie there, side by side on a plain quilted mover’s blanket. They do not move.

“Guys?” I say. Holding my breath. It is an eternity before they speak.

“I told you he’d come,” Paul says. His voice is quiet.

“Fuckin’ took you long enough,” Warren says.

I crawl in next to Paul, the slab on my other side and lay on my back. Above, I can make out the branches of the bushes, and the dark shapes of trees. Beyond that, in a hole in the barren canopy, cold and distant stars. Warren hands a flask to Paul, who drinks and hands it to me. It is vodka, harsh and acrid.

“So, now we wait,” I say.

“Yeah,” Paul says. He mumbles as if half asleep. The mist settles in the undergrowth around us.

“Do you remember the Batcave we set up in the mosquito bushes behind your house?” I say. “We used to park our Big Wheels back there. There was a huge open space under the branches against the fence. We had an old baby gate you could hit with the front wheel so it would drop like the gate on the Adam West show.”

“Yeah, Paul says. “Left over from my kid sister, I think.”

“Forsythia,” Warren murmurs. “With the yellow flowers.”

“And no one could come into my house until after four o’clock, so you would sit on the porch and watch television with me through the open window. Match Game. Emergency.”

“Yeah.”

We finish the flask, the three of us alone in the immense darkness of the woods. The mist creeps in around us. I am so tired.

“My kid’s gonna take this hard,” Paul says.

“Mine too,” I say.

But I know that is not true.

I’m so cold.
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HERR SCHEINTOD

by LC von Hessen


W
hile trimming his moustache in the mirror above his washstand, Johann Isringhausen was briefly distracted by the sound of a dead man groaning. He quietly put down his scissors and eased open the door to his quarters. Hoisting his lantern, he peered around the great hall, with its tall tangles of flowering plants and rows of shrouded male bodies below.

There, again: a low, formless moan, somewhere to the left. Johann followed the sound and maneuvered himself through the slabs with a certain delicacy, though not without stumbling on a bouquet of edelweiss.

A muffled grunt emerged from beneath a slightly tilted crucifix. A phlegm-clotted belch from a lolling jaw. As Johann lowered his lantern towards the face, the balding head, the unblinking stare through shriveled lids, a noxious-smelling mix of fluids trickled from the man’s gaping mouth, partially sopped up by his now-discolored white goatee. Meanwhile, a pale stain spread through the sheet concealing his torso and thighs, smelling of ripened rot and bitter salt. Johann had found his culprit.

But was this man unleashing a cry of pain, an invalid’s last gasp for aid? Or was it merely a corpse’s release of trapped air in its guts? It was Johann’s duty to investigate. The man was leaking fluid at both ends, his distended belly straining at the thin material of his gown. No semblance of pulse at his neck, no warm breath against Johann’s extended palm. Carefully lifting the man’s head, Johann noted the clumps of dead blood pooled at the rear of his skull, his upper back, under the skin. A sudden sprightly crystalline jangle overhead made Johann gasp and plop the man’s head back onto its pillow: his actions had disturbed the warning bell affixed by wire to a ring loosely draped over the man’s index finger
.

Yet there was one last measure to be taken, a private test of his own devising. Johann hung his lantern from a crucifix arm and rubbed his thumb against the outer seam of his trousers. He leaned over the man, that man on the slab with his blind idiot stare, and gently but firmly pressed down on the man’s right eyeball with the pad of his thumb. It briefly depressed into the socket, then popped back into place without flinching or protest, the pupil a sullen black pit. In the flickering lamplight, a vague thumbprint emerged.

Johann had applied his seal. This man was well and truly dead.

Johann left a tally mark on the form pinned to the foot of the bed. Herr Doktor Wittmer would see it in the morning, the family would be alerted to collect their body for burial, and another slot would open up in the waiting mortuary, the corpse-house.

Johann wiped the wet gloss of the dead man’s eye on the stained sheet before heading back under disjointed shards of grey moonlight, shrinking from the unnerving tickle of crowded leaves, briefly stricken with gooseflesh as he passed the shriveled, hairless man at the end of the row.

Returning to his quarters, his ears caught the slivery scuttle of unseen vermin, gnawing and lapping at ripe meat in the night. He sighed in disgust. The place had a rat problem. He would try to blot out the minute, muffled scratching of claws and teeth, try to catch as much sleep as possible before his next twelve hours on duty.

~

Herr Doktor Wittmer was a true believer, a crusader in the ceaseless battle against premature burial. In the Leichenhaus
 he had founded and still led after nearly four decades, the recently departed were laid out for three days, like Christ, and periodically inspected for any signs of life. His watchmen were primed with alarming tracts on the abject horror of accidental burial during a state of trance: the stalwart judge dug up with jaw and eyes agape in terror and splinters of the coffin lid riven under his fingernails; the shrunken grey child curled up larva-like against his mother’s crumbling stone niche in the family vault; the disinterred bride who had chewed through her veil and shroud, leaving a ragged hole that displayed a gently-parted set of perfect, if blood-stained, teeth. The slow pulse and shallow breath of the accursed death-trance, of der Scheintod
, had been known to trick the most learned of medical men: only when the body started to rot could one be certain.

Hence the need for a corpse-house. To wait, and to watch
.

The good doctor liked to believe, Johann thought, that the paying visitors he led on guided tours of the waiting mortuary were supporting his charitable efforts rather than gawking at the lurid spectacle of decomposing bodies thinly clad in their linen sheets, lying in narrow beds atop tilted zinc trays with a discreet sluice at groin level. And perhaps he thought the silver bell perched over each bed lent a genteel charm to the facility, that awakening residents might call for assistance by tugging the metal ring gently settled over their finger—though in practice the bells were frequently set off by swollen bellies and rictus limbs, a general headache for the watchmen.

Still a handsome man at nearly 70, with a lithe physique and kindly eyes, Herr Doktor Wittmer descended the entrance staircase below an imposing life-size painting of St. Bartholomew. A full head of white hair rose from his high collar in a snow-capped mountain, with modest side-whiskers that crept around his sharp cheekbones like frost-fingers. Atop his smart frock coat was an apron encrusted with gore, emitting the familiar pungent, cloying surgical stench that caused men of medicine such pride. At the center of the corpse-house, Johann knew, was a surgical theatre where Wittmer performed autopsies for medical students using the unclaimed poor from the charity ward: the denizens of the paid ward got to go home to a tidy plot in a churchyard with viscera largely intact.

“Good day, Herr Isringhausen!” the doctor called with a smile.

Johann doffed his cap. “Sir.”

Herr Doktor Wittmer had come to personally escort the first paying guests of the day: a young, fashionable married couple, on holiday from Prague. She, a fine-boned lady with dark hair the same chocolate shade as her wide, probing eyes, and he, a broad-shouldered gentleman with a chiseled chin, his hand hovering protectively over the small of her back. The doctor, smiling with clasped hands, welcomed the couple and began his docent’s monologue. Johann stood by in silence, watching to ensure that the broad hoops and crinolines of the lady’s skirt would not catch on the patients’ linen sheets or knock over any potted plants.

The waiting mortuary brimmed with flowering plants. Several were cut and assembled in memorial arrangements, but many others kept their roots, allowed to grow and thrive and fill the halls with verdant life, to mask the morose finality of the drab stone walls. But they were mainly meant to conceal the smell
.

The voided bladders and loosed bowels. The seeping death-blisters like wet snake sheds and inevitable clusters of maggots in moist orifices. The stench of putrefaction itself. All combined with the rot-fed blossoms in an overwhelming sickly-sweet odor that left most visitors nauseated. (Johann himself was accustomed to the smell, as he was to the sight of the corpses: a fact that sometimes startled him when he hadn’t sufficiently reined in his wandering thoughts. Given time, he supposed, one could grow accustomed to anything.)

And already the young lady’s brow creased in disgust as her eyes darted from supine bodies to hanging vines. Her slim fingers dipped into her purse to retrieve a small blue vial with which she wetted her handkerchief before pressing it firmly over her nose and mouth. As she passed by, Johann caught a whiff of rosewater.

Meanwhile, her companion fanned himself with his silk top hat, occasionally muttering questions in a Bohemian accent and tugging at his cravat. He was no doubt sweating profusely: the high ceiling and long halls were set throughout with tinted glass panes, which, combined with the ever-burning furnace in the building’s bowels, created a sweltering greenhouse of florid decay. The constant heat was meant to accelerate the decomposition of the true dead and cut short any ambiguity. Of course, this also attracted vermin: their nightly spittle-filled nibblings, their unsightly droppings and puddles of piss. Somehow Johann had never quite gotten used to them, small darting things in the corner of his eye.

A forward-thinking man, Herr Doktor Wittmer proposed that the greenhouse-Leichenhaus
 was the way of the future: that whole towns and cities would grow seasonal produce year-round in great corpse-houses alongside the living, waiting to be roused, and the dead, waiting to wither and rot. Whether anyone would want to consume vegetables grown plump on the miasma of cadavers was perhaps not a factor he had considered. Nor did he note the visitors’ strained reactions during his tour, as he swept past prosaic grotesqueries in favor of recounting the stalwart judge and the disinterred bride.

The lady, saucer-eyed, whispering to her husband behind a painted fan: “But why do they all scream
 so?”

Wittmer stood in the glow of a tinted glass window like a priest at vespers in robes of gore. His speech was about to reach its conclusion. Johann had heard it recited so many times, he could pluck out lines by heart
.

“We ought to thank our great Confederation,” he opined, “for looking out for the best interests of its citizenry in preventing them from being buried alive!” Low murmurs and nods of reluctant agreement from the Bohemians.

The gentleman, forever mopping his dripping forehead, suddenly heaved and began to retch. Johann automatically passed him a copper spittoon from under a corpse table. A discreet silence fell as the contents of the gentleman’s stomach melded with those of the probably-dead woman lying by. Once he had regained his composure, he and his wife were politely escorted back to the entrance.

In their wake, Fröhlich, the other watchman on duty, sidled up to Johann with a yellow grin and a rakish waggle of his three-fingered hand.

“How’d you like to pluck the feathers off that
 little hen? Eh, Hans old boy?” He passed Johann with a jovial clap on the shoulder. Johann bristled.


At least call me Isringhausen
, you
 dumme Gans.

Johann wasn’t here to make chums. He wanted only to perform his work duties as competently as possible. He wanted to dissolve into a pair of eyes and ears and occasional nostrils. To disappear. To never again be accused of thievery or vagrancy due to his shabby clothes alone, and perhaps not inaccurately. To never again know the feeling of Hunger coalesce in his stomach like a massive slug of lead. He might have been an insect, twitching its feelers, as the bodies shifted from waxen-white to blue to purple to green and red alongside the creeping dusk.

~

In Johann’s time at the Leichenhaus
, not a single corpse had been deemed a true case of death-trance. None—save one.

The shriveled man at the end of the row in the men’s hall of the charity ward. The man with the ribcage indenting his hairless flesh like wicker lattice. The man whose dry, wormy lips were caught in a perpetual grimace. The man they called Herr Scheintod.

He did not decay. He did not move. He was not truly alive, but did not behave as one dead.

His name in life was long forgotten. At first he had been dubbed Young Werther: perhaps, it was said, he had pined away when the hand of his true love was promised to another, yet had vowed not to die to until he held her in one last embrace. Later he became the Friar, an ascetic so committed to self-denial in the name of Christ that he 
abstained even from drawing breath: he was, perhaps, a miracle, though the agent of the Vatican sent to examine him for sainthood left the building with lips puckered and knuckles whitened around a gilt-edged copy of Scripture. Then he was Doktor Faust, a victim of hubris, whose diabolic bargain had pledged him Eternity while forbidding him Life. Finally, viewed as more of a queer nuisance than a figure of romance by the waiting mortuary staff, he was simply Herr Scheintod.

For over 30 years he had lain. When factories sprang up through smoke and brick and steam in the surrounding fields, churning the sky into a perpetual storm, Herr Scheintod had lain. When the revolutions of ‘48 unfurled across the Continent, cannonfire sending tremors through the Leichenhaus
’s greenhouse panes, Herr Scheintod had lain. When Johann squirmed and screamed through dingy swaddling in his rickety cradle outside Munich, miles away Herr Scheintod had lain, and with considerably more composure.

He could have been a pauper, for all anyone knew, but despite his slot in the charity ward, he had been treated as honored guest. In the early years of the corpse-house’s existence, he was shown off with hushed, reverent whispers at the end of each guided tour as a true example of der Scheintod
, the state of suspended animation, a body that seemed dead but had a spark of life cocooned inside. In recent years, however, he had become something of an embarrassment, shunted into a dark corner and cloaked with hanging vines. He was as a circus attraction that had lost its allure, a toothless tiger replaced by a risqué magic lantern show. In truth, no one was quite sure what to do with him.

Johann felt a cold chill of inexplicable origin when passing by Herr Scheintod’s slab, past that strangely odorless frame wrapped in mottled blue-grey wrinkle-scored skin that Johann might have likened to an elephant’s, had he ever seen one in the flesh. A few times, emboldened by boredom, he had attempted a breath test, his bare palm hovering above the body’s nose and mouth to catch the light breeze of any exhalation—and each time brought the fear that Herr Scheintod’s teeth would clack down on Johann’s hand, as though he’d been holding meat before a hound’s snout.

A doctor or watchman perhaps decades ago had pressed his lids shut and crossed his arms over his chest, lending him an obscene stateliness. Johann would never dare press his signet thumb into the eye of Herr Scheintod
.

He used to be fatter, according to Fröhlich—“but that’s what 30 years of fasting will do.”

Wittmer knew Fröhlich poked fun and had scolded him: “Would you like to have blood on your hands? Would you carry that on your conscience for the rest of your life, if we interred Herr Scheintod like a common corpse?” Wittmer shook his head, sincerely wounded. “For shame. For shame
.” Herr Doktor Wittmer, a mountain covered in snow.

The true horror of der Scheintod
, it must be said, was not merely in a living person’s resemblance to the dead: any hibernating creature could appear the same. No, it was the fact that one struck by this affliction would be fully conscious of everything seen, heard, smelled, felt in his presence, but utterly paralyzed
, unable to react, against one’s own will. Locked in a prison of flesh. Perhaps for an hour, perhaps for a day, perhaps until true death ensued.

Johann considered this while gazing at a dissected wax woman with a deflating head surrounded by a half-dozen jewel-winged beetles in the glass case by the entrance, among other specimens acquired during Wittmer’s youthful globe-trotting. (How odd, Johann thought, to have traveled so far by choice and not for want of work.) Pinned insects from the tropics that resembled reeds of wood, and so forth. He wondered at such places, imagined the Leichenhaus
 as jungle prowling with leopards and pythons under the beds and behind the funeral flowers.

Making his rounds, Johann noted few visitors that day. A thin woman clutching a slack-mouthed matriarch’s grey fingers and a black-beaded rosary while reciting a quiet string of pater nosters
. A silent man stood above her in an ill-fitting checked suit, worrying the brim of the bowler hat in his hands.

And beside another bed, a stout, red-faced burgher of about 50, hands on hips.

“It’s all a ruse!” he proclaimed to no one in particular. “A ruse!”

Johann hoped to quietly evade this man, but he caught Johann’s eye and beckoned him closer.

“You there, young man! Can you believe it?”

“Believe what, sir?” Johann replied with appropriate deference.

“Look here: this girl is my fiancée!”

Johann recognized her: a new arrival that morning. A paid entry, she was allowed to wear proper clothes
.

“I assure you, she cannot
 have passed on.” His side-whiskers loped down his jawline to rise again and meet at his upper lip in the manner of a horse’s bridle. “It’s quite obvious. She’s still warm!”

Of course, sir. Of course she’s still warm. Do you take any notice of the humidity in the air, sir? I see you dabbing at your forehead with that phlegm-streaked handkerchief.

Johann offered a solemn nod.

“‘Arsenic’ my eye!”

Johann bent closer and met a heady whiff of garlic from her parted lips, speckled blue. An array of white grains still dusted her collar. He wondered how much the coroner had been bribed in order to placate this man.

“It’s pure bunkum! A ruse! She is only pretending! Playing ‘possum,’ as the Americans say!” He leaned over and bellowed into the girl’s ear. “Possum!
”

The woman with the rosary looked back at him and scowled.

“Shall we try the bellows, eh? The hot poker?” He pinched one of her pale, plump cheeks, hard enough to leave a crescent-shaped indent. “Is that truly an improvement on the conjugal abode, Hildegunde?!” The dead girl wisely stayed silent.

Barely adult, with apple cheeks and bunny teeth and wilting stovepipe curls, the burgher’s fiancée looked like a doll. Johann’s father had worked in a factory that produced bisque doll parts. Heads and limbs only: the dolls’ glass eyes, wigs, gowns, and sawdust-stuffed torsos were manufactured elsewhere. Unable to afford the finished product, Herr Isringhausen would periodically bring home slightly defective doll heads for his twin daughters to amuse themselves with, which they would in turn use to terrorize their lone brother. Eyeless faces with lightly bared teeth, greeting him with quiet evil as he awoke. Discarded rolling heads, crushed underfoot. Ceramic shards biting through his instep. Johann was not fond of dolls.

The burgher yelling at the dead girl was far away, muffled, a drowning ghost. Staring down at the corpse, Johann was struck with a sudden, intense disgust, verging on rage.

Put the doll in her box and send her down to the Devil’s daughter!

The command rumbled through his mind like the thunderbolt of a god, and he suddenly felt very alone. He shivered at the ominous cathedral echo of the woman’s fevered prayers whispering throughout the hall. The heat weighed down on him with the tangible press of an emperor’s robe; he felt the pooling sweat beneath his watchman’s 
tunic. He found himself staring in Herr Scheintod’s direction without knowing why.

A hand fell onto his shoulder and Johann almost jumped out of his skin.

“Look sharp, Hans, old boy!” Fröhlich grinned. He thrust a crumpled etching in Johann’s face: not of garish, barely-dressed ladies, as was his wont, but of a row of mummies propped upright in cowls and finery, a concourse of skeletons with bowed heads and crooked necks. Their jaws hung loose, eyes shrunken back into their skulls, standing cramped forever in the dark.

“That’s what they do with their dead down in Sicily,” Fröhlich explained. “D’you know what the difference is between theirs and ours?”

“I don’t know. What?”

“Nobody thinks they’re alive.” He winked. Fröhlich with his crude jokes and mangled hand.

Fröhlich had worked in a factory. Fröhlich had been a mechanic. He claimed his fingers were lost in the Crimea, while fighting with the French Foreign Legion. He said this to impress the ladies. His goal, as he often told Johann, was to become the kept man of a wealthy widow, a newly-mourning Frau Baronin
 who would find some back-alley charm in his spotty complexion and perpetual veil of greasy black stubble. Of course, he had no more been to the Crimea than Johann had mined green cheese in the craters of the moon: the man spouted tall tales as easily as Leichenhaus
 denizens shed their hair and fingernails, claiming he’d seen a dead woman give birth to a live, healthy infant on her slab, or a corpse rolling off his bed and crawling around during the night, or suchlike. He was forever building himself worlds grander than his own lot and loping those around him inside.

Still, the dubious revelations of Fröhlich’s loose tongue had their advantages at times: certainly Johann would forever avoid a particular brand of canned beans lest he find the man’s lost digits pickling inside.

Unlike Fröhlich, Johann did not have the gift of a tale-teller’s patter. He had no coat-of-arms, no tracts of land; his family name was not preceded by a von
. All he had were his eyes, his ears, his signet thumb.

A proper watchman must be an observant, healthy fellow, with a strong stomach and all his wits about him. Johann had given up many freedoms for the position: excepting emergencies, he could not leave the premises for any reason unless advance permission was obtained in 
writing—even to step outside for five minutes with a pipe, as tobacco was also forbidden him. Personal visitors were similarly restricted, though who would make such effort to visit Johann? His sister Karolina, hardened and thin, who still worked in the match factory, and conspicuously tied the wide ribbon of her bonnet around her mouth to conceal the early stages of phossy jaw? His sister Klementina, plump and tired, who had married her foreman at the textile mill a dozen years ago and now pressed out a requisite child per year as though a quota were to be kept? His old widowed father, who never wrote to Johann since he had never learned how, and who might well be lying in the charity ward of some other Leichenhaus
 for all Johann knew?

And then there were the unspoken health risks. The foul air emanating from the dead all but guaranteed Johann would eventually die of miasma: he knew little of medical science beyond Wittmer’s lectures, but this seemed true enough. It was a fact that every position realistically open to him would doom him to an early death by a tainting of the lungs: such was his apparent birthright as an Isringhausen. The grey lungs of the factory. The black lungs of the coal mine. The green lungs, perhaps, of the corpse-house.

As a special benefit of the job, any watchman would be granted free admittance to a bed in the waiting mortuary upon his (ambiguously sudden, unbroken) death. Johann did not want this. Put a hatpin through my heart and toss me to the worms
, he thought. He did not want to end up carved apart for an audience with his mossy-hued lungs and sundry innards pickled in chemicals, floating gently in a jar in a gentleman’s Wunderkammer
. He’d had a peek at one of Wittmer’s training autopsies, crammed in the last row of the amphitheatre as the student beside him hunched forward, squinting through a tightly-clutched lorgnette. Wittmer’s hovering assistants blocked much of the body, except when he raised his arm high to pull out slimy, drooping, amorphous lumps and tubers resembling dead eels and stripped tongues, butchers’ castoffs. Johann thought this was awfully undignified.

Johann knew he oughtn’t complain or make cynical remarks to himself about his situation, given the alternatives, but considered that perhaps it was just his nature, as it was Fröhlich’s nature to crack wise and his sisters’ nature to be cruel, and Wittmer’s to instill hope, and the scorpion’s to sting, and the vulture’s to circle and peck at the dead.

~

Late in the day, as the lavender tinge of dusk filtered through the greenhouse panes, Johann went about his last rounds. His vigilant ears caught the standard coughs and snuffles and whispered prayers of departing guests—and, oddly, the sound of quiet, disjointed singing.

He soon discovered its source. In the charity ward alcove, a disheveled young woman sat alone on the stone window ledge, rocking back and forth. She wore no bonnet, and her braids had come loose like a length of frayed cord. A heavy grey shawl about her shoulders and upper torso made her resemble a shapeless sack with a face.

He strode forward, intending to warn her that women her age were not allowed unaccompanied in the Leichenhaus
—this owing to the fact that they might develop irregular notions at the sight of immodestly-clad, possibly-not-dead male bodies, which were sometimes known to launch into what Fröhlich called “the Corsican salute” beneath their sheets in the early stages of decay—but stopped in his tracks when he saw what she was doing.

Nestled on her shoulder was a dead baby. Its head lay slack on the heavy wool, its glossy eyes staring up at him as the woman’s stared at nothing. Its toothless grey gums drooled through its gaping mouth, and he thought of prior distraught mothers who insisted their dead babe had just spat up the stagnant milk pap in its belly. Its limp white arms swung to and fro as the woman muttered a low, tuneless lullaby for a sleep that had long since come. The child was grotesquely, unmistakably dead.

Johann struggled to find the right words as the woman lifted her head. She seemed to notice him without seeing him.

“Do you hear her?” she asked, in a voice oddly calm. “She’s singing.” She smiled, a sweat-moistened pink face between lank corkscrew curls.

Johann couldn’t respond.

“God has plans for us all.”

Regaining his composure, he said, “Ma’am, you have my apologies, but you must leave now. It’s sundown.”

Her glistening madwoman’s eyes were suddenly overcast by a dark pall. She seemed almost frightened.

“Your brother is here.”

“Pardon?” He had no brothers, of course: only sisters. Could she have meant Fröhlich?—but no, certainly not, they looked nothing alike. And at any rate, the other watchman ought to be asleep at this hour
.

Her wavering, watery stare focused itself over Johann’s shoulder, somewhere in the shadows behind him. A small sound needled at his eardrums: a skittering of tiny limbs, the sloppy nibbling of a moist mouth. The woman whimpered.

She leaned forward, and whispered: “He’s waiting.”

Johann could feel eyes boring into his back. His nerves tightened, prickling the hairs of his arms and the back of his neck. He wished, desperately, for a sword or truncheon at his hip. He was a watchman: it was his job to roust out intruders, after all. Yet it was very, very important that he not see the man—he felt it must
 be a man—in the shadows.

Finally, he gathered his wits about him and turned around.

The corner stood empty. The tension drained out of Johann’s body.

Taking advantage of his diversion, the woman abruptly stood up and ran, still clutching the babe—which, he realized, might not even have been hers, a nameless charity ward child.

In the midst of chasing after her, Johann’s boot slipped in a puddle of dripping corpse effluvia. He stumbled, his knee crashing hard on the tiles below, hissing between his teeth at the sharp burst of pain.

The woman and the little dead infant were both long gone. He sat up, clutching his leg in both hands, disgusted at the cold, congealing mess of liquefied offal sloshed atop his trouser leg, soaking through to the skin.

Johann steadied himself to go back and mark the charity child as dead or risk dereliction of duty.

~

He tried not to. He really did.

He knew the habit would leave him exhausted, enfeebled in body and mind, afflicted with seed that could bring forth monsters. Wrapped up in his blanket like a cocooned pupa, eyes squeezed shut against the windows—the omnipresent, never-shuttered windows!—his hand in his unbuttoned drawers, steadily working himself. It had been so long. A watchman of the corpse-house must not smoke or drink or swear, must have every step outdoors or prospective visitor scrutinized through a glass. Why not hire a bloody priest, then?


This was the only liberty left to him.

Lord forbid he ever be tempted by those gnarled purple mouths and rot-splitting bosoms. Fröhlich had told the story of a lustful watchman who took obscene liberties with a comely Jungfrau
 laid out 
in some unnamed Leichenhaus
, then quit or was sacked from his position over the offense and left town in disgrace. A year later, the watchman returned, only to find that the woman had shaken her Scheintod
 and waited for him with a squalling child in her arms, upon which he did the honorable thing and married her.

But, Johann wondered, what did she think about being saddled with a child by, and marriage to, some lascivious lout who’d had his way with her while he thought she was dead? They never did ask what the woman thought, or wanted. Then again, venerable men of science opined that women, healthy ones at least, had no such desires, and had to be taught by the touch of a man. But the few women Johann knew had desires enough. His sisters, yammering to each other about some dashing lieutenant or other. And the girls, oh, the girls of Vienna—

And what about that young woman today, the visitor from Prague? Fröhlich’s crudeness aside, good God, she was lovely. He pictured her with hair and corset loosed, hips and thighs unfettered from the cage of the crinoline, and—if he was to sin, why not indulge a foray into the Urning
, Lord forgive him?—the husband alongside her, no longer nauseous and wilting but virile and confident. He and she, undressing each other, caressing each other for Johann’s delight, with the mingling scents of musk and rosewater—oh, what would they look like enjoined in the marriage bed? A closed chamber, with clean sheets and no windows: cool and dry, the only moisture in the air derived from the participants’ excitement. A cocked head, a crooked smile, a sly entreaty: Come with us, Johann; come and make love with us—


And abruptly, absurdly, the faint sound of that damnable bell
 tore through his reveries. Johann swore inwardly, sighed, gritted his teeth as frustration bloomed through him. He disentangled himself from the blanket and set about making himself presentable, silently grumbling at having to fritter away his lamp oil stipend on rigor-stiffened fingers.

By the time he left his quarters, the ringing had stopped. The flickering lantern-light revealed no movement nearby. He exhaled heavily: it must be the bloat, yet again moving hands about like a drunken puppeteer.

Johann had turned back, hoping to resume his nocturnal sins, when he heard the sound of a rat—and by his estimation, rather a substantial one—lapping and nibbling out in the open. Right, he thought: he would catch or cudgel the damned thing and stop this repulsive nonsense
.

Down the hall, dodging the branching flora, he followed the muffled echoes, tracking its direction. Something was not right about this. He sensed a large, lurking presence, like a wolf in the dark.

Quietly, so as not to scare it off, he approached and held his lantern low.

A naked man, crouched on elbows and knees, had his head dipped deeply into a spittoon of bodily offal dragged from under the nearest occupied slab, lapping up filth like a dog at obscene table scraps. The man was grey-skinned, hairless, emaciated.

The man was Herr Scheintod.

As Johann gasped and backed away, forgetting to be quiet, Herr Scheintod felt the glare of lantern-light and lifted his—its?—head to the young watchman, eyes opened for the first time, lips smiling around a ring of leech-teeth. Johann, whimpering, was unable to move as Herr Scheintod lifted himself up on oddly strong matchstick-legs and took a step towards him.

And Herr Scheintod opened his other mouth.

Johann dropped his lantern and crumpled to the floor, his bladder loosed like a child’s. Herr Scheintod’s skin unpeeled itself from the frame, proving this was not his body at all and never was, the true flesh long since eaten away, unsexed by time and the horrid unknown. Perhaps its heart or lungs still moved weakly, perhaps after all these years.

Johann timidly attempted to scoot away across the tiles, sliding on hands and heels away from the vacated body and its host—until his back banged hard against the leg of a corpse-bed and he moaned in pain. This was enough. The undulating pile of flesh that had been Herr Scheintod slithered forth and engulfed him.

Johann was unable to struggle as it settled around his form, wrenched his arms and legs up with a force of pure muscle, and shuffled back to the slab at the end of the row.

Johann, lying supine, felt a vague tingle around his clothing and skin, which he sensed would be eaten away entirely over the days, weeks, years. Herr Scheintod’s approximation of lips closed firmly on the true mouth below such that Johann could scream to no human ear. It would see with his eyes, and taste with his tongue. It shut its false lids and consigned him to darkness.

And he would lie cocooned in its muscle and skin as the leaves withered, as empires fell, as generations of true dead exhaled themselves into ash and bone.
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THE ROOM ABOVE

by Brian Evenson


A
s sleep wraps its arms about me, I hear a voice.



It says:


~

But that’s exactly the problem. I never can hear what it says. I hear the voice, I try to listen to it, straining my ears, but I hear nothing more than a low mumbling. Is it even a voice?



But if not a voice, what else would it be?




No, I prefer to think of it as a voice. The alternative strikes me as much worse.


~

But why does the alternative strike me as worse? It could be nothing at all, dull sounds coming through the window from outside, the soughing of the wind, the whoosh of passing cars. This is an ordinary suburb, one of several in this city, each nearly identical, each safe. There is no reason to believe that if it is not a voice it is something worse.

I tell myself this, but I have trouble believing it.

~

I have become afraid of falling asleep and I do not understand why. I wait as long as possible before climbing the stairs to the bedroom, and then I crawl under the coverlet and read in bed, hoping that perhaps I will be lucky tonight and I will fall asleep while reading, that I will not hear the voice, that I will not hear whatever it is that sounds like a voice. But each time, just as I slip off, there it is again, just low enough to resist interpretation. Even as it begins I find I cannot move my body. It is as if I am paralyzed.

And then, still paralyzed, I fall asleep and begin to dream.

~

What I am dreaming is that I am in the room that I am in now, the bedroom I have fallen asleep in, but that I am not alone. Someone is here with me. I am still paralyzed. It is dark and I cannot see the figure’s features. I cannot tell if it is a male figure or a female one. It does seem to be human, vaguely so, though the darkness is such as to make it impossible to say for certain. Human-like, anyway: if it is not human, it is pretending to be. The room is 
silent except for the sound of the figure’s breathing. I can feel the warmth of its breath on my face.



I do not know what it wants from me. It stays beside my bedside, waiting. Perhaps it is observing me, but it is dark enough that I am not certain of even that. It does not speak and it moves almost not at all: only occasionally do I feel something stroking my hair softly and realize it must be the creature’s hand, if hand is the right word.


~

In the morning, I wake up. It is light outside, there is the sound of birds, I can move my limbs again. I go downstairs and make some coffee and sit at my solitary table drinking in silence. I dress and go to work.

I have lunch with my coworkers: a hardboiled egg I take out of a Tupperware container and carefully crack and peel, a tub of yogurt, a hunk of sausage. In the past some of these coworkers have made fun of my diet, but they have lost their taste for doing so by now. Mostly they ignore me and leave me alone.



After work, I walk home. I drink a tall glass of water very slowly, over the course of several minutes, while standing at the kitchen counter. Later I will cook a frozen pizza, perhaps, or defrost something else in the freezer. I will watch TV, then read, and then, when I can no longer delay, go up to the room above.


~

This dread of falling asleep grows stronger with each day. I do not want to enter the bedroom. I stay out of the bedroom from the moment I wake up until the moment I go to bed, but all the while it is there in my thoughts, at the top of the stairs, door agape, waiting. What do I know about what happens in that room while I am gone? Perhaps when I am not present the figure is there, just as it is there in my dreams as I sleep. Or perhaps it is an ordinary room and there is nothing unusual there at all.

~

Could the house be haunted? No, it is a tract house, new. I am the first owner. If there is something wrong here it cannot be associated with the house. If there is something wrong here, it must be associated with me.

~

I believe less and less that it is an ordinary bedroom. In fact, I believe it so little that tonight, instead of climbing the stairs I make a bed for myself on the couch and fall asleep there. For once, I do not hear the voice as sleep wraps its arms around me, if it is a voice. For once, I fall asleep without distress, my limbs supple and at ease.

~


And yet I still dream. The same dream as every night: a figure in the darkness beside me. Not beside the couch where I fell asleep, but beside the bed, upstairs. I dream that I am in the bed upstairs and a figure is beside me and 
that this time it speaks. I can hear the words. What it says is:
 Clever boy. Too clever for your own good.




There was more to the dream after that, but I do not remember it.


~

When I awaken, I am in the bedroom upstairs. I do not know how I got here, and I am not sure I want to know. I scurry from the room as quickly as possible, on my hands and knees, and pull the door closed behind me. I stand and go downstairs and try, throughout my day, to pretend that nothing alarming has happened to me.

~

It is a very difficult thing to pretend.

~

I should get out more. I should try to meet other humans and converse with them. I should be entertaining. I should memorize a series of jokes that I can tell in the cafeteria as I eat my lunch. I should do everything I can to make myself believe that my life resides somewhere outside of the bedroom, somewhere outside the house. That the house is a place I go to sleep, to rest, and that it has nothing to do with me.



But when I try to speak to my colleagues, they regard me strangely. They do not draw away exactly, but they pull back slightly, almost without being able to help it. They are polite on the surface, meticulously so, but their bodies make it clear to me that I do not belong.


~


After work I wander the deserted streets, my fists clenched, walking for as long as I can bear. I watch my shadow stretch out as I move past a streetlight and then withdraw and throw itself behind me as I approach another streetlight, and then stretch out again. I pass people, not many, just four or five. When I look at them in the glow of the sodium lights, their faces look wrong. I pass the first one without being able to determine in exactly what way his face is wrong, but with the second, a woman, I realize that I can see, dimly, the bones beneath her skin. I see the bones more clearly in the next one I pass, and think
 clever boy
, and this is when I realize I must go home before it is too late.


When at last I reach home, I am exhausted, my legs sore. I feel barely human. I sit on the couch, wondering what to do. Shall I sleep here only to awaken in the room above? Shall I climb the steps one by one to the bedroom?



I would abandon the house if I had somewhere else to go. I would abandon the house, but I worry it would do no good. That it would only make me realize how trapped I was. That no matter where I went, I would still wake up in the room above.


~

In the end, not sure what else to do, I climb the stairs. I don’t know if tonight will be the night that I hear the voice clearly and understand what it is telling me to do. Assuming it is a voice and not something else, something worse.



I lie down on the bed. I wait for sleep to come. I wait for the moment when I will no longer be in control of my limbs.




Perhaps tomorrow I will wake up another person.




Perhaps tomorrow I will wake up not a person at all.




Perhaps, even worse, I will wake up just as I am, knowing that in a handful of hours the sun will set and sleep will come looking for me again, and that this will never end.
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SINCERELY EDEN

by Amelia Gorman


F
ingers of fog carry the morning in through the window and the stars are raptured to a higher heaven for one more day. You blink yourself awake with eyes that feel reptilian in the dawn, clearing membrane after membrane before you enter the world. Then, they're normal again. There are no flies in the window, no furred buzzing. The last shards of a dream you can't remember fall away and you open your eyes to face the day.


Except the stained ceiling starts to lower itself onto you, one last piece of the nightmare clinging on and then that, too, is finally in its proper place. Half of what you thought to be rot is only chipped varnish on the molding and mismatched paint. But half of what you perceive as scratches or unfinished wood is, in fact, grime and rust. Worm-shapes bulge under the paint, serpentine and hazy. After putting in several calls to your landlord about the leaks in the roof you gave up and painted your ceiling a very
 blutig
 shade of brown. And still the darker stains creep out from underneath.


If you barely see the slowly expanding circles, they cause you less distress. The same is true for the lacy little curtains of brown that invade the line where the wall meets the ceiling. At least here, on the fifth floor of five, you're confident you aren't staring at the ghost of an upstair's neighbor's sewage.

But still the rot eats at you, so after another minute of watching the lines you force yourself to sit up. You allow yourself one more minute of wondering if the strange tinkling noise in your head comes from inside or out, if it's plaster or rain. You scoot underneath the sound and forward off the bed, onto the frayed plush rug that separates the mattress from the closet.

Your skin prickles in the cold as you change from one state of dress to another. This period of time between the solstice and the new year is quiet, time for planning lessons and reading books. Time to sip yesterday's coffee reheated on the stove and skim or delete thousands of boldface emails. Time to reboot your computer, switch to safe mode, power it down two or three times, and "recover" several blank documents. Maybe lesson plans can wait until after the morning, until after you pick up your mail. Maybe they can even wait until after happy hour
.


You used to descend the four flights of stairs around this time to check your mail from the day before. The renters' mailboxes, like your building and rug and computer, are
 old
. They exist in an interstitial space, between an outside door and a secured one like an airlock against the cold city. Every day, or at least most days, the carrier delivers mail through a labyrinth of multiple keys, lockboxes, and locks. A big bronze panel, original to the building, opens like an antique dollhouse cut away to each and every tenants' private space. Then, after the whole thing is shut and shuttered, you use your final key to get into just your tiny doll's room.


That's the intention, at least. More often, your fifth floor mail falls from the top level through the century-old edges that separate you from your neighbors. After more unanswered calls to your landlord, you finally reserved a PO box at the downtown office.

Marble chevrons laid into the sidewalk usher you in and out of the cold. The bare skin of your hands sticks briefly to the bar on the revolving door as you push, before the frost releases you with gentle suction. Warm air battles cold and you start to sweat under your heavy coat. Your glasses fog in the sudden heat of the rotunda.

This entryway may hold the only curves of the zigzagged old Art Deco building. If your home is a time capsule from the 1850s, the central post office is one dedicated to the excess and expression of the 1920s. It feels like walking onto one of Fritz Lang's miniature movie sets, wrought large. Mirrors swallow the ceiling and walls to spit out still larger versions, just like the filmmaker's famous tricks. Yourself winks at you from all directions, stares you down with a clenched jaw. All your small bad habits reflect back at you.

An elevator dings in the distance, followed by the particular grinding that only old metal can make. You hear the shirr and clack of a camera shutter as you walk past the passport office. Before the end of the year you, too, will need to pose in front of that white sheet to renew your own.

The branch you take off the rotunda also leads past a stamp store so old its sign still reads "Philatelic Shoppe" unironically. Next to it, an ATM offers cash and postage to customers with credit cards and without firsthand knowledge of the Great Depression. Usually it blares and beeps, flashing the bank's equally loud and garish logo of red, white, and blue but today its pixels glitch silently in black and white.

Above and around the PO boxes, stained-glass windows lend the impression of a sacred space. Drunk on light, their warm shades remind you of beer ranging from the darkest stout to the lightest weiss. Or of Baltic amber, glistening as the light catches it sunbathing among duller rocks. The luminous panels show your city in different stages. A jagged golden river catches fire in the sunset. A canoe floats under a blood red moon. The first skyscraper, a train, and finally dozens of spires blocking the sky. Today something shifts behind the glass, a flock of winter crows maybe. Every time 
you try to pin down the shifting shadows they flit behind another section as if there is a living city behind the city.


Your box is first on the left and third from the bottom, number 146. A spiked sun frames the digits and the keyhole. Your fingers still cold, you fumble in your pocket before finally finding your key ring. Today's haul is mostly junk mail, a page of coupons for sandwiches at the corner store and deli. A letter from your father that's probably only a few sentences long; he has more envelopes than he does ideas. Holding the other pieces of paper between your teeth, you slip open an elegantly embossed envelope that addresses you as
 Ms.
 to find a wedding invitation from a former student. You won't go, but you'll probably send something.


Putting the tooth-marked papers, weekly sales and all, into your purse you catch sight of one last item at the very back of the cubby. You reach your arm in, and the space extends strangely far back. The experience is like a field trip you subbed for once, to the natural history museum at the university. Visitors were invited to reach into dark wooden boxes and identify some piece of the wide world by feel. You hated it, convinced something was waiting for you there in the dark. How could you know for sure there wasn't? You still hate it. Instead of teeth and bloody fingers, you pull out a postcard.

Front: "t h e g o o d l i f e" in gesperrt text, almost certainly a lie. Maple and spruce lined streets. Boxy warehouses with old advertising.

Back: "Please don't just throw this away. Things have changed and I'm having a lot of trouble here. I want to apologize and I need your help. I think it would be easier to explain in person. Sincerely, Eden"

'Who dares, knight or knave, to dive into this abyss?' is how Schiller started his poem 'Der Taucher.' You rarely jumped, but Eden always did.

You were Eden's shadow when the two of you grew up in a first ring suburb full of square houses, each a different shade of institutional jumpsuit. She was tall, ginger, gorgeous, and could have burned the whole place down if she wanted to.

Home was less an abyss to fall in than a swamp to claw your way out of. The only problem was, every time you pulled yourself halfway out like that first legged fish, you only slid back in over and over again. School here, then school in Berlin, then school back here. An internship in Hamburg, then a job back here in the city of your birth, teaching students a language they might use on vacations or video game chats before ending up right back in their muck-colored houses.

More than anything, you remember Eden plunging over and over again off the unconnected island of a trestle bridge, all zigzags and angles. Her a straight arrow, sinking down then coming up sputtering. Whenever she was 
sucked down by anything she just hopped back up, still burning. Childhood leukemia, her mother's death when you were teenagers. You envied her happiness, her weightlessness, and her grace even in that gray place.

Except the last time you saw her she was weighted down. Not with grief, though she was grieving the recent death of her father. Not sickness, though she looked like she hadn't slept right in weeks. She moved between heavy boxes as she packed up everything she hadn't sold to bring with her as she moved in with Julian, who was finishing up law school several states away. Part of it was exhaustion, and you now know no one can keep pushing their way back to the surface forever.


"Come on, let's blow this disaster of a room for one afternoon," you said. "Let's go eat something sticky and jump in the river. Then we'll come back here, get a pizza, pile all the moving blankets on the floor and watch
 M
."


She smiled, and it was a smile that said no. "Julian and I are both trying to lose weight, so no on the sugar and honestly no on the swim suit for a little longer too, I think. Besides, I don't even know which box it's in."

Her biceps tensed while she stacked one box of books on top of another, then reached her long arms around both of them. Her eyes were wide, dark circles, like a hole in the sky where the moon should be.

So instead the two of you moved boxes onto the comforters and afghans covering the bottom of her car. You hugged her goodbye and promised to text every day and Skype a few times a week and visit soon and then she was gone from your life. How could you know you would lose each other that fast?

Winter mail's timing is vague and unpredictable. You can figure out what to do with this card later, how to reply in content and how to reply literally. You don't even know if you have Eden's return address. If this is how she wants to correspond, you have a couple days to think your reply through until it's perfect. If there is a reply. Work calls, anyway. You stuff the slip of paper in your puffy pocket and head for home.

The radiator in the corner of your living room burps and fizzles like an espresso machine, providing the sounds of a lively cafe if not the tastes or smells. Your books and papers are spread in a semicircle in front of you. One page reads:

Q: How can a man be a man of the city and a man of the country at the same time? A: Hang him on a gibbet on the city walls. When the wind blows in he's a man of the city and when the wind blows out he's a man of the country.

It's a puzzle from the Strasbourg Riddle Book that you plan to use in next semester's lessons. That's the kind of horrible history that kids, even teenagers, love. They eat up the idea of the Middle Ages being horrible, rat-infested, and filthy. A time when there were no baths, fewer teeth, and stacks 
of torture equipment in every castle. Luckily they'll never see your apartment, as you hear the sound of gnawing somewhere in the walls.

You flip through some pixelated printouts of gruesome woodcuts and a scrap of paper pops up again. Eden's postcard, though you don't remember removing it from your coat. The good life. You both were looking for it at some point. Did she find it? Did you? The radiator's reply is unhelpful.

And who left who, really? That's one of the questions on your mind. Did she leave you, running off to Creighton to live in Julian's married student housing? Did you leave her, when you refused to visit, stopped calling, and eventually cut contact all together?

You wish there was an easy way to return the card to sender, but its lack of address still taunts you. Eden would be married by now, that was their plan. So she'd have a new name if you tried to look her up. You remember Julian once saying he wasn't sexist, but that married couples should always have the same last name and didn't his sound nicer than hers?

Something hanging from the trees outside sways in the wind, and a small furry body skitters across the floor. You pull a beer out of the fridge. Slowly, cans pile up and you fall asleep to the sound of scratching on the glass.

The next morning is the same as all mornings, except you wake on the couch instead of your bed. First, you shove your legs into long underwear, followed by jeans, then wool socks. Your capsule wardrobe makes mornings convenient and decision-free. A quick stop at the bathroom mirror to brush your teeth. You open your mouth wide and stare down the void of your throat, trying to check for cavities or if your molars have ground down noticeably in your sleep. Then, the most waterproof boots you own and out the door again.

The city skyline is impressively spiky while the post office is surprisingly flat. It's just two floors, a dome, and some curved half cylinders of roof. There could be a third floor, a skylit heaven. Or the second could be a cavernous luxury of office spaces. You can't tell from down here on the ground.

Crumbling brown flowers rain down from marble urns in the entryway carved with gladiators, a touch more morbid than the usual Greek recreations. A minotaur gores a man through the face, another unfortunate who is half this and half that.

To your left a tall pale man calls an elevator. You hear it ding on the tentative third floor, then the second, then the ground, but then it chimes again and again with too many floors for this squat building. Each ding is more distant than the last. The door finally opens and light spills out into the rotunda, bodies twist on the floor of the elevator as he enters, pushing their knees aside with the toes of his boots. Someone groans and the doors shut, two parallel lines moving toward each other till they touch. Then the scene is gone. You slept worse than you realize, you rub the mirage from your eyes. 
The sooner you can get your things, get out of here, and get back to bed the better.

Front: The 1920s, a factory, Singer sewing machines line the floor. Most women are looking at the camera, smiling. One has her back turned. Even the black and white photograph can't hide her red hair. Text, as if cross stitched: "A stitch in time..."

Back: "This is important. With or without help, I'm about to make some big decisions, big changes. But they'd be so much easier with help. Sincerely, Eden"

The factory scene on the postcard churns sick gears in your stomach. You feel the need to eat something soon or you'll be retching air on the slick marble floors. The cold of the walk back to your home helps a little. The four flights of stairs don't, and you shed winter layers as you go like a snake. It's early enough you can still call this breakfast, so you settle down to the same German-style meal you fell in love with at Humboldt University years ago. Two bread rolls, butter, and jam on toast. Today's choice was blueberry, but really it's whatever was on the deep discount endcap at the corner store.

It reminds you of Eden because everything reminds you of Eden. The cracks in your walls, the dripping of the tub that plinks its way into the living room, the sunbeams and motes. There was one day that started like any other, and the two of you sat in a different kitchen across town.

You were making brunch, because you made brunch together every Sunday. Sunlight the color of baerenjaeger streamed in through the flimsy lace curtains. Eggs sizzled in the pan like science fiction suns, sausage popped and browned on the burner next to them.

This brunch started like any other brunch, but it was special. It was the day Eden planned to introduce you to her new boyfriend, Julian, for the first time. She poured out pancake batter in the shape of hearts and letters.

He arrived with champagne in one hand and a pint of strawberries in the other. The small, summery ones that crush themselves under the weight of their own succulence. If it weren't for the summer heat you'd feel like you were intruding on someone else's over-the-top Valentine's plans. He handed Eden the wine and you the berries.

"Oh, she's allergic to strawberries," she said. You weren't going to mention it, just casually put them away from your side of the table, but it's true. Eat one accidentally and you puff right up. First your lips get botox-thick and you take a couple photos for your Instagram. Then the hives start, then your throat itches and you keep your insurance card and cell phone handy in case things get worse.

There's a story, more like something halfway between a joke and a riddle, about being caught on a small ledge halfway down a cliff. Tigers 
rampage above, crocodiles snap below, and a small patch of coastal strawberries grows just within reach. What do you do? The usual answer is to eat the strawberries, but in your case you imagine you'd just wait there forever.

"Thanks anyway. I'm sure you two can enjoy them." You responded indecisively.

But brunch was over before it even began, over before you realized it was over. Over like an atomic mushroom benedict cloud.

He huffed and insisted Eden leave with him, mumbling about ungratefulness. She apologized, promised she'd talk to him and this wouldn't happen again. The burners were still on. That's just who he was, you'd later learn.

But how could you know, in that brilliant room? How could you know all of this would lead to bruises the color of a sky with no moon? To canceled plans and packed away bikinis. How could you know it would lead to so many godawful decisions?

All you wanted was to calm the rolling boil of the situation and make things right for a period of time. To turn the burners off, to text an apology, and let things cool off until next week. And the week after that, and the week after that.

All you know now is that you want, no you need the next post card. Then maybe you can understand what's happening before you do anything else. And it's there waiting for you, after your walk the next morning.

Front: A familiar forest in red red red, red as red ale, a railroad trestle bridge. Like through red glass, like through fire.

Back: water stained to near illegibility, but you can barely make out a couple words. Text: ...coming home...


You know the name of the plant in the post office entryway today though you've never heard it before. It's
 Arum necrosis
 and it grows at crossroads and cemeteries. It's fed to liars to force them to vomit up the truth.


You know so many more things this morning that you didn't last night. You suspect you know where Eden is, and you know where you're going as the post office shimmers and changes around you. They aren't the same place.

Were there always this many defunct service windows? That you don't know. What even was "Frozen Shipping" and why is it "closed for further consideration"? At one of the few holes not yet shuttered you see a man slap a box and his hand comes away covered in blood, same as the print on the brown wrapping paper. "Postage paid," a woman says with a warm smile.

There are no more stained-glass windows, instead an intimidating semicircle of stone relief, as judgmental as it is inflexible. All the walls melt away and it is no longer any season. Giant spires rise behind it from the 
monstrous city in the distance. A city whose name comes on the wind to you now.

Hans Holbein's woodcuts show a different Death for every person, a customized death in the tattered clothing of that person's office. Bishop Death for Bishop, King Death for King, and so on. But what people don't know is this: there's also a different hell for every person, a perdition that sometimes comes long before death's release.

Flies and worms are everywhere. They choke out the stars and blanket the river. The walls are all gone now, and the flowers grow from the ground instead of urns. Their thistles cut your legs as you walk towards the crawling water. Their spathes titter and whisper. Among them fasciated strawberries wink at you from a dozen seedy eyes.

"I'm sorry," the man whispers down to his bloody hand. You don't know whose face he's seeing in the drying red cracks. But you see Eden's name writ endlessly across the scarlet sunset, weaving in and out of towers where screams are born and dreamers die.

This is the city of Rue, where those lost through indecision find themselves. Those who never took action when they should have. You could have gone to Eden, or you could have finally gone your own way. You never did either. The ones who couldn't choose between death on the ground or death in the water. And the hell and the city that stalked you your whole life finally caught up.

A trestle bridge spans the river and hoists a gibbet and an empty cage hangs off it. The door creaks open, waiting for you to crawl inside. But how could you know?
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WILD DOGS

by Carrie Laben


E
verywhere she went, Deana Morgan was surrounded by a pack of wild dogs.

Right now, for instance, the back of her purple Tacoma was full of them. There was her own dog, Huevos Rancheros, Hey for short. Hey was kinetic enough to be a pack of wild dogs by herself. There was Savannah, a pit bull who belonged to Deana’s sister who’d gone into the Peace Corps. There was also Lucy, aka Lucifer, aka Lucy the Spruce Goose, an Australian shepherd who belonged to Blake and who, because Blake had been called back to Idaho by his bosses unexpectedly, was attending the party in his stead.

And balanced in the back seat was Merlin. Kelly Ringer, the MFA student who lived in the basement apartment below Deana and who was now riding shotgun, had promised herself that when she moved to Montana she would finally get a dog. After three months of hesitation Merlin was the fulfillment of that promise. At the shelter he’d been depressed, lying on the floor of his pen while a dozen dogs like Hey bounced around on every side, and that had been enough to fill Kelly with love.

“Where’s this Lumberjack place?” Kelly asked. She’d only moved to Montana about a month before, and been swept up into Deana’s circle. “What’s the Lumberjack, for that matter? A bar?”

“Yeah. It’s out past Lolo off Route 12. Don’t make that face, we’re not going to drive home through the woods drunk. They have cabins you can rent.”

“Oh.” Kelly couldn’t decide if that was the most decadent or the most sensible thing she’d ever heard.

Arla had said get to the Lumberjack by eight, but it was nine and the purple Tacoma was only just making the turn where 12 split from 93. This made Kelly nervous. A crack ran across the windshield on the passenger side, dividing Kelly’s vision, which made her nervous too. 
She’d thought the crack was part of what made the truck Deana’s, but it turned out that nearly every car in Montana had a cracked windshield. Someone had told her in workshop that it was Montana state law; they couldn’t pass inspection without a cracked windshield. This was a joke because there were no such things as car inspections in Montana, but Kelly’s California soul found it almost easier to believe the punchline.

Kelly stared through, or around, the crack and tried to forget everything she’d read about accidents with moose, how you never saw them until it was too late and how they fell like trees, their legs knocked from under them by a bumper, and squashed you dead.

“You can eat them if you hit them now? That’s the rule?” She realized too late that she hadn’t said who they
 were, but Deana seemed to understand.

“Not until November, officially. But you think we let that shit go to waste? The permit system just makes it official.”

“That makes sense.” Kelly had heard all the jokes -- one of her cousins had even gotten her a Roadkill Cafe t-shirt as a going-away present -- but it was better not to waste things, right? The only thing worse than stealing a life you hadn’t paid for would be stealing it and letting it rot.

“Just deer and elk and moose and pronghorn,” Deana went on. “No bear, no bighorns. And no eagles, which is a fucking shame but I get why: every asshole in the state would be trying to run over an eagle if it was suddenly legal to take them.”

“People eat eagles?”

“God no - they probably taste like fish and garbage. Just to have them. The feathers, the talons. Only the Indians are allowed, so it makes people feel like they’re getting away with something. Or they kill them out of spite, because they can’t stand a bird that’s more important than them.” Her voice was tinged with disgust. “Some guys can’t leave anything alone, you know?”

They reached the Lumberjack with five minutes to spare before the kitchen closed. Kelly had been counting on dinner to counteract the drinking, so she panicked and ordered a burger with onion rings, even though this looked like the kind of place where they changed their fry grease biennially. Then her eyes travelled down the menu to “Gizzards,” and she ordered them too without thinking.

You couldn’t sell all that many gizzards, so there were always 
plenty of them on the farm. Bars in California didn’t usually have them on the menu.

Deana handed her a shot of Fireball, which she’d never had before, and the cinnamon smell tricked her into drinking it. It was a bad idea and she yearned, suddenly, for a cool margarita with sunshine in it, instead of this hostile liquor in the dark pines, in a building that sat solid as a troll, decorated on the inside with sawblades and rams’ heads. She was half-convinced already that Grendel was going to come tearing through the door before the night was over, and a quick glance around the bar didn’t show her anyone who looked like Beowulf. Although there were some beards that might have worked for the part had they been on different faces.

There wasn’t a real margarita in five hundred miles, though, so she ordered a gin and tonic. It was halfway gone when the food arrived.

“I thought you were a vegetarian,” Leslie said when she saw the burger.

“No,” Kelly said quickly. “I eat meat. I grew up on a farm.” She knew better than to say that she was fine with eating meat she’d met, the chickens and ducks from her parents’ farm, beef from the neighbors. Eating meat that no one had fed or cared for felt like theft. The gizzards arrived in a plastic basket lined with checked red paper, and she shoved it towards Leslie.

“Here, try these!” It came out almost a chirp, like she was selling Dead Sea scrub at the mall.

Leslie picked one up and bit it. Kelly could see the moment when her teeth met the texture in the set of her jaw and her eyebrows.

She chewed and swallowed. “That wasn’t a hush puppy.”

“Gizzards! We used to cook them on kebabs back home.” She plucked up a likely-looking piece, and although the breading was awful -- old grease, like she’d suspected -- the meat was comforting in its chewy richness.

Leslie laughed. “Well played, California girl. Well played. You want a shot?”

“Not yet.” Kelly picked up her gin and tonic and waved it around a little to show how full it still was; in fact it was a good part meltwater by now -- the fireplace in the corner was roaring, though the first snowfall of the season was so far just a prediction for later in the night.

Leslie grinned and patted Kelly on the shoulder. Then she called out and waved to Charlie, her boyfriend, and Luke, Arla’s sort-of-friend, as they came in the door
.

When they reached the bar Kelly offered them the basket as well to see what would happen. Charlie seemed to like his fine -- although not fine enough to try a second piece -- but Luke got a particularly chewy one and eventually he gave up, grabbed a napkin and spit. Leslie laughed.

From the stage in the corner, a banjo sang out the introductory riff to “Fox on the Run,” and people began to converge on the dance floor. Kelly wasn’t quite ready to leave her food yet, but she watched as Deana and Leslie and Arla and Charlie and Luke swirled and stomped among a group of girls who looked about twenty and were all wearing bright satin corsets and jeans. One of them had a tiara. They came dangerously close to hip-checking people but somehow never did.

The band rolled into a cover of “Mama Tried” and more people started dancing, spreading out to occupy the spaces in between tables. It didn’t look like a troll’s den anymore; the ceiling had lifted and the light had changed. The girl in the tiara climbed onto a swing made from a chunk of tree trunk suspended from the ceiling with thick ropes; she was trying to down a martini glass full of green while her friends pushed her back and forth.

Kelly gulped the last few bites of burger and red beer, but abandoned the gizzards and their now-cold breading. The warmth was making her feel sick and at the same time guilty about the dogs out in the trucks. She hadn’t realized that they wouldn’t be allowed in the bar -- leaving a dog to sit in a vehicle seemed to her like bad karma, cruising for a broken window. But no one here seemed to think anything of it.

The parking lot was black on black. The air had an unfamiliar bright smell. She picked her way across the parking lot in the bubble of her cell phone’s glow, hoping there wasn’t a bear or a cougar right outside the light.

Despite the chill, the dogs seemed okay. Merlin had joined the others in the back and curled amongst them. Hey rested her head on his flank, but when she saw the light, she leapt up, tail thrashing.

“Sorry,” Kelly said, though she doubted Hey could hear her. “I’m not here to let you out yet. Just checking.”

As she headed back inside, a Tundra bounced into the parking lot, splashing light and the thump of bass everywhere. It disoriented her and she stumbled over a log laid out as a curb, heard a burst of laughter from behind her. Ignore it.
 She recovered and made it back inside
.

Some of the corset girls were dancing on the bar, now. No one was stopping them. Deana drifted up and thrust another shot of Fireball into Kelly’s hands.

“The dogs are fine,” Kelly said, and then downed the shot for warmth.

“Of course they are. You worry too much.” She squeezed Kelly’s hand. “Come on, we’re gonna hunt some good times,” and she vanished again.

The warmth was quickly too warm again. Kinetic energy, she vaguely remembered from high school, bodies moving around were the same as heat. The Fireball ping-ponging in her stomach and the dancers shimmying on the floor were alike; she needed to sit down someplace where she wouldn’t get stepped on.

She revived in a rush of cold air from the bar door opening. Three men walked in, more Beowulf-beards on Calvin Coolidge faces. She reclaimed her spot at the bar, on the end where no one was dancing yet, and ordered quickly. The gizzards were still there, the breading gone damp-looking.

“You okay?” One of the newcomers, tall and blond, crossed over to the stool beside her. Up close his face was younger than she’d first guessed. Kind of cute. Without the beard he could have been a surfer.

“Yeah,” she said, and thought about risking one more gizzard just to keep from having to talk until her brain was ready. Her stomach really hated that idea, though.

“You looked a little unsteady there in the parking lot.” He shrugged off his ski jacket. Underneath was a T-shirt with the silhouetted head of a large buck and the caption “Me So Horny.”

“I just tripped. I was checking on my dog.” She pushed the basket towards him, uncertain if she was being neighborly or teasing. He picked up a gizzard without looking and popped it in his mouth.

A couple of chews later he swallowed, with obvious effort. “Do you actually eat those? On purpose?”

“They’re the best part of the bird!” Leslie’s voice soared over the music and the chatter; she was at Kelly’s back. Deana was there too, pulling the basket away from the stranger as though she were protecting something valuable.

“Oh hey,” the guy said. “Hi, I’m Ashton.”

“Deana,” Deana said, “and Leslie, and you’ve obviously met Kelly.”

He gave Kelly a look, and it was only then that she realized she hadn’t actually introduced herself. Way off the mark. She could do 
better.

“Are you all up from Missoula?”

“Yup,” Leslie said. “Birthday party.”

“Cool. We’re not here for anything in particular; my buddy just said we needed to check this place out.”

“Antlers,” Deana said abruptly, poking at his shirt. “They’re antlers, not horns.”

Ashton raised an eyebrow. “Me so antlery isn’t funny.”

If he understood that the lack of reply was sad for him, he didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, he ordered a round of shots without asking and handed them around as his buddies crowded in.

Kelly thought about pushing hers away, but Ashton smiled and revealed a gap between his two front teeth that made her wistful, so she drank it. Then she ate the least gray-looking of the remaining gizzards, feeling that at this point it could only help. She was wrong. A prickling fear rose up in her, and she could hear a low growl pulsing all around her, a sense that something very large and strong was shifting under the earth. She’d lived through plenty of earthquakes, but this wasn’t that, and anyway no one else seemed to notice it - except maybe Deana, and Deana was perfectly calm.

“Hey, could you watch my beer?” she muttered at Deana, and retreated to the bathroom.

In the bathroom she could hear her own insides again. She splashed water on her face and took three deep breaths, and her guts righted themselves. She’d be fine. But first she’d spend another long minute in here, in the closed safety of a stall, nothing around her moving. She still felt small and very mortal, but she didn’t feel any more as though she needed to do something about it right now.

When Kelly emerged, Deana was still beside the beer and Ashton was still there too. “You okay?” Deana asked.

“I’m fine. I was too fast with the Fireball is all.”

Deana patted her elbow. “There you go. You want to dance now?”

“Not yet.”

Deana nodded to Ashton, and they moved away together. Kelly put a hand to her beer. It was still surprisingly cool. She took a sip, and it flowed down like it was water after so many harsher drinks. She was being silly. And even if she was small and mortal and just as made of meat as a duck, Deana was here and Deana seemed to have all the power needed to navigate strange mountains and strange bars alike.

Holding her glass firmly, she went to join in the dance
.

Ashton was one of those guys who knew how to spin a partner, and so that was his go-to move. He spun Deana away, grabbed Kelly’s free hand, spun her, and then moved on to Leslie. Leslie laughed, planted her feet, and spun him instead. Then Deana cut back in. But when the tempo slowed, Kelly latched onto him for the whole song. It was high school-ish, she knew, but she couldn’t do slow songs alone, swaying in her own world like the girls here seemed happy to do. He tolerated it, anyway.

The band quit at one am but last call was at two, so really one-forty bar time. The bachelorettes were gone. Ashton ordered one more round of Fireball for the group; Kelly tried to push hers at Leslie, but Leslie pushed it back. “Never turn down free booze!” she said, now too loud with no music playing. Kelly took it back. She wasn’t really so drunk.

She wasn’t anywhere near as bad off as Arla, who was being persuaded by Deana and Luke to get into the swing. They twisted the ropes around and around and let her go; she promptly slid to the floor, and the seat hit her in the head.

“Aw shit,” said Deana, and the bartender gave them a menacing look.

Arla got to her feet and mumbled “Fuck you guys, that wasn’t fun.” She leaned against Luke, who helped her out the back door towards the cabins. Deana followed.

“We’d better go too,” Leslie said to Kelly. Kelly gulped the last of her beer and they went to retrieve their coats.

Outside, snow was falling; no-joke, stick-to-the-ground snow, the kind Kelly had only ever seen on ski trips. She held her hand out and caught three flakes without trying. They melted in her gloveless palm.

Arla was sitting on the ground, crying, with one of her dancing shoes off and in her hand. Luke was bending over her. She waved the shoe and though it looked more like she was trying to gesture than to hit him, Luke backed away.

“Jeeze, what a shitshow,” Ashton said from somewhere behind Kelly’s left shoulder. Leslie turned on him, frowning. He shrugged. “My asshole friends took off without me, it looks like. I searched the whole place. And I can’t get reception to call them.” He looked a bit ragged, and there were pine needles stuck to his shirt. Kelly could have told him that the parking lot was hard to navigate.

A car door slammed and there was a sound of jingling tags. Arla’s boxer Jade lurched into the circle of humans and threw herself down 
in the damp, muslin-thin layer of snow at Arla’s side. Arla wrapped her arms around the boxer’s neck and sobbed without words.

Deana appeared a few steps behind the dog, carrying a party pig. “Look,” she said. “Still plenty of beer.”

Arla at least stopped sobbing, looked up at her. Deana hoisted the pig over her upturned face.

“Here,” Deana said, and turned on the tap. Arla looked shocked for a moment and then opened her mouth. She managed to catch about half of the flow.

Kelly, breathing the iced pine air, was abruptly too sober for any of this.

Back in the parking lot the dogs all leapt to their feet as she struggled with the back gate, and careened out of the Tacoma before she could get it fully lowered. They scattered into the dark, and shortly the sound of four streams of urine rose from various points around her.

Not being able to see them freaked her out. Merlin returned to her side at once, as he always did, but Hey and Savannah and Lucy trotted around sniffing at the bare edge of her LED circle despite her calls.

Hey caught the sound of Deana’s laugh rising from near the cabins and took off in that direction, Savannah at her tail. Lucy, without her master’s voice to draw her, wandered in the opposite direction towards the treeline.

“No!” Kelly was desperate, but embarrassed to be loud. Was she going to be the moron who lost someone else’s dog? Or the moron who was too uptight, unable to be laissez-faire about canine wandering like the rest of the state? She might have been too sober a moment ago, but now she was fuzzy.

“Lucy! Come here.” The dog ignored her. “Lucifer! Goose!” Why did the dog have so many names? Which one would she actually answer to? Any of them? Would she chase a deer over the mountain and be lost forever? What did you do when you lost a dog out here where telephone-pole posters were useless and animal control meant darting campsite bears?

She knew if she chased, the dog would run, thinking it was a game. She’d read that in the very first training book she’d picked up. So she tried to edge up on Lucy as the dog rambled around sniffing, but an Australian shepherd even rambles fast. She looked at Merlin but he was no help.

The sounds of the others faded while she was paying attention to 
Lucy. No one came looking, and if they had gone inside, it would be useless to yell - they’d never hear through the thick log walls. Finally, when Kelly was starting to think that the choice might be freezing to death or abandoning the dog, Lucy broke off her investigation and trotted towards the cabins. Kelly followed, through snow that was now deep enough to hold footprints.

Behind the bar, the lawn was empty. The Lumberjack itself, darkened, seemed low again now and tiny among the trees. The cabins were even tinier, but a few still had light in the windows, diffusing under the little overhangs that protected the doors from snow drifts. Kelly hoped that those lighted cabins held Deana and Arla and the rest. No one had told her which cabin she was supposed to stay in.

Lucy seemed to know, though; at least, she ran up to a particular cabin and pawed the door. As Kelly approached, she saw that the party pig was propped against the wall. Curious, she picked it up and it rose easily in her hand. By the sound, no more than half a pint was still sloshing in the bottom. Another drink seemed like a neat idea, and wasting things was bad, Deana had said so. She opened the tap and tried to tilt it over her mouth. Bitter-cold liquid dribbled onto her shirt and then, when she tried to adjust, onto her neck. She was worse at this than Arla. But she did manage to get a mouthful, and to tilt the pig away so she didn’t choke herself swallowing. And then there was half a mouthful more.

When it was gone she knocked. She waited. It felt like a long time, but how long you were supposed to wait before you knocked again had always troubled her even when she wasn’t drunk. Also, she had probably been too quiet. She usually was. She knocked again, so hard her knuckles stung. Still no answer.

Lucy pushed past her knees and pawed at the door again, whining, her claws scraping the paint. They had to be asleep to not notice that, Kelly decided, despite the lights still on. How could they have passed out so fast? She was screwed. And she was too dizzy and out-of-it to think of a solution, after those last sips from the pig.

She tried the knob without hope, and it turned and opened. The light was a burst of star-white, making her squint, illuminating a heap of backpacks and duffels, a pair of skis brought along by an optimist. And the bed, and the couple on the bed, which was Deana on the top and Ashton underneath.

Savannah, on the floor among the backpacks, lifted her head and growled. Ashton said “Aw shit” too loud and sharp and pushed Deana 
off, hard, so that she tumbled to the floor and shouted indignantly, and then Hey jumped up and started barking and anything Deana said was drowned out.

Kelly stumbled backwards and tried to shut the door, but Lucy was in the way. Savannah jumped up too, her growling louder, the ridge along her back bristling.

Kelly turned and ran. The snow broke under her, and she could hear the dogs behind, swishing through cold wet grass. They were not barking now, but Savannah was still growling. Some kind of large creature, maybe as big as a deer, broke at the sound of them and ran away behind the cabins, crashing into the woods. She had to get away too. They’d realized that she didn’t belong here, and now they were going to fix that error.

The ground got steeper as she ran, but she couldn’t stop, the dogs hadn’t. She sensed everything that had ever run away alongside her, the whole history of the hunt. The crashing thing passed her, and she caught a glimpse of antlers, spikes, no, a full rack, and too-broad hooves, not fine but soft and floppy, straining leg-muscles, blood on the snow where it had passed. A moose? Not a moose. Not much bigger than a man.

She looked back. Hey’s head was low to the ground, sniffing, and Savannah was quiet now but still puffed up. Even Merlin was with them, at the back of the pack, trying hard to keep up with his rolling trot.

Kelly bent low, grabbed at slender trees as they appeared around her, and made it to the top of the slope. It was level here, and open. She tried to speed up, though she was panting and she felt like the muscles under her ribs were tearing. Instead she slid and stumbled and fell onto her ass - cold and wet and harder than she expected, so hard that her spine shuddered and her teeth clicked.

The dogs didn’t slip, didn’t fall. They were on her. She put out her hands blindly for a stick or a rock and found something furry instead. Furry and flat and cold.

A dead squirrel. By the law of the land it was hers now, right? She held it out towards Savannah’s approaching muzzle and waved it.

“Here. Good doggie. Have a treat.” She flung the squirrel as hard as she could back the way they’d come from.

Savannah ignored it. It took Kelly a moment to register that the dog wasn’t growling any more. Hey flanked her to the other side, and as Kelly sat with her arm still outstretched the Border collie gripped 
her sleeve carefully in its teeth.

“Hey!” The dog began to tug, and Savannah grabbed the other sleeve at the elbow and joined in. Lucy took hold of a coat-tail. Kelly felt herself sliding back towards the slope.

Merlin huffed up. Ignoring all the other dogs latched onto his owner, he walked around her and leaned heavily against her back.

She slid further, hit gravel. They weren’t going to eat her. They could have by now if they wanted to. She managed to get roughly to her feet and moved in the direction they wanted her to go. Fell down a second time, went down the slope on her butt. At the bottom, she didn’t feel like bothering to stand up again. Above her, a pair of headlights bounced through the pine trunks and the fat snowflakes and then disappeared.

The dogs piled themselves around her, Merlin on her right side, Lucy on her left, Hey draped over her feet. It was cozy, really. She didn’t have to get up. She was fine.

“Hey. Hey! That’s enough.” The Border collie lifted her head to the sound of Deana’s voice, and her tail thumped into Kelly’s calf. But she didn’t leave. None of the dogs did, though Lucy scrambled to her feet.

The snow was thick enough now that Deana’s steps made no sound, even when she was close enough that the beam of her headlamp splashed onto Kelly and made her blink.

“Oh shit! Kelly, what are you doing?”

Kelly gestured at the dogs. “Thought they were mad at me. Didn’t mean to walk in on you.”

Deana frowned and grabbed her gesturing arm, pulled her upright. “Savannah always freaks out when someone comes in, you know that. Shit. Come on, I thought you were sleeping in the other cabin.”

“Didn’t know that you and Arthur… Archer… what was his name?”

“Doesn’t matter. Come on. It’s too soon for you to freeze to death, you haven’t even made it to Thanksgiving yet.”

Kelly followed Deana and the flashlight back towards the cabins. The dogs trailed behind, silent, not one of them straying or sniffing now, just trotting through the snow in a pack. Hey was hard at her heels. As an experiment Kelly tried stepping to one side, and the Border collie flanked her, steered her back into Deana’s footsteps.

Somehow, though she didn’t remember running past the bar on her headlong flight out, they were passing it now. Poor cold dark thing, 
inert now. But the moon was bright, and she could see the trampled snow between bar and cabins, with threads of human footprints and dog footprints and some prints that weren’t either tracing helixes and spirals and rivers.

Ashton wasn’t at the cabin when they got back, but the Me So Horny shirt was on the floor. Savannah and Hey picked it up and played tug-of-war until it ripped, while Deana smoked a joint underneath the sign that said No Dogs, No Smoking, and Kelly drank glass after glass after glass of water.
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THE MOODY ROOMS OF AGATHA TATE

by Wendy Nikel


A
gatha Tate lived alone in a house tucked away beneath a veil of willows. Then one day she died, and the house was alone.

~

It looks ordinary from the outside - the sort of house your grandmother lived in when you were a child, right down to the faded blue shutters on each window and the vines creeping up the trellises in the garden amid the hum of bees. In the autumn afternoon, the willows sag with humidity and the weariness of having shaded this yard, this house, for oh, so long.

You've walked by, bicycled by, driven by this house every day of your life, but you've never stepped inside before, though you've often mused on what it would be like. What sort of secrets you'd find there.

Agatha never was one for entertaining.

Leaves crunch beneath your feet as you climb the porch, and the wood groans beneath your weight. There's a key somewhere. Someone told you. Was it Agatha? You don't recall the exact conversation, but somehow you know to twist the base of the planter on the porch - the planter that houses a black and twisted withered thing that might have once been a plant, but whatever it was, it ought to have been thrown out long ago. Out drops a key, so warped and weather-worn that you wonder if it really will permit you entrance, or if it will stubbornly stick in the lock and remain there, unmoving, until the house, the neighborhood, the world, crumbles around it. It seems the sort of key that might.

But you turn it in the lock and the door springs open as if it was waiting for you. And perhaps it was. Perhaps it knew that someone would be coming for it, after they rolled Agatha's body away on the gurney with a cloth draped over her face. Perhaps it knew that someone was bound to come to put the old woman's affairs in order, to begin the scavenger hunt she left unfinished, the search for the things old women like her leave behind: safe deposit box keys, copies of her will, a notebook in spider-script writing that details the bills to be paid, the kin to be contacted, the hymns to be played at her funeral.

You step inside.

~

Stained-glass sunlight slides its way into the foyer, dyeing the hardwood floors and the spiral staircase in bright reds and yellows. Dust dances before your face, drawing you forward like fairy lights on a forest path.


This way
, it says.
 This way
.



Obedient, you follow. Follow down the hallway, past faded portraits of Agatha Tate's ancestors, all bearing the prominent Tate nose. They stare at you from behind their gilded frames, scrutinizing you and wondering why
 you
 - of all people - are here. You're not one of them. You don't know their history. Though you get the impression that if you stared long enough into their ink-black eyes, they would tell you. Whether you wanted to know or not.


Don't the townsfolk whisper about her great-grandfather's fortune, claiming it was ill-gotten (and really, how many vast fortunes weren't)? Don't they say that this very house was built on land that others held sacred, despite all warnings and appeals?

The corners sink into shadows so deep beyond the sunlight that any manner of creature could be hiding within them. Cats, you tell yourself. Old women like Agatha always keep cats, don't they?


Step this way
, urge the dust motes.


And you do.

~

Tea is laid out in the parlor, as though Agatha had been expecting guests that morning when her heart decided it had had enough of this world. Somewhere in another room, a clock chimes the hour.

Two teacups sit with handles pointed outward and heavily steeped liquid filled to the top. In the streaks of light streaming in between the willow-shaded windows, a wisp of steam rises from the rim - a trick of the light, no doubt, though something stops you from testing that theory with a touch.


A menagerie of chairs encircles the tea-table, and on the edge of your perception, you can almost hear them whispering. Sharing, now that Agatha is gone, the secrets that the townsfolk whispered about throughout her life: the story of
 The Tragic Illness that Took Her Mother
, the annual tomes of
 What a Lonely Girl She Must Be, Locked Up in that House All Alone
, the cautionary tale of
 The Summer She Was Seen Behaving Shamefully with That Boy From Out of Town
 and its sequel
 When She Was Sent Away
.


She never was the same after that, they said, though how anyone could tell the difference, you don't know, considering no one had ever really known her before. And how many people had truly known her after, beyond the rumors and speculation and tales children whisper on nights like tonight, when the moon is full
?

Her photograph sits on the mantel above the hearth, a black-and-white image of a woman your age, staring with eyes wide as if in fear of whoever (or whatever) was behind the camera. (You fight the urge to glance over your shoulder.) Beside that lies a bit of floral lace, carefully constructed from a lock of hair the wrong color to belong to Agatha, even back then. It's silver-soft and fine as a child's, and it sends a shiver down your spine when you touch it.

Outside, a cloud shifts, pouring pools of light through the room and stirring up the dust once more. You won't find what you're looking for here, so you allow it to lead you on.

~

As you enter the dining room, an imposing clock in the corner marks the passing of the hour, and the meager light darts from crystal to crystal, chandelier to wine glass to clockface to plate, like skittish forest children sprinting between trees.

A taxidermied crow has made its perch atop a curio cabinet, and behind the glass you find a tiny museum of antiquities: pocket knives with bloodied handles, books with bullet holes torn through, and a set of heavy black instruments whose uses you don't care to question or consider. One entire shelf is lined with half-filled bottles and canisters engraved with skull-and-crossbones; another's filled with books with pages leathery and yellow.

You'd always heard that Agatha was a collector, though of what, no one ever seemed quite sure. She'd certainly never attended the local craft fairs nor been seen wandering through the antique mall on Main. Yet the truck of the parcel delivery service could often be seen stopping before her house, leaving its cardboard-shrouded offerings upon the altar of her doorstep.

Now you sift through her collection, paging through the autumn-leaf papers of her shelves and lifting the lids off her boxes. Inside are jars of herbs, vials of tinctures, and a half-dozen dry human skulls. In a corner of the cabinet, you find a page marked "For Summoning," along with a bowl of burnt remains that still yield the scent of cardamom.

How did you get roped into this task anyhow? You wonder this as you stuff the bones back in their cardboard coffins. You ought to have made excuses. You ought to have simply said no. You ought to not let people push you around so much, tell you what to do, manipulate you, so you don't end up in situations like this - alone in the strange house of an even stranger woman, sifting through her strange possessions to unearth her story.

But that's really what it is, you know, the reason you're here. The curiosity squeezes its way into your gray matter each time her name is mentioned, each time you pass her home, with each peculiarity her rooms offer up. It burrows in there, amid the sparks of neural pathways, wrapping itself in the rumors and the secrets and the things that don't add up.

You never could resist a mystery, could you
?


Old Grandfather Clock chides you with another passing hour, taking you aback at the rapid flight of time. Outside, the sky has turned the deep red of wine, the same hue as the drink in the nearest glass. A glass which, you are certain (
nearly
 certain) was empty when you arrived. Had you poured one in your absentmindedness, in the throes of your investigation? But where, then, was the rest of the bottle?


It's late. You promise yourself you'll return tomorrow, in the morning, when the sun is shining and you've had enough sleep to hold your imagination in check. When you can remember what it is you've come here for, and why, without getting caught up in the mood.

The crow's black-bead eye sparkles in amusement as you leave.

~

The door no longer leads to the parlor.

It must have before, for it's the only door from the dining room, but now, instead of tea cups and circling chairs and the lock of baby-soft hair, you've stepped into a room you've never seen before, and despite looking every bit an ordinary bedroom, it sends your heart racing, your breath ragged, as if you've just climbed a dozen stairs. And maybe you have, for the staircase is there behind you, over your shoulder, just beyond the doorframe through which you just stepped. See?

You consider retreat, but before you stands a writing desk, and it seems a shame to leave your task uncompleted, only to have to be taken up another day. What more logical place to lay out one's affairs than there, where paper and ink are at hand?

The curtains on the four-poster bed flutter as you pass, and you curse the draftiness of old houses.

The final rays of daylight fight their way through willow-leaves and curtains, desaturating the room into green-grays, but the lamp on the desk only mocks you, refusing to illuminate no matter how adamantly you flick the switch.


And then you find it. Bound in twine and clearly marked:
 Agatha's Final Will and Testament.


You ought to bring it in to be properly filed and executed and leave the rest to the law, but did you really think you'd just be able to hand it over and forget about it? That the curiosity which dragged you here would let you leave her story unresolved?

But no, you can't read it now. Not here, at the desk, where the light is so low. Perhaps at the window.

Moonlight pours through the glass, and rain patters against the panes. It's a rattling, unsettling pattern that sets your teeth on edge as you lean against the ledge and slip your finger beneath the envelope's seal.

Out pours Agatha's will, written neatly in Agatha's hand, with Agatha's signature winding across the bottom. You touch the page, and it's the closest 
you've been to her. The closest you'll ever be to the mysterious woman who has, in death, drawn you in.

And there, on the page, you find the name of her heir, the baby she bore that summer she disappeared, whose newborn curl she clipped and kept, a memento of the child she couldn't raise. The child whom she, through who knows what dark witchcraft and trickery, has now summoned here, to claim what's theirs by right.


Trace the letters. Follow their lines up and down and around and across. They're the first letters your mother taught you to write, aren't they? That is, the first letters taught to you by the woman you
 thought
 was your mother. Now you know the truth.


But that can't be right, can it? Surely you'd have known. Surely you'd have been told.

You reach for your phone, but there's no signal here. Is that really so big a surprise? No, you'll have to wait till you're in your car, tucked away in the safety of familiarity, away from the wallpaper roses that glare like eyeballs in the darkness. You'll wait till you're away from this place and then you'll call. You'll find out. You'll set the record straight, whatever it is.

With Agatha's will in hand, you rush to the stairs, but the house has already staked its claim on you. It belongs to you, and you to it. It says so on that paper in your hand. And it's not prepared to give you up again.

The carpeting buckles beneath your feet and the handrail fails to catch you. You tumble, headfirst, down the curving staircase, striking head and shoulder and knee. The steps, the wallpaper rose-eyes, the glimmering chandeliers create a kaleidoscope as you somersault. Head, feet. Head, feet. Colors blur and contract into darkness, until, when you finally come to a rest on your back, your body groaning in pain, everything is black, and you are nowhere at all.

~

You might be in the cellar, you decide, for overhead are streaks that run like the edges of floorboards across the ceiling, softly glowing with meager moonlight that trickles down and illuminates the dancing dust motes. You just need a moment for your eyes to adjust and your pulse to return to normal. Every story needs a resolution, and this one is fast approaching. You just need to gather your strength.

Once you do, you'll climb the stairs and leave through the first door you find, out into the rain-drenched night, and you'll vow not to return here again, despite the whispered mysteries. Despite the curiosity still tickling your head. From here on out, you'll drive out of the way to avoid this block, to avoid the dormers and windows and faded blue shutters. To try to push it from your mind.

And the will? Well, if the house is yours as it claims it is, you'll try to sell it quickly, for cheaper than its worth, for you know enough to know you 
want nothing to do with the corridor full of ancestors or the tiny reliquary. You've had quite enough of Agatha's story, now haven't you?

All you wanted was to satisfy your curiosity with an atmospheric tale. All you wanted was a story to pass the time, about a woman, her house, and the rooms within. How were you to know it would land you here, locked somewhere in the dark with rats scurrying around and no way out as the house settles its bones overhead?

You don't even know a woman named Agatha Tate, do you? And you've never seen a house or a garden like hers. Those parts were all lies. No one ever asked you to find her will, either; you entered this story of your own volition.


For curiosity is a powerful force, one which has drawn you (yes,
 you
!) into this tale, and it will hold you when all the words are gone. Though your eyes may look elsewhere and your hands may close the page and your feet may walk away to go about your life, your mind knows. It sees your name, plain as day, written in ink on Agatha's will. It sees the home which belongs to you. To which you now belong.


Certainly, you may try to forget, as your years hurry past on this earth. But no matter where you may wander, your mind will return you. It may be in the dead of the night. It may be in your dreams. It may be when your mind wanders between tasks. But again and again, you'll startle to find yourself thinking of that place, imagining yourself still lying, sore and weary in that cold and dark cellar with those curious rooms above. And you'll know then that you have no choice but to accept the inheritance of Agatha Tate.
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SALMON RUN

by Andrew Kozma


A
 balloon crashed on the highway. This is what we were told by the cops who stopped us. They were slickered up in the rain, struggling to keep people calm. Ahead, rising from the center of the highway at a distance too far to be accurately judged, something colorful and gigantic erupted into the sky. Whether it was the expected tatters of bright silk flapping in the night’s breeze or rain-dampened flames, we couldn’t be sure. More cops dotted the road ahead, the flashing red and blue lights from their cruisers startling the scene into a Polaroid focus. Harriet was desperate to see what the fuss was about. She could never resist an accident.

“I don’t know what you expect to find up there.”

“Come on. It could be anything!”

She couldn’t keep the excitement from her voice, a kid waking on her birthday, presents piled downstairs, except these presents were most likely dead bodies and twisted, burning wreckage. Documentaries had ruined us for real life.

We had been on our way home. And we weren’t supposed to even be out, the whole fact of our existence on the road an accident. I’d received a message from the hospital that Harriet’s father was sick (her cell was broken and had been for months) and when I tried to call her parents, no one picked up. Not even voicemail. And that’s what freaked us out the most.

Halfway to the hospital, Harriet’s mom called. Not to let us know about her dad’s condition. Not in answer to my frantic flurry of missed calls. Just to let us know she’d tried a new frozen mushroom and artichoke pizza from Trader Joe’s and it was delicious (better than homemade!) and we should try it. We asked about Harriet’s dad, and he was sleeping, exhausted from working in the garden.

And so we were on our way home to whiskeys neat and order-in Indian food. We didn’t hear the crash. We didn’t see it, not until traffic slowed and the cars zipped themselves into an unbroken line.

Down the road, a slip of green light split the horizon. Harriet drew in a quick breath.

“If we were conspiracy theorists—
”

“But we’re not.”

“Spoilsport.”

She huffed, but the smile wouldn’t leave her face. My annoyance wasn’t going to ruin her night, and she’d force me to have fun even if it killed me (as she was often fond of telling me). It’s what made our relationship work, as much as a gyroscope constantly on the verge of toppling could be called working.

The car hitched up another few feet, then another few feet, then a few more, all in quick succession, as if every car was attached to the ones in front and behind by rubber bands. We passed a pair of cops arguing with each other, their faces contorted with emotion, but we couldn’t hear a thing through the windows. Their lips seemed to move in slow motion, so clearly could I see their anger. No, it wasn’t anger. It was fear.

A kind of fear I recognized from my childhood, though I didn’t truly understand it until years and years later, after having rotated myself through a variety of therapists. My father, his hair in a fiery wave on his head from running his hands through it in frustration, realizing that my brother and I were growing out of his control. His anger was a mass of fear, like a tumor under the skin of his face, muscles bunching up and twitching in his cheeks, the skin beneath his eyes.

Moments later, we were past them, or they were past us. Harriet hadn’t even noticed. Her blue eyes reflected reds and blues that, when I looked towards the accident, weren’t there. Phantoms in her eyes. Ghosts, except the evidence of those ghosts were in Harriet’s transfixed expression. Or she was the ghost and, like a mist, only imperfectly reflected the real world beyond her. Beyond us.

“I can’t believe your mom—” I began, but Harriet was having none of it, shushing me with an excited, expectant hiss.

“Can you see it?” she asked, her voice almost a whisper, like we were at a concert straining to see the shuffling shadows of the main act off in the wings. “Is that it? That glow like a just blown-out match?”

“More like faded lipstick,” I said, thinking of our first real date, my dress shirt gloriously ruined by drunken, extravagant kisses.

By the time traffic was funneled down to one lane, Harriet’s excitement had wormed its way into me stealthily and I was on edge the way hair sticks up from too much static electricity. I was waiting for that touch of metal, that snap of release. At one of the slow points, with the rain down to a drizzle, I stepped out quickly to look back the way we’d come. There was no end to the headlights. But all of that glow didn’t compare to what was ahead of us, a soft light which took over the atmosphere whole, bleeding through my eyelids
.

On our left a turnaround for construction vehicles cut through the median, and as we pulled up to it, an officer motioned that way with a limp hand. “You can turn here, if you want.”

A few cars dotted the edges of the turnaround, precariously slanted towards the grassy depths of the median. Their doors were open, the headlights burning shadows onto the gravel. Whoever owned those cars, they were long gone now.

“Should we?” I asked.

“You can.” The officer shrugged. “Or you can go on. Your choice.”

Harriet pulled forward before I could say anything else, and the officer looked after us, his posture slumped, his expression wide-eyed, defeated longing. A few moments more and he was swallowed up by the incoherent darkness.

More abandoned cars lined the roadside. Teams of cops pushed cars from the road ahead out of the way, letting momentum drag them down into the crevice of the median where they nosed their way to a stop like wild beasts not experienced enough with humans to be afraid. Where had the people gone? And where were we going?

Harriet leaned over the wheel, her breath condensing fog onto the windshield. And when my vision became blurred, I found myself bent over on the dashboard, huddled near the glass as though I was just one second away from crawling through that windshield. I forced myself to sit back. A shadow passed by my door and startled me. It was human, of course, just a person impatient with the stop-start of traffic walking the road. The glow ahead of us was so bright, so loud and evocative, it washed out everything it touched instead of making it clearer. Harriet’s face lost its sharpness, her blue eyes faded into the gray of a winter sky.

I heard a hum which seemed to come from the road itself. Or from inside my body. It was felt more than heard, in line with my pulse, drawing my breath in to be released in time with the hum, at the same pitch. Something in me was called out by that hum. Not a spirit, nothing like that. More like an integral element. Oxygen. Nerves. Blood and tissue pulled like iron filings to a magnet. The hum wasn’t loud, but it was everywhere, and a sense of peace came with it. Like white noise meant to keep the outside world outside, except this pervasive hum was more like a chorus, not something to separate you, to isolate you, but to enfold you, your voice, your hum, one of many.

Another shadow passing by stumbled and slammed into my door on the way to the asphalt. I opened the door to find a woman trembling on her side, eyes fish-wide and sticky, as though smeared with Vaseline. She mumbled in a constant stream, the words pooling in the air like drool, unconscious, meaningless
.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” I leaned out over her, but didn’t put my feet on the road. I had an unreasonable fear that if I stepped from the car, that was it. I’d never get back in.

My question snapped the woman’s attention to me with the suddenness of a bird smacking into a window. “The bugs are sick.”

“What bugs?” I imagined a swarm of moths clouding the sky, but the air was clear of anything living, nothing to be seen but the burning wreckage up ahead.

“They’re vomiting everywhere,” she clarified. “The poor bugs.”

“Are you okay?” I waved my hand in front of her face, but she could see me perfectly. She wouldn’t stop staring into my eyes. I said, “There aren’t any bugs here.”


“They won’t stop
 eating
,” she said, reaching out to grab my hand.


I pulled away just in time. I looked back the way she’d come, that individual path between the two lines of cars, worried maybe she was telling the truth, and a mass of army ants or locusts was heading straight for us. And if it was, I’d close the door and leave the woman to her fate.

There was nothing, though, and when I turned back to the woman, she was gone.

“Did that make any sense to you?” I asked Harriet.

But she was gone, too, the driver’s side door open, the keys left in the ignition, the car beeping a warning that all’s not right. The hum I’d heard was gone now, or it was, and had always been, just my blood rushing through my veins, too loud because the world itself was too quiet. And inside the car, even though the doors were open, it was as though I were in a space capsule and had just landed on an alien world, one where I didn’t know if the atmosphere was breathable, and if I left the capsule I might just die.

Harriet was gone. We had no children. This could be it. Just a quick, surgical separation and we’re two people on our own instead of one dysfunctional couple. I could turn the car into the wide median and try to make it across to the other side of the road and drive back the way we came. There were no lights on the other side of the road, no evidence of cars at all, or police, even. It was unutterably lonely over there. I would have to be someone entirely new.

Outside the car, nothing felt different. Or I felt different, but the world felt the same.

“Harriet!”

My voice disappeared into the night without an echo, and after a moment I wondered if I’d yelled her name at all or just imagined doing so. Behind me, just empty cars with their headlights on or the lights inside glowing from doors left open. Ahead, shapes and shadows that could be people moving between the cars. A radio left on cracked and jibbered, shorting itself into silence as I passed by. There was a mist in the air. It felt 
gritty and slimy like the paste the dentist uses to whir your teeth into a shine. The stars were bits of shattered glass.

“Harriet!” I yelled again, and was convinced I heard my name in response. It could have been Harriet calling out for me. It could have been anyone.

I passed by a cop motionless against a portable road sign, the words DELAY AHEAD glowing out back the way I’d come. The cop didn’t move. His open eyes were egg cups of spoiled milk, flies drowning in the center of them.

Dead animals littered the ground, more the further I went. What kind of animals, I didn’t know because I refused to look. The wreckage of whatever it was burned close now and I couldn’t feel the heat, but the light was a pressure on my skin. All of it glowed like a sun unsure whether it was rising or setting.

People showed up against that light like paper cutouts. Fragile and flimsy silhouettes. Their shapes shifted with the accident’s erratic, fluid light. And I thought I saw Harriet there, a dozen cars ahead, standing on the roof of an SUV with one hand stretched out toward what, for me, was still too wreathed in brightness to see. Her body glowed, too. It bloomed. It blossomed. It swelled and shrank and shivered and I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t not go after her.

But as I did, I thought about the hospital we never reached and how, on the way, for us, in our reality, her parents were there, in a room, her dad strung up with wires and tubes to keep him alive, her mom with a face slapped hard with grief. They were in pain, struggling against the inevitability of death, and we were suffering along with them, preparing ourselves for the pain we’d soon experience firsthand, because we didn’t know any better, and how could we?
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THE LITTLE DRAWER FULL OF CHAOS

by Annie Neugebauer


I
 scooped the last perfect sphere of chocolate chip cookie dough onto the pan, pressing the little edges down with my finger and lining it up in its row and column, spaced evenly from the others. The oven preheat signal beeped behind me and I set the tray aside, sliding the first one in and setting the timer.

“Babe,” June called from the living room, her voice muffled by the small nail she held between her lips, “will you bring me the hammer?” Her arms stretched up to hold a frame against the wall, a miniature level balanced across the top. I imagined the bubble was exactly centered.

And yes, our names are May and June. It’s why our friends introduced us in the first place over five years ago; they thought it was funny. June had also turned it into the sexiest pun imaginable our first time together, so I called it a win.

I wiped my hands on my apron. “Yeah, where is it?”

“The drawer,” she mumbled, a grumpy edge telling me her shoulders were starting to burn.

I opened the drawer at the edge of our kitchen island. If we didn’t specify a drawer – the silverware drawer, the pen drawer, the sock drawer – it was always this one, because this was the only one in the whole house that didn’t have a designated purpose. It was the anything and everything drawer. In my rush I pulled too hard and its wheels smacked against the end of their tracks with a pop, the contents shifting and sliding at the impact.

Loose rubber bands, a permanent marker, clothes pins, scissors, a bouncy ball, receipts, a ten-year-old film capsule, crumbs, a spatula…

“I don’t see it,” I called, shoving things around and setting a few larger items on the counter. Surely the hammer would be big enough to spot right away. I pulled out a box of matches and a spilled canister of toothpicks, then a koozie with a kitchen knife stuck through it.

“It’s in there,” she said with too much calm, probably trying not to aim her self-annoyance at me. She only ever spoke this serenely when she was on the brink of cursing
.

I fumbled more, cringing at the dirt that collected under my fingernails when I touched the back corners. Loose screws, a red plastic piece that must’ve once gone to something, a sticky note pad, a hair scrunchie neither of us ever owned, much less wore. Cold metal. I yanked it out.

“This little thing?” I asked, holding up a floral-patterned hammer that looked almost like a toy.

“Yes!”

“You don’t want a real one from the garage?”

“It’s just a picture hanger. Come take this from me before I drop it.”

I hurried past the two cats tucked neatly into their matching beds to trade June the hammer for the frame. She kept her thumb pressed to the wall where the nail would go, urgently placing the point and driving it home until the small metal hook sat flush with the wall. She set the hammer on the fireplace hearth and flicked the tenseness out of her hands. “Whew,” she said, grinning at me. “I didn’t plan ahead on that one.”

I shook my head in mock disapproval as she hung the frame and re-leveled it before sticking small adhesive dots to the bottom two corners so it would never shift or move against the wall. It looked perfect there, clustered with our other wall hangings. That’s how everything in our house was: thoughtful and tidy and beautiful.

Everything except the one drawer. I took the hammer and shoved it toward the back before scooping the rest of the things I’d removed back in, rummaging until everything shifted down low enough to shut it again. The junk needed to be sorted through, but even neat freaks like us need one place where things are out of order.

The timer on the first batch of cookies went off, and June skipped with unapologetic glee into the kitchen, waiting until I’d set the tray on the rack to cool before sliding her arms around my shoulders.

~

I was almost embarrassed by how much I enjoyed my job at the library. Whenever I told people I worked in circulations, the most common question was some variation on, “Oh, do you like that?” usually with their head cocked to the side like they were trying to figure me out. When I told them genuinely that I did, they always smiled, nodding like they were happy for me, but I could see them stamp BORING across my forehead in their mind.

Still, contentment filled me as I shelved books from the returns cart, rolling it through the rows with the quiet swish of wheels on carpet, stopping in front of the next section, plucking the corresponding books in a stack or handful, and sliding them one by one into the waiting empty spaces. It was soothing, useful. It calmed me like meditation. Dewey Decimal was a second language to me.

As I went, if any call numbers jumped out at me from the wrong spot, I pulled them from the shelf and added them to my cart to be returned to 
their rightful home. It didn’t happen that often because we had “reshelf” carts spaced around the library, but some patrons still occasionally stuck a book into a random shelf. I never understood why, but it didn’t bother me. I saw it almost as a challenge – an extra step in my quest for order.

I paused in front of the Js, searching for 818.54 JF’s home. I only held the one book in my hand for this shelf. I could picture in my mind exactly where it went, my eyes scanning for the colors of the spines I knew stood on either side. I frowned. Where was it? I spotted a triangular shadow created by two books leaning in, holding another book’s place. I almost stuck it there, but then I hesitated. That wasn’t the right spot. But it was just where I was looking, and it was the right size. I checked the call number again, the tip of the book balanced on the metal shelf, ready to be slid into place. No, but—

“May?”

Li’s voice surprised me so much that I twitched. Embarrassed to be caught searching for the right call number like some first-time customer, I shoved the book into the empty spot and whirled.

“Garry’s dealing with an unhappy patron and there are ten people in line. I need you at the counter.”

Heat crept up my face. It was ridiculously stupid, but I felt guilty for putting the book in the wrong slot. I stepped to the side to block Li’s view, as if she would scan the call numbers and spot my mistake.

“Okay,” I agreed. I stayed where I was, intending to fix the book after she turned away.

“Now,” she clarified, looking at me expectantly.

I sighed, twisting my hands behind my back as I headed to check-out.

~

When I got home, I couldn’t help slamming the door. It would be a takeout night, for sure. I stalked through the house, but all the lights were off. June wasn’t home yet?

One of the cats, Pinky, sat on the sofa arm, staring at me. The other, Mibs, twined between my ankles as I walked, begging for dinner. June was half an hour late, which meant so was their dinner. I dropped my purse on the side table and fed the cats, not bothering to turn on more than the kitchen light. I grabbed a beer from the fridge and yanked open the junk drawer, fishing through it until I found the blue metal bottle opener. I popped off the top and tossed it and the opener both back in, my eyes absently grazing the mess as I thought about my day.

After the little rush, I’d gone back to fix the book, but the reshelf cart was gone. Li had finished the job for me while I worked the desk. When I looked for the book I’d misshelved, I couldn’t find it. Instead all I could find was the empty spot where I should have put it in the first place. All afternoon, it had nagged at me. I’d checked different areas several times on 
my way around the library, casually testing out other theories. Had I been one row over? One letter over? In nonfiction?

The book was stuck somewhere random and I never did find it. I took a few deep swigs of my beer and sighed. Where was June?

I checked my phone; no texts. She must’ve gotten caught up at work. It wasn’t like her not to check in if she’d be late. I messaged her to pick up some Chinese food on her way home. A painting hanging above the side table caught my eye. It was crooked.

Scowling at it, I set down my beer and stepped to adjust it, jabbing my hip on the open drawer.

“Fuck!” I hissed, startling Pinky where he hunched over his bowl. I slammed the drawer shut with a clatter.

Groaning, I hopped to the painting and lifted the bottom corner. Ah, the little sticky dots had lost their adhesion. I’d probably bumped it with my purse or knocked it loose when I slammed the door. I glanced at the new frame June had hung in the living room, but it was still level and perfect. I shuffled into the garage and dug out two new dots to replace the old ones. On second thought, I got a level, too, and straightened the old painting before pressing it firmly in place.

“There,” I told Mibs, satisfied. She twitched her tail at me and narrowed her eyes. “Where’s your momma?” I asked. She heaved a little sigh as if wondering the same thing.

My hip ached sharply; there would be a bruise. I went to the drawer, yanked it back open, and turned the whole thing upside down on the countertop. Junk and random crap rolled and scattered. I coughed at a little billow of dust. I was sick of that mess.

But as I began combing through things, I realized that there really weren’t any other places for it all to go. Everything else in the house had a neatly settled home. These things wouldn’t fit. I threw away a handful of the loose toothpicks, but my energy nosedived and I sighed in defeat. I worked the drawer back into place and scooped everything back into it.

I had to rattle and shake and shove for a few minutes to get things to fit again, as if the mass had grown since being released. Years of adding things to it had somehow inadvertently turned into the world’s most random jigsaw puzzle. I let out a quiet stream of curse words while I crammed it all back in. It would’ve been easier to go ahead and throw things away, but at that point I took it personally. It had come out; it would go back in.

Several minutes later, the drawer was closed – had there always been that little gap between the drawer front and the face of the cabinets, or had I slid it into the tracks wrong? – and the countertop was a dirty mess. I wiped it down and collapsed on the sofa.

When June finally came home an hour later with egg rolls and chicken fried rice, she chastised me for leaving all the lights off. I gave her the rest of 
my second beer and buried my face in her hair, no longer needing to tell her about my day, just glad she was home.

~

It started as me trying to convince myself that a misshelved book didn’t matter. Really, who cares? Patrons do it all the time anyway, so what was one or two on my part? Telling myself that didn’t ease my stupid harping, though, so I took the reshelf cart to the back corner of the building and intentionally placed a book in the entirely wrong section. It was a book people frequently checked out, too, and the section I put it in was one I’d never shelved in the past four years of working here.

See? I told myself. No one would ever find it, and even that wasn’t the end of the world. Worst case scenario, it’d eventually be filed as stolen or lost and Li would order a new one. That’s what the budget was for. It wasn’t a big deal. Still, my fingertips felt hot on the spine of the little paperback as I drew my hand away, hurrying the cart to the opposite side of the building.

Despite my own humiliation at how absurd my feelings were, I told Li I was sick and went home early.

~

Pinky and Mibs yawned from their places sprawled across the living room rug, facing opposite directions, then slowly meandered into the kitchen. I guess they figured that since someone was home, it was dinnertime. With a shrug, I fed them two hours early, knowing June would be annoyed.

I pulled a cookie from the Tupperware on the counter and took a bite. My nose crinkled as I flipped it to look at the bottom. Over-browned. Not burned, but definitely not perfect. I must have left the last sheet in the oven too long. I never did that.

The Tupperware lid had a crack in it. That was new, certainly. It was my best one. I pulled open the drawer and dug through for the masking tape. I tore off a strip and smoothed it over the crack, sighing. Now it wouldn’t be air-tight.

Suddenly I felt flushed and buzzy. Maybe I really was getting sick.


As if prompted by the very thought of the word
 sick
, nausea overwhelmed me. Heat boiled and condensed in my belly, tight and screaming, and fire surged up my throat and my legs went numb. With a choking retch, I bent over the open drawer and gagged. Tears stung my clenched eyes, my face burning. I had no time to do anything but clutch the edge of the countertop with both hands.


When the hacking that had seized me released its grip, I opened my eyes and sucked in a breath. Had I coughed something up, or just coughed? I looked down into the open drawer.

There was no vomit. All I saw that I didn’t recognize from before was a strange, piecey mess. It looked like a pile of miniature pickup sticks, or metal shavings – the type of thing you could collect with a magnet
.


It couldn’t have come from me, could it? The stuff looked dark and silvery, sharp, fluid without being liquid, and already it was settling into the nooks and crannies of everything else in the drawer. I had
 never
 eaten anything like that. It must’ve been lead dust or some random debris in the drawer I hadn’t noticed before.


My throat felt seared and raw from the coughing, though, my face tight, and my fingers tingled. Tears of exertion tracked down my cheeks as I shut the drawer. Sliding the overdone cookie into the trash, I shuffled to the bedroom and slid under the covers, shoes and all.

~

I woke suddenly, as if an alarm had gone off, but the house was silent. My eyes were wide, my brain stuttering. It was dark. Not just never-turned-the-lights-on dark, but dark-outside dark. I’d slept until nighttime? Where was June?

Sitting up in a rush, I grabbed my phone. The ringer was on, no messages.

My pulse began to flutter at the base of my throat. Maybe she’d come home, seen me sleeping, and just stayed out of the bedroom so I could rest.

“June?” I called out, pacing into the living room.

The lights were out here, too. All the blinds were still open, letting the dark in like a physical thing. Pinky stood silhouetted on top of the TV stand. Mibs was tucked somewhere in the shadows. I slapped the light switch and went to twist all the blinds closed. June hated when they stayed open at night; she said neighbors could see in and it creeped her out. By the time I’d shut all the blinds and turned on several lights, my heart was racing. I sat on the arm of the sofa and called June. Right before it went to voicemail, she picked up.

There was shuffling and some loud bass thumping in the background. Finally, she said, “Yello?”

“June? Where are you?”

“May! Oh my gosh, you guys, it’s May!”

Distant voices.

“June, are you drunk?”

“I may be a wee tiddle drunk.”

I dropped my forehead into my hands. “Where are you? Why didn’t you come home? Or call?”

“Oh,” she said, as if surprised by my question. “I quit my job.”


“
What?
”


“Yep. Quit-er-roo and walked right out of there. No sir, no ma’am, no thank you. Done.”

June had been talking about looking for another job for a few months now, but how could she just quit without telling me? “Babe, you didn’t even give two weeks’ notice? Or line up interviews first?”

“Nuh-uh. Fuck ‘em.
”

Oh my god. “Okay, where are you? I’m going to come get you and bring you home.”

“Oh! I should go home.”

“Yeah. Don’t drive. I’ll come get you. Stay where you are.” I grabbed my keys and purse and rushed to the door, noticing on my way that the picture frame was knocked askew. The new one. “Where are you?”

~

In the car on the way home, June was elatedly drunk, but when I asked her what happened, her laughter quickly dissolved into sobbing. They didn’t appreciate her there. She’d been overlooked for the promotion she was perfect for. Instead of finding a new job, she’d walked out. Said she wouldn’t waste one more day in a dead-end position.

As I walked her down the hall to the bedroom, she turned her head to look at the crooked frame. “Mother shitter,” she said, staring at it.

I nodded my agreement.

She tumbled onto the bed on top of the covers. “You need to feed the cats,” she slurred, eyes already closed.

~

The next day my hip ached and my head pounded. I hadn’t been able to fall back asleep after I brought June home. Instead, I’d spent the night staring into the darkness of the ceiling.

The whole morning at work, I’d been prodding the edges of my well-being, checking for impending nausea, but other than the bruise and the headache, I felt fine.

About a third of the books I shelved, I put into the wrong places. It had become something of a game for me, or a dare. How many could I do? Part of the joy was in not misshelving all of them, only some. It was more exciting that way.

“May.”

I turned to see Li watching me with a deep frown on her smooth face. She must be well over forty, but her skin looked twenty-two. “Yes, ma’am?”

Her eyes scanned the shelf behind me. My pulse thudded. Was she checking the call numbers, or just arbitrarily looking? “I need you at the counter.”

For one moment, I wanted to throttle her. I saw what my arms would look like reaching for her. I heard what we’d sound like crashing to the rough carpet. I felt what her neck would feel like under my hands, the smooth cordage of it, the warmth, the surprised wideness of her eyes as she looked up at me, her fingers scrambling to wedge under my own, but I wouldn’t let up. I’d lift and drop her several times, knocking her skull against the ground, still squeezing, squeezing and squeezing until her face turned purple and she died.

“May?
”

My mouth hung open in shock, staring at her. I blinked rapidly, clearing the images away. What the hell was wrong with me? I liked Li. She’s a great boss. I certainly didn’t want to kill her. I didn’t want to kill anyone. It was just a random glitch of the brain. People do that. Think about driving into oncoming traffic, jumping from the top floor, stealing a policeman’s gun. They don’t actually do the things, just suddenly become aware of how easy it would be, that’s all. It’d never happened to me before, though. I always thought people were fucking nuts when they confessed that.


“
May
.”


“Yes. Yeah. Sorry.” I shook my head, returning the book I was holding to the cart. I wasn’t in front of the right shelf.

“Are you okay?”


“Yeah, fine.” When she gave me an
 I don’t believe you look
, I added, “June just quit her job.”


“Oh, wow. I’m sorry to hear that. Are you going to be okay?”

I nodded.

“Do you need to take some time off?”

“No, no. I’m fine. Sorry.”

“All right then. Well, take your time, but I do need you at the counter.”

~

The first thing I noticed when I walked in was that every frame hanging on the walls in our entryway was knocked askew, as if someone had run their hand along the wall and intentionally displaced them. Or maybe slammed the door really hard. Music I didn’t recognize boomed from the bedroom.

Then I saw that the living room was a mess. I mean, not for other people, maybe, but for June and me, it was unheard of. There were clothes strewn about, a sweatshirt, a sweater, some socks, and a pair of pajama pants. Pinky sat on the coffee table licking a plate crusted with leftovers, his ears laid back either because he felt guilty or the music was too loud. A spilled glass of water hung over the edge, the rug beneath dark with damp. All of the lights were on, even though evening sunlight was still streaming through the windows.

I took the plate from Pinky and righted the water glass, carrying both into the kitchen. I rounded the island and jabbed my pelvis on the corner of the open drawer.

“Fuck,” I hissed, slamming the dishes onto the counter. That was the second time! I looked down to shove the thing shut when I remembered the day before. That odd, dark, grainy mess I spotted right after my coughing fit. I looked into the drawer, searching for it.

I couldn’t find it. I shifted some things aside, thinking maybe it had sifted down to the bottom, but the bottom was bare. I bent at the knees to peer into the back of the drawer, but its depths were cast in shadow. I tugged on 
the handle to try to draw it out further, but it was all the way forward on its tracks.

Suddenly, sickness hit me. A hot flush, a tingling wash, and the sharp, unnatural stuff rose up my throat in a turmoil of pain. Running to the bathroom wasn’t an option; I didn’t even have time to cross to the kitchen sink. I bent over and let it out with a silent cry, hands on either side of the drawer, careful not to touch anything inside it or what was coming out of me.

When it was done, the mess sat dry and glistening in a haphazard pile on top of the junk. I stood, wiping my face with the bottom of my shirt, and fought the urge to sit down in the middle of the kitchen and cry. My throat burned, scraped raw like before. There was no denying it this time: it had come out of me. I stumbled to the drawer we kept our Ziploc bags in and pulled one out, intending to bag some to take with me to the hospital.

I was interrupted by a warm breeze. The air conditioner churned and hummed heavily; it had been since I got home. Where’d the breeze come from?

My stomach flipped and I hurried toward the living room, catching my hip on the drawer corner again. “Fuck!” I hobbled through anyway, noticing the frame I’d fixed before already askew again. I ignored it and rushed into the living room, scanning.

The window by the sofa was wide open, the blinds raised, and the screen fallen onto the grass of our back yard.

“Oh my god,” I whispered. We never left the windows open unless the blinds were down, because our screens were old and ill-fitted, and we worried the cats might push them out. Ours were indoor-only and would never make it on their own.

I whirled. Pinky puffed up at the sudden motion. Panic clawed at my raw throat. “Get,” I snapped at him, waving my arms forward to startle him away. “Get away from here.”

He turned and ran toward the entryway, but when he neared the closed bedroom door and its pounding music, he turned heel at the last minute, scratching and slipping to switch directions, and ran back toward me.

I leapt in front of him to keep him from the open window. He turned the corner to the side hall, slamming into the wall so hard he stopped, stunned. Then he shook his whole body and dove under the bathroom vanity, a space I’d thought much too narrow to hold him. Fine. Good. Better than him running outside. I shut the bathroom door to keep him in and give him time to calm down.

“Sorry Pinky,” I muttered, searching for Mibs.

~

An hour and a half later, dark had fallen and mosquito bites swelled like measles on the surface of my sweat-slicked skin. June and I each held 
flashlights, wordlessly sweeping them side to side as we walked back home. Without discussion, we’d both stopped calling for Mibs when we turned back. How many miles had we walked? We’d cased the whole neighborhood, but our sweet old cat was nowhere to be seen. I couldn’t remember the last time my heart felt so heavy and tight and leaden in my chest. With every soft crunch of our footsteps on pavement, I fought the urge to lash out at June. How could she be so careless? I was too mad to tell her about my getting sick earlier, and with the nausea gone now, it didn’t seem as pressing as Mibs missing.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said. Her voice was so unexpected that I twitched. “Maybe we should have kids.”

I stopped walking. She turned, shining her flashlight in my wide eyes, and I raised a hand, flinching away. “What?”

“I think it’d be good for us. We’d make good moms.”

Five years of steadfastly agreeing that babies are great for other people but not so much for us, and now this? “What are you—where is this coming from?” Something about losing Mibs? Quitting her job?

“I’ve been thinking about it.”

“Since when?”

“For a year or so.”


“
What?
” I slapped a mosquito sucking at the bend of my elbow. How could she have not brought up something this big for a whole year?


She turned from me, adjusting her light, and resumed walking towards home. “Yeah. I think it’d be good. I feel like I finally see my life from a distance. That pointless job. Wasting time. I want to make something of myself. I want to make something. Mean something.”

“But what about how we wanted real careers and how babies spit up everywhere and how kids are dirt machines?”

A few feet ahead of me, silhouetted by her own flashlight, her shoulders lifted and fell. I had never felt so distant from her. “I think it’d be good,” she said again.

~

While I crouched on the floor trying to coax Pinky out from under the vanity, June quietly went to bed. Pinky refused to come out, even when I offered him a fresh bowl of food. I could barely make out the white triangle on his nose, slightly off-center.

After replacing the screen, I shut the window and closed all the blinds. My stomach felt tight again, and I wasn’t sure if it was stress, hunger, or more of that ominous nausea. It didn’t feel as severe as before, though. Maybe I could avoid the hospital and make a doctor appointment first thing in the morning. I even ate some of the leftover Chinese food while hovering in front of the refrigerator. Then I went to the drawer, thinking I could bag some of 
that strange mess to show the doctor, but the drawer already stood open several inches.

I stopped, staring. Despite the bright kitchen lights, the inside was untouched, fully shrouded in darkness. My cooling sweat slid down my back, making me shudder.

Wiping my hands on my shorts, I went to it and yanked it open. A dead mosquito sat atop the pile. The shavings I’d vomited were gone, nowhere to be seen. “What the hell?” I murmured. Was I losing my mind? My head pounded, a deep achy echo reverberating at the base of my skull.

I slammed the drawer shut, and it bounced back open, gaping the same few inches as before, a black rectangle.

As I marched past it, not looking as if to spite it, my gaze landed instead on the picture frames above the side table. The one I straightened and the two beside it all tilted to the same side, toward the kitchen, as if the whole house had been lifted at the far end and was sliding forward. I’d fix them tomorrow.


When I slipped into bed beside June, I studied her face in the dim glow of my lamp. She was either already asleep or pretending to be. She hadn’t apologized for leaving the window open, but I was sure she felt guilty enough without me demanding she talk about it. But where had the baby thing come from? Was she having some sort of early midlife crisis? She
 had
 just gone through an upheaval. This was my June. We always worked things out. She just needed time to process the change, then we could talk through it.


My heart softened at the sight of her as it always did, and I leaned over to give her a kiss. Something pricked between us, at the corners of our mouths. I sat up and pinched it away, twisting to hold it under my lamplight.

One of the dark grainy shards perched on the pad of my thumb, gleaming dully. My spine convulsed. I flicked it onto the carpet as if it’d stung me, turning off my lamp with an angry snap and diving under the covers, but as I lay there in the cave of my own breathing, eyes clenched, I wondered where it came from. Had it been on my lips, or hers? I had the bizarre mental image of June hunched over that drawer with a fork, scooping the stuff into her mouth when I wasn’t looking, a little piece of it stuck to the corner like a single grain of rice. But that was ludicrous, of course. I’d thrown it up earlier. One piece had certainly clung behind, only to fall onto June when I bent to kiss her goodnight.

Softly, almost begrudgingly, as if listening to a bad joke in her sleep, June started laughing.

~

Something was biting my toe. I kicked, the top of my foot connecting with soft fur. “Mibs?” I muttered, clenching my eyes shut. But no, Mibs was gone. I squinted, but the bedroom was still dark when I cracked my eyes. Pinky’s tail stuck out of the blankets, his teeth latching onto my toe again. “Shit!” I 
pushed him over the edge of the bed, sitting up, trying to find my bearings. Something somewhere was beeping incessantly. My head pounded.

“What the hell is going off?” I asked June, but she didn’t answer. I turned, patting her shoulder, but the blankets compressed under my hand. She wasn’t in bed. Groaning, I shuffled into the living room and turned on a lamp.

June stood in the dark kitchen, bending over the island. I realized now that two different things were beeping. “Babe?” I called.

She looked up, and I couldn’t see her expression but something about her posture made me think she felt guilty. “Yeah?”

“What are you doing?”

“Just looking for the screwdriver.”

“Don’t you hear that?”

“It’s why I came out here.”

I stared. When it was clear she wasn’t going to say anything else, I got the stepstool from the coat closet and walked to the smoke alarm in the hallway, yanking it off and ripping out the battery before I even stepped down. There was still another sound, though, equally persistent and grating.

With the smoke detector alert dead, I could make it out. It was my cell phone. Where had I left it? It sounded like it was going off over and over. The notifications guiding me, I finally found it under the sofa. It was ringing again as I pulled it out. What time was it?

It was June’s mom. “Hello?”

“May, thank God. I’ve been calling for half an hour. Is June there?” I glanced at the coffee table, only now realizing that there had been a third beeping: June’s phone.

“Yeah, what’s going on?”

“Oh dear,” she said, starting to cry. “Oh dear, Brandon was hit by a car.”

~

June’s little brother was twenty-five, but he was living at home with their parents. He was a sweet kid, but never quite got his life going the way he wanted to. Apparently he’d been out for a late-night walk, probably drunk, and was hit by a reckless driver, probably drunk. He was killed instantly.

I listened to June sob on the phone with her mom, trying to gather my thoughts, but I felt like the whole world was off-balance. The youngest family member isn’t supposed to die first. I couldn’t absorb it.

My phone rang. My mom. I answered on the second ring. “Hi Mom.”

“Sweetie, did I wake you?”

“No, we’re up. We just heard.”

“Just heard what?”

I glanced at the clock. It was after three a.m., too late and too early for my mom to be up. Suddenly tense anew, I asked, “What did you call for?”

“I have something to tell you, baby girl. Are you sitting down?
”

I recognized the tone of her voice, one laden with near-relished drama. Whatever she was about to tell me, it was something she’d been working herself up to. I nodded, breath held, and though she couldn’t see me, she must have known I’d nod.

In a teary, flamboyant tone, she told me, “May, I’m leaving your father.”

~

It was after lunch by the time we drove home from the hospital. Turning onto our street, I saw a little boy on a bicycle, and I imagined hitting him. For a moment, I thought about how very easy it would be to slam the accelerator and roll right over him – how the bike would sound against the pavement, his body under my wheels. Is this what the person who’d hit Brandon had felt? Curiosity like a dark compulsion?

“May,” June gasped.

I swerved, overcorrecting. I had been veering softly toward him. I shook my head, dry eyes pricking with exhaustion. “Sorry,” I whispered. The boy glared at me as he rode by.

She returned her temple to the passenger window, eyes glazed.

The funeral wasn’t for three days. We’d stayed at the hospital as if guarding his body, hours, until a nurse had kicked us out so they could start the autopsy.

My mom and dad had been together for over twenty years.

Li called to ask why the hell I was late for work. She was sympathetic, but told me if I missed another shift without calling I’d be let go.

When we stumbled into the house, it seemed even messier than before. A small picture had fallen off the wall and shattered, the frame dented in the corner. We ignored it. Pinky didn’t come begging for food.

June slid to a seat on the fireplace hearth, her head leaned back against the brick. I made it to the kitchen island and tossed my bag on it before collapsing over it, head in my arms, but the drawer was open all the way, right beneath me, and I silently, almost smoothly vomited into it again, that dark, piecey, impossible stuff. The inside of the drawer looked deep and shrouded, my mess disappearing into it instantly.

June never opened her eyes to check on me.

With a wretched sob, too exhausted to do more, I wiped my mouth and shuffled into the living room, collapsing on the sofa and falling immediately asleep, sucked under.

~


When I woke, my eyes landed on the lit screen of my phone. Everything else was dark. I reached for it, trying to work up enough spit in my dry mouth to swallow. Hail was pounding the roof, wind buffeting the house. The violence of the storm seemed impossibly loud in the darkness. It was a text from June’s family’s lawyer.
 May, you have a sizeable bequest from Brandon. Call me when you’re able to discuss collection

.


Me? I checked, but it was my phone. Shouldn’t it be June? Or her parents? I began to type back that he had our numbers mixed up when I heard something else beyond the din of hail and thunder.

In the dining room, something crashed. It hadn’t been the text that woke me, or the storm. It’d been that: the sounds of things falling. I had the vague impression that it had been going on for some time – that I’d heard it half-awake and chosen to stay asleep as long as I could.

I paused, listening. Was June knocking things over? Silence for several long moments, and then the sound of metal hitting the kitchen floor. A long scrape.

I hurried through the house, stubbing my toe on a dining room chair that was pulled out as if waiting for a nighttime visitor. Hopping and cursing, I shoved it back into the table, only to see silhouettes on the floor. I lurched to the light switch and slapped it, but it didn’t come on. The power was out. I turned my phone screen down to illuminate instead. Things were scattered on the floor – random things, not even things that could logically have fallen to land where they sat. A single tennis shoe was under the chair I’d pushed in. A spatula was perched upright inside it. Rubber bands dotted the table. A bottle opener hung from the cord pull on the blinds. A stray library book sat on a chair, spine cracked open. Dishes littered the floor like children’s toys.

For a moment I thought the hail had escalated to a tornado, but our windows were closed, doors shut, walls intact. This mess couldn’t have been caused by the storm.

I hurried into the kitchen.

I bashed my hip against the drawer, which was all the way open.

“FUCK!” I yelled, dropping my phone and sinking to the ground. Right in the center of my existing bruise. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I pressed it.

As the sharpness dulled, I looked around. I’d never seen the kitchen so dark. The storm raging outside was thick and heavier than night, and with the power out, not even the green numbers on the microwave clock lit the space.

“June?” I called.

Hail pummeled the house like hundreds of angry fists.

I stretched out my hands, feeling around me for my phone. Instead, my fingertips connected with something cold and metal. I explored its vague shape in the dark: the small hammer. I could picture its useless floral pattern. I set it aside and felt more. The cookie container, open, crumbled pieces rough and dry. Something soft and full: a couch cushion. Something warm and furry. I shrieked, and Pinky hissed at me for touching his tail.

“June?” I called again.

Where was my phone? What the hell was going on
?

That’s when I felt a faint breeze, a stirring in my hair. It was coming from behind me, pushing toward the living room. No, that wasn’t quite right. It was coming from in front of me, pulling.

Reaching my hands above to keep from slamming my head on the bottom of the drawer, I knelt, then stood, pulling myself up along the island cabinets. Now the breeze was below me.

It was coming from the drawer.

I felt around it, timidly confirming that it was open. The current sucked at my fingers like a vacuum. I tested the bottom, the edges, the front corners, but the drawer was empty. How had everything fallen out when this breeze was sucking inward?

The middle was empty, the sides. I stretched towards the back, feeling for that far backing and the deepest corners, but my hand kept going, and kept going. My arm was in past my elbow before the bottom of the drawer just sort of dropped off, and my hand caressed empty space, truly empty, as if the space beneath my countertop went on forever, infinite and aching. I thought not of the eyeless, glowing fish in the ancient seas, not even of the gelatinous, Proterozoic sludge of the time before seas, but of the fathomless, unfathomable nothingness which our tiny, tidy little world forced itself into, compelling itself into time.

The current pulled harder. I jerked back my hand so fast I scraped my forearm from wrist to elbow.

A loud, dull thud came from the living room.

“June?”

No answer, just another thud. Several, steady, like a drumbeat. I didn’t know why, but my heartbeat sped, double-timing within the rhythm of that sound. What was it?

Thud, thud, thud.

I lurched for my phone, feeling frantically along the floor, tossing aside random shit until I touched its smooth weight. I ran wide around the open drawer and hit the flashlight feature as I went.

Thud, thud, thud.

The sound was wetter now, becoming more of a smack.

My light found June sitting on the fireplace hearth, her back to the brick wall, spine tall and upright. She was pulling her head forward and slamming it back.


“
June
.”


She didn’t even look to me. Her eyes were open, wide and glazed, a small smile on her lips as she continued forcefully driving her head back.

Whack.

Blood splattered in a fine spray with each hit.

“No!” I ran.


Whack. Whack.
 Whack

.


I dropped my phone on the hearth and shoved my hands between her head and the brick to cushion her next blow, but it didn’t come. She slumped forward, onto me. The up-light of my fallen phone showed an indistinguishable mass of ruin. The back of her head was a crater, a melted chasm. It wasn’t even recognizable as a head anymore. A high, keening cry leaked from my throat.

Sobs wracking my core made it hard to hold my breath as I felt for a pulse.

Nothing.

I called 911. The hail had stopped. So had the wind. The operator’s voice came out faint and tinny. “911, what’s your emergency?”

The pull through the house was growing. I felt my body being sucked toward it, like a fish caught in a current. I stuttered our address as I veered into the kitchen. I put the operator on speaker and lowered the phone, flipping it over for the light. The frames were off the wall, one lying face down on the floor, the other balanced on a corner atop the side table.

“I need an ambulance,” I shouted. I thought I’d already said it. I repeated it again. The operator continued to ask over-calm questions as I rounded the island and stood in front of the empty drawer. Was it empty? I lowered my phone, reaching it partway in, shining the light toward the back.

My phone was sucked from my hand. “June,” I whispered, lost.

Its light went spinning, tumbling, falling an impossible distance. I saw it tumult for miles before it disappeared, obscured by a jumbled disarray of vague shapes, dark upon more dark, and were they moving?

The opening was big, so big, big enough to reach in past my elbow, past my shoulder.

It yawned, waiting, and I balanced forward on my toes, feeling metallic, feeling magnetic, feeling like a thousand little pieces of unrelated detritus, leaning over as I stared into its gaping maw.
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WHEN THE NIGHTINGALE DEVOURS THE STARS

by Gwendolyn Kiste


A
fter the death cult burned to cinders out in the desert, and the firefighters pulled Ella Jane, the only survivor, from the wreckage, our town put together a church fundraiser to bring her home.

“We’ve got to do something for that poor girl,” Mama said, pretending she’d ever once in her whole life spoken to Ella Jane. But then everyone suddenly pretended they knew her.

“Used to walk past my house when she was a girl. Remember that, Sam?”

“Bumped into her at the grocery store aisle once next to the canned pig’s feet. That must have been twenty years ago now.”

“Always a nice one. Quiet, but nice.” 

Listening to them yammer on, a passerby would have believed Ella Jane was our own homespun celebrity, not some nobody girl all the locals had forgotten until they read her name in the papers.

We pooled enough money for a cross-country bus ticket, but the Greyhound line didn’t run into our town, so it was the men who ultimately went and got her. My two uncles along with the pastor and a whole posse of god-fearing husbands and fathers, venturing up to the city we all hated where they claimed her like an overdue parcel. Gone and back before supper, the men deposited her across town in the care of a distant cousin she barely knew and then proceeded to treat themselves by spending the rest of the night at Lord’s Tavern over two-dollar beers, backslapping and congratulating each other on a job well done.

“All good men,” Mama said, smiling, as though there were such a thing in this town.

I was sitting on the porch when they drove her past, but I didn’t see much. Only a bundle of a woman, turned away, cowering in on herself. She could have been anyone. I almost wondered aloud if somebody had thought to ask Ella Jane whether or not she wanted to be rescued, except I already knew the answer. At eighteen, she’d run as fast as the gale wind to escape this place, and she never came back, not once, not for Christmas or Thanksgiving or her own papa’s funeral. Now that she and I were both on the cusp of forty, there was no way she was crossing that county line unless by force
.

But with nowhere else to go and nobody else to claim her, she couldn’t put up much of a fight. Plus, she probably didn’t want to stay where they’d found her. The police out in that godforsaken desert county had spent days wringing all the truth right out of her. Who the death cult had been, what they wanted, how she ended up with them. Her answers must have been satisfactory enough, because they released her to us without incident. One phone call from our town’s career mayor, and Ella Jane was ours.

~

The next week passed without a single sighting of her. No stirring behind the windows of her cousin’s house, no late-night smoke breaks on the front porch. This was most troubling, since everyone had expected Ella Jane to promptly materialize among us and thank us for our charity.

“The least she could do,” Mama said at church that Sunday, “was bring a plate of cookies to this afternoon’s bake sale. Under the circumstances, we wouldn’t even mind if they were store-bought.”

This seemed to be the consensus, that we had raised the money to bring her back to town and we deserved a performance for our trouble. Just a quick shuffle into the church’s basement to give us her gratitude and baked goods, before we’d all so very charitably insist she shuffle back home again and get some rest.

As they kept on, debating which kind of store-bought cookies would have been the best variety for her to bring, I stood back in the corner by myself, arms crossed, saying nothing. I hadn’t believed in any of this for years.

After the sermon, I broke away from the others and headed across town to the Brightside Market, the only place that sold liquor on Sunday. Halfway there, as I was silently measuring the value of buying a fifth of vodka versus the gallon, the chirping cicadas fell silent in the weeds, and Ella Jane called out from nowhere. 

“Hello, Lara.”

I whirled around at the sound of her voice, everything in me twisting tight. For the last week, I’d been expecting her to emerge from every arcane shadow in this town, there and not there, her own kind of illusion. But instead, here she was in the ordinary light of the afternoon, gripping her cigarettes that she must have just bought at the grocery store. Pall Mall unfiltered, a whole carton’s worth.

“Hi,” I whispered, and couldn’t even bring myself to speak her name. 

She looked the same as I remembered, with that valance of colorless hair across her eyes, and a crooked smile that always wavered on the border between a silent sob and a belly laugh. Grown up before her time, she’d seen too much before she ever left this town. I couldn’t imagine what she’d seen since.

The whole world held still for a moment. Something buzzed in the trees, a distant voice perhaps, speaking words I didn’t recognize
.

“Everyone’s glad to have you back,” I said at last, though it seemed so painfully inadequate.

She nodded, and the cicadas returned to their tune. “Nice to see you too, Lara,” she said and flashed me that tragic smile that could break a heart in two.

Then she was gone, shortcutting down a nearby alley and escaping into the day that seemed too bright to hold something as strange and obscure as her.

“Can’t imagine what that girl has been through,” an old blue-haired lady was saying when I walked into the house I shared with Mama. A group of locals were gathered in our kitchen after church, sipping bitter Lipton tea and buttering up Ritz crackers.

My two uncles kept to the perimeter of the room, not wanting to admit how much they delighted in the gossip too. 

“I hear that cult of hers was trying to tend a tract of land out there.” A lady wearing too-pink lipstick rotated Mama’s Lazy Susan around and around on the table, until my eyes spun. “An oasis in the desert, they called it. Convinced they needed death to make things bloom.”

One of my uncles nodded. “They say she was about to be sacrificed.” His eyes went faraway and dreamy. “Tied to a slab and everything when they found her.”

Mama scoffed, her fingers clenched tight around her knitting needles. “You’d think with all the pesticides and combines and growth hormones these days that nobody would ever consider doing a thing like that anymore.”

She said it as though modern farming technology was the only line in the sand between proper etiquette and routine ritualistic sacrifice. 

In all their chattering, the grocery store never came up, which meant no one must have spotted Ella Jane today when she bought her cigarettes. She was right in plain sight, and they never noticed.

The lady with the pink lipstick took her hand off the Lazy Susan and looked up sharply at me. “You and Ella Jane used to know each other, didn’t you?”

I froze in the doorway, all the gazes in the room suddenly fixed on me.

“Not really,” I said, not looking at them.

“Sure wish somebody had known her,” Mama said. “Then maybe we could understand what happened.”

It would go on like this for hours, the lot of them speculating and scoffing and stuffing their mouths, the cracker crumbs thick at the corners of their lips. Grimacing, I slipped away unseen, back to my bedroom, the same twelve-by-twelve space I’d occupied since I left the cradle. Out in the kitchen, they keep speaking, more muffled now with walls between us, pretending they could figure her out
.

The lady in the pink lipstick was right though. I had known Ella Jane once, better than most people ever did. Not that that was saying too much. Always a mystery, that girl, a kind of hazy gray outline, like someone you could barely see even when she was standing right in front of you. She’d swap out identities like she was changing sundresses—off by herself in the art room one day, with the weirdos like me in smoker’s alley the next. For most of our senior year, she was a wannabe hippie, with a Grateful Dead sticker on her bumper and patchouli oil on all her pulse points. She drove a rusted-out Camaro, with sandalwood incense burning in her car, anytime day or night.

“You’re liable to start a fire,” I told her one time when I was riding shotgun.

She just shrugged. “There are worse ways to go.”


We’d drive until the state route ended, and then we’d drive some more, up onto abandoned county roads, past the
 Closed for repairs
 signs that were older than we were. Next to a forgotten pond, slick with moss, we’d watch the birds overhead, the two of us sitting side by side, as she’d list all the species out for me.


“Gray catbird. Mourning dove.” She crushed out her Pall Mall in the dirt and then pocketed the stub. “Sparrow. Crow. Red-winged blackbird.”

I would watch her and watch them too, the way they’d swerve and swirl and pirouette above us, as if on her command, all of them together, crooning a tune I could never quite comprehend.

“Goldfinch. Nightingale.”

When she was done speaking all their names, the birds would turn to us in the air and exhale a note that set my skin on fire. Then, with the stars shimmering through the afternoon sky, the nightingales and the finches and the crows and all the others would twist their faces away and dive into the water, one by one. Sometimes, they would come back up, and sometimes, they wouldn’t. Ella Jane didn’t seem bothered either way.

“Their choice,” she’d always say.

Afterwards, I’d never remember how I got home. All I knew was that I would look at Ella Jane, with that unknowable expression on her face, and I’d blink once or twice beneath the fading stars. That was enough. I’d always open my eyes and be back on the street where I lived, a place that never looked as welcoming as I remembered it.

I was never sure if she took other people out there to that little pocket of nowhere, and I was also never sure why she took me. Maybe because I was willing to go. Maybe because she thought I could understand. Though I tried my best, I never could. 

But now there they were, my uncles and Mama and all their friends, out in my own kitchen, speculating on things they could never fathom, things they had no right to know
.

Curled in bed, I closed my eyes and tried to drown them out, but their voices seemed like the only sound left in this whole town.

~

It was three weeks after we’d rescued her from the desert when Ella Jane commenced her nightly walks. This shouldn’t have surprised any of us. She’d done the same thing in high school. Went out meandering all evening, all by herself, even after she bought her ratty second-hand Camaro. That car could have carried her anywhere in this town or beyond, but at night, she liked going on foot, liked the freedom of it.

“Open roads can only take you so far,” she said when I asked her about it, and then she said no more. But even back then, the locals did more than enough talking for her.

“Where in the world does she think she’s going?” Mama would ask, scowling out between the slats in our venetian blinds.


Anywhere is better than here
, I wanted to say, but kept quiet instead. 


The sheriff would enforce curfew when he caught her, but even with the many phone calls of all the well-meaning parents—“she’s bound to get herself murdered, and then I’d never forgive myself for not phoning the police soon,” Mama would say—the sheriff would rarely find Ella Jane when he was looking for her.

I tried not to think of any of that. I went to my usual shift at the diner. I was a cook who made the best apple pies and country-fried steak according to the out-of-towners, and who did a passable enough job according to the locals. This was where I’d been for the last fifteen years and would probably stay for another fifteen. My choice, I always told myself. I could have gotten away, could have gone anywhere if I’d wanted. Up to the city along the highway or to another city in a different state or even to another small town like ours. Instead, it had been my decision to stay here. Yet now with Ella Jane back and the whole town moving in on her, I wondered if any of us ever really got the choice.

“That girl should stop acting like a stranger,” someone in a corner booth was saying. “She owes us that much.”

Except she wasn’t a stranger to me. On my way home that night, I saw her again, standing next to a cop car. I dodged behind a privet shrub and listened.

“Tell me, Sherriff,” she said. “Did this town pass an ordinance against walking while I was gone?”

“Of course not,” he said. “It’s just in your condition—”

She tilted her head, inspecting him. “And what condition is that?”

“You’ve got to understand,” he said. “They helped you. They’re expecting you to be part of this community. Come to the church or the Rotary Club, anywhere would do. But you’ve got to pay your respects.
”

“My respects?” One eyebrow twitched up. “That makes it sound like I already died.”

“I don’t mean it like that.” The sheriff snuffed, his hand on his belt, fingers twitching. “But you’d do best to learn how to get along. It’ll make life easier for everyone.”

And with that, he was gone, back inside his cruiser, engine roaring, heading down the road toward a dead-end cul-de-sac. I inched back another step, ready to sneak off and take the long way home, when Ella Jane’s voice sliced through the night.   

“Lara?”

When I turned back, she was already watching me, her eyes wide and inscrutable. My cheeks burned, as I wondered how long she’d known I was standing there.

Neither of us had anywhere else to be, so we walked together, taking the same shortcuts all of us kids had used back when we knew all the ways in and around and out of this town. As we cut along dirt paths, briars caressing our calves, she told me about the cult, bits and pieces that I couldn’t cobble together into anything resembling an explanation.

“There were more of them than I could count,” she said. “They thought I could save them from themselves.”


Could you?
 I almost asked, but I knew how it would sound. Like she owed that to them, even though she didn’t. Just because she could make the world a certain way didn’t mean she had to. It was her right, her choice. Let the nightingale dive into the water and decide for itself. 


Down the derelict roads of this town, we found the pond, still as scummy with moss as ever. I listened for the birds but heard none. Maybe they didn’t know yet that Ella Jane was home.

Overheard, the stars burned brighter for an instant, and she gazed deeper into the forest, toward an abandoned road that no one else remembered. It was a way out of this town and into the rest of the world.

Far off, a crow cried out, and Ella Jane edged closer to it, closer to freedom, but I caught her hand and pulled her back a step.

“I don’t want to go any further,” I said.

She wrenched away from me. “That’s the problem with you, Lara. You never want to go as far as the road takes you.”

This twisted a blade deep in my chest. Me, the one who never made it anywhere.

“And look where the road led you,” I said.

Something in Ella Jane’s face shifted, as if in pain, and regret surged through me. I wanted to apologize, I wanted to take it back, but it was too late. The world was already contorting in Ella Jane’s hands. The birds were here now, dozens of them, on the ground and in the trees and circling above me, so close I could feel the breeze of their wings in my hair. I wouldn’t look 
at any of them. I didn’t want to see their tricks. If these birds were in the mood to die, they could do it without me as a witness.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered. “They won’t hurt you. Neither will I.”

Part of me believed her, but a shiver sank marrow-deep into me anyhow.

“I should head home,” I said, and she nodded, clearly expecting it.

“No problem.” Ella Jane smiled at me. “Whatever you need, Lara.” 

I blinked in the darkness—once, twice—and time cascaded away, the stars melting around us like oil paints left in the summer heat. When I rubbed my eyes to steady myself, I looked again, and we were standing in front of her cousin’s house.

“Thanks for walking with me.” Ella Jane squeezed my hand before disappearing inside. I waited on the street until the light came on in her bedroom, and for a moment, everything in the world seemed perfectly fine.

“Where have you been?” Mama asked when I got home.

“Nowhere,” I said, and couldn’t help but smile.

~

When the strange things in town descended on us, they started small.

A favorite pickup truck wouldn’t start on an unusually chilly May morning.

The birds nestled in the trees and sang in tune at midnight.

At the diner, the Granny Smith apples in all the pies went rancid before the afternoon rush.

“A coincidence,” I said when the Sunday school ladies clucked their tongues about it.

“Did you hear the corn won’t flower?” my uncles asked at dinner one night, but I only shrugged. This wasn’t so odd. Growing up, there had been other years and other crops that hadn’t gone the way we wanted them to. Too much rain or not enough. A late frost or an early fall. The land here had never been kind, the soil more grit and piss than minerals.

“If you ask me,” I said, pushing my green beans around my plate with a bent fork, “nature just downright hates us.”

Mama snorted. “Well, you don’t have to worry, Lara, because nobody did ask you.”

But people never stopped asking things of Ella Jane. Each week, we waited for her to slide into the back pew at church, and we waited for her to shuffle through the grocery store line and buy anything other than a carton of unfiltered cigarettes, and we waited for her to do the decent thing and shimmy up to the counter at the diner and order a cup of coffee and a slice of this week’s specialty pie (shoofly, not that she cared).

And then there were some of us who were done waiting. Several of the local boys had shown up on the doorstep of her cousin’s house, looking for Ella Jane, looking for fun. They’d bring her daisies or roses or boxes of 
chocolates that she never touched. (No one ever saw her eat, though we all assumed she must sneak a bite here and there, even if her cousin never noticed the food in the cupboards dwindling.)

Once or twice, she even humored the boys, rocking back and forth on the porch swing next to them, while they droned on about the size of their trucks’ engines and how much they hated the city and all other cities like it.

“A town like this is the only place that matters,” they said, and Ella Jane watched them, her eyes unchanging, her lips a straight, impassive line across her face.

Though these impromptu dates never went any further, that didn’t stop the town from hoping.

“Wouldn’t a summer wedding be lovely?” Mama smiled politely, as the knitting needles went click-clack in her hands. “All the bridesmaids could wear pastels.”

The church ladies then spent the next ten minutes speculating on the choice of fabrics. After a much heated discussion, everyone settled on mauve taffeta and floral lace the color of shattered eggshells.

“She could make a good wife yet,” they agreed.

This was the only way they could imagine Ella Jane—fixed up and married off, sweet and normal and far removed from where the police had found her out in the desert. As though all it would take was enough Sunday suppers to erase what came before.

“She’ll settle down soon,” they said. “Then everything will be fine. Everything will go back the way it was.”

Only she didn’t settle. She just kept on spurning the boys who came to her door for dates, kept on avoiding the church and the diner and the grocery store, kept on walking, long into a night that didn’t welcome her, not in this town anyhow.

“Why don’t you talk to her, Lara?” one of the blue-haired ladies asked. It was Sunday afternoon—it always felt like Sunday in this town—and a whole line of churchgoers were sitting at the counter, gazing at me in the open kitchen, the place I was supposed to be safe. 

I gaped back at them, a row of sunny-side up eggs bubbling on the grill. “Why do you think I could help?”

“People have seen you two together,” the lady said, her lips pursed. “Walking all over this town. You must know her better than we do. Maybe she’ll listen to you.”

I nodded, as the eggs sizzled to black, and I had to start all over again.

Ella Jane was on her front porch when I found her, leaned back in an Adirondack chair, so big it nearly swallowed her whole.

“Did they send you to reason with me?”

I nodded, my cheeks burning. “I guess they think I can help.”

“Do I need help?
”

“I don’t know.” I looked hard at her. “Do you?”

She didn’t answer. Instead, I took a seat next to her, and we passed a long moment in silence. I wasn’t like the boys who visited her. I wanted out of this town, except I’d been here so long that I wasn’t sure if I remembered how to run anymore. The locals had pitied me for years, the way I’d buckled beneath the weight of expectation. These days, I was allowed to exist as static, buzzing uselessly in the background of my own life, everything about me a missed opportunity. Still, I’d done better than Ella Jane. I was quiet about my failure. She’d made the mistake of causing a ruckus, and for that, the locals demanded more. They demanded she make it up to them.

“How does this happen?” I watched a starling circle overhead, diving into the dark and back again. “How do you wake up one day too old to fix the past?”

“You’re wrong, Lara,” she said. “We’re still young. So young we don’t understand it all yet.”

Her gaze lifted to the sky, out toward other things, ancient things that she must have met once in the desert, back before she scorched the world to ash.

I glanced up to the place she was looking. Nothing was there, at least not that I could see.

“Do you think it gets easier eventually?” I asked.

“I think it gets… different.”

I closed my eyes and imagined that death cult in the desert. How they’d been drawn to her, wanted her as one of their own. They might have seen what she could do—with the birds, with time. They might have thought she was holy. Maybe they’d dedicated their so-called oasis to her. Then they punished her when the land wouldn’t bloom in her honor.

“They’re looking for someone to blame,” I whispered, no longer certain who I meant.

“Everybody is,” Ella Jane said. “I’m sorry for them.”

She honestly sounded like she meant it, but I wondered what difference it could possibly make.

~

When the last field at the edge of the county line withered overnight, the town decided it was time.

“She’s got to fix this,” Mama said and started making phone calls.

Soon, half the locals were gathered in our kitchen, figuring out exactly what to do with Ella Jane.

My uncles shook their heads. “We helped her. It’s not asking too much to say she owes us the same.”

“What if they weren’t a cult at all?” Mama washed the same plate in the sink, over and over, the dishrag going limp and gray in her hand. “Maybe they were normal people, trying to get by, trying their best, until she came along.
”

All the blue-haired ladies tittered in agreement, and the pastor gave an impromptu speech about fire and brimstone, about how we had to protect ourselves.

I wavered in the doorway. “But we’re the ones who brought her here,” I said. “Why not just send her back to the desert? Hell, I’ll buy her a bus ticket myself.”

“You don’t understand,” they said to me, and moved as a group toward the back door. 

Across town, Ella Jane was already waiting for us on her front porch. The birds descended and hung over us, murmuring dirges in the trees. They were ready for what came next.

“Why?” Mama asked, and when Ella Jane didn’t answer quick enough, the town surrounded her. Her cousin came out of the house and helped them hold her. If there had been a slab on the front porch, I had no doubt they’d tie her to it.

I surged forward to help her, to do anything, to not just be a witness in all of this, but they shoved me back toward the sidewalk and turned to Ella Jane, their eyes bright as a Friday night bonfire.

“Fix this,” they said to her.

This was how it must have gone in the desert, with them closing in on her, the strange one, the one they couldn’t understand.

“Please,” she said, but with their hands grasping and pressing into her flesh, pulling her this way and that, nobody would listen.    

I tried one last time to get between them, to free her, but it was too late. They’d taken this too far. Her gaze cut through the crowd and fixed on me.

“I’m sorry, Lara,” she whispered, and I held my breath and waited for the town to turn to cinders.

But she burned something else to ash instead. Overhead, the stars flickered brighter, so bright every local let their grasp on Ella Jane go slack as they shielded their eyes. Then the stars shot across the sky like those long-ago birds into the mossy water. One by one, all of the lights blinked into nothing, a million-year-old fire quelled at her whim. When Ella Jane was done, everything in the world was hopelessly dark, and we were left alone in the town we were supposed to recognize.

The death cult had dissolved to cinders. She didn’t do that to us, to her own hometown. I wanted to ask her whether this was kindness or cruelty, but she wouldn’t let me. Without another word, Ella Jane turned away and retreated into the house that didn’t belong to her, more alone than I’d ever seen her.

Nobody was brave enough to follow.

~

We don’t speak her name now. We don’t talk about what happened either
.

The locals pretend things are the same here. They pretend it’s no surprise when the out-of-town trucks don’t show up to restock the grocer or the diner. They pretend we’re not scared that our store shelves are dwindling and the diner menu gets leaner by the day.

The engines won’t start anywhere in town, and nobody’s brave enough to hike on foot to the highway to find out if it’s still there.

My uncles shake their heads. “We never liked that filthy road anyhow.”

“Never liked that city at the end of it either,” Mama says, and fortunately, she won’t ever have to worry about visiting again, not now that we’re shipwrecked from a world that might no longer exist.  

Otherwise, the rhythm of our days has mostly remained. Church on Sundays, and gossip after, with my uncles still loitering at the periphery of rooms, eavesdropping as always, even as the flour and the sugar and the salt run lower in the cabinets, and empty milk bottles pile up at the back door.

“What will we do?” Mama whispers to the night when she thinks no one can hear, and I almost wish I could help her, but then I’m almost glad that I can’t.

The streets outside are quiet. Ella Jane doesn’t go walking anymore, at least not in places we can see. There are no lights on in her bedroom, and we can’t be sure if she’s still inside the house. We’ve got no one else to tell us. Ever since that night, her cousin has come to live with Mama and me, too afraid now to open her own front door and find out what’s waiting within. Perhaps a darkness too deep to fathom, or a searing light too bright to hold, or maybe nothing at all.

But just because Ella Jane doesn’t take those long walks anymore, it doesn’t mean I can’t. When everybody’s gone to church again, maybe even picking up an extra midweek sermon or two, I take that road, up into the forest and out to the forgotten pond. The birds make their circles there, chattering when I come around the bend, as if they’re happy to see me.

I sit on the shore and watch them dive, always wondering what lies beyond that forest, along the other end of that abandoned road. The world might indeed be gone, or it might still be there, waiting for me to discover it. Part of me fears I’ll be alone out there—unless, of course, Ella Jane knows more than one way out of this town. Maybe she’s already long gone from here. Maybe she plans to meet me on the other side.

I tell myself I’ll find out. When night comes and Sunday is finally over, I’ll slip away from the god-fearing clique gathered in my kitchen, and I’ll take the long walk to these roads no one knows. I’ll finally prove Ella Jane wrong. Because when I’m ready, I’ll remember how to run, how to dream, how to slip through the shadows that hold us back, how to close my eyes and smile and escape out of the nothingness and into forever.
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FAR FROM HOME

by Dan Coxon


A
t Bristol Parkway the train filled up, and to his dismay Gary found that his view was now obscured by a lady with an obscenely large pink suitcase. He had spent most of the journey staring at the pristine white linen suit of a gentleman several seats further down the carriage. Now that diversion was denied, he found himself at a loose end. Eventually he discovered a chocolate wafer that had survived a previous family outing, having fallen into an internal pocket of his rucksack, and he gnawed on it as they passed through Swindon.

A little before four o’clock Lisa called, and he switched his phone to silent. She didn’t leave a message. Things weren’t exactly difficult between them, but he would admit to being glad of a couple of days away. He always missed the kids, and his wife too, but he’d come to believe that their time apart was just as important as their time together. An extra hour in bed and a full English breakfast – savored, without interruption – could work marvels.

On disembarking at Cardiff Central, Gary was pleased to spot the familiar white linen jacket weaving through the ticket barriers. It made his journey feel more complete, knowing that his immaculate companion had arrived safely too.

The weather was pleasantly balmy, so he decided to walk. A quick check of his phone suggested a simple route, and he found he was able to follow the flow of people past a series of bus stops to the high street. Painted on the end wall of one of the buildings was a grey mural of a spindly, tube-like creature, its head raised in a cry, or a warning. He couldn’t say exactly why but it disturbed him, this unexpected vision. It had to be at least ten stories high. He suspected that it was originally intended as a modern depiction of the Welsh dragon, but the painting had somehow taken on a life of its own. It looked as if it was in pain. 
As he turned down the high street he could still feel the creature roaring silently at his back.

The hotel was hard to find. It was lucky that he’d written the details on his wrist. The door was hidden in the middle of a parade of shops and pubs, the latter already spilling their clientele onto the pavements as Friday night crawled in. They would be busy once the sun went down. He had to ring an intercom to be buzzed in, a security measure that was both reassuring and slightly foreboding. In the depths of the building he heard a muffled chime.

When the door finally clicked open he pushed through. Inside, Gary found himself standing in a tiled corridor. The light was dim, the only decoration a pair of abstract paintings on opposite walls, thick smears of congealed red across black canvas. It was as he neared the middle of the corridor that he spotted the alcove set into one wall, the lift doors gleaming as if they’d just been polished. There was a laminated sign tacked next to the button, ‘Hotel Lobby – 1st
 Floor’. When the doors closed behind him he found that the control panel only had two buttons, a ‘G’ and a ‘1’. There was no option but to press the ‘1’.

On the first floor a blond woman was seated behind a desk. She smiled as she stood to greet him, and Gary noted with a sense of thrilled intimidation that she was at least a couple of inches taller than him, his eye level resting near her lips. He wondered if the desk might be sitting on a raised platform, or whether she was wearing heels. If not, she must be at least six foot two.

“Checking in are we, sir?”

Her accent was thick, and he had to unpick it to get at the sense of what she’d said.

“Yes, just one night. I have a meeting tomorrow, the Owain Gallery should have booked me a room. I have the number here somewhere.”

He was embarrassed at having written the hotel details on his wrist, and was trying to devise a way of reading them without being obvious when she spoke.

“I have it, I have it here. An artist then, are you?”

She looked him up and down, clearly finding it hard to believe that someone this unfashionable might be involved in the arts.

“No, no. I’m a contractor, we’re helping the gallery put together their new space. Multi-purpose hanging fittings, that sort of thing. Nothing exciting. No painting with my piss or anything.
”

He wasn’t sure why he’d said that last part. It had sounded funnier in his head. The lady sniffed, turning back to her screen. Beneath the desk something whirred.

“I have you in room 114. Down the corridor, no need to take the lift. Turn left at the end, then right at the next corridor, and you’ll find it down the bottom. Last room. Your key card opens the front door too, and breakfast is served from seven until nine tomorrow, should you want it. Prices are in your room. Call if you need anything.”

As was often the case when he was away from home, he found himself wondering what she might be like in bed. He’d never had sex with anyone taller than him – in fact, for close to fifteen years he hadn’t been naked with anyone other than Lisa – and he found her height both intimidating and erotic. There would be an element of role reversal, he imagined, with her calling the shots. It was only natural given her physical dominance. Unable to decide whether that was something that aroused him or not, he took the key card she had placed on the desk. He did his best not to look at her as he shouldered his bag.

The corridors were longer than he’d expected but the room numbers were clearly signposted at each junction. 114 was the final room in a corridor that led nowhere, tucked back into the dead-end as if someone had bricked it up and only just found space to squeeze in one more bedroom. He had to lean his shoulder against the wall to slide the key card into the slot. At least there would be no drunks staggering past at two in the morning.

The hotel room struck him with both its blandness and its curious idiosyncrasies. The bedside cabinet (small, laminate) was topped with a two-foot-high ornate lamp that looked like an alien lemon juicer, and a tiny, cheap digital clock that couldn’t have cost more than a fiver. There was a door on the far side of the bed, but when he tried the handle it was locked. There was no evidence of a keyhole, he noticed, or any clue as to where it might lead. From the layout he imagined that it must connect to one of the other rooms.

The complimentary toiletries were better than average and the bathroom was spotless, so he ran himself a bath. As the water hissed into the tub he stopped at the window. He was surprised to find the grey mural in front of him again, its cold, tubular body contorting across the wall opposite. He had no idea how he had doubled back on himself, but somehow he must have. The hotel corridors had their own strange geography. From this angle, he could see that it was 
definitely meant to be a dragon of sorts, the Welsh emblem redrawn in twisted metal. That didn’t alleviate the impression of a creature in pain, though. He pulled the curtains tight, blocking it out.

The bath was disappointing, too hot and too narrow for him to get comfortable, and after steaming for a few minutes he dragged himself out again. His legs and torso had boiled a bright pink, so he wrapped a towel around his middle while he cooled down and headed back into the bedroom.

At first he thought they were doing renovations or repair work in the adjacent room. The banging was rhythmic, like a hammer, but softer too. The image that came to him was of someone banging their head against the wall over, and over, and over again. At times the pace would quicken and he feared they would come through the plaster. Then the noise would slow and become muffled, until he was uncertain that he’d heard it at all. It was only when someone climaxed with a lingering scream that he finally realized what he’d been listening to. A flush spread across his chest. He half expected to look down and find himself erect beneath the towel. In that department, though, nothing appeared to have stirred.

After a minute or two he crept across to his clothes – not wanting to interrupt the calm that had fallen next door – and pulled them on in silence.

When he left the room he stole a furtive glance at the next door along the corridor, but there was no indication of what might be happening behind it. They hadn’t even hung the Do Not Disturb sign on the handle. It was almost as if they wanted someone to stumble upon them in the act.

~

At some point night had fallen, and street lamps now coated the city in a sickly orange glow. When he stepped outside there were more people than before, young men loitering in territorial groups outside the pubs, couples hurrying from place to place on private missions of their own. There was even a hen party jeering and whooping from one of the open-fronted bars, uniformly dressed in pink tutus and cheap plastic police helmets. He might have imagined it, but he thought he saw one of them mimicking fellatio with a plastic truncheon.

He didn’t know where to go. There had been a trip to Cardiff once before, in his teens, but he couldn’t remember it in any detail. He wasn’t even sure what it had been for. The flow of people seemed to swell left more than right, so he allowed himself to be carried along, 
just another body in the river. It was down a side street that he spied the neon sign for Bar D’Abel. All he really wanted was a beer or two and something to eat. He had to be clear-headed in the morning for the meeting.

The interior of the bar was a pleasant surprise. It was already busy, but compared with the bustle of the high street the room was an oasis of calm. The rear wall glowed with bottles of spirits while two bearded men ruled the bar area, stalking behind it as they tugged on handles and pulled glasses, still steaming, from the drying racks. In the front, three waitresses drifted from table to table, taking orders and clearing empties. The one nearest him was boyish but pretty. There were a couple of tables free, so he seated himself in the corner, out of the way.

It was as the boyish waitress brought him his first beer – a dark ale, close to a porter but dangerously strong – that he spotted the man. In the dim light he stared at him to try and be certain. Yes, it was definitely the man that he’d seen on the train. He remembered the handsome, chiseled look of his features. If that wasn’t enough, there was the white linen jacket, draped over the back of an empty chair. The coincidence was remarkable. He considered walking over and introducing himself, but he didn’t want to intrude. Instead he hid behind his pint glass.

It didn’t take long to realize that something had changed. It was partly in the way the man held himself. His fluid confidence of earlier was now clumsy, as if he was not quite in control of his actions. His shirtsleeves were unevenly rolled up on his forearms, and Gary was disappointed to note that the linen jacket was soiled by two large, black marks on the elbows, as if he’d been crawling on all fours through a peat bog. When one of the waitresses materialized from the darkness the man startled, his panicked look becoming a muttered instruction. She returned a minute later with a pint of thick, dark beer and something smaller and lighter in a straight-sided shot glass. Well, that explained it. The man was clearly a drunk. Gary watched him with a mix of disgust and unexpected longing. There was something to be said for losing oneself in the bottle.

When his waitress returned, Gary ordered a plate of nachos and a second beer. His phone buzzed in his pocket, but he let it vibrate until it simmered back into silence. It would only be Lisa. He surprised himself with his desire not to let her in. The nachos weren’t bad and the beer was excellent, but Gary found that his attention kept drifting back to the man’s table. He would occasionally mumble something, 
and Gary wondered whether he was on a hands-free call or was simply rambling incoherently. He couldn’t see a phone or an earpiece. At one point he looked as if he was about to stand, then he sat back down abruptly, knocking his jacket to the floor and rattling the empties on the table. He didn’t notice the jacket on the floor until the waitress stopped to pick it up. On a call or not, there was no doubt that he was inebriated.

It was only when Gary started his third beer – an IPA, lighter in color but stronger than either of the others – that he realized just how drunk he was getting. He was used to drinking watery bitters down the local, not these artisan creations. The latest tasted like fortified cough syrup. He hadn’t yet lost control, but he felt that he was reaching a tipping point. Another one or two and the night would start to slide away. He could already sense the light from the wall sconces blurring around the edges. There was tomorrow’s meeting to consider, and one glance at the state of his travelling companion sealed it. Tonight was a night to stay on the right side of the line.

Having settled with the waitress, he abandoned the last quarter of his pint on the table, stacking three pound coins next to it as a tip. Lisa always called him a cheapskate when it came to tipping, but being in an alien city made him free with his money. He felt that different rules applied. On his way out he passed the man’s table, and he risked a glance. There was still no sign of an earpiece, and this close he could see several stains down the front of his shirt, as if some of the drinks had never even reached his mouth. It was depressing to see the transformation, and he wanted to reach out and hug him. Whatever was troubling him, it had clearly pushed him over the edge.

The night was warm, and Gary felt a thin sheen of sweat settle over him as he stepped outside. The streets were more feral than before, the crowds growing increasingly unstable, and he kept his head down as he scuttled back to the hotel. At the front door he had to wait for someone to answer the buzzer, and he could feel the chaotic energy of a Friday night swirling past him, the shouts and the laughter, the sickly-sweet smell of alcohol on the air. Then someone shrieked – a high-pitched, animal yelp – and he turned momentarily to face the street.

The man was there. The man from the train. He stood barely ten feet away, his hands thrust into the pockets of his soiled trousers, his head tipped to the pavement. Gary noticed a pinkish streak of what might be vomit down the front of his jacket. Even though his face was 
lowered, Gary had the impression that he was watching him, waiting for something. Did he want money? But no, he had seemed well-off when he saw him earlier. There was the jacket, after all. That couldn’t have been cheap. Without quite knowing why, a sense of panic settled in Gary’s gut like a rock.

They couldn’t have been standing like that for more than a few seconds, but when the intercom buzzed and the door clicked open Gary pushed through into the hotel with a sense of urgency. He stood in the tiled corridor and watched the door shut behind him, the man remaining on the other side. His breathing slowed gradually as he waited for the lift, letting it carry him up to the hotel above. By the time the doors opened into the foyer, he felt that he might have overreacted. Probably the beer at work.

The front desk was empty now, and as he shuffled past, Gary wondered who had buzzed him up. He had half hoped that the tall woman would be there again. While he knew that he would never risk approaching her, seeing her might have fueled the fantasy at least. As he passed the hotel doors on his way to his room, daydreaming that she might be lying in his bed, waiting for him, memories resurfaced of the sounds from next door earlier in the evening. He hoped there would be no repeat of it during the night.

But when he turned into the short corridor leading to Room 114, Gary suddenly stopped. The beer and nachos threatened to force their way back out. Someone was at the door to his room. No, not someone – him
. There was no mistaking the stained linen suit, even with his back turned. How was it possible that he had reached this floor before him? Was there a back stair somewhere? Gary felt he should say something, point out the gentleman’s mistake. They might laugh about it and go their separate ways.

There was the faint swish
 of a key card being swiped through the door lock, the beep
 of acceptance. The man walked through the open door into Gary’s room.

There was no doubt that it was his room – there was his bag against the wall, his towel discarded on the bed – but that made even less sense. Everything was starting to spin, as if the entire hotel was tilting into a sinkhole, sucking them down into the earth. There was a strong smell of fresh paint, or maybe tar. The man was taking his jacket off now, shrugging it off in a way that made it look as if he had dislocated his shoulders, the joints bending back further than they should. He turned, and in that instant he was looking directly at Gary, 
finally, staring at him with an intensity that bordered on hunger. With a single finger, he beckoned to him. Then slowly, casually, he peeled back his sleeve as if he were peeling off his skin, and stretched out a hairless, tube-like limb.

~

The following morning, Gary took his bag with him to breakfast. The meeting wasn’t scheduled for another four hours, but he’d find a café somewhere, or a bar. Maybe he’d just walk for a while.

He had woken famished, his stomach a growling pit, so reserving a table with his bag he filled a plate with bacon, eggs, black pudding, the works. It was as he sat down that he finally saw the figure hunched in the corner. The man sat with his back to him, but there was no mistaking the white linen jacket draped over the back of the chair, now curiously clean, almost glowing under the stark hotel lights.

Gary sat slowly, quietly, and ate his full English breakfast. He didn’t look up until the plate was clean.
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BIRDS

by Zin E. Rocklyn


“W
hy do you ask for him . . . when you know he ain’t coming back?”

We were sitting on the couch, white shag carpet tickling the webs of my toes and her fingertips in my hair. Her touch was like dry ice, foreign and painful, yet warm to the point of hot and I’d been so, so cold, shivers still ran through me with each stroke. Still, I kept my face fused to the wide, Black plain of her breast plate, like a tongue to the wall of a hollowed meat locker. I felt the rise and fall of her chest slow to the point of worry, my lips tingling for the feel of her suckle. I felt foolish, wanting Mama as if I were a babe. I was no more a babe than she was a mother.

“Why, Soot?” She was half asleep and whole drunk, her words so lazy they melted into one. I shuddered, she sighed. “Why?”

I took a breath, fixed my tongue to answer, but then she pulled, her jagged nails digging deep into the forest of my kinks and she pulled hard, plucking follicles from the dry bed of my scalp and I counted each one, counted up to twenty-two and I let go of a whimper of relent.

She stopped. Carefully removed each digit, taking one, three more with those long, serrated nails. She slid out from beneath me, behind me and stood up. Without her, I slid to the worn polyester, let the cilia tickle my cheek.

“Clean up this mess,” she said, kicking over the quarter-full bottle of white wine before dragging her feet towards her room. I watched until the compressed wood shut her up for the night.

My body jerked violently in a way that I should’ve been used to as my fingertips gripped the wings of my shoulder blades. I rocked myself to sleep with a song I made in the dark, dreaming of a sky so black, no one could see me fly.

~

“You don’t ask a snake why it slithers, it just does.”

I angled the throw from my hip, like how he taught me, forefinger and thumb wrapped tightly along the short edges. I wound up, then released. Watched Mama’s voice as it skipped along the brackish pond three, four times, then lost it.

“Nice toss.”

I ignored her again. My dead sister was filled with riddles and I wasn’t in the solving mood. I came here for my dead Pops and got her instead. The exchange wasn’t much of a consolation.

I bent over for another stone, hoping for a smoother one, maybe a pale pebble of some kind, when I saw the ivory skull of a bird instead. My hand hovered above it, the contrast of my black-brown skin to the tea-stained white fascinating me into stillness. Couldn’t name the bird, but it was small. The beak was long, about an inch and a half, the upper mandible slightly hooked, nostrils like uncovered tear drops of a small giant.

“What’chu got there?”

I heard her rising from the banks and I panicked a little, swiping at the skull and shoving it deep into my hoodie pocket before her heavy, ungainly steps could close in. Her cold reached me just as I dipped again for another stone. This one was sharper than the last, oddly shaped like a broken toy badge.

I grabbed it too quick, a jagged edge digging deep and hard and fast enough to smear my blood along its face.

Reminded me of my first fuck.

She kissed her teeth and I grit my jaw.

“Makes no sense, hiding shit from me,” she said. “Just don’t break it.”

And suddenly I was warm again without having known I was cold in the first place.

~

I was alone when I walked back through the sliding door, but the television was on full blast. Some daytime talking head was shouting affirmations of self-worth and self-preservation when I pushed the dial in, the overly made-up face collapsing into a horizontal blue pill before completely fading into a sandbag-settling silence.

To spite Mama, I walked through the white wine stain with my muddy sneakers. She wouldn’t buy me new ones, despite the new year and a growth spurt, so I only hoped my sore toes found as much 
satisfaction in this momentary vengeance as I did. I had no idea where she or her boyfriend was, but I didn’t give a shit either. A moment like this was rare and I had every intention of living in it.

I kicked off my sneakers and left them in the threshold as I pushed open the door to my room and scooted over to the table that served as my desk, my bed being my chair. I stripped off my dirty jeans and tossed them in a corner and plopped down, bare-ass, on my comforter, carefully removing the skull from its polyester and cotton blend nest.

My hand shook as I laid the bone on the peeling varnish, turning it slightly so the tiny baby-yawn eyeholes could stare at me. I stared back for a solid minute before I felt a shiver hammer its way down my back and I was compelled to push it away. I didn’t, just got up instead and pulled on a pair of sweatpants. The drawstring had to be pulled a little tighter and I was doing just that when the air shifted, fluttered really, then trickled past my left cheek.

I shut my eyes and listened to the rustling, listened as the plumage stretched to glorious lengths and heights and in that moment, I could see it, I could feel that bird gaining life and its desire for freedom.

I shouldn’t have opened my eyes.

I should’ve let the theatre of dreams keep playing, keep going, keep projecting those pleasant beautiful images on the backs of my lids, but jealousy got the best of me. Pure envy made me open them, made me turn around to see the horror that was reality.

I didn’t see much after. The plumage got in the way. So many feathers. So dark and full and opalescent as they caught every ray of sunshine that had dared to enter my tiny room.

It was upon me before I could even gasp with awe and the tinge of regret I’d known was bound to happen at the discovering of something so sacred.

The hook of the beak took my right eye first, leaving my left to watch as the baby raptor sat on my chest and opened its gullet, devouring the jelly as if it were a treat it had awaited forever.

Then it lowered itself to me, the tear-drop nostrils snorting thick spurts of air, the yawns of its eyes much larger now, like a void against yet another.

Still empty.

I joined that emptiness when the glint of the pointed beak kissed my remaining eye.

~

I came to with my sweatpants down to my ankles and my dead sister sitting on my bed.

“I told you not to break it,” she said.

I blinked, sat up. Scratched my inner thigh. My nails came away with blood, brown and gummy. “I didn’t.”

“Taking it is breaking it, stupid. You should’ve left it alone.”

I hated her riddles more now than in life. I wanted her to go away, but it wasn’t that simple. It never was with the roaming dead.

“I need a favour.”

“Another one.” Statement. Fact. No riddles from me.

“Yes, another one.”

“And then you’ll leave me?” She was in my room, my sacred space, the one place she was never allowed. Their rules, not mine. Yet, I was the little sister again and screaming through balled fists for her to get out.

She blew out a breath, strands of hair with curls looser than mine drifting away only to fall right back. I wondered if this would be us forever. “Even scorpions need hugs.”

“Fuck you.”

She smirked, green eyes twinkling. “I need you to tell Daddy something.”

I leaned over to my side, turf for carpet scratching my elbow, and dribbled a bit of sick. The stench filled the room quickly. I didn’t think the dead could smell, but my sister’s scrunched nose could’ve been habitual reaction. Muscle memory for disgust.

“Again, fuck you.” I didn’t bother wiping my chin.

“No one else can, stupid. Not even Mama.”

“Worms must be eating that dead brain of yours. Your daddy ain’t mine and he hasn’t had a soft spot for Mama since he fucked her in the Caddy to make you.”

She watched me. Waiting. Like only the dead can.

So I stood and pulled up my sweatpants. My shirt was on my sister’s back. I said, “He spit in my face last time I saw him. Said I favoured Mama too much. Fuck makes you think he’ll let me say a word?”

Then my sister smiled and my regret returned twice-fold.

“Sometimes what you break, breaks you.”

~

Turns out my big sister knew exactly what she was doing, laying that bird skull on the rocky shore I visited daily. Ever since killing a baby 
bird nesting in my dead Pops’s head, I’d been fascinated with them. I never killed another, but I’d collect their remains when I found them. Try to clean and keep them. Fail when the flies and beetles came for them, so I’d end up burying them somewhere near where Pops continues to rot in our yard.

It wasn’t to see him so much as to live in the memories that still reside there. The better ones, ones like my Pops teaching me how to skip a rock so it damn-near floats to the other side some two hundred feet away and how to shoot the .45 that eventually took his life. Like picnics and quick swims cuz there’s worms that’ll eat your future, you stay too long. It’s the warmth, you see. They seek your warmth.

Either way, that bird was my sister’s pet. And her portal.

After my Pops died, I used to stare at her for hours on end, wondering why we didn’t have the same café au lait skin, the same rustled curls, the same bright gem eyes. Mama took to calling me Soot. Of course, my sister was fire. I was her remnants, the waste after the beauty burned bright.

After her soulless body with a bloated empty belly washed up on that same shore some six months after she ran off, there was no flame to speak of. I didn’t exist without my sister, incandescent shit or otherwise.

So it made sense that I’d have to become her to be seen.

~

With the weight of my sister’s intentions sitting in me, I couldn’t enjoy the spread of those wings as they split open my back, only the slightest twinge of discomfort registering as the ten-foot extensions lifted us up into the air. We landed on crow’s feet, but walked in hers.

Her skin slipped from my frame once or twice, but settled well by the time we made it to the bottom of the winding drive. My sister was taller than me, but skinnier. Curves had no use on a beauty like hers, so my body ate up enough for the two of us. I was used to the oddity of it all once she knocked on the bleached oak door.

My sister’s smile was painful when the door opened, yet the effort was futile once the maid recognized the infamous hair and eyes. Disbelief shoved the woman backwards, her skull glancing the corner of the hallway table with enough familiarity to crack it. A bright red slash stained the eggshell wall, dotted the mirror, muddied the entrance carpet.

My sister leaned over. Squeezed those ruddy copper cheeks. “No one’s gonna believe you,” she said, lips brushing the maid’s forced 
pucker. The maid whimpered, shut her eyes against the familiar words, and my sister dropped her, let her crawl for the social room where the phone sat. But my sister waited until we witnessed the hesitation in the maid’s pursuit. Watched as she touched the back of her head. Smiled as it all sat on the maid’s shoulders, weighing them down, hunching her back.

Satisfied, my sister went to her Daddy’s study, found him standing in front of his books of law. Like the maid, he stumbled backwards when he saw her, hands scrambling for the shelves, desperate for purchase, slick with sweat. Unwieldy in their labours.

He fell hard on the flat ass my sister inherited, chapped lips parted as bursts of air wheezed past. Looked like a snake with its jaw forcibly unhinged for milking, spit for venom coating his chin.

“Daddy?” She tilted her head. My head. Our lips pouted and I stifled a giggle. For once, my sister’s antics genuinely amused me. “Do you not recognize your baby girl?”

He tried, he really did. At least he looked like he wanted to try, wanted to speak and say yes, he knew her, always would know his baby girl, his little magpie, but the words wouldn’t come. Not with his chest heaving the way it was, short and panicky, stumbling over itself, rippling unnaturally. His breath was trapped within, fighting to get out.

So my sister stepped forward and took one of his prized letter openers, the one with a raven as the handle, and she freed it for him.

“This little magpie just shit in your eye,” she said, real close like. Her breath smelled of smoke and marsh. His of blood and dirt.

~

We found the key to the little boy’s room in my sister’s favourite book, some such nonsense about talking woodland animals with smarts that would one day match, then surpass her own. The room itself was no more than a cubby, yet bigger than my own, situated behind those books of law. The boy was quiet, almost expectant when we met him sitting among toys he had no interest in.

He knew her face, but smelled me and it was the only way he’d come with us. I watched him close as my sister walked through the house. He was pale, like his father, but his hair was like my sister’s. His eyes looked of both.

He was nothing like me or Mama.

Daddy finally had the scion he’d wanted.

~

Me and the boy were halfway home when the cruiser pulled alongside us, no lights other than the bright orange of the setting sun.

He was an officer I’d been familiar with and his pale face folded in on itself when he discovered I wasn’t alone. He looked to the boy, then to me, then back again before saying, “Y’all all right?” His tone was stiff, hard. Resentful of such niceties.

I could still feel my sister in me, around us, but it’d been my face he was studying. My face he’d been looking for.

I squeezed the boy’s hand gently when I heard him whimper, fixed my chin. Met his cold eyes. “We’re fine.”

My insides turned to acid mush as he looked us over, leaning over his empty passenger side, his radio squawking gibberish he paid no mind to. He was paying me thrice fold. My eyes flickered to the gleam of his tarnished badge and dread sat like an ice block in my belly as I briefly thought of our next, inevitable encounter. When I’d be alone. Without my sister. Without my brother.

The radio squawked again, the voice behind the static demanding attention. He tilted his head and spoke, eyes on me, thin chapped lips cutting into plastic as he responded. I squeezed my legs together a little tighter, my bladder knocking to let loose. A familiar address was spat back at him, a domestic disturbance it was called. Probably not a big deal.

I felt my sister just then, rippling just below the surface of my flesh. Felt her heat, her fire, her anger. The boy snatched his hand back and it was my turn to whimper.

The cop looked at us, saw her, then nodded briefly before driving away without another word.

~

We were alone when we walked in through the front door. The television was still off and not one light was on. Mama decided not to bother with me and my spite lay clumped and dried on the otherwise pristine shag rug. I decided to leave it, then crouched down to unstrap the Velcro closures to the generic superhero toddler sneakers. I kicked off my own, picked him up, and turned up the heat.

I put him on the counter, where he sat perched silent, watching me move around the kitchen with big blue-green eyes and sealed ruby-red lips.

I made us fried Vienna sausages and baked beans. He ate willingly, but only if I fed him
.

I felt the corner of my mouth twitch upwards as I watched his battle of wills against sleep in a warm bath. I dried his skin and oiled some warmth into his bones before slipping one of my T-shirts over his head and a pair of shorts I couldn’t let go of over his bum.

Not one word slipped past the lips so much like his mama’s. My sister’s.

But he didn’t have to as I tucked him into my bed. His little fingers gripping my wrist with the strength of soul older than both of us told me all I needed to know.

I tapped the back of his hand twice and he let go. I showered and dressed and returned to the dark room to see those eyes illuminating one corner of my bed. I slipped in next him at the edge of the bed, my back to him to protect him from my desk, from that bird’s skull watching us.

He slipped an arm around my middle, tapping my useless womb, and whispered, “Sting sweet, my scorpion,” and those nightlights shut tight, his soft breaths against my neck lulling me into a sleep of my own.

That night I dreamt of flying on the back of a magpie, my sister’s laughter in my ears.
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STRIDENT CALLER

by Laird Barron


L
anguid days of fucking for rent didn’t faze rambling man Jesse Craven. One summer he witnessed a woman and a horse die on tidal flats in Alaska. A blonde woman and a sorrel horse doing that romantic canter near the surf as seen on the cover of many a bodice-ripper. Mud caught them fast. They’d screamed as the sea rolled in. Nobody could do a damned thing. Later in his youth he’d blown a state trooper to avoid a possession rap. After a few homeless months in winter, he’d gratefully eaten a roadkill coyote that a big Aleut chopped in half with an ax. He’d done worse. Done what was necessary, same as anyone.


A hell of a long way from the Last Frontier, his dark curls specked gray, and granite abs gone a tad soft, he’d done it
 all
. Unlike many of his friends and fellow travelers, he hadn’t gotten hooked on liquor or addicted to dope or caught an embarrassing, career-ending disease. Jack of a dozen trades and possessed of not half-bad looks, his mutably convivial personality proved sufficient to excel at the job of survival. His sole motivation at this stage of the game? Three square meals a day, a roof overhead, and minor pleasures where he found them.



Craven discovered the secret to longevity. He tended to roll with life’s punches, such as his mistress Deborah’s unpredictable moods and strange demands.
 People like you disappear every day, Princess,
 she’d murmured when they first met after a literary reading at the Kremlin Lounge in New York City. Craven might’ve been a rootless drifter, yet he’d read his share by campfire light and the electric shine of dirty bulbs in flophouses from Seattle to Poughkeepsie. He knew his way around the Beats and better still the women who frequented the cafes and bars made famous by reprobate poets and other lettered scoundrels.



They’d slipped upstairs to the jazz club and gotten loaded. Deborah licked his earlobe while they shared a dance.
 Pretty lost boys disappear and nobody cares. Better come home with me to be on the safe side.
 He’d accepted both the widow’s pet name and her offer of protection. Like a grateful dog, he made peace with the monthly dinner parties that saw him banished to his chamber at the end of the hall where he flopped on a poster bed and listened to muffled conversation and raucous laughter until dawn. No problem. Eccentric socialites weren’t his crowd. He didn’t dig séances or any of that weird shit either. The routine had begun to chafe mainly because it defied his nature to put down roots. Eight months so far. How much longer could he play Midnight Cowboy?


A familiar wanderlust whispered his name. Craven fantasized about the open road as he rinsed away Deborah’s cloying musk. The water hit in cold pellets. No electricity since the storm first broadsided that morning. He dried himself with a fluffy towel on the landing before the half stained-glass window. Late, late sun emerged in a brief glory of lambent redness. The squall had ended. Another approaching storm mantled the Catskills in the west; a front the color and texture of smoke from a great fire. Pieces of the neighbor’s sycamore scattered the yard. A branch speared the camper shell on Craven’s ’83 Datsun. The marble fountain frothed—twin columns of nymphs supported a basin carved into the improbable likeness of a bloodthirsty ape. Twigs bobbed like skeletal fingers clawing from the turgid depths.

The driveway went for fifty yards through sycamore and pine. The dairy farmer across the rural blacktop road had wisely called in his cows. Odors of tramped soil and cow shit persisted in the empty pasture, green and powerful after the downpour. A tiny mother-in-law cottage nestled on the far edge of the property—this was the abode of groundskeeper Andy. Gardener, handyman, and sentry, Andy was a late-career Boris Karloff-looking sonofabitch who stalked the grounds while wearing the scowl of an ax-murderer on vacation. Craven hadn’t exchanged two words with him. Gardener Andy kept a low profile, appearing and disappearing in a swirl of dead leaves.

“Dude, you are morbid as hell today.” Craven spoke to hear his own voice echo in the foyer. Were he to leap into the Datsun and drive, the bright lights of Kingston awaited him twenty minutes east. He wouldn’t leave quite yet. First, because he enjoyed the kinky pleasure of balling Deborah, and second, there wasn’t enough gas in the truck to reach town.

Artemis crouched at the end of the hall by the bedroom door. Craven rescued the brindle pit bull during his hippie-at-large days in the Pacific Northwest. Time and cynicism had rendered the wriggling puppy an inscrutable grand dame. Sunlight came through a rain-dappled pane and fitted a glowing band across her eyes. The rest of her bulk sank into shadow. Eyes without a face, man. Something Saul Bass would film, or a still from a Fulci giallo flick.

Craven went into the amphitheater-style living room where Deborah napped on the couch with a travel magazine spread open on her breasts. Her belly and thighs were caressed by the wavering lines of a prism as it revolved in the skylight from a string. Seventy-fifth birthday coming next month, she possessed the florid sumptuousness of an aged yet ageless Italian scream queen.

“Vic, Vic,” Deborah said, stroking herself. She talked in her sleep. Crazy shit, too. Claimed to not remember her dreams. Probably a lie. She was cagey like that. Free with her body, yet coolly impersonal. “Don’t bother. Don’t. Come here, baby. Don’t open the hatch. It’s too late. Oh, well.”

He touched her foot. Canary yellow toenails, canary yellow fingernails. Bobbed gray hair, a trimmed bush with a brunette dye-job. Heavy on the eye shadow and mascara. Violent violet lipstick. Her habit was to remain stock still for a few seconds upon waking in order to gain her bearings. He knew she’d revived because he could see her eyelids flutter behind the smoky lenses.

“Jesse. Where am I?” She had a hell of a voice, its richness cultivated by dint of studio lessons and a few thousand “little-pick-me-up” snorts of coke from her snuff box.

“Home,” he said. “Snug as a bug in a rug.”


Deborah propped herself against a cushion. Her gaze shifted to his legs and tracked upward. “Put some clothes on. No son of mine walks around in the altogether.” Usually it took a few seconds for her to recall her son was a rock journalist named Erik who lived in Chicago. She never registered embarrassment at her lapses. At least she hadn’t yelled
 Erik
 while they were getting it on.


He grasped his cock and gave it a twirl. “Perhaps it has eluded your notice that you too are decadently naked.”

“No power?” she said.

He shrugged. “Life in the country.”

“Be dark soon.”

“Hint taken.” He slipped into a silk robe that had belonged to Deborah’s husband. Crimson with a cowl bunched around the shoulders and embroidered by gold stars. Craven strolled around the house and lighted candles and oil lamps and wall lamps in cloudy antique glass bowls. There were a lot of lamps and bowls. Deborah suffered from mild nyctophobia. This marked the third major power outage since Craven moved in, thus he knew the routine.

Artemis stoically shadowed him. He paused to let her do her business in the backyard, then resumed his circuit, eager to complete the task before sundown. While night and darkness held no special dread for him, neither did he relish the idea of traipsing the house during a blackout. The place was creepy enough in broad daylight.

The pad almost qualified as a mansion, a Hammer Film hybrid of American Gothic and Mission Revival that rich kooks once built atop cliffs with primo views of the ocean. Three stories with a maze of narrow passages and thick carpet and a plethora of mismatched rooms. The décor skewed toward the macabre. Rooms were straight out of prurient occult flicks of the North American hippie era—garish yellow curtains, fisheye mirrors, heavy wooden furniture, liquor cabinets, lava lamps, gargoyle light fixtures, and oval doorways hidden behind psychedelic velvet hangings. The perfect place to host a dinner party and then watch the guests vanish one by one.

Dearly departed husband Victor earned his bones as an entertainment lawyer before he and Deborah retired to the mid-Hudson Valley. A connoisseur of Roman/Greco and Medieval European art, he’d possessed the means to acquire plenty of it. His library shelves creaked with leather-bound tomes of esoteric lore. In the den, an oil painting of seven hooded magician apprentices supplicating Satan hung above an abandoned mahogany rolltop desk. Someone had carved a Latin phrase into the hutch.


Craven didn’t read Latin. Victor had mastered it, Craven knew because he’d spent a long evening on the internet, panning for gold. Victor passed away at home seven years ago. Obituaries always say “passed away” if the details are prurient or scandalous. A brief mention in
 Variety
 also played the death coyly. Craven figured it
 had
 to be an OD or suicide.


Framed photographs of young, lush Deborah in the buff were salted here and there throughout the house. A smaller photo was tucked into an alcove—Deborah, perhaps thirty-five, in a string bikini on the deck of a boat. White ruins dotted a distant, hazy shoreline. Victor clutched her waist. He wore a Hawaiian flower print shirt and grimaced at the camera, tongue protruding; a comedian strangling on an invisible noose. Someone knelt on Deborah’s other side. A man with large hands (his head was cut off by the frame) and wide shoulders under a linen tunic. The man pinned the shiny corpse of a squid to the deck with a spear from a spear gun. The squid’s tentacle lifted slightly, forty years frozen in mid-convulsion.


Craven once jokingly asked her if Victor practiced black magic. She took it seriously, or pretended to.
 He tried. He committed fully. We had a third child, you know. Victor was a disappointment to our father.
 Whatever she meant by that—Deborah had a mind full of cats. Her games and her delusions were often inseparable.




Dusk claimed the land as Craven finished. The wind picked up and a hard rain started in. Thunder boomed, closer and closer. Artemis slunk away to hide under the bed. The dog feared few things except storms. She developed that dread back when Craven hiked the Olympics during late summer and high winds lashed the trees. Man and dog cowered inside a flimsy tent. Men rationalize forces beyond their control. Dogs do not.





Craven experienced a pang of nostalgia as he fetched a camp stove from the garage. He boiled tea for Deborah and they sat at the island in the kitchen. A large black skull candle flickered between them. Tall shadows climbed the walls.





She poured cream from the mouth of a pewter faun. “I dreamed I went to a café in a small town. A girl in an apron came around and poured complimentary tea for the morning customers. Everybody drank tea and either died or fell into a coma. I did not drink the tea. On the next table lay an old book with gilt lettering. Part of the title read--
Conversing with a Barbed Tongue
. Someone behind me said,
 Yes, that one. Pick it up.
 The horrible whisper frightened me. I leaned over and picked up the book. It smelled like a piece of soft wood that had lain in the muck of a swamp. The pages were gummy with mold. My hand went numb. I woke to you standing there like a slowly spreading Adonis.” She waited for him to respond. Finally, she said. “What would you say it means?”






“Dreams never mean jack shit.” He gulped hot tea. She had revealed a dream, which represented a first in their relationship. He should feel some sense of closeness, of bonding. He felt uneasy instead. A taboo had been broken, a line crossed.






Lightning hissed near the yard and its blue stroke cast Deborah’s face into a death mask. He jumped. She smiled patronizingly. “
Conversing with a Barbed Tongue.
 That’s suggestive, don’t you think? Like a rare tract an exorcist would stash in his files with a bottle of good wine for a paperweight. Or a tract the Witchfinder General keeps in his traveling satchel of horrors.”





“It also sounds like a chapter some fallen angel would dictate to some Franciscan monk,” he said, smiling to let her in on the joke. “The Apostles got theirs. I’m sure a demon would jump at the chance to say its piece for the record.”





“The weather channel forecasted this storm on Tuesday.” She apparently disliked it when he spoke more than one sentence at a go.






“I suppose that means your dinner party is canceled.” He tried not to sound smug.






“Yes and no. There might be a gathering.” She took his hand and kissed his fingers. Her eyes gleamed with tears, although her unkind smile remained. “I hope not. But if they decide to visit, I am sorry.”





“Hey, your place, your rules. Kind of weird to come over in this weather, though.” He laughed and squeezed her hand in a gesture of cheap graciousness.





She pulled away and stared into the skull flame. “I minored in music.”






”Oh? Makes sense. Useful skill for an actress.” Craven lifted the cup to his lips. Empty.






“Aspiring actress then. I dabbled in so many things during college. The world didn’t truly open for me until I met Victor.” Deborah reached into a drawer and brought forth a flute and delicately held it to the light. The instrument glinted, dull, loveless, and the color of dried blood. “This is
 Strident Caller.
”






“Your flute has a name. I knew a coal miner who played a harmonica. Every single night after supper. He didn’t name it or anything.”






“His wasn’t an object of power.”






“No. It was a plain old cheap harmonica.”






“Objects of power are always named.
 Strident Caller
 is a recorder, not a flute. My family has passed her down through generations. Hollowed from a child’s radius in the days of antiquity, she belongs to a set of nine. A recorder, lyre, didgeridoo, hichiriki, drum, whistle, sitar, violin, and a horn.” Deborah went to the center of the kitchen. She breathed notes through the recorder. Her black silk robe clung to her breasts and hips as she swayed to a harsh, discordant melody. Thunder served as her metronome. Her playing was terrible and compelling.






Craven’s stomach felt odd. “Uh, wow. Does your family own the other instruments?”






She stopped playing, although she didn’t lower the recorder. “That would be utterly mad. Nobody owns such instruments. We are stewards.”






“Sorry. I didn’t realize.”






“I am not terribly accomplished. Victor trained as a pianist in childhood. Law school stripped that joy from him. He became cruel after our honeymoon. He showed me the world, for a price. I was his slave. Our son too, until he fled home and lived with my sister in Alaska. To think a cold, hostile land would prove more nurturing than his own home.” She rotated, bent at the waist and shook her buttocks with the aplomb of a burlesque dancer. The recorder notes climbed a notch.





“A slave?”





Three long notes that bled dry. She looked over her shoulder at him. “You think I’m melodramatic.”





“Deb, your ass is dramatic. That’s all I know.”




“Men enslave women in a thousand small ways. Victor’s possession of me was simply more overt. Early on I defied him. I only complied half the time. He decided fifty percent wasn’t adequate.”





Down the hall and slightly muffled, Artemis howled. She snarled and then fell silent. Craven didn’t enjoy the shrill fluting either. Or the rolling thunder. The cacophony set his teeth on edge.






Deborah ceased playing mid-note. “Not all music soothes the savage breast.” She straightened and remained motionless for several seconds. “The great dark is gathering around us.
 Strident Caller
 is like a needle that pierces the black membrane and sucks ichor of the devil gods. It will begin in a moment.”






The flame of the skull candle bent to the left and licked the wax rim.






Deborah
! Someone shouted from downstairs. Deep and authoritative and angry.
 Bring him to me!






“Who’s that?” Craven stage-whispered. He’d almost fallen off his stool.






She finally turned around and sighed theatrically. “Take a guess.”






“I don’t have a clue. Although, I am sure I just pissed your old man’s favorite robe.”






You sorry sonofabitch!
 a different angry voice cried from the same direction as the previous.





Craven pinpointed the roaring to the billiards room. He’d locked the exterior doors and seen no one during his sweep of the premises. An intruder could’ve hidden in a closet or under a table. Unpleasant explanation. Although, every explanation was unpleasant.





The stranger said,
 Deborah! Deborah! Deborah! Deborah! Deborah! If I have to come get him…






“You’d better go,” she said. Her tone was mild. “He’ll come up here. He’ll come, and then…”






Craven snatched the biggest butcher knife from the block. “The fuck I will. Is this a joke? Where’s your cell? Get Five-Oh on the horn.” He whistled for Artemis. Normally a dependable watch dog, the sound of a stranger’s voice should have brought her running.





“Jesse, calm yourself.” Deborah smiled. Unctuous and facile. Flies and honey and so forth.




“The fuck I will. Artemis!”





“Jesse—”






“The phone. Give me the goddamned phone.” He realized he’d pointed the knife at her and tried to rein himself in. “The phone, Deb.” He followed her chin gesture and took the pearl-case cell from where it lay upon a knick-knack shelf. He hit 911 and as the circuits did their thing, he watched the stairs that spiraled downward into gloom.






The angry voice boomed through the speaker,
 YOU SMARMY BASTARD! NOW YOU’VE DONE IT! PUT DEBORAH ON!






Mushrooms, peyote, acid, nitrous, glue, melted Styrofoam…at one time or another Craven tripped balls on pretty much every substance that could take a man for a ride. Looking into Deborah’s luminous gaze, a madman on the cell in his left hand, cleaver clutched in his right while thunder crashed and lightning blazed, he entertained the notion she’d slipped something into his tea, because the moment stretched and his emotions felt too unstable. “Deb, are you screwing with my mind? Why?”






She played a treble note. Yellow eyes flickered in the shadows. Artemis padded into the kitchen and sat next to Deborah, head pressed against the woman’s leg. They stared at Craven. He stepped forward, not entirely clear in his head what he meant to do, and the dog bared her fangs. Artemis didn’t growl and that was far worse.






“Shit.” He remembered nursing her with an eyedropper and how she’d looked at him as if he were everything in the universe. The sting of tears surprised him almost as much as Artemis offering to take his hand off at the wrist. He backed to the top of the stairs and listened. Ceiling timbers creaked and wind chimes sang. “Whoever’s down there, better run. I’m gonna put the hurt on you, pal.” He sounded convincingly rough and ready—the command voice he’d learned from listening to cops. He’d summoned this voice in the past when confronted by fellow vagrants vying for a patch of ground, or intimidating teenagers who thought a seedy dude hitching along the highway would make excellent sport.






He went to his room and dressed with the haphazard efficacy of a man in a hurry to escape before an angry cuckolded husband arrived on the scene. Pants and shoes make a world of difference when it comes to prowling through a dark house. No use wasting precious mental energy in a vain attempt to sort the situation beyond his grasp of the apparent facts—Deborah was a kook (old news) and she’d put one of her whack-job socialite buddies (or her weird gardener) up to shenanigans. He didn’t give a flying fuck at a rolling doughnut as to who, what, or why. The cleaver went tucked into his belt and he selected a nine iron from Victor’s golf bag in the closet. It swished reassuringly as he executed a few practice swipes in the air.






A flash of orange light caught his attention. He peered outside. Fire engulfed the Datsun. Andy stood nearby, naked but for Wellingtons, and inked with kraken tentacles. The gardener smoked a cigarette, his head tilted to regard Craven’s window. The sycamores and the grass of the lawn reflected the blaze. Hooded figures lurked amid the undergrowth, obscured by darkness and whipping smoke.






Deborah’s recorder bleated from the kitchen. Its melody rapidly descended through a complex sequence of stops and blats, then ceased. The storm died at that moment as well, and the house fell silent. Craven hustled back, yet she and Artemis were already gone. Two choices presented themselves to his tunnel vision—bolt through the front door and make a break for the road, or venture into the basement and attempt to collect his turncoat dog as that’s where the crazy widow must have taken her. Probably only had a few seconds to decide before the cultists, or whomever skulked in the woods, busted through the door to drag him away for ritual sacrifice or gods knew what.






Really, no decision at all. He followed pale, shifty lamplight down into a passage. He glanced into a succession of rooms—billiards, guestrooms, bath, storage--each empty. At the end of the hall double doors painted white and black let into a home theater. The doors parted. Reddish light dripped.






Deborah knelt at the threshold. Her hair lifted, as if pulled by a strong wind. “You wouldn’t come. You wouldn’t submit. The membrane is tender, but resilient. It always seals. He takes blood with him. Always blood.”






Past her, within the room itself, a disk of watery red light shimmered on its edge like a freestanding mirror. An entire vista of hellish landscape suggested itself—a lunar maw and jagged, mountainous fangs; a sea of crimson, rolling vertically. A man’s silhouette receded toward the heart of the disk, slightly hunched and dragging an inert, possibly canine-shaped object. The front door crashed in above. Deborah covered her eyes and bowed her head. Craven simply reacted. He ducked into the spare bedroom, wriggled through the window, and ran until he reached the highway. A guy in a BMW eventually gave him a lift to Kingston.





~



The police took his report with straight faces. Two cops visited Deborah. A young cop and a much older cop. All the old cop said upon their return was that she’d decided not to press charges. Craven was not welcome at the house and his meager belongings were in a box in the trunk of the patrol car. The young cop handed over the box with a bland expression of professional disdain.




The box contained spare pants and shirts, socks, and Artemis’s vaccination tags. Craven had no idea what to do next. The old cop told him there was nothing to do except get gone while the getting was good. He did.





~



A couple of years later, Craven hopped a train chugging through California. He shared a cold boxcar with a hobo who’d done a tour in the Persian Gulf. The men drank a bottle of Knob Creek and talked about their lives as the engine traveled through haunted industrial star fields.




He told the hobo about the time he’d escaped a bunch of Satanists. After a long silence, the hobo asked him,
 why are you crying, man?
 and he rolled over and dreamed of being hunted through the primeval forests of the Olympic Peninsula, Artemis a fleeting shadow—sometimes ahead, sometimes behind, always near.





Craven lurched to his feet. Still drunk and half in the dream, he went to the gate and screamed her name, “Artemis! Here, girl!” He clutched the gate and leaned precariously into the wind. The train rushed onward and carried him farther and farther away.





Dawn splintered at the rim of galactic nothingness. He left the train and ambled to a park near a withered forest. The forest decayed beside a river that had slowed and stopped. He slept with his face pressed against a picnic table. The rough wood smelled of acid rain and whiskey and his own bile. The edge of the sun broke through the crust and burned white as the eye of an acetylene flame. He raised his head and watched a mutt wandering listlessly among busted glass and scraps of paper. Pigeons scattered from its ragged path. Craven whistled. The black dog swung around unsteadily. Collarless and skinny as a stick. Its matted sides heaved. One eye drooped shut. Dry foam caked its muzzle.






Craven took a hank of beef jerky from his pocket. He shook the jerky and whistled again. His lips were cracked and it sounded feeble. The dog limped toward him, whining deep in its chest. He dropped the jerky. He held his hand the way a man does over the heat of a barrel fire, shifting it this way and that. The dog whined again, yawned frightfully, and bit him with seeming diffidence. One chomp of green fangs, sunk in good and deep. The dog thrashed as instinct commanded, and finally released. It wheeled stiffly, like an automaton, and moved away and eventually disappeared into some underbrush.





Dark blood oozed and filled the punctures in Craven’s hand. Blood slithered down the back of his arm; its tributaries dripped onto the table. He wrapped his hand in a bandanna. The bandanna had been with him for a while, but he couldn’t recall where he’d picked it up. Wearied beyond repair, he rested his forehead against the wood and left it there. The sun kept rising, kept drilling through the icy shell of night and burned the back of his skull like it might actually thaw him out.





Nobody ever came to the abandoned park except for hobos, scavengers, and birds. In a while, sparrows began to flit down from the dry branches and peck around the bench and atop the table. Much later, one alighted upon Craven’s shoulder. It plucked at his hair. He didn’t mind.
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THE TASTE OF ROT



by Steve Toase





I
 am so focused on putting Marylyn's affairs in order that I do not notice god arriving in the rotted corner where summer and winter meet.

My sister's apartment is street level and street facing. A single room with a single window looking out onto what the floods left behind. She is in every brushstroke, on canvas and wall plaster, though she has not been seen since the height of the deluge.

Softened by rust, my alarm wakes me early. I abandon sodden sheets to dress in clothes damp to the touch. The waters have forgotten the city. The city can not forget the waters. I can not forget Marylyn.

Every time I take a breath in that single room I ingest damp loosened pigment from her portraits. I know that I will not find her. Too many bodies are not recovered. I have no way to sort the silt softened flesh clogging the river into sibling and stranger. I am there to collect what remains. Box it up. Throw out the unwashed paintbrushes and half used tubes of acrylic. I cannot help but hope that she will put her key in the door. Let herself in.

~

The streets have flooded so often in the August heat it is hard to tell anymore where the three rivers end and the city begins. Every time the water recedes silt and sewerage stays, stuck in gutters and drains. A fresh tidemark up the side of sandbagged shops. Pavements are clogged with water damaged furniture, home to rats and mosquito larvae. Incubators of a different kind of rot.

~

The cafe on the corner has left the board across the doorway. Now laminated and split, it has done little to keep out the water. I step over and take out a handful of coins. All the time I walk between the tables, the owner watches me over smeared varifocal glasses. His gold braceleted and tattooed arms rest on the counter as he slowly turns the pages of a cheap newspaper, pages returning to pulp.

By the door is a cork noticeboard, swollen and distended. Photos of the missing held in place with plastic-coloured pins. I almost don’t notice 
Marylyn's photo amongst all the others, then try to convince myself that I haven't.

All the drinks on the chalkboard have been erased, though their ghosts remain where the cloth can’t quite shift them. Only one item is listed on the menu. Inundation Coffee. No price. I check my change. Place the money on the laminate worktop. The owner sorts through, picking up more than I think is fair. Each coin leaves a slight dent in the condensation.

The coffee has hints of mildew, like spores have been sprinkled into the hot milk as some kind of new seasoning. I try to ignore the aftertaste and sup it for the caffeine rather than the flavour.

“I want to show you something,” the owner says, standing up. I look toward the cup. Drain the coffee in one mouthful. Follow him behind the counter.

“It’s getting worse. Started last week, and is just getting worse.”

The mould is patchy, spreading above the skirting like a map of some imaginary atoll. I reach out and touch the infestation, watching the crust disappear onto my skin. Faint stains remain on the paint.

“Clean them away,” I say. “Bleach and water.”

“I’ve done that,” the owner says, kneeling beside me on the tiles. “They keep coming back and spreading.”

“Probably will do until the city dries out.”

“If the year carries on like this, then the city will never dry out. Come here,” he says, and holds onto my sleeve so I have no choice but to follow.

The kitchen is at the back of the cafe. The buckled door opening onto a narrow alley is drawn closed, air heavy with the scent of rotten food.

The owner opens two cupboards, then three more. Lastly he swings open the rusted door to the fridge. Everything is furred with mould, green and off white.

“As soon as the delivery van pulls away, all my supplies start to rot. If I don’t sell everything with the morning rush it’s inedible. Has to go in the bin.” He shuts the fridge door. “And there is no morning rush anymore.”

I hold my hands up. Shake my head.

"I don’t know what you want me to do.”

“I don’t want you to do anything. I just needed to tell someone.”

~

The two children have built a counter from driftwood and sit on the pavement, their clothes stained by the gifts the receding waters leave. The girl has some kind of infection in her tear ducts, cheeks swollen and bulbous from the pressure. All around the boy’s mouth is covered in sores. Every so often his tongue flicks out to lick away a flake of skin, jaw twisting as he chews. Only the girl speaks.

“Fragment of the holy garments,” she says
.

On the counter are squares of curtains, duvets and coverlets. Each is torn and stained, host to several types of fungal infestations. I pick one up. Several beetles scatter for the dark.

“Not today,” I say, restacking the pile.

The girl makes a sound that I think at first is her replying then I see she is tearing more fabric into squares. Her hands are red raw and covered in tiny fissures.

“You do not want to receive communion? That is so sad to hear.”

She is ripping strips from the boy’s shirt. Short lengths of cotton snag in the cracks of her skin. She stares at me until I blink. “Such a shame.”

~

Inside the library I taste mildew in the air. The sixth flavour. It taints everything. Books are stacked in piles along the floor. Pages warp as if repelled by the touch of paper. I walk between the shelves looking for the librarian. She sits on the floor, surrounded by piles of the worst affected. As I watch she takes a book and opens the cover. The letters slide off the paper, diluted ink staining her skin.

“Today?” I say, holding my sister's library card in my hand. The volumes I need are in the attic, far from the devastation. I stare at the undulating stain running around the once pristine wooden shelves.

“Not today,” she says, pulling a length of crimplene from her pocket and wiping her hands clean. I recognise the pattern from the children’s stall.

“You can’t save them you know,” I say.

She puts aside the rotten book in her hands. The cover looks familiar but I have no chance to read the title.

“I’m not trying to save them. I’m trying to find something.”

She picks up the next one and runs her hand across the spotted paper, fake leather binding split and curled upon itself. Holding my fingers by the tips she draws a shape with the derelict ink on my palm and pushes it toward my face.

“Taste it,” she says.

“I think I need to go,” I reply, and look toward the door. Nearby I hear two of the three rivers meld and dance together. I wonder how many books pulp to the rocks under the surface of the confluence.

“Taste it,” she says again, and swipes a little of the black stain across my lips.

Like some rare cheese it does not taste as it smells, the flavour raw and delicate. I run my tongue across my teeth and let the tang spread through my mouth before licking clean the palm of my hand.

The flavour of ink and mildew lingers, and I do not want it to end.

~

In Marylyn's apartment spores create galaxies that pause in the air. When I walk through they settle on my skin, dressing me in a potential to life that lives in death.

Condensation collects in the corners of the window. Bonsai echoes of the floods.

I open cupboards to make myself something to eat. The bread is spotted. I cut away the infection. Crumbs spray across the worktop as I slice and whittle. When I finish there is barely anything left. Opening the fridge I take out the cheese. Untouched, it has absorbed the taint from something else nearby and reeks of rot. Though I do not eat any, my gut churns. The bacteria inside me resents the potential invasion, or wants to invite it in.

~

I walk beside the river, placing each step with care upon the cobbles. Gnawed faces gaze up through the silt-heavy water. No-one has recovered them. The cemeteries are still too sodden to take the dead. Better to leave them and feed the pike. Bones scrape free when the dredgers pass through. No-one cares. I pause and stare at the water. I know that I will not see Marylyn. Will not recognise her if I do.

Something unseen swims through. Unsettles the corpses. Gases bubble up. Pop against the surface. Fill the air with the scent of dying. I hardly notice. The scent of dying is everywhere.

~

The priest takes my hand as I walk past, his surplice stained as if a pen had snagged on some rough vellum and spotted him with cochineal.

“Come into the temple, my child,” he says, and I do not pull away.

The stairs inside are unlit. In the dark I imagine I can see thick brackets of fungus latched to the walls. He leads me up and up and up, finding the next step with the toes of our boots.

The temple is an old apartment, windows blanked with torn newspapers, holy symbols drawn across the articles in something that may be blood or may be shit.

“Come into the chancel,” he says, and opens the door to an old bathroom, toilet and bath blocked to hold stagnant water. Dead larvae swirl on the surface amongst thick detergent foam and I realise that the water has been carried up, bucket by bucket, from the last floods. Somewhere behind me a supplicant chants, each phrase heavy with phlegm and infection. The priest lights a candle. Shadows weep across the walls. The flame dances and the shadows do not. They are thick layers of black mould, weeping and toxic. Sheets of spores cultured as a devotion.

“You are in the presence of our Lord. Take his communion.”

I turn around. The priest has stripped, each fold of flesh blackened with the same mould darkening the walls. He drags his finger down the wallpaper and pushes his hand in between my lips. I bite through his finger clean to the 
knuckle, dragging teeth along the bone. His blood mixes on my tongue with the bitterness of the mould. I push him backward into the undisturbed reliquary.

~

There is no clean water in the city to wash the taste of the priest’s veins from my mouth. Even that from the tap is heavy with flakes of sewerage. Filters clog before I have a cupful, and I clean it as best I can under dirty water before trying again. I swill my mouth. The mixture of iron and fungus remain. The city taints everything.

~

When I return to the library the doors are wedged shut, and it takes effort to force my way in, scraping the backs of my hands on warped timber. I hear someone moving around deep inside the building. There is a stillness I do not want to disturb. I stay silent and step over the shelves dragged across the atrium. They slow my entrance, but do not prevent it.

~

I see the Librarian’s creation before I see her. It rises toward the ceiling dome, a cluster of globular filaments erupting from a single stem, top heavy and vast. The whole made out of page after page after page. Cemented together with river water, condensation or spit.

“I found it. I found what I was looking for.”

She kneels, clothes torn against the frayed hardbacks covering the floor. Her skin underneath the same. I take the page she holds. A mycology illustration. The fruiting bodies of some wood-consuming mould magnified many times.

“I found the gaze of God. Come worship with me.” She tries to grab my hand. I stare at her face. Nothing is visible on the surface, but the skin deforms and undulates as if something presses out. Narrowing to try and slide through her pores. Above our heads the sculpture flexes on its base and for a moment I expect it to kill us both.

~

Crowds line the river bank holding hands. I do not recognise anyone apart from the boy and girl I saw selling brand new religious relics. They stand at the head of the line, fingers intertwined, though their skin is not visible. Something else clasps them together.


They hum as if their voices will raise the white skinned from the water. Then I realise, they are not praying
 for
. They are praying
 to
. Intoning. Waiting for God to manifest. They notice me. Know that I am not yet one of them, split their holds and disperse after me through the streets like a cloud.


I make it home before they cut me off and barricade the door against the crowd. They stop outside. A whole city silent and poised, but only for a moment. The frail glass windows and paper thin doors do not last long
.

Marylyn's apartment soon fills with people. They find a chair from somewhere and press me into it. Bandages sodden with river water are used to tie me in place. Pin my head back, mouth open. Jaw held. I try to struggle free. There is nowhere to go. The room is so full of people. So many silent people. Someone forces their fingers into my mouth. Presses down my tongue.

I feel every crack in the perished rubber hose as it is forced down my throat. It tastes of sewerage and silt. They brace me for the next stage. I feel someone's knee on my lap as they struggle to hold my head still. Something is poured down the hose. I gag.

The spores settle in my lungs, finding purchase in the damp and phlegm. Corrupting each breath.

They have been waiting. Waiting for a very long time. They needed my breath. Needed my words. Needed my voice. Deep inside the folds, the heat and moisture culture them. Nurture them. Help the spores find expression. My speech is no longer mine. Each cycle of breath helps them expand. Increases the volume of my lungs. Rots down my liver and kidneys to make way for their growth.  Turns each heave for air holy. A sacrament. A ritual. The expansion of their kingdom. God lives in the city now. God lives in us all. We are all part of God. The black rot that coats each wall and corpse. The crowd is the body of God.

I? I am the Metatron. My voice grates and shatters. Maybe Marylyn can hear me, wherever she is. My voice, the words of God, go everywhere. I have no way to hear any reply. With each syllable the air around me erupts with spores. The crowd of the holy do not speak. They pass cotton and rusted needle between them. One by one they start to stitch their own mouths shut. They have no need of their voices anymore. I will bring the word of God to all unbelievers and they will all be transformed.
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VENOM

by S.P. Miskowski


“A
fter coming under his influence it became clear to others that people were doing things against their wills. He implanted the dark fear of the unknown in the hearts of his acquaintances, weakening their conventional security of thought and troubling their minds with foolish shadows of doubt and dread and fantastic imaginings that worked like a subtle poison.”  –  H. B. Drake, The Shadowy Thing

Peterson could name three rational excuses for resigning, all of them related and leading to a multitude of subordinate issues. A steady decline in the level of staff training and a lack of adequate compensation had contributed to the collapse of over-all guiding principles and, with time, had all but worn away any sense of duty. The strain of coping with disorganization bordering on sloth, for months on end, had pushed Peterson to the lowest point of her career. She faced each day’s repetition of challenges both exhausted and demoralized.

In the past, each time she allowed herself to envision leaving, a surge of relief had left her both hopeful and embarrassed. No matter how bad conditions became—overcrowded wards reeking of urine and ammonia; inept interns blithely handing out the wrong prescriptions; patients who ought to have been referred to a private hospital dumped by negligent relatives and forgotten, left to shiver like abandoned pets in the care of strangers—Peterson reminded herself of her calling, and the responsibilities inherited from her mentor.

Ultimately a fourth reason, one she hesitated to include on her list, had forced her to admit the degree of damage she had endured entirely for the sake of professionalism. The final reason she decided to resign her post was a patient, neither her most complex nor her most remarkable case but the one that broke her objectivity.

At this point Peterson’s caseload had been unmanageable for more than a year. Administration kept parceling out assignments as staff resigned, rather than hiring new help they couldn’t afford. Some of these redistributed 
patients Peterson deemed intractable for various reasons. Difficulty wasn’t the issue—shouldn’t be the issue, she reminded herself daily—although she had come to believe the director was, for his own inscrutable reasons, burdening her schedule with the least promising cases.

Peterson composed her list in a small notebook, in her usual weary state, with hands shaking from too much coffee and vision blurred by fatigue, while she waited for an appointment with the director of the facility where she had spent most of her adult life. She half intended to let herself be talked out of her plan, if another doctor could be persuaded to take charge of her latest patient.

After waiting for an hour and ten minutes, only to be told the director had left for the night, Peterson returned to her office. Upon reviewing her notebook, she quickly typed a letter of resignation identifying the three more objective and rational reasons for her decision, and dropped the letter in the director’s mailbox. Stunned by a fleeting and uncharacteristic moment of spite, she imagined his desperation when he read her notice in the morning. She knew she was counted upon, but not so much valued as taken for granted. Over time her dedication and strength of will had made her a sort of final destination for the broken and irreparable.

Each time she made her rounds and each time she sat down for a session with a new patient, Peterson thought of her mentor, long deceased, his quietly affable approach, his steadfast dedication, and his regard for the people in his care as fellow humans whose maladies could be interpreted and, with the right diagnosis and rehabilitation, cured. Or, if they could not be cured, they might at least return to a semblance of sanity and agency—a degree of health their families might finally accept and choose not to shun.

For sixteen years Peterson kept these thoughts close and allowed them to motivate her on days when hope was scant and the routine of attempting to repair damaged minds seemed almost ludicrous. In the early years, when illness was still perceived as a temporary outrage and not a sign of moral decrepitude, a form of degradation to be avoided at all cost, some of her patients had made progress. Some were able to achieve a level of self-sufficiency to move on to state-sponsored halfway houses. And a few lucky ones were reunited with loved ones who showed more gratitude than resentment.

Against this current, attitudes had quietly drifted in favor of self-sufficiency as it demonstrated a superior morality. Tax dollars were reserved for those with an entrepreneurial spirit, and health care facilities began to close their doors. Even among nurses and caretakers a high regard was reserved for those who sublimated their ‘sensitivities.’ Paradoxically, psychopathic tendencies were encouraged when they resulted in financial success. People came to see an asylum as a place to dump their problems and forget about them
.

There were days when the steady mending and re-establishing of thought patterns and habitual actions made no sense at all. At these times Evelyn Peterson wondered what life she might have led beyond these ivy-riddled walls. And in rare, bitter moments, on days when no progress was possible, she imagined living as an artist or—even less responsibly—as an artist’s muse. She pictured herself naked, serving a lover coffee in a loft somewhere in the city. In this mood she would select a new name—Paula because she liked the rounded, pearl-like sound of it—and consider leaving her profession, but only for a moment, and only on the bad days.

Eventually the bad days outnumbered the productive or satisfying ones. Gradually her resolve was worn down by the unending needs of patients neglected by their families, ignored by an administration obsessed with bootstraps and market shares, and at last disregarded by the very people employed to care for them.

Peterson was accustomed to working late. Her office occupied the seventh floor of a tower at the north end of the facility. She would sit at her desk in an alcove, surrounded by windows, and review her notes while the violet sky blackened into night around her.


Soon she would exit these stone corridors and cold cells, and try to forget the worst of her days here. She would find another use for her considerable intellect and her over-priced education. She might travel to another climate, dress in silk, feed her soul music and art and all the sumptuous beauty missing from her life for so many years. She told herself this flight from her chosen path had a practical basis. No one could sustain a full or satisfying life in her profession, not in this day and age. She had three excellent reasons. They were enough. She didn’t need to invoke the fourth one. She was constructing a future, for herself. She told herself, over and over, she wasn’t running away from
 him
.


He was one of the patients who had been reassigned like the others. By this time a mass exodus of qualified staff had begun, and Peterson was overwhelmed by hopeless cases. She had no energy in reserve. She was already walking through each day, a shadow carrying out her duties automatically.

Her greatest fear was now taking shape in reality. There were times when she couldn’t say with conviction that she was entirely in control of herself. There were whole days when she gave no thought to how she felt or what she was doing.


“Control is
 everything
, isn’t it?” These were the first words Evan Hillyard said to her, ignoring her introduction and studying her with pale green eyes. He 
swept back a strand of black hair and shrugged. “Sorry,” he said. “I forget how to do these things.”


“Which things?” Peterson asked.

“Social—niceties,” he said.

She glanced at his chart. She noted his check-in date, five months prior. She flicked through the notes of her feckless predecessor, scrawled in ever more illegible strokes up to the final, blank page.

“I understand you were treated for a minor disorder, as an out-patient, two years ago,” she prompted.

“When I was eighteen, yes,” he said. “A kind of obsessive, obsessive—thinking.”

“And behavior.”

“Nothing,” he said.

“What?”

“Nothing, it was nothing at first,” he said.

“All right,” she said, and nodded. “For my benefit, can you describe what happened? From your perspective.”

“My perspective? Yes,” he said. “Yes. One morning while I was dressing for school I picked up one of my shoes.”

“You were dressing,” said Peterson.

“Yes.”

“Go on.”

“I never did it before.”

“Never did what?” she asked.

“Picked up my shoes, my shoe,” he explained. “I’d always put them on, stuck my feet inside while my shoes were on the floor. Only this time, this one time, for no reason whatsoever I picked up one of my shoes and shook it upside down.”

“I see,” said Peterson. “And?”

“And—a spider fell out.”

“A spider?” she asked. She paused in her note taking, and tried not to signal anything more than professional interest. She waited for him to continue. When he said nothing, she prompted him. “A spider fell out?”

“Yes, you see, I’d never picked up my shoes like that, and this one time, the very first time I did, a spider fell onto the floor. It was black with yellow stripes and its body gleamed under the light. I imagined it nesting in my shoe, building its web, crouching in that tiny corner in the dark until I came along. I had turned it out, thrown it to the wind, so to speak.

“The spider scrambled for cover, of course, back into the closet, but I chased it and cornered it. I could see it was missing a leg. Probably torn off in the fall. I was startled. I dropped the shoe. It landed on the spider’s legs, and three more were torn away.” He paused. He licked his lips.

“Go on,” she said
.

“It lay there, flipping back and forth in a panic, twitching in one direction after another, crawling over the broken bits of its legs to try and escape.”

Peterson held the notebook open in her hands. She had stopped taking notes. She felt a wave of dizziness.

“And did it escape?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered. “Well, not exactly. I turned out the light and left it to its fate.”

Peterson drew a sharp breath. She began jotting notes again.

“And afterward?” she asked.

“The next time I was dressing…”

“The next day?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “When it came time to put on my shoes, I shook them out carefully, one at a time—and the time after that, and every time. Nothing happened. It never happened a second time, but I knew I would go on testing, every time I put on my shoes from that day on. And I have.

“I tried to forget about it. I tried to go back to the days I remembered as carefree, slipping on my shoes without paying attention. But I couldn’t stop thinking of the spider possibly hiding inside, waiting, spinning, making itself at home in the dark.”

“Is it possible you wanted to avoid killing the spider? Was your motive to keep it alive and intact?”

He grinned and his large, luminous eyes darkened. “No,” he said. “I wanted to feel its last seconds of life, the weight of my toes crushing its legs and abdomen, shredding it while it twitched beneath my foot and tried to squirm away.”

“You wanted—but you controlled your impulse,” she said.


“I never had the chance again, but I know what you mean,” Evan said. “Control is so
 important
, don’t you think?”


Peterson scanned the notes in her hands. Her throat felt dry.

“Later, I understand you became distracted by the shoes of other people?” she asked. “You found it impossible to study.”

“In class, during lecture,” he said. “I tried to concentrate but I could only think of my classmates—and the professor—droning away, drawing diagrams on the board—and it never entered their minds!”

“What was that?” she asked.

“They might have been the death of any number of spiders and all of it was unconscious, unintended, accidental. Which somehow rendered the whole thing obscene.”

“Obscene?” She made a note.

“Meaningless, unaware—they were involuntary and blind, no less than the spider inside the shoe. They were the same. They were helpless and lame. You see?
”

He was inclined toward her, on the edge of his chair, with his arms folded across his chest. He was clasping himself by the arms in a posture he might have assumed if he’d been strapped inside a straitjacket. Suddenly she wanted more than anything to be alone with her thoughts, alone inside herself, away from his luminous gaze.

“Are you mine?” he asked.

“Am I…?


“Are you my new doctor? The last one deserted me. Ran away.
 Absconded
.”


“Yes,” she assured him. “I am your new doctor. I will treat you now.”

“And not leave me?”

“Of course not,” she said, fighting the queasiness in her stomach. When he smiled she had to look away and pretend to scribble another note.

The night after that first session she had dreamed she was climbing the outer walls of the facility at night. The height seemed endless, brick stacked upon brick right up into the stark, black sky. Her lab coat billowed behind her and fell away, revealing naked limbs like needles. She picked her way up. The sky glistened and left her dizzy. She reached for a window ledge, lost her grip, and plummeted through the icy air.

She woke with a sharp pain in her ribs. She tried to climb out of bed and fell back, nauseated. She turned off her alarm clock and lay in bed, trying to order her thoughts.

Years before, on their first round together, she and her mentor Dr. Waverly had occasion to interview a man who was trapped in a catatonic state, verbally non-communicative for weeks. The intern who wheeled the patient into the interview room locked the chair into place and exited, leaving the man frozen in a seated position. Perched upon his chair with his gray-whiskered chin thrust forward, the man resembled an ice sculpture. His pale skin and cobalt eyes revealed nothing, no apprehension of his surroundings and no sign of any emotion stifled by his condition.

“I’ll allow you to begin,” said Waverly to his protégé.

Peterson shuffled through the notes handwritten on blue cards. She cleared her throat and began.

“What is your name?” she asked the man in the wheelchair.

“Your name?” The words emanated from a room across the hall where a patient with echolalia resided.

“Do you remember your name?” Peterson asked the catatonic man.

“Your name?”

Peterson and Waverly exchanged a sheepish grin. These had been more favorable times for the kind of work they had chosen to do. Funding, for care and for research, was not an issue. They encountered a wide range of patients and had the time to study their conditions during treatment
.

“Do you know how long you’ve been in care, at this facility?” Peterson asked the catatonic man.

“Facility, facility…” The man across the hall repeated the last word several more times.

Peterson turned over the third blue card in the stack and silently read the question before going on. Her lips parted. Waverly leaned back in his chair to stretch his legs and reposition comfortably for a long session. They were caught off guard like this—one about to speak, one having just settled back and crossed his legs—when the man in the wheelchair emitted a thin whine, the first sound he had uttered in weeks.

The whine came from his direction but the fullness of it, the robust amplification and echo, suggested its origin was a cavern or a deep well, reverberating against dirt walls and filling the darkness until it rushed from the man’s throat. A piercing scream coincided with the man leaping into the air.

Prior to that moment Peterson had never experienced the mental or physical effects some patients described as ‘out of body’ sensations. When she regained her awareness of the room she was clinging to a far corner of the ceiling, crouching, looking down. What she saw was the no-longer-catatonic man shivering on the floor, his muscles in spasm, spittle flying from his mouth.

Dr. Waverly was on the floor as well, crawling toward the button on the wall to alert security. He had the ashen face of a man who had died in his sleep. Peterson observed her own body quivering, having taken refuge behind the chair she had previously occupied. Her expression was not in keeping with fear but rather a sort of rapture, a fascination, with her eyes fixed upon the patient.

Seconds later she was back, in her own skin, watching Waverly slap the button on the wall, hearing the rumble of racing footsteps. The door flew open and three burly orderlies, led by the intern who had delivered the patient to them, surrounded the man and bundled him into a straitjacket. In less than two minutes the event had occurred and passed.

Later, over coffee and a sandwich, Waverly had chuckled at the speed with which their patient had taken flight. “I’ve observed the phenomenon before, of course,” he said.


The rattle of cafeteria trays, the clang of cash registers, and the scrape of metal chairs on linoleum brought Peterson an odd sense of security, false yet nonetheless comforting. She couldn’t stop marveling at the solidness of objects and thinking—
yes, this is a table, with a smooth surface, and this coffee cup fills the palm of my hand…


“This case,” Waverly went on. “This one, I don’t mind telling you, scared the bejesus out of me.” His bright gray eyes, neatly trimmed beard, and wire-rimmed glasses gave him a quizzical appearance. “Evelyn, did you see how 
smoothly he shot from the wheelchair to the ceiling?” he asked, clearly impressed. “One motion, one gesture. No signal or preparation at all. Fascinating!”

Ordinarily Peterson found him charming but that day she had to stifle an impulse to strike him. She noted the urge silently and nodded in passive agreement.

She never again talked about the experience, not even with Waverly, yet she would return to the moment many times over the ensuing years. She would recall with irritation their lunchtime conversation, her mentor’s glee and her own acquiescence. She would remember the catatonic man as he shot straight up at the ceiling, where his head bumped and an orderly later discovered a greasy smear next to the fluorescent lamps.

Of all that occurred on that morning years ago, what she found disturbing was not the man leaping into the air. It was her brief flight, her absence from self. She tried to picture her emotional self, wedged into a corner above, arms out, fingers pressed against the walls for support. But as she struggled to remember details she became aware of only physical sensations, the height of her perch, the strain of her splayed fingers, the image of the three people before her—one writhing, another crawling toward the button on the wall, and the last looking on in a state of quivering bliss.

It was the first time she experienced the phenomenon of slipping outside herself, of not being able to hold onto and contain herself within her own consciousness. She intended it to be the last.

Subsequently she completed the extensive internship and received her first assignments. Thanks to a bit of recognition for the papers she wrote and published, she was offered a permanent position. This route seemed to her entirely appropriate, continuing from the point where her mentor—who died following a brief and ferocious battle with leukemia—had left off.

At their second session Peterson encouraged Evan Hillyard to discuss his childhood in detail. His tone flat and his manner perfunctory, he described a typically pampered existence as the scion of a great family—or, more accurately, the most desirable branch of a family riddled with scandal. His distant relatives were bounders, he said, apparently unaware of how old fashioned the term sounded. His uncles were gamblers, adventure-seekers of the worst sort, all of them expert at nothing besides wasting fortunes.

He described his mother as “a foolish aristocrat, a beauty without a brain” who spent her afternoons painting “hideous watercolors” of flowers and insects. Her favorite subjects—“Can you guess?” Evan asked, with a sharp and wicked grin—were arachnids.

“She worshipped them,” he said.

“Worshipped?” Peterson found the choice of description odd
.

“She came from a family with strange beliefs. My father found spiders disgusting,” he continued. “He gave the housekeeper strict instructions to kill them on sight.”

“Your parents disagreed.”

“Mother was naïve,” he said, ignoring her question. “According to the nurse, she was in shock following my birth.”

“Excessive pain can cause a traumatic…”


“Not from the pain,” he said. “She was
 confused
. She kept asking the nurse how many fingers and toes I possessed. Mother insisted the poor woman count them a hundred times.”


Peterson felt a wave of dizziness. Evan’s tone was again having a soporific effect on her, a sense of hearing and seeing through gauze. She was having trouble keeping her eyes open. She forced herself to sit up straight and concentrate but these efforts only accentuated her drowsiness. At some point she lost consciousness, and came to with a start.

Evan Hillyard was sitting in his chair, staring at her. He was holding her notebook, the pages open. With a grin and a flourish he handed it back.

After the session Peterson reviewed every article she could find on the subject of arachnophobia. In a practical vein she read books on arachnids. She studied diagrams and photographs of different types of webs, marveling at the elegant construction of sheet-webs and the complexity of various orb-webs. Each was designed for a specific purpose, to keep predators out or to lure prey in. She compared the effects of neurotoxic and cytotoxic venom. She read herself to sleep at night with stories based on mythology, envisioning Athene and Arachne brawling over the beauty of their weaving before a crowd of horrified spectators.

Instead of delivering peace of mind, her research inspired nightmares. She would believe she was waking up in the morning, only to find she was trapped, rolled tightly in bed linen, trying to scream and unable to make a sound until the nightmare ended. More worrisome than her dreams, however, were the images and sensations that invaded her waking hours.

At least ten times a day a slight movement tickled the skin on her arms or the back of her neck. She reached to brush it away, and blushed at the impulse—not a response to which she was ordinarily accustomed.

With each session she attempted to draw her patient out, or redirect his attention. But the more she tried to elicit memories and opinions on different subjects, the more he would cling to his obsession. He recalled seeing a gardener strike a large spider climbing a trellis, the impact of his leather glove causing an eruption of tiny creatures—clinging to their mother’s back—to spread out in all directions.

“Your parents introduced an unsettling conflict in your childhood long before a random event triggered your obsession…” Thus she began their seventh session
.

“Doctor,” said Evan. Immediately the depth of his voice made her drowsy. She felt the room becoming elongated and curved like a dimly lit tunnel through which she could barely perceive his presence. “My mother placed me in a hole in the garden, covered in dead flies, and left me there on my first birthday. She said she wanted to watch me take my true, glorious form. The maid revived me while the gardener held my mother back so that she couldn’t bury me with her own hands.”

By this time Peterson was making a habit of tucking in the corners of the bedclothes each night, so that nothing might touch the floor. Despite her chronic fatigue she was unable to fall asleep until she had scanned the room, checking every corner and the surface of every wall, and still she dreamed of being covered in lithe, brittle appendages that pinned her down and pricked her skin like needles.

On one occasion, while reading in her office, separated from the shudders and cries of patients locked away in the wards behind heavy doors, she became aware of being watched. She looked up, beyond the amber circle of illumination cast by her desk lamp, and gazed into shadows against a far wall. There appeared to be a central area more opaque than the rest. The longer she watched, the more distinctly she made out an array of dark, shining eyes and splayed limbs.

She talked herself out of this illusion with great difficulty. Later, after gathering her belongings for the night, she noticed a gray spot on the floor and upon examination found a small pile of dead flies. At this sight she knew she could no longer perform her duties at the facility and maintain the self-control she prized above all. The composure she had taken such pains to acquire, to sustain, and to offer her patients as a sort of compensation for the world’s neglect, was now lost to her and could not be recaptured.

Sitting at her desk under the black night sky after turning in her letter of resignation, Peterson took a deep breath. She was no longer distinctly aware of the way her imagination kept drifting sideways into silent shadows and vacant corners. Her concentration had been fading with every session, and now it could find no subject in which her mind might seek balance. Everything melded into everything else. All of her patients had become Evan Hillyard. Even her dreams, despite the horrific carnage of torn bodies and half-eaten faces, were accompanied by the droning of his voice in session. She had trouble distinguishing a sleeping state from being awake. Never had she felt more fragile, nor so desperate to leave the place where she had spent her youth attending to the nightmares of others.

Peace could only come when she was rid of this place, rid of her wretched career and the crumbling walls of the facility. She was beginning to think of her patients as an inseparable part of the structure, disgusting, 
sickening, less than human, something her mentor would have found unforgivable.

Her last effort would be to prepare a brief portfolio on each case, to pass along to her successors. Before her, on the desk, lay her notebook. A thin silk ribbon marked the section devoted to Evan. With ice-cold fingers she opened the book and began to turn the pages.

On her last morning of rounds, Peterson avoided the scornful looks of the orderlies and the few remaining doctors she passed in the corridors. She gave each patient a swift check-up and moved on. In her scheduled sessions she offered no commentary, only a nod or a quick prompt to speed things along. As the day progressed she felt a craving to be in motion, a need that pierced her state of mind more and more acutely.

She had been quite clear in her final conversation with the director, after he accepted her resignation. She would not consider a compromise, a part-time situation, or a consulting position. She had reached the limit of her goodwill and generosity, she said, and she felt faint when she heard herself saying these awful things. She would continue her duties for the rest of the week but under no circumstances would she meet or speak with Evan, for reasons she refused to discuss.

It was a shameful and inexplicable demand to make at the last minute but she feared that her ability to escape depended on it. The director made it clear: he found her behavior reprehensible. She pretended to listen politely while he complained about his burden of responsibility.

What she couldn’t say, and couldn’t begin to explain or understand, was the terror she had experienced upon reviewing her notes on the night she resigned. There were no words on the page, only rough illustrations drawn in a primitive, childish hand. The pages were dark with ink blotches, some writhing between torn legs and others locked in mortal combat.

She was dressed for travel, carrying her briefcase in one hand and her purse in the other, when the alarm sounded. Loud as a fire bell but played out in short sputtering rounds, it signaled an emergency of another kind. One of the patients had been injured.

In seconds it seemed the entire hospital was in chaotic motion. Orderlies secured the area and locked the doors between wards. Nurses rushed from their stations to assist as needed. The doctor who had taken on Peterson’s final case gave her a hateful glance as he ran past.

Ignoring the knot in her stomach, instinctively she followed him—down the winding hallway to the few remaining private rooms, all the way to Evan’s cell. Knowing what she would find, as though all of this were a dream she had experienced many times. She knew the ending as well but she was in a kind of rapture, a sickened state for which she could imagine no cure. 
The memory of that night in her office, gazing at the tortured forms of arachnids tangled and dying on the pages of her notebook, now made it impossible to resist one final look.

He was lying on the bed, his right arm dangling off the side, the sheets soaked through with blood, a set of eight bright stains fanning out around his body. Nurses and interns and his new doctor surrounded the bed, trying with all of their ridiculous, outdated equipment to revive him.

His face was turned toward the door, as if he were waiting for Peterson to appear. Waiting for the moment when she would return to him, and her eyes would meet his, and she would gaze across the vast space between them at the trim, tired woman in a dress suit standing in the doorway.

The woman was smiling now. Her life was about to begin anew, somewhere. Peterson watched helplessly from the far wall, eyes shining and fingers splayed to support her weight. The woman buttoned her jacket and turned to go, and everything Peterson had ever known was swept into darkness.
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IN THE VASTNESS OF THE SOVEREIGN SKY

by S.L. Edwards


W
hen Alondra Fuentes talks about the killings, she begins by telling you about the sky. She says it was soft-azure blue, streaked with thin clouds rimming the world like melting ice. She remembers the song of the birds, how they carried on whistling between bullet bursts and the cries of men and women. The warm caress of the breeze between the trees that kissed her cheeks just like any other day.

Alondra remembers the sky vividly, because no one ever talks about how beautiful those awful days were. She would look into that vast sky, and she would pretend she was anywhere else. Anywhere other than before some sobbing man, some blindfolded woman. Some poor soul who wouldn't see the gorgeous day they died. She remembers the feel of the rifle in her hands, how her shoulders shook and trembled when she couldn’t look at the victims any longer.

You think of them as “the” victims and not “her” victims. Alondra joined the police academy one year before the Gardner coup. She was just a cadet when she and a few other young recruits, the oldest among them only twenty-one, were piled into the back of an army truck and driven out to the jungle.

You don’t ask her about that
 story, because she’s told you that one before. She’s told you all about the brick wall on the side of a black, burned house. About the tall figures in dark robes, whose songs would calm the shaking of her hands and force a smile to her face even as she pulled her trigger. Alondra has told you many things. That she fears dying, that she regrets her life every day. She worries about God, worries that a lifetime of atonement will not be enough when her creator asks her to account for the death of some stranger whose face she never saw and whose name she never learned.

You’ve travelled to Antioch fifteen times before. You know it is nothing if not a haunted country. Along the Pacific Coast the people 
refuse to eat the fish from the sea, believing that they contain the souls and flesh of the disappeared. In the black cities, construction companies refuse to build anything new, fearing that digging any new foundation will reveal a mass grave. The traditional festivals now shun the color yellow, only because that was the color of the former dictator’s eyes.

The people of Antioch want nothing new to do with the truth. They have lived through it, sealed it away with so many locks and so much dirt that they feel the work is done. Antioch never had a truth commission, nothing like the one you witnessed in South Africa. But they are more than willing to hand the truth off to people like you, to academics. So many treat their interviews like spiritual cleanses.

Or confessionals.

But Alondra has been public, more so than most participants in the Gardner regime. She has
 advocated for a truth commission, and in doing so brought as many of her sins as she could remember to bare. For the whole world to see.

When you first met her, her hair was dark grey, eyes with the color and heat of just-formed steel. Now her hair is silver. Her eyes are milky. Her jaw shakes when she speaks, when she tells you about the sky.

You’ve come to see Alondra for one piece of information she has never disclosed, but something that you believe she knows. You’re patient with her, waiting for the white-uniformed attendants to bring her tea and soft cookies. You help yourself to a cookie too, letting the warm chocolate rest on your tongue while she talks.

She rests for a moment, but only a moment.

You take the opening.

“Alondra, what can you tell me about Umberto Santrich?”

Outside her room the attendants push their carts, squeaky wheels and clattering teacups. Her window is wide open, carrying in the wet breeze from the nearby forest. In those moments Alondra seems to not know what to say, and you wonder if she understood you.

She answers:

“I didn’t kill him.”

Over many years of fieldwork, you’ve learned that silence is often the best way to move people forward. You let Alondra’s words rest across the room, give her the time to breathe and gather her thoughts.

“I was there though.
”

You ask her about how she could know if she killed him or not. So many people wore hoods. Their mouths and eyes bound. There’s a very real chance, you say, that she just never saw him.

She shakes her head.

“I saw him. Pointed beard. Sharp…burning green eyes. He looked just like his photo on his book, the one your husband edited. I knew who he was. I even…I even read one of his stories.

“I knew this man. And I knew what they wanted me to do with him.

“But he wasn’t blindfolded. He smiled at me. I raised my rifle and…and…”

She’s trembling ferociously. This isn’t ethical. You put a hand on her shoulder and whisper. She doesn’t have to keep speaking. Not if she doesn’t want to. She pulls her lips into her mouth as one single, thick tear tumbles down her cheeks.

“And the devil flew away.”

You try and ask what she means, but she becomes unresponsive. The attendants ask you to leave with a sharp anger in their voice. You leave your number and a travel schedule by the bed, just in case Alondra wants to call you. 

II.

You turn the pages carefully:

The boys had been running for so long. Their muscles stripped away with their pain, their hunger. They lumbered into a numb, senseless status quo, where every instinct of survival swallowed up all capacity for thought or compassion.

They had long forgotten the weight of their guns, along with whatever cause had previously stirred their hearts, when the soldiers found them. The wolves, who wore men’s eyes and men’s smiles, drove them to the cliffs, to the edge of the world and to the edge of their very being. And there, amidst the barking of their voices and the venomous glare of the sunlight off their guns, the boys did what all hounded animals do.

They leapt, for they had long ago determined that they would die on their own terms.

But then—something incredible happened.

Mouths agape, the soldiers turned to the sky and watched the emaciated bodies fly away.

The story is in keeping with the other Santrich stories you’ve read. For what seemed like a decade, you and your husband railed against 
the shallow and yet “critical” assessment that Santrich was “the Lovecraft of the global south.” Only one collection made it out of Antioch, Fantasmas del Tierra y Aire
. This slim little collection went remarkably unnoticed, though it had champions in figures like Robert Bloch and Richard Matheson, who sporadically praised it in various interviews over a few decades. 

When it was
 read, Santrich’s fiction was too often consigned to the long shadows of Lovecraft and others. He was called “the link between Borges, Quiroga and Lovecraft.” But you and your husband, through relentless conferences and presentations in Baltimore and Providence, along with a “definitive” and updated translation of the collection, finally made your case that Santrich was far more than a shade of someone else’s terrors.

Santrich’s stories dealt not with cosmic terrors, nor was it “magical realist” in the classical sense. When the supernatural interceded, it was a catalyst, a facilitator of transformation and change. Protagonists became unrecognizable, alien and terrifying. This, coupled with a setting and tone which was actively political, ultimately made him an early target for the Gardner regime.

All evidence you’ve found suggests he was killed only one week after the Gardner coup, in one of the many now notorious initial massacres of the regime. The Santrich family was one of Antioch’s oldest and most political, and a prevalent rumor that Umberto was funding a private army in the cloud-forest village of Bosque Bautismal prompted a brutal and thorough cleansing.

You know that Alondra Fuentes was there. She admitted this much and more.

And that is why, all these weeks after you spoke with her, her non-confession haunts you.

You put down the pages and pinch the soft space between your eyes. You’re no stranger to working underground, in small and dark spaces. But with all your experience, Santrich’s newly discovered bunker still
 makes you claustrophobic. Maybe it’s because it’s too crowded with uncatalogued, unlabelled manuscripts, cluttered shelves and piles of notebooks and loose pages stacking to the ceiling. Maybe it’s because you’ve done little more than read his notes and incomplete stories, frustrated because they are vague and incomplete but no less enticing for it. You catch bits of hinted violence, insights into an author who had little hope or love for the world he lived in, a whole notebook that only refers to his wife and daughter as “the woman” and “the child” 
respectively. And that notebook, full of uncited allusions to occult texts you have no knowledge of, is in turn full of scant bits of poetry. Two lines about a dying lamb. A whole stanza about bleeding flowers.

Though truth be told, it’s your husband who’s been doing most of the translating.

You speak two of Antioch’s three major languages, but your German is poor. Chris is an expert, and apparently Santrich was as well. You spend days in the dark, reaching for anything written in Spanish or English, and what you do find makes you queasy and unable to sleep. But it seems Santrich exclusively wrote his fiction in German. So, you’ve given Chris his space and time for his translation process, opting to read story translations in the bunker so that, despite your claustrophobia, you can continue your work while you review his.

You climb the ladder out of the bunker, up a dark tunnel scented with heavy, sour earth. Each time you make this climb you realize how old you’ve gotten. You love the grey streaks in your once black hair, how they’ve made your eyes brighter and kinder, but you’re not the lean, muscular young woman you once were. Your shoulders creak as you throw one hand over the other, trying your best to ignore the cracking along the rim of your elbows.

You listen to your body moan and part of you is angry at the government of Antioch, for calling you and offering everything but research assistants. The new government, like its predecessors, believes the whole country must caution itself, lest the truth break it wide open. They are all too eager to suppress local young scholars and rely on international academics to probe its secrets and tell its story.

You reach the top of the tunnel. The metal door was found under a mound, purely by accident, after a torrential summer rain. It is little wonder that the military did not find it in the initial massacre of Bosque Bautismal or in any of those that followed.

But as angry as you are and as haunted as this place seems, you cannot help but breathe deep. The air is wet, fragrant with an explosion of trees and flowers. The grey clouds hang tight to the ground, reminding you of walks along the edge of the Pacific Northwest. You see the gilded outline of a yellow sun behind a clouded sky and walk along slippery, damp fallen leaves.

It takes fifteen minutes to reach the road, and another thirty to navigate the winding dirt road back to your “hotel.” It’s a small, narrow two-story cottage, with wide windows and a small patio on the second floor. When you walk through the door, the living room is still neat, 
untouched. You smell a bit of food and follow it up to the second bedroom, which Chris has made his office.

You’re surprised to see him hunched over a piece of paper with mustard dripping out of his sandwich.

“Chris!”

He looks up, impassive glazed expression. The dark splotches along his eyes tell you that he hasn’t been sleeping regularly, though you already know this from how sporadically you’ve shared a bed since this trip began.

“What are you doing!?”

You motion to the sandwich and the primary document on his desk.

He blinks.

Then his mouth drops into an “O” and he laughs.

“I’m being careful, Jenn! I promise.” Before you can get a word in, he begins, “Santrich is just as good as we thought!”

He’s standing from the table now, sandwich still in his left hand as he leaves a mustard-flavored kiss across your lips.

“I understand you’re enthusiastic.” You swat him away playfully.

“This is gonna be great for us!”

You can’t help but smile.

It was a weird thing, to fall in love with another academic from another field. You know your husband’s research well, and have even offered him notes on his book chapters. But it isn’t often that a scholar of South American literature and another of political memory find a reason to collaborate. Sure, you’ve both talked about the frightening politics of 100 Years of Solitude
 and the not-so-gentle subterfuge of Julio Cortázar’s “Axolotl.” You even once entertained doing a joint project on Mario Vargas Llosa’s The Feast of the Goat,
 but ultimately gave it up for reasons you can never quite remember.

It is a treat to collaborate, an extension of your lives that you haven’t felt in a long time. Working together on this feels like something you were both meant for, the sort of unity of purpose you hadn’t felt since you sent your youngest off to college.

“So you’ve been translating all day?”

“Yeah,” he turns back to the desk, “I figured out the title of that story. ‘In Service of the Sovereign Sky.’ I’ve got a few paragraphs for you and you should really read them! They’re something
.”

“All right, all right.”

He smiles and you can tell he’s tired
.

You take the page out to the patio with a cup of coffee and sit.

In the air the boys were free. Free from the battles of the earth and dirt.

They dodged the bullets of the soldiers, weaving between them in unbridled mirth. With roaring laughter they grabbed the shoulders of their persecutors and lifted them high. High above so that the ground below was nothing but green-and-brown gridwork.

And they let them fall.

For days the boys did not touch the ground, catching flying birds and eating them raw in liberation. They licked clean the feathers and gristle, blood flecking their wild smiles. Then they flew into the clouds, catching cold water on their lips. When they finally returned to earth, it was to launch yet another attack on the soldiers. This time they cleaved into their backs, long talons tearing into their ribs and lungs.

And this time, they did not eat. 

Nor did they eat the villagers, whose bones broke between their fangs.

Nor did they taste the frightened dogs.

The stray cats.

For so long, long before the soldiers chased them from the earth, the boys had forgotten what they were. They no longer served a cause, no army and no nation.

Taking never-ending flight, they were only loyal to the sovereign sky.

Your imagined introduction to this new volume is already taking form. You’ll explain that Santrich served theme
 more than image
. That simple, brutal language could paint a stark picture and form a starker mirror. That even the greatest freedom of imagined flight came with the even greater freedom of shedding humanity. For Santrich, being a man was just as oppressive, as perverse, as life in a frayed and dying nation.

You rise from your patio to tell Chris your thoughts.

But his office door is already closed, and you decide not to disturb him.

III.

It’s two months into the research trip when you learn that Alondra Fuentes has killed herself.

The news comes in the form of a large manila envelope, addressed to you, from the office of an attorney in Gólgota. He explains that it took a long time to find you, that Alondra’s will was a work in progress 
and that she no longer had any children who were on speaking terms with her when she died. He writes that Alondra was, however, insistent in one of her lucid moments that he contact you.

Another manila envelope, sealed with red wax.

You remove the wax with a butte knife and find three typed pages.

Cariña Jennifer,

Please do not think that I would ever lie to you.

Perhaps you do not see it this way, but our many “interviews” over the years have been much like therapy. You have allowed me to unburden my many sins. I live in mortal terror, as I have told you many times before, that when I meet my Maker, He will demand an accounting for a death I do not remember.

I do, however, remember Umberto Santrich.

And this is no confession.

It is instead, an admission.

I did not keep this secret because I was ashamed. Or sorrowful. I kept it because even now I cannot explain, nor live with what I saw that day in Bosque Bautismal.

It made me a true killer.

I did not question myself, did not begin thinking about any other god than Gardner until almost a year later. Only then did I become human again. 

It was in the early days. When things were more uncertain than ever before. I knew we were going to Bosque Bautismal. I knew about the rumors, that Santrich was going to lead a rebellion against the new government.

But there were no rebels in Bosque Bautismal.

The people there were feral and mad. They threw themselves at us, armed with only knives and clubs. They bit out our throats, clawed out our eyes.

None of us were ready, not the police or even the soldiers. Even armed with a gun, your mind only moves so quickly amidst such unexpected carnage.

On that day, a great many people whose names I never learned died by my hand. But the deaths that day, Jennifer, after all this time I do not know if I regret them. How violent they were.

There were no firing squads. Not that day. Instead we waded for hours through wild limbs
.

When we finally found Santrich, he was no political dissident. No poet warrior. He was a quiet, green-eyed man standing over the open bodies of his wife and child. Painting symbols on the walls with their blood.

So we put him against a wall.

I happily raised my gun.

And then-

“Then devil flew away.”

You read the rest aloud and muttering. You read how Alondra came to believe that nothing short of the devil could explain what happened to her in the cloud forest. She had thought Umberto Santrich, whatever he was, was a greater monster than Gardner ever could be. And this conviction made her believe that the will of her President was the will of God, and that in this certainty she and others burned everything Santrich ever touched.

Made sure his stories and poems never made it out of Antioch again.

You need to share this story with Chris. Though it is clearly the ravings of a dying woman, there’s something profound in it. And you want to confide in him, because as much as your interviews with Alondra were professional, though she was not a familiar friend, she meant something to you. And you obviously meant something to her.

You go to his office.

But he’s gone.

Red-streaked pages litter the floor.

…

You call the embassy on the sat-phone. The man on the line says that he’ll call the Gendarmerie, but it could take them a few days. Bosque Bautismal is isolated, and it has little in the way of a police force. Even the most well-equipped force, the man tells you in as calming a voice as he can muster, would take at least one day.

So you put down the phone and wander the narrow streets, peering into near-empty restaurants and bars. But the town is as empty as ever, a mountain grave that never recovered from its scars.

The air is getting colder with the coming summer storm. You don’t call his name, because you don’t want to draw attention to yourself.

Because he’s a tall, lanky white man, so you’re sure to spot him easily
.

When the rain begins to fall, you return to the cottage, throw yourself on a couch and cry.

He’s been heading for catastrophe for so long. You passed it off because he’s been stressed before, because you know him and love him and thought he would tell you if something was wrong. Because you asked him, and he said he was fine. He’s never lied to you before. Yes, he seemed tired. Yes, it seemed like he spoke and ate less every day, but you were so close
 to finishing and he would have all the time in the world to rest and recover.

You try to breathe, because people don’t often go missing in Antioch.

Not anymore.

The rain comes down in sheets, slamming the tin-roof of the cottage in a barrage of fat, half-dollar drops. You try to stifle your crying in the sound, but you only worry more. The storm will last for hours, perhaps through the entire night. But you can’t sleep and you can’t read and you can barely even think.

So you sit and hold your chest. The space between your ribs is already aching, already quivering. You pour yourself an unsteady cup of coffee and dry the raw, stinging spaces around your eyes.

And you wait. Wait for Chris to walk through the door. To admit he’s done some foolish thing so you can forgive him for scaring you so bad.

But your eyes get heavy. Your neck begins to hurt.

You take one pain pill and fall asleep on the couch.

…

When you wake up, the storm is still roaring.

The wind has picked up into a high-pitched, searing whistle. Hail is hammering the roof, but you hear something else too.

A low, whirring sound that you’ve never heard in any storm before.

You get up from the couch and move quietly up the stairs.

The sound becomes a purr, the loud grumblings of a lion or tiger. It rises above the thunder, above the hail and the whipping, writhing wind. You don’t have a gun with you. You’ve never felt that you needed one before. But you run back down the stairs and grab the largest kitchen knife you can.

The growling gets louder.

When you reach the top of the stairs, you only see the howling black just outside your patio doors
.

A lightning bolt stretches across the clouds.

And you see it.

It’s perched in a wild, swaying tree branch. In the distance it has the shape of a hulking vulture, the gigantic and cartoonish sort you might find in a children’s book.

Its wings break against the sky and you scream.

They’re impossibly wide, darker than the sky around them and heaving with every bit of force and power as the monsoon. It lands on the patio, shaking the entire upper floor and standing high above the doorframe.

And it peers down, pressing its pale face against the window.

Thin cheeks. A small, childlike nose. Wide, black horse’s eyes.

You’re frozen, because you feel it looking at you. Every part of you is locked in place and you can’t tell if you’re even breathing.

It seems to regard you with confusion, if not amusement, and your stomach sinks when you see it smile.

It slams its face through the glass. The doors split in a glittering burst.

You fall down, gasping and crying. 

It snarls, sharp teeth and charnel breath.

You raise your knife in shaking hands.

Outside, something else slams down.

Another cry.

Something grabs the monster and pulls it to its knees. Its eyes widen into panic and confusion as it lurches its long neck back. Its wings beat furiously, kicking up shards of glass and wood into the air and spraying the rain on you in furious cascades. It scrapes the walls, lashes out in every direction before it is dragged outside.

You hear it rage, striking at something you cannot see. For whole minutes you stand there, trembling, knife in your hand, until the sounds outside cease.

Another face pokes its way into the light.

You’re sobbing. Because you know
 that face.

“Chris?”

But your husband’s eyes recede into the darkness.

Lightning breaks and you see two forms, one carrying the other in its claws, flying away into the vastness of the swirling sky.
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