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For the town I left behind, too. 
 So many stories begin this way, with the return of the absent child to the bosom of the family home. They speak of how the child has changed too much to ever be at home there again, or they speak of how, after many years in the dreadful embrace of the

wider world, the child has come to understand that the old ways were the only ways they could live under. It depends, you see, on who is telling the story – the child, or the welcoming bosom of home.

Five hundred yards from her house, Polly stamped on the brakes of the jeep and tore the keys from the ignition, draping herself over the steering wheel like a recently-shot corpse. She stared across the intervening space – the yards of empty, arid land spewed out flat under a bruised sky – and took a moment to steady herself. The old knot of bile had already tied itself within her, though the sky stayed disappointingly free of carrion birds or omens of ill fortune. Anything that might give her an excuse to turn the ancient vehicle around and head back towards the civilisation of bigger cities and warmer climates than Buttfuckville, Nowhere, was mockingly absent.

Polly watched the sky a little longer, her breath fogging her glasses along the bottom rim. They’d no doubt seen her coming – it wasn’t like there was a spot of cover along the edge of the road, and it wasn’t like anyone ever came down this road just for the hell of it, either – and seeing her stop in the road like this was going to give them pause.

Let them pause. Let them think she’d blown a tyre or stalled the jeep like an idiot girl. She hunched her back over the centre of the steering column and slipped her hand down the front of her shirt, pulling up something small and distinct on a string. Wouldn’t do to have that out in front of the family, would it? Polly opened her mouth wide enough to swallow a kid’s head in one go, and dropped the necklace down her throat. The end of the chain caught on the lone blunt tooth at the back of her jaw, and she turned her head back and forth, feeling the choking sensation start to rise.

It was vile, but the necklace wasn’t going to fall into her stomach this way, and it wasn’t going to get spotted this way either. At least, the indecently thorough men at immigration hadn’t been able to find it, and if they couldn’t find it the cursory, avoidant eyes of home wouldn’t see what they didn’t know to look for anyway.

In the back seat one of the bundles stirred, and Polly started the engine abruptly.
 The remaining five hundred yards flittered away like so many frightened crows, and all too soon she was standing outside the jeep, outside the peeling paint on the door, in front of the tarnished brass knocker that had been the envy of the distant town back when this place wasn’t owned by her family. It looked like a lion’s head in some lights, a man’s in others. There had been a page on it in the local library
 – the skill and artistry involved in making such an ambiguous piece of sculpture.
 There had been annotations on the page talking about how ambiguity was a sin and things that were neither fish nor fowl were condemned and rightly so by the Good Book and the FDA, but this was Buttfuckville in mid-Nowhere. It was normal.
 They still hadn’t come to the door, though she knew full well they must have seen her. That they were watching from the upstairs windows and from behind the curtains in the kitchen, watching the way she and long-fled friends had watched people approach up the drive, with a mixture of curiosity and trepidation and excitement. And suspicion, if the car was new or the visitors wore suits. The kind of suspicion that rapidly turned to egg-hurling.
 They had to be waiting for her to knock on the door.
 Polly glanced back at the jeep – the bundles were still again in their cradle of cheap knock-off designer clothes and assorted crap – and stroked her throat. Fine, she’d knock. Fuck them. They wanted this doing with the right amount of ritual and fucking majesty then so be it.
 She lifted up the knocker and let it fall with a creak and a pathetic little thump against the soft wood. Someone hadn’t been oiling the hinge. Probably hadn’t bothered making someone else do it after she’d left, because they were just that anal about doing things the right goddamn way. Polly lifted it again and slammed the lion-man’s head into the painted near-punk so hard that a circular piece flopped away from the door and onto the doorstep, taking with it a hail of paint flakes.
 There was an answering thud inside the house, and she stood back, arranging her hands on her hips, pulling her lower lip out of her mouth and setting her expression to something less sharp and solid than it had been for the last hundred miles of road.
 “Oh, look who it is,” mumbled the face in the shadows. The owner did not seem particularly impressed, his bathrobe wrapped around his shoulders as if conferring the role of king to him; his face was slack down the right side, but the eye that glittered in it stabbed Polly from head to toe just as effectively as the more lively left. “Nice of you to bother showing up.”
 “So you missed me, then.” She made a big show of wiping her boots on the unmarked welcome mat – a new addition; it had been an upturned hard-bristled brush in her day – and peered into the gloom beyond the front door while her brother stood breathing hard and impatiently just inside the shadows.
 “Back just in time for elections,” Rafael noted, his slippers shifting grit about the stone floor as he backed away from her, into the kitchen. “Very clever.”
 “You’ll have to be a bit more specific than that,” Polly said allowing herself a thin smile that actually bore some amusement in it, if no actual warmth. “I’ve been away. What’s going on? Why should the elections be any more than the boring rigmarole you used to hide in the attic to avoid getting involved in?”
 Rafael’s left-face gave her a sneer while the right-face contrived to give her a look of pure hatred without flinching one of its deadened muscles. “Bit of a tie.”
 “So what?” Polly looked about at the stained ceilings and the cupboard doors hanging loose and crooked from their hinges. At the banisters that looked more like the broken-toothed smile of a drunken bum than ever before, and the door to the understairs cupboard that had never been painted over, the crackling and peeling unable to conceal where nails had gouged at the wood on the bottom of the door. “It’s not important. The town is fuc— sorry, the town is tiny. Being mayor of this place is like having the right to rule over six preschoolers and a cat; why would anyone care?”
 “You’ve been away,” Rafael said shortly, the look of loathing on his right-face not fading a speck while his left-face sank into doughy aimlessness. “You’ve forgotten how important it is here.”
 “You’d be amazed how unimportant things like that turn out to be when you have a full tank of gas.” Polly bit back the rest of her remark and sank into the nearest chair. It gave off a cloud of dust – not unlike kicking a large mushroom – and stank of cellars, but it beat standing up for the rest of the conversation, and her leg was starting to hurt across the seam. She studiously avoided looking at the sink.
 “It matters here,” Rafael said in the tone of one concluding a sermon. “Seth and Sean Oakes—”
 Polly snorted despite herself and laid a hasty hand over her mouth. “Go on,” she muttered from between her fingers, as Rafael lowered himself stiffly into the seat opposite her – it did not give off the appalling smell or the cascade of fungal spores, suggesting it was the one he normally used – and knit his hands together like the ends of shattered bone. Polly reached down and surreptitiously massaged the seam.
 Rafael’s left eye narrowed. “Are you alright?”
 “I’m fine. Go on. Seth and Sean Oakes what?” She whipped her hand away from the seam and laid it on the table in front of her, skirting a sticky patch but ending up with her thumb resting in something dark and dried to a crust instead.
 “They been tied in place the last two elections, Polly. Not one vote either way, not a single little red cross more to Seth or Sean.” Rafael stretched his hands palm-up out on the grimy tabletop, the fingers of the right curling inwards like the legs of a dead spider. “It’s causing some consternation down in the town. People don’t like not knowing which way things lie.” Both sides of his face were slate now, expressionless and flat, but his right eye seemed to Polly like it was saying something like the marginal notes in the library – Buttfuckville didn’t like ambiguity. “We having one more election—”
 “Why? What the hell would that change?”
 “We was hoping more people could be persuaded to vote one way or the other, to kill the hanging ballot.” His look was sly, but unashamedly so.
 “No, Rafael.”
 Her brother’s right hand spasmed, the fingers clenching inwards into a messy fist, falling back out almost straightened like the petals of the big daisies that used to grow down by the roadside. “What does it matter to you? You said yourself it wasn’t important.”
 “I’m not registered to—”
 He interrupted her with a dry, thin trickle of laughter. It wound around her like ketch-cord, petering out into an equally fleshless cough. “You’re still registered, you stuck-up—”
 “I’m not voting in your pathetic little game,” Polly grumbled. The seam was itching, but rather than draw attention to it again she stroked her throat, knowing the presence of the chain rather than feeling it within her oesophagus. “You’re only going to try and shove me one way or the other to feed your own idiot agenda, aren’t you?”
 “Don’t have one.”
 “Liar.”
 He got to his feet as stiffly as he had sat, but the deliberation with which he did it was more steeped in rage than if he’d leapt to them, and both his eyes blazed. “Don’t call me that.” His voice was quiet and measured and shaking underneath with a lava-flow of fury. “Don’t you call me that in my own home.”
 “Fine, fine,” Polly held up her hands and peered over the edge of her glasses at her brother, his right hand turned claw-like and grasping before he let it fall back against his side. “You don’t have an agenda and I’m the fuck – sorry, I’m the Pope. Whatever. If I get into this everyone will know it was me that dragged the ballot one way or the other. I’m sure you can imagine what sort of trouble that will cause.” She had picked away the top layer of the black crust on the table with her fingernail before she realised that this might not be a good idea, and jerked her hand back from the unidentified darkness with more guilt than disgust. “And don’t go saying they’ll think maybe someone changed their mind. People round here aren’t real big on changing anything.” Polly added with a brief nod, “Except maybe you.”
 “I was going to say nothing of the sort.”
 “Who did Martin Oakes like for his successor? If I’m to be drawn into this lunacy.”
 Rafael’s left eye wandered evasively around the kitchen, buzzing like a meat-fly from tabletop to kitchen sink to ceiling, darting in furtive circles, while his right stared through Polly with a kind of studied blankness that didn’t fool her for a damned second.
 “Rafael…”
 He knit his hands together again, bending the fingers of his right hand back so far they almost looked normal. “Seth,” he said eventually, his left eye settling on the burnt out socket where in some other house a lightbulb might have resided. “Martin Oakes was passionately in favour of his elder son taking on the mayor’s robe because it is right.” He didn’t sound convinced – his left-face rose into a sneer on the final bitter consonant of ‘right’ and stayed there, marking out the territory of disagreement as firmly as a flag.
 “Then I’ll vote Seth. Why the hell you people have to make everything into such a performance—” Polly realised halfway through her complaint that she’d said the aitch ee double hockey-sticks but Rafael didn’t appear to have noticed, still stuck in an expression of disgust and disdain.
 “Old man Oakes may have been wrong.”
 “You said yourself it’s right,” Polly groaned, perplexed and impatient. The seam on her leg was itching badly, and she was starting to think she could hear the clank of the necklace in her throat. If she could hear it, Rafael would be able to hear it as well when she moved, and that wasn’t a question she had any intention of answering just yet. She stretched out her leg and all but glued her hands to the table top trying not to scratch it or smooth it.
 “I said he believed it was right,” Rafael said fastidiously, lowering himself back into the kitchen chair at last. His left eye jerked back to Polly’s face with a terrible earnestness, and his right seemed to switch back on – refocus, in a way. “Because Seth is the eldest. He reads too many books.”
 “God forbid,” Polly muttered under her breath.
 “Fact is—” Rafael made a complicated gesture with his left hand that might have been an attempt at crossing himself or might have been to swat away some imagined insect, “—Seth’s not…” he paused again and said with a shoulder-rattling sigh, “Seth’s a dick.”
 Polly blinked, smirked, and twisted her smile into an expression of calculated scandal. “Oh, such language from such a God-fearing man.” She turned her attention pointedly to the black, crunchy spot on the table top and began picking at it with more vigour than was strictly necessary to remove the mystery substance.
 “It conveyed the facts,” Rafael mumbled in a voice of hot shame.
 “What did he do, spurn your advances?” Polly sneered, flicking a fragment of black stuff across the table towards her brother’s chest. “Did he come up here canvassing and look in on you? Did you bring him in and offer him that shitty moonshine Lucius keeps in the outhouse? Did he look around at the plush surroundings and decide that he didn’t care that much about your measly vote, or did he hold his breath and last it out until you started trying to take off his shirt with your eye? Or was he really brave and really forthright and held it together right up until you put your sweaty, excited palm on his knee – was that what happened, Rafael? Did you actually get your paws on this one before he ran screaming down the drive? Is that why you’re so passionately pissed at him?” She hoofed another flake of crumbling black stuff at her bother and waited for the explosion.
 It didn’t come. Back in the day this speech would have been a niggle enough to send him into a frothing rage, bad enough to send the furniture flying about maybe of its own accord, bad enough to put Rafael into a twitching, jerking convulsion. All that happened now was a sharp intake of breath like a kettle preparing to whistle, a steadying inhalation that accompanied a tensing in every mobile muscle in Rafael’s body; his left hand gripped the edge of the table, his left-face composed itself into an expression of forced beatification and he said in a soft, low voice, “you know nothing like that happened.”
 Polly arched her eyebrows and pursed her lips. “I know. They’re all too scared to come up here.”
 “Seth is a dick.” Rafael’s hand began to relax again, both sides of his face slackening into some less rigid state of restraint. “You will just have to take my word for this.”
 “Things must really have altered around here if your word is worth anything now,” Polly said, one last barbed dig below the belt before she settled down to listen properly. The clanking of the chain in her throat was starting to make her twitch – at customs it hadn’t bothered her at all, but in these familiar-but-different surroundings it felt so out of place that she was sure the knowledge of it was etched upon her face like a fiery brand. Then again, Rafael’s right eye had always made her feel like that about pretty much anything.
 “It’s worth as much as your word ever was,” he said softly, and Polly willed down the furious bile that rose to greet this statement. With the necklace inside her she couldn’t afford to let him get to her like that; later, later he could pay for that.
 “So,” Polly said in the calmest voice she could muster, feeling the ‘one for one, bitch’ in the air as clearly as if it had been said aloud, “you want me to vote Sean, then?”
 “I want you,” Rafael said, “to run for mayor.”
 “Don’t talk shit.”
 “I’m not. They’re sick of having to choose between the branches of the Oakes. Give them an alternative and they will flock towards it like moths to the light.” His left-expression was greedy, a dog faced with the prospect of a pig-slaughter. “Even people here welcome change from time to time, if it is not a great change.”
 “They won’t want me.”
 “We’re been here longer than the Oakes.”
 “That’s no qualification.” Polly shut her eyes and tried not to think about itching, clanking, or the sick and cloying smell that was starting to trouble her now. It smelt of gone-off flowers, mould, and rot. It could have been the house; it could have been Rafael. Polly swallowed with exaggerated care. It could also be her.
 “You’re a hero.”
 “Am I fuck.”
 “Language.” Rafael clasped his right, clawed hand in his left, and his left-face gave her the eager, greedy look again. “You went away to protect the country and our way of life and you return home triumphant. That’s all they’ll see. They’ll love it.”
 “I went away so I wouldn’t have to be here anymore,” Polly muttered.
 “That’s not what they’ll see.” Rafael’s grasping look contorted into a half-smirk. Even the right half of his face contrived to seem mocking. “Them down in the town will just see the hero who went out to kill gooks. They won’t even see that you’re a woman. They’ll just see one of ours and hero, Polly.”
 “Don’t tie me to this mausoleum,” she said in a faint voice, her hands flying up to her throat to stifle the clanking. It seemed so loud that she was sure Rafael must have heard it, even though he could not possibly know what it meant. There was a moment of confusion – Rafael frowned at her and his right eye seemed to bore right through her body and into the wall beyond – and her hands dropped away again, guilty at their betrayal.
 “Then vote as your conscience dictates,” Rafael said, his voice a whisper of leaves across the ground.
 “For Sean?”
 “As your conscience dictates,” he said, his left eye saying yes.
 The tension drained – as much as was ever possible – from the room, and the clanking sounds died down in Polly’s head. She even thought that the sun might have made the effort to show itself beyond the looming clouds outside, but the town had never made a habit of changing even the weather to suit a situation. Silence, old and smelling of graveyards, reigned for a while over the table.
 “Is Lucius still here?” Polly asked after a while.
 “He’s in the town getting soap,” Rafael said. “We were going to make the house nicer for you. You came back early.”
 It was a blatant lie; he had to have known exactly when she was coming back and had probably sent Lucius out so he wouldn’t be here when she arrived, so Rafael could attempt this hare-brained idiocy with the elections – Lucius would never approve, would go stiff-backed and moral and save her the trouble of refusing. The idea of either of them making the effort to scrub down the accumulated dust and memories of the years made her smile, though, and Rafael’s left-face gave her an answering sneer.
 “He stays here,” he added.
 “I’m sure the young ladies of the town are bitterly disappointed.” Polly picked at a thread on her sleeve, feeling the scent of decay seeping into her clothes with each passing moment. “Inconsolable. Weeping and renting of clothing, that kind of thing.”
 The distant purr and cough of a motor made her jerk her head round. It was still a mile or so off, but in the oppressive emptiness around the farmhouse sounds travelled, and her hearing these days was acute. Rafael evidently hadn’t heard it, but the look on her face, the sudden alertness, betrayed it as surely as if he had.
 “Lucius,” he said by way of an explanation, limping to his feet and using his cramped hand to try and tame the wild disarray his hair was in. Polly remained sitting, watching him stagger this way and that about the dim kitchen as though searching for something, walking himself back into liveliness, tucking his hair behind his ears and straightening up his back. By the time he had finished he looked if not respectable then at least a little less like a demented professor, and he shouldered the bathrobe into his hands with a kind of grace. Flung it onto the back of the kitchen chair and nodded curtly at his sister.
 “He’ll be here in a minute.”
 “He know I’m coming?”
 “I told you, he went to buy soap.”
 Polly grunted and got up, her leg unstiffening suddenly and connecting with the rest of her so well that for a second she felt like an athlete. Rafael had already shambled to the door, his spine straightening up with each step. Pity he couldn’t have made the effort of looking vaguely human for her, since he’d known by the minute when she was going to arrive, the miserable bastard. Still, it was hardly sane to complain about not being the centre of Rafael’s corkscrewed affections – Jenny no doubt still retained that title, and good luck to her – and Polly followed him to the door, listening for the abrupt choke of the pick-up’s engine.
 The sudden fade of rumble to growl heralded heavy, deliberate footsteps on the ground and a call of, “Rafael, can you get the door?” that was voiced as precise and weighted as the feet that carried it.
 Rafael scowled Polly back a few feet and leaned forwards, lifting the latch with the curled forefinger of his right hand, his perfectly functional left scurrying away into a pocket or a fold of cloth. It was hard to see which; Polly tried to ignore the steady unfurling of the brother in the hallway and concentrate some kind of welcoming smile on the one entering through the door, his arms laden with paper sacks full of groceries. He held them so high that they obscured his face, and Polly noted with no real surprise that the top of each sack was bulging with bars of glycerine soap, the rest of the bags bulked out in blocks that looked suspiciously like yet more soap.
 “You didn’t need to get so much,” Rafael was scolding, making no move to relieve his brother of the hygienic burdens that forced him to shut the door with his foot.
 “It’s not like it goes off,” Lucius said mildly, swinging the sacks around to deposit them on the grimy floor. “Not like your – Polly!”
 She acknowledged him with a half-shrug and a wave; it seemed the only right thing to do, in the circumstances. Lucius had extended his arms in a wild gesture of affection and threatened hugs, but he retracted them again swiftly at the bare, difficult smile on her face and contented himself with a beam.
 “When did you get here?”
 “Exactly when Rafael thought I would,” she said, not bothering to shoot a look at where Rafael had already begun curling back in on himself. “Did the jeep in the driveway not…indicate something?”
 His face was as big and blank and beautiful as the sun and about as smart as a recently-beheaded chicken, and his smile looked fixed and confused. “Oh! That was yours,” Lucius said in the tone of a man who never questions the arrival of strange vehicles, strange individuals or strange rashes on his own body. He looked quickly down at the sacks of soap and said with a kind of brittle, washed-out brightness, “We were going to clean the house—”
 “No you weren’t,” Polly interrupted, “but I appreciate the charade. In.”
 They trooped back to the kitchen, silence hanging around Rafael’s shoulders like the bathrobe had, his movements echoing Lucius’s in a muted, distorted synchronicity. Too much time in this house together, Polly thought, leaving Lucius to fuss about the cupboards like someone’s mother while Rafael jealously sank into his chair and left the more fungal of the seating up to his siblings. Too much time in this fucking mausoleum together, or Rafael was feeding through one of the old obsessive phases again, which meant Lucius had probably taken to locking his bedroom door.
 “We left your room exactly as it was,” Lucius said, locating three cups that looked as though they hadn’t been washed in forty years, never mind the family hadn’t even been in that house that long. He slapped the tap on and waited through the growls and clanks and ominous rumbles for the violent burst of brown water to shoot out. When it did he gave the vessels a cursory rinse and set them upside down on the drainer, having shifted none of the baked-in grossness, and looked anxious.
 “I hope you don’t mean that,” Polly said under her breath, but Lucius had other things on his mind.
 “We don’t have any milk.”
 “Maybe you should have got some while you were out buying every stick of soap in the state, mm?”
 He frowned. “I didn’t think of that. Rafael said soap.” Lucius turned back to the drainer and picked up each of the cups in turn, righting them one by one and opening the cupboard above mechanically. “Black it is.”
 “Lucius, I don’t want any coffee. Sit down.”
 He sat, there on the floor beside the sink, and beamed up at her like the slice in a can of sunshine. “We really did leave your room the way it was. I was going to clean it but Rafael said you’d be cross if you came home and found we’d been in your stuff.”
 Polly narrowed her eyes across the tabletop. Rafael looked as though he’d slipped into a trance, his left eye staring vacantly towards his right, looking somewhere far beyond the kitchen. Somehow, rather than looking mentally deficient he just looked sinister, although that could just have been insider knowledge speaking; gods only knew what he was thinking about. Polly gave him a sour look and said, “I’m sure he did,” also sure that he’d been in there putting his right hand all over anything and everything, and sure that she’d burnt pretty much anything she cared about to deprive him of the satisfaction.
 She wondered if Lucius remembered that, the rising black smoke hanging like a curse over the house as she threw books, clothes and old vinyl records out of her bedroom window onto the bonfire in the yard. If he remembered the stink of records shrivelling up, or the look on her face. Rafael did, no doubt about that. But then he remembered everything, whether he wanted to or not.
 Rafael jerked back to wakefulness, his eye refocusing on Polly’s face, though his next remark was directed at Lucius, still sprawling on the floor. “We have to go now.”
 “What’s this?” Polly asked, as Lucius lumbered obediently to his feet and started to put the cups away again, one at a time.
 “The elections are today,” Rafael said, blunt as a jackhammer. “I was waiting for Lucius to drive us into town.” He gave her a smile that slunk around the borders of being a leer but never quite struck up the courage to cross them, his left hand forming a protective ball around the fist of his right, and behind him Lucius gingerly closed the cupboard door again and gave a wan smile to the empty, choking air.
 “A triumphant procession led by the conquering hero, you mean,” Polly said, keeping enough of the disgust out of her voice that Lucius made a pleased squeak and lunged for the door, but enough in that Rafael wrinkled the left side of his nose and waved a hand for her to go first.
 “I said you don’t have to stand,” he said under his breath as Lucius yanked open the front door and stomped through it towards the pick-up, not even looking back. “But you must vote.”
 “For Sean.”
 “I don’t care,” Rafael snapped, shuffling upright behind her and ushering her to the door, his slippers making a sciff-scriff sound over the grit and a snurf-snurf as they stepped into the yard and the ground underfoot began to chew away the thin soft soles. “Just get us out of this limbo.”
 The pick-up was rust-coloured, so the patches where metal was thin enough to be paper couldn’t be seen and remarked upon by neighbours; Polly still remembered the reasoning her parents had given for buying this thing, this russet behemoth that regularly dropped parts in the middle of the road or decided that brake fluid was a decorative inconvenience and not a vital part of a functioning vehicle.
 Hopping over the side was no longer an option, not with the seam straining uncomfortably, so she climbed laboriously over the tailgate, feeling Rafael’s razor-sharp cyclopean glare on her back the whole time. Feeling for a weakness, trying to figure out why she wasn’t swinging herself over the armpit-high walls into the bed like she used to. Fuck you, she thought as loudly and clearly as she could, fuck you and fuck you.
 The engine started on the first try, but it started with a foul splurt of unhealthy-smelling smoke and the kind of bark dogs give when they want to puke. Chances of arriving in Buttfuckville without resorting to a tow or Lucius having to get out and set his shoulder against the back of the bitch were not high, and Polly settled herself back against the rear window lightly, ready to get up and unfuck the engine.
 “There is one other thing,” Rafael shouted from inside the cab, turning his head to let the wind carry his words back to her. Polly rolled her eyes. There was always one other thing; there had been copious one other things before she left, and if he was going to One Other Thing her, then fine. She had a One Other Thing of her own to spring on him. Rafael didn’t wait for confirmation that she’d heard, just carried on regardless, his shouting rushing past her in a turbulent spiral of unwanted words. “Jenny’s promised to marry the winner.”
 Polly looked down at her lap and wondered if she’d sustain much damage if she climbed round the front of the pick-up and in through the window and throttled him to death with her bare hands, whether Lucius would stop her or simply sit there like a statue with his foot on the accelerator, letting the world play out beside him without having to take action. Rafael seemed to be waiting for something. “Uhhuh,” Polly muttered, forcing her stomach to stop clenching.
 “She been sweet on Sean for some time,” Rafael continued, each word a short stinging barb. “But I guess you already knew that.” He paused, and Lucius said something that Polly couldn’t hear over the wind and the thrumming wheels. “She promised, gave the word of the whole family, ‘Pretty Jenny Mazlowczy’ would marry the victor day after the election.”
 Polly stared at her lap. “And you want me to make sure she keeps her word?”
 “What? Can’t hear you.” Rafael’s voice was laced with veins of spiteful amusement. Polly watched the town outskirts slip past them, felt the body of the pick-up shudder into a slower gear, and gripped the rim of the pick-up wall harder than she ought to. Maybe a mile, maybe half a mile to the town hall, the ballot that was surely going to be about as secret as if she’d marched into the middle of the goddamn town and shouted it from the front steps of the hall.
 Maybe she ought to do that instead. Save time.
 They passed a couple of stores that hadn’t been there before, and Polly turned to face the back window, pitched her voice loud but low, and said, “I have one other thing too.” It didn’t have quite the impact she’d hoped for, but it was something.
 Rafael’s head jerked round. “Yes?”
 “I have some friends coming into town.”
 Silence; Rafael counting to ten, probably, and Polly could almost hear him trying out and rejecting responses, You have friends? was too easy for her to turn back on him and How does this concern me? was never going to sound nonchalant enough from his tongue. Eventually he spoke again, having apparently settled on, “Why are they coming here? There’s nothing for them here.”
 Polly half-leaned around the cab of the pick-up as they pulled up outside the town hall, her voice low, “Did you really think I’d come back to this place without reinforcements, Rafael?”
 He gave no answer, getting out of the cab of the pick-up with some difficulty and slouching up the steps to the hall, his slippers scuffing the unpaved dirt in quiet, seashore swooshes. Lucius appeared around the side of the vehicle without a word, holding out his hand to Polly like the very picture of the modern gentleman, and Polly tried not to snort at it or spit or say anything that would fracture the protective shell of stupidity that covered him.
 “I don’t need it,” she said instead, feeling the chain inside her throat slam back against the wet walls, feeling her oesophagus contract around the foreign thing as she clambered over the edge of the pickup. She balanced herself, one foot on the edge of the bed, one on the wheel rim, and jumped the rest of the way, landing heavy, knees bent. Polly didn’t bother to check what Lucius thought of this – it was as simple and predictable as rain on a public holiday that he’d think nothing at all – just straightened up slowly and led the way up the town hall steps.
 Rafael was already waiting, looking somehow fitting as his pyjama bottoms flapped around his ankles and his ancient bedroom slippers luxuriated in their own filth. His hair had retreated back into the same crazy explosion of spirals above his head that he’d been trying to tame before Lucius stepped in back at the house, and yet the townsfolk filtering back out of the hall didn’t stare at him, not even the jumpier housewives. Polly guessed anything could seem normal if you saw it often enough, although it was more likely they’d grown up being warned not to stare at the Mazlowczy kids because bad things happen when you do that.
 Rafael looked impatient, his right hand tucked into a fold of his lumberjack shirt, showing uncharacteristic consideration in the field of not freaking people the fuck out with that bird-claw looking thing. Polly slowed up to a dawdle, letting Lucius overtake her and lope up the steps to join his brother as more people trickled out of the hall.
 The gathering crowd made a point of neither averting their gaze from Lucius and Rafael nor staring at them, but they made no such concessions for her; either the time away had been long enough for them to forget that she was a Mazlowczy and Rafael was so very, very wrong about the welcome she was due, or they were just shocked to see her back at all.
 Whispers broke out through the ever-increasing circle of townsfolk, moving in ripples and crests through them, no one thread of conversation loud enough or clear enough for her to catch or follow. It seemed more confused than threatening so far, their faces a wash of wide eyes and furrowed brows – the itch in Polly’s leg transmuted from irritation to low, stabbing pain and as she brushed it calmingly with the back of her hand she felt the eyes of the whole town track her movement like a couple of hundred greedy, murmuring hounds.
 Rafael, on the other hand, made no secret of his impatience. “Will you hurry up?” he growled, the mask of indifference sliding easily from the left half of his face. “You’re holding this whole circus up.”
 Side by side, he and Lucius looked like they had been grown from different plants and then painted with some defining trademark that made them both Mazlowczy; the left half of Rafael’s face contained all the expression and emotion for both of them. Lucius was clean and tall and broad and stripped of all the liveliness and awareness that made a man human, alert, adult; his brother seemed like a wizened old man beside him, body parts clenched and contracted, half his face ironed out, one eye staring at things that weren’t there, and it was hard to think even now that he was the younger of the two. He turned his left hand sideways in a tiny gesture that took in both the empty might of his brother and the open doors of the town hall.
 Lucius slipped inside, doubtless heading for the solitary booth and the slip of paper that he’d affix his obedient Oakes, Sean red cross to, just as Rafael had instructed, not a thought in his head but how to avoid the worst conflict. Rafael swayed on the spot, his visible hand working itself into a fluttering, twittering frenzy of suppressed movements and twitches as Polly mounted the top of the steps and stopped.
 “You can’t back out now,” he said, quiet as the gust of wind that kept his madman uniform mobile in the cold autumn air.
 “I wasn’t intending to,” Polly smiled back, just as low. “Go inside and cast your stupid ballot, I’ll be there in a minute.”
 She watched him shuffle suspiciously into the building, his back curved into a question-mark, throwing glances back over the mound of his shoulders as he went to make sure she wasn’t going to flee. Polly turned her attention to the crowd; they stared back at her like cattle. She stuffed her hands in her pockets and swayed insolently from the balls of her feet to the heels and back again, rocking her weight to feel the chain inside her swing its pendulum back and forth. After a moment or two of this the gaze of the crowd turned hungrier, and Polly cleared her throat.
 “M’good brother Rafael tells me you’ve tried this twice already and none of you seem able to make up your minds,” Polly said. It was the same voice, the same pitch and speed to the very breath that she’d used in NorKor for chewing out her platoon. It was clear, and it was intended to go to the root of everyone’s mind and make them stand up straight and say “YES MISS” like they were back in kindergarten. “Is that right?”
 A low murmur of assent, seeming to come from no-one and everyone at once, the lips of those faces she could see moving so little it was as if they were throwing their voices.
 “And since I know the pride of this town is how little we all change our minds,” Polly went on, hands still deep in her pockets but statue-still at the head of the steps, “I’m guessing the outcome of this election would be much the same if I weren’t here. Am I right?”
 Another throaty affirmation swept through the crowd, and a couple of heads began to nod.
 “So what you’re saying is, you’re waiting on me to make a decision, and I might as well just stand here and say it out loud in front of you all, since if I go in there and do it in private in that little booth back there with Mrs. Pearce you’ll all know who it was anyhow. I got that right too, didn’t I?” She heard the town hall door creak on its hinges, knew without looking that Rafael and Lucius had returned from their third attempt at cementing the status quo, and listened to the crowd’s sibilant response. “Where’s the candidates, folks?”
 Through the crowd pushed Seth and Sean Oakes, both kitted up for the big day the way that the people of Buttfuckville, Nowhere, always tended to – the same cheap suits cut from the same cloth, the peacock-bright ties, the way they’d tried to coax their thinning hair into the lush widow’s peak of their illustrious father. Sean’s eyebrows had been subject to some grooming, Polly noticed as he came up to shake her by the hand, for they no longer quite met over his nose. And someone had taught him the politician’s handshake, where his free hand came round to grip her elbow briefly. “Good to have you back home, Pollyanna,” Sean said smoothly, taking a place behind her.

Fuck off and die, Polly thought, giving him a grit-toothed smile in return for his smirk and jerking her elbow out of his grasp. There’d been a senator who’d liked to shake hands with people like that too, but she’d not been allowed to give him the punch in the stomach he so richly deserved for his condescending speech to the troops.
 Seth had probably encountered the same beautician but spent more money – he looked almost civilised, and he’d been taking some lessons in human interaction, too, if the smile he gave her was anything to go by. He shook her hand only briefly and said in a low voice, “I trust you will make the right choice.”
 Polly shrugged and let him take his place beside his brother. “People,” she said, addressing the spookily silent crowd, “are you going to take my choice as final without quibbling or setting things on fire?”
 “We are,” they said in rumbling unison. Polly tried not to flinch; at least with soldiers there was a little enthusiasm behind the words.
 “I also hear,” she said carefully, not looking back at Rafael, not looking back at the Oakes boys, “that old man Oakes liked the traditional route. I kind of remember him being big on succession in the European style, or, if you like, the one people went by in the Good Book.”
 There was a startled but pleased whisper circulating the crowd now, fragments of maybe time away has changed her for the better and can this mean what I think it means shaking the lowered voices of the townsfolk like heads of corn before the wind, turning them to shuffle and mutter to their neighbours. Polly waited for the commentary to die down before whipping her hands from her pockets and giving the assembled folk an expansive gesture. “I’d be an arrogant girl to go against his wishes,” she said, managing just about to keep a straight face, “Seth Oakes is your new mayor. May you get what you deserve.”
 The cheer was a fragile thing at first, uncertain whether she’d finished speaking, but soon enough it grew into something more appropriate and Sean was leaning around behind her to shake his brother’s hand in a way that didn’t really seem all that sore-loserish at all.
 Polly struggled out from between them and stopped beside Rafael, who was staring at the scene with an unreadable face.
 “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” he murmured from the left side of his mouth. Polly moved to his right and said in a whisper:
 “I don’t care what I’ve done. When are you going to grasp that?”
 “You will be made to care soon enough.” Rafael glanced into the cheering crowd as though looking for someone, and back at Seth Oakes, waving with both hands and beaming at the tiny town as though he’d just won the New York Marathon, not some miniscule pointless power struggle in some miniscule pointless habitation.
 “Today should be a day of double celebration,” Seth was telling the people, “as two of the oldest families in this little town finally come together.”
 “Here it comes,” Rafael hissed, apparently unable to stop himself. Polly yawned.
 “As many of you may have already heard,” Seth went on, as oblivious to the minor conflict behind him as he was to the fat, pregnant raindrops beginning to drop around him. A couple of people in the crowd put their hands over their heads to shield themselves from the weather to little avail, but most of them stood still, waiting, “Jenny Mazlowczy has promised, cross her heart and hope to die, that she would get hitched to whoever finally won this little race – kind of an extra incentive in a way for both of us to try and change your minds, wasn’t it?”
 The crowd tittered dutifully as the clouds cracked open some more and threw out a couple of handfuls of heavy rain, quit, and went back to hanging over their heads warningly.
 The laughter didn’t last long, and Seth launched into the last leg of his speech without much in the way of a pause for applause – there was a pause, though, and with it the surest sign that he’d been off somewhere taking lessons on how to manage his campaign. Polly fought the urge to make childish gagging noises.
 “So it’s with a shining heart that I’m going to call up my brideto-be to the hall here, to get all the paperwork out of the way before the big celebration,” Seth said with a positively luminous smile. “Jenny?”
 Polly glanced at Rafael out of the corner of her eye. She couldn’t hear anything, but she still got the distinct sense that he was counting down from five.
 “NO!”
 “Oh Christ,” Polly muttered, and she didn’t need to turn to see Rafael’s left-face look smug as his lips formed an almost-silent ‘boom’.
 Before them the crowd parted like the red sea – because if there was one damned thing the people of Buttfuckville were good at it was high melodrama at all the right moments – leaving Sean Oakes to scurry down the steps, bound off the last one and launch himself towards Jenny like an amorous comet. Her arms were already outstretched for him, and they turned back to the stage like accusers at a trial, the crowd facing in on them with looks of barely-concealed glee at all the entertainment the day was providing.
 Jenny Mazlowczy was widely considered to be the prettiest girl in the whole town, and Polly had generally considered it her duty when informed of this to point out that the girl had the brains of a stunned pumpkin and the character of a rattlesnake. Everyone put it down to bitterness, forgetting that bitterness is not necessarily born of jealousy; even Polly did not dispute that Jenny was especially nice to look at, if you were into curly dark hair and soft pale skin and big doe-like eyes and all that nonsense, and of course that infamously welcoming smile.
 Anyone else of her family looked blank or sneered or smirked or simply never smiled, like Mark; Jenny’s friendly-but-demure smile was the talk of three counties. And she sparkled, there was no doubt about that.
 Polly, who had never sparkled even when she was wrapped in foil as part of some stupid prank in the barracks, sighed and watched the day come apart in front of her. The clouds were growing and shrinking, building up banks of not-quite-a-storm and dissipating only to reform again, boiling, frothing dark grey and muddy purple. If ever anyone needed an omen that this whole farce was a waste of her time, this was it.
 “No?” Seth barked, every trace of poise coming off him like paint in a rainstorm, “You’re daring to go back on your word, Jenny? You’re daring? You gonna bring your whole family’s reputation down to nothing over this?” He was shaking – it wasn’t visible to the crowd, perhaps, but from where she stood Polly could see his legs trembling with rage, and she didn’t need to turn to know that Rafael was wincing, and laying every last droplet of the lake of blame on her head.
 “I never promised you nothing,” Jenny shouted back, clutching possessively at Sean’s arms, as though Seth was coming to steal him back, not her. “I said I was gonna marry Sean if he won and I’m still gonna marry him now you got my idiot sister on your side.”
 Polly rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m the idiot,” she said to no one in particular – for it was pretty certain no one was listening to her – “I’m the one making dumb promises and trying to back out of them. Yup. Me.”
 “You promised in front of the whole damned town, girl, last election day. Don’t try and deny it!”
 “It ain’t legally binding!” Jenny bawled. The wind scuttling around her pulled her pretty thick hair up in a brief wave, coiled it in tendrils around Sean’s waist. “And the wedding certificate is.” She fumbled with her pocket, pulled out a manila envelope triumphantly and waved it in the electric, uncomfortable air like a flag. Even Sean looked smug rather than barely-sentient for a moment.
 Seth said nothing, looking like a sail with the wind spilled from it, his face half-way between furious and crestfallen. Sean tucked the wedding certificate into the inside pocket of his tacky suit jacket, and with it took over the defence from his wife.
 “All we need are the rings, Seth.”
 Seth frowned and kept his mouth shut.
 “It’s almost like she promised, Seth, and it’s like you said,” Sean went on. He seemed anxious to smooth things over now that the election was out of the way, but there was a mocking undercurrent in his words. “She married an Oakes, there’s all that union you wanted right there.” He gave his brother a wan smile as Jenny plucked at his sleeve, stood on the tips of her toes in a manner that everyone there had at one point called adorable, and whispered something in his ear. “And there’s nothing to stop you from hitching up a Mazlowczy with the ruling Oakes. Friend. Brother.”
 “What the—?” Polly yelped, but it seemed she was too slow on the uptake. Seth lunged, grabbing her by the elbow in a grip that seemed polite but which could quite easily dislocate her arm if she tried to struggle. His smile was reptilian, his teeth too white, the eyes of the town upon them like row upon row of gimlets.
 “In the interests of maintaining your family’s honour—” he began, speaking too softly for anyone but Polly and Rafael to hear.
 “No.” Polly did not bother to lower her voice.
 “—And not bringing this town screaming down around your ears and leaving the name Mazlowczy stained for a hundred years—”
 “No.”
 “—And also, Pollyanna, in the interests of me not sticking this—” Seth whispered his hand hidden by the curve of her elbow but the sharp prick against her stomach, through the thick cotton vest, was as clear and loud as a shout, “—right through your liver and leaving you to die here in front of the town.” He jerked his head back to indicate the slack jaws, the departing backs of Jenny and Sean, the pickup truck too far away for her to get to even if she could disarm the bastard.
 “What’s it going to be, dear?” Seth murmured, looking past her to her brothers; Rafael with both hands tucked inside his lumberjack shirt and an expression of calculated indifference on his face and Lucius staring blankly at the sky as if searching for an answer to some bigger question.

Fuck off and die Polly thought, but it lacked verve and the knife poking into her side could cause some very serious problems if Seth decided to take her literally. She inhaled, feeling the chain bash against the inside of her throat as a reminder, and twisted her head to look back out across the crowd. They were late, or worse, missing.
 “Pollyanna,” Seth repeated patiently, his fingers digging into the flesh around her elbow. “Just say yes and get it over with, hmm? All I’m asking for is a little co-operation. It needn’t be so bad, after all. You’re about to become the wife of the most powerful man in the area, pending your consent…” he lowered his voice still further, the closing argument in his case delivered in a serpentine subvocalisation. “You will not find me ungrateful, Pollyanna. You put me in this position, and I won’t forget that.”
 His knife hand pulled back a fraction, the point retracting through the cotton enough to let her exhale, but little enough to let her know how foolish an attempt at retribution would be.
 “You can get back at her later,” he said so softly that his lips did not move, and Polly’s eyes jerked open.
 “Alright. I’ll do it,” she said aloud, and Seth released her arm.
 The crowd gave a feeble cheer and began wandering away, chattering idly about wedding hats and Halloween candy and the rising feed prices, their minds effectively wiped from the tension of the last few minutes. Lucius relaxed, his cheeks bunching up in a cautious grin; weddings were A Good Thing on the grander scale of life and he didn’t have to watch his step anymore.
 Rafael seemed frozen to the spot. Seth had tucked the knife away and was making pleasant conversation at him, but both sides of his face were slack and unhearing as he stared at Polly accusingly. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
 “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Polly asked, rubbing the seam in her leg without giving a good goddamn who was watching. It didn’t seem very important whether Rafael asked about it anymore – everything had just got bigger and more complicated than merely fucking with his head. “Because if you hadn’t dragged me down here with your pathetic small-town politics none of this would have happened.” It was impossible to keep from sounding bitter – Seth was beckoning to her from the door of the hall with an expression that made her want to vomit.
 “Lucius will bring your jeep down,” Rafael said blankly, his left eye travelling over her head and meeting Seth’s. “I guess you’re staying at the guesthouse until tomorrow.”
 Seth nodded, and Polly scowled. Of course everyone would be expecting him to make all her decisions for her now, but it wasn’t going to be that damned simple. “Hooray, clean sheets,” she said brightly, the smile stretching her face uncomfortably and swinging the necklace back and forth. “Make sure you bring everything,” she added, as Rafael got into the pick-up cab without anything even remotely like a goodbye.
 He slammed the cab door behind him and Lucius waved from the window, a cheerful seeya-later wave. Polly glanced back up at Seth. “Alright. Let’s get this shit over with.”
 The town’s sole guesthouse was a deceptive affair, painted up nice on the outside and so chintzy and excessively cosy on the inside that it made Polly’s skin crawl. She’d only ever been there once before, a long time ago, with Jenny.
 The association didn’t go any way towards making it less nauseating, and she only stopped to pick up the key from Mrs. Pearce (the younger) at the reception – there was a Thomas Kinkaid painting hanging above the desk which actively yanked Polly’s stomach into a fist of pure disgust – before thumping up the stairs in a fine temper. She barely resisted the urge to whack the wall with her fist as she rounded the corner, but the whole damn thing was so loaded with framed oil paintings of the local countryside (heavily romanticised to stop it from looking like the blasted and desolate farming landscape that it actually was) that any touch heavier than a steadying fingertip was likely to start an avalanche.
 Besides, Mrs. Pearce was watching her hawkishly from the reception desk, probably just waiting for her to damage something or generate some gossip to compensate for having to keep to her station.
 She moved across the exposed corridor at speed, swung onto the narrower stairs and clattered up to the second floor in privacy. The walls here were wallpaperless, clad instead with the pine panels that suggested Mrs. Pearce (the elder) had been allowed to take charge of decoration after this point. The pictures here were black and white photographs of the Misters Pearce on a fishing trip, the Pearce couples at a Saturday dance, a gallery of three-and-a-half-by-five-and-a-half inch nostalgia in a variety of shades of grey.
 Room 2.4 (second floor, fourth room, Polly assumed, although Mrs. Pearce-the-elder had a distinct lack of logic when it came to numbering anything else so really it could mean anything) yielded to her key immediately, a scrabbling of feet and hands on the carpet accompanying the squeak of the hinges.
 “Fuck’s sake, Suchin, it’s me.” Polly slammed the door, crossed the narrow room in three strides and flopped onto the bed with an excess of world-weariness. “Where are you?”
 “Under the bed, and I’m staying here a while, thank you. You scared the piss out of me.” Suchin’s voice was petulant. “Couldn’t you have, like, knocked or something, given me a signal it was you?”
 “Oh, what, and alerted the old bag downstairs that I’m harbouring the goddamn circus in my room?” Polly reached inside her mouth, hooked the chain of her necklace from around the tooth stump it was anchored to and onto her little finger. She pulled the chain up as slowly as possible, dragging each bauble up under her uvula with exaggerated care, concentrating on not gagging.
 After what seemed like an hour, with Suchin grumbling to herself underneath the bed but still not deigning to show her face, Polly finally spat the necklace into her hand. Without bothering to wash it she slung the chain over her head and tucked the soggy and unpleasant-smelling tip back inside her cotton vest.
 “Is it out yet?” Suchin asked as Polly stopped coughing. “You know I hate the faces you make getting it out of your throat.”
 “Is that why you’re still under there?” Polly began unlacing her boots. “That’s unbelievably retarded. You could just have shut your eyes.”
 “I’d have still known you were doing it. You haven’t even washed the damn thing off, have you? Ew.”
 “You know, of all the disgusting things to complain about, the state of the damn gris-gris ranks pretty low on the list,” Polly yanked off her right boot and dropped it at the end of the bed, grimacing at the yellow stains on her socks, and got to work on the left. “Remind me why I put up with you again?”
 “Because I am absolutely fantastic in bed,” Suchin said in a singsong voice, somewhat muffled by the mattress.
 “Or under, currently.”
 “Alright, alright,” Suchin grumbled, and a moment later her foot poked out from under the lip of the single bed. The narrowness of the bed was evidently some mad precaution on Mrs. Pearce’s part, since Polly vividly remembered getting Suchin to ask for a double room when she called ahead. Mrs. Pearce had obviously not changed any of her ideas about single young ladies sleeping in double beds under her roof. “Oh, and you stink like bad butcher’s on a hot day. We’re going to have to do something about this, woman. I am not coming near you until you get rid of the stench.”
 Polly pulled off her left boot and shook her head ruefully. “I thought it was more like eau-de-mass-grave, personally. You just try living with that rising up in the back of your nostrils.”
 “I do,” Suchin said pointedly, reaching into her pocket and producing a handful of finely-ground dust which smelt considerably more fragrant than Polly did at the moment. Polly extended her hand, and watched the mound of dust that looked so impressive in Suchin’s palm become quite pitiful in her own.
 Polly downed the dust with a frown, licked her palm and wiped it on her throat. “Better?”
 “Infinitely.” Suchin hopped up onto the bed beside her and made a show of sniffing the air. “How’s the leg?”
 “Itches.”
 “That’s good,” Suchin said, making a surprised face.
 “Good? It’s fucking annoying.” Polly reached to rub the seam again and Suchin slapped her hand away irritably.
 “It’s good, you dunderhead, because it means you can still feel it.” She shook her head. “Are you not going to ask me if I managed it?”
 “I kinda assumed you had, what with you being here and all,” Polly leaned back against the wall and looked back at Suchin’s back appreciatively. “Oh, I’m sorry. You wanted me to ask if it was difficult so that you could bitch about it, is that it?”
 “Yes,” Suchin swivelled her legs up onto the bed and pulled a sheaf of straight black hair out of her face, “because it was fucking difficult. I am not made for shinning up drainpipes. And what if someone’d seen me?”
 “They didn’t. They were all hanging around watching Jenny turning a simple election into a three-act melodrama,” Polly put her hands behind her head and smirked at the ceiling; there was an edge to her smile that was neither amused nor pleasant, more grimace than grin, and she choked it back. “So it all went fine. Didn’t it?”
 “Depends on your interpretation of fine. There’s not much cover between that howling old shack and this town, even if you’re…short.” Suchin grimaced. “Which I suppose you already knew.”
 “I wasn’t expecting it to suddenly have sprouted a jungle,” Polly tsked. “And I did tell you.” She went to massage the seam in her thigh and this time Suchin let her, frowning horribly but not actually beating her hand off. “Alright, maybe I did rely a little bit on you being less conspicuous size-wise,” Polly added, stretching forwards to stroke Suchin’s shoulder and managing only to brush it with the tips of her finger.
 “Yeah, well,” Suchin muttered, but she sounded less hostile. “I dunno if you’d noticed, Pee, but around here I’m only inconspicuous if no one actually sees me.”
 “It’s a small town,” Polly shrugged.
 “Oh come on. I imagine they have a special siren to ring when foreigners blow into town. And it goes thaaaaaaar’s a gooooook ma! Thaaaaaar’s a gook ma!.” Suchin leaned back enough to let Polly’s hand close around her shoulder.
 Polly laughed despite herself. “Probably. Think they have one for unwed women shacking up together too, in fact. It goes siiiiiiinnahs! Siiiiiiinnahs!.”
 “Got to be one hell of a confusing chorus when you add in the dwarf! Dwarf! klaxon to all that,” Suchin grinned, turning her head to rest against Polly’s wrist. “Or do you think they go for the more traditional freeeeeaakshow?”

“Uh,” Polly said, sitting up suddenly. “Speaking of freakshows, did you manage to get Sim and Bi out here? They’re heading up to the house for the jeep and I know Rafael will have his fucking twisted paw all over anything he finds in there.”

“Closet, asleep,” Suchin said soothingly, not moving. “Apparently the effort of sitting there doing nothing while I hoisted them up to the window has worn the little…darlings…out.” She pressed her lips, dry and cool, against Polly’s hand and asked quietly, “Are you going to tell me how your side of it went? You were gone longer than you said you’d be.”

“Yeah, well,” Polly mumbled, flopping back against the wall and running her other hand through her hair, “there were a few complications.”

“Such as?”
 “Technically I’m married to Seth Oakes now,” Polly told the ceiling, “And there’s even more bad blood flowing in every direction out there than I’d expected. It’s like a rancid septic tank of scheming…actually, it’s not even like, they actually are a collection of scheming, steaming turds.”
 “Wait, wait, back up.” Suchin jerked her head back and stared at Polly. Polly looked resolutely at the ceiling, watching a fly struggle feebly in one of the few errant cobwebs that adorned the plastered white eaves. “You’re technically married? How does this differ from actually married? And what the fuck?”
 Polly nodded with her chin at her naked left hand. “The big-ass ceremony is tomorrow and involves Jenny and Sean and people swearing fidelity left, right and centre. You need to come. Bring Sim and Bi.”
 “Sorry, I’m still stuck on this, this,” Suchin growled, “this technically married shit.”
 “Suchin, I had to. He was there with a knife in my ribs.”
 “You know, for you that doesn’t amount to ‘had to’ and you know it.”
 “And what, I should have just let him gut me and then wonder why I wasn’t making strides towards the hot place?” Polly shook her head. “Also, the seam fucking itches. I can’t imagine how much worse having to stuff guts back in is.” She pulled her gaze down from the weakening insect in the rafters and sighed. “Maybe it’s easier this way. Maybe it gives me a bit more leverage.”
 “And maybe it leaves me hiding under a fucking bed in some hick mausoleum while you screw the fucking mayor,” Suchin snarled, folding her arms.
 “Hey what? Who said anything about screwing anyone? This is – and he freely admits – convenience.” Polly spread her hands, “Come on. You will be in the house.”
 “And how are you going to swing that? Oh, hello Mr. Oakes, this is Suchin Meesang, my handmaiden? I just thought it would be nice to have some entertainment while you’re off making the rounds of the good wives of Buttfuckville?” Suchin snapped, apparently not ready to be appeased. Polly sighed again and held out her hand, palm up. Suchin glared at her.
 “If necessary, yes. Look, you and Sim and Bi need to be there with me.”
 “I can’t believe you actually agreed to marry that fucking toad.”
 “Nor can I,” Polly said rather desperately, twisting round until she was face to face with Suchin’s scowl, and she gave her a worried smile, a pleading smile. “Come on. Seriously. You can’t think I did that because I wanted to.”
 “We’re in this anal injury of a town because you wanted to be here,” Suchin said, unfolding her arms with a long, slow exhalation that was far too martyred and extended to be a mere sigh. It was more of a sigh-large, a grande-sigh, the kind that only Suchin ever seemed capable of. Everyone else ran out of breath half-way through or forgot why they were pissed with her, but Suchin’s grudge-holding and lung capacity were far greater than anyone else Polly had ever met. Which was great…when she wasn’t on the receiving end of it.
 “Alright, I know. I’m sorry.”
 Suchin quirked a brief half-smile. “You know your house is fucking creepy, right?”
 “You went inside?”
 “Couldn’t help myself,” Suchin beckoned Polly closer and said in a low whisper, “I also see now why you don’t care about smelling like a dead dog half the time,” her lips forming an Elvis-curl. “‘Cuz sweet mama Maria, it is one nasty hovel.”
 “Oh, get you,” Polly said mildly, laying her head across Suchin’s lap.
 Suchin said nothing, pushing her short fingers through Polly’s shorter hair in vague combing motions, until Polly was as limp and malleable as wad of Silly Putty. From the closet a faint whistling noise disturbed the otherwise total silence; whatever the Mrs. Pearces were up to downstairs, it wasn’t loud enough to drift through several layers of thick wood, and no one seemed in any great hurry to pass by the guest house talking or driving.
 “It’s eerie,” Suchin said eventually, bending to address this observation directly into Polly’s ear. “I don’t like it. It’s like there’s no one alive in the whole town.”
 “It’s a small town,” Polly said contentedly for what felt like the hundredth time. Her leg had finally stopped itching and the pressure of Suchin’s bale fingertips against her scalp was extremely nice, the kind of nice that usually led to her passing out at some point and waking up feeling like she’d slept for a century. “Small towns are quiet. Lack of, you know, gunfire and—” she broke off to yawn expansively and wriggle clumsily further up the bed so that her back wasn’t curved round in such an uncomfortable C-bend, “—exploding sheep and things.”
 “Exploding sheep?”
 “I may have made that part up,” Polly admitted. “But there are less carbombs too. In fact, tiny rural American towns are characterised by a near-total absence of—” she yawned again, bringing her right hand up to cup Suchin’s thigh, “—shit going boom.”
 “Less talk,” Suchin recommended, kissing her on the cheek, “more nudity.”
 Polly was about to protest that this would involve moving her head and that she was perfectly comfortable and other objections that involved drawing out vowels and sounding like a petulant five-year-old, and then her good sense caught up with her and led her hands down to the bottom edge of her thick, army-issue vest before her brain had quite caught up. “Sure you didn’t put some sort of obedience spell in the gris-gris as well?” she joked as it banged against her sternum and she struggled the long sleeves off her wrists, the tight neckline getting stuck on her nose for a moment. By the time she’d flung the thing across the room with a spark of irritation Suchin was grinning at her.
 “Sure you think I need some kind of ju-ju to get you to take your clothes off?” Suchin asked, poking her tongue out. “Cuz I seem to remember in Pyongyang—”
 “Quiet, you,” Polly smirked, stretching, kneeling up on the mattress. The movement pulled on the stitches across her abdomen and she winced. “I was sort of hoping that would knit together.” She ran her palm over the messy black line, the blunted edges and the conspicuous lack of scar tissue. It barely looked like flesh at all, more like the seam in a child’s cloth doll, lacking the angry red inflamed edges of a septic cut. “It looks sort of spooky, don’t you think?”
 “At least it’s not rotting,” Suchin said, apparently perfectly happy with this. She brushed her hair out of her eyes again, got to her feet on the blankets and wrapped her arms around Polly’s neck. “Sit back, why don’t you, and stop fucking around with your stitches.”
 Her shirt was warm, if a little scratchy, against Polly’s naked breasts. Polly did as she was told, falling back onto her thighs as Suchin kissed her, the fabric of her shirt unaccountably rough against the edges of the wound. By rights it shouldn’t be so sensitive there.
 Then again, by rights she shouldn’t be feeling anything at all, be back in the US, or have her hands around Suchin’s ass either, so perhaps her brain should stop being stupid and complaining about things it had no chance of altering and enjoy what it had.

Stupid brain, Polly admonished, tightening her hands over Suchin’s butt and opening her mouth further, just wide enough to be performing reverse CPR. Pulling in warm, wet, living breath into her lungs as Suchin’s lips – probably the softest thing Polly’d ever touched, including kapok and someone’s brain – kneaded her own, insistent and yielding at the same time.
 As ever, the feeling of skin on skin clouded her brain. Halfformed thoughts like why not just get the hell out of here and go and get a skin graft across the seams or something and I like the idea of Bali fluttered through her head, undermining briefly the resolution that had brought her streaming across the United States back to this shithole town in the first place, as surely as frog returning home to spawn.
 Polly’s hands moved to wrench at Suchin’s shirt buttons while she mentally slapped away any further speculations about just what the hell she was doing in Buttfuckville, Nowhere, when she could be in Borneo or anywhere else a fake passport would take her. Suchin managed to tear one hand away from Polly’s collarbones long enough to help her, shrugging off the shirt with far more ease than Polly had ever succeeded in shedding her own clothes.
 Suchin transferred her attentions from Polly’s lips – leaving them cold and pouting for a second, until Polly bent to kiss Suchin’s shoulders – to her throat and, flat-footed on the bed at last, to Polly’s breasts. Polly smiled into Suchin’s trapezium, brushing her teeth against peach fuzz and bare golden skin; feeling something like a ripple moving up her spine.
 She fell back, pulling Suchin with her and making her knees click horribly; Polly barely noticed the grind of bone on bone, just straightened her legs, formed a valley with them, let her hands wander along Suchin’s spine in searching arcs, feeling every dimple and hair beneath her fingertips as though they were magnified by her touch.
 Suchin’s hair tickled Polly’s flanks, smooth and silky as the sheets were not, and Polly mumbled something incoherent into her cheek, craning her head downwards specifically to stifle the endearment. She stiffened momentarily as an unwelcome thought crossed her mind.
 “What happens if I bite you?”
 “I bite you back,” Suchin said irritably, pausing only enough to speak without being completely muffled by Polly’s right nipple. “I told you before.”
 “Nothing else?”
 “You,” Suchin sighed, her hands curling exasperated patterns over Polly’s sides, “watch too many horror movies.” She resumed kissing, her small round mouth leaving snail trails of saliva from Polly’s chest down to her navel, crossing the line of stitches without pausing or even acknowledging them, leaving Polly’s stomach to knot up in a pleasant, excited fist. “I mean,” Suchin said in between warm butterfly pecks to her belly, “have you felt any particular craving for brains since?”
 “Not brains, no,” Polly admitted, running her hands over the tight fabric of Suchin’s jeans and giving her butt a squeeze again. “Does having the overwhelming desire to grab your ass count?”
 “See,” Suchin muttered, her hands scrabbling deftly at Polly’s combat pants fly with considerably more dexterity and grace than Polly’s usual attempts at undressing her (and that always left her socked out – Suchin had clever hands, and Polly was pretty certain her own were special needs hands. The joke usually was that their special need was to be warmed up inside someone’s pussy and the response usually was a slap across the gut), “I’m not sure how you being one of the shambling undead—”
 “Don’t.”
 “Well, you know. I’m not sure it makes much difference,” Suchin said amiably, pulling down on Polly’s pants as Polly lifted her hips up. “Your feet are still freezing and you still spend most of your time drooling and saying ‘booooooooobies’.”
 “Do not,” Polly mumbled without conviction. It was kinda hard to argue in this position: apart from not wanting to say anything that distracted Suchin from what she was doing at any cost, she also kept losing the thread of the argument and grasp on English.
 Giving up on defending her intellect, valour, and ability to go ten minutes without thinking about breasts, Polly hooked her thumbs under the waistband of Suchin’s jeans and tugged pathetically at it, giving her best pleading look to the air above Suchin’s head.
 One minute she was flat on her back, her combat pants around her thighs, a warm glow of contentment washing through her limbs despite the hellish fuck-ups of the day before, Suchin’s hands teasing around the elastic of her underwear – and the next there was a polite tap on the bedroom door and something like an ice spear went through every internal organ she had in quick succession.
 “Ohfuck,” Polly muttered, and Suchin leapt backwards, grabbing at her shirt and scrambling like a bolt of half-naked lightning onto the floor and under the bed. Polly launched herself across the room with equal alacrity, hunting the army vest with one hand and trying to pull up her pants and fix the button fly with the other.
 “Pollyanna?” Mrs. Pearce’s voice penetrated the door like a stiletto. She sounded like she could see every inch of the room from where she stood, could see into the dustless underside of the single bed and Suchin frantically pulling on her shirt and banging her elbows on the slats that held the mattress. Like she could see into the closet where Sim and Bi slept the easy, thick sleep of Seconal-and-vodka. Like she could see Polly tangling up the chain of her gris-gris in the neck of her vest and the pitiful attempts at closing her fly now she’d actually got the pants back up over her hips.
 If Polly hadn’t known Mrs. Pearce she’d have been convinced that she had a cup to the wall the whole time, but the old woman always sounded that disapproving. It was some sort of personality defect. “Are you decent?”
 “Almost,” Polly muttered, finally getting her arm through the right hole, the gris-gris bag settled between her breasts and the fly of her combat pants closed if not actually fully buttoned up (and what the hell business did Mrs. Pearce have peering at her crotch anyway?), and she added in a louder voice, “Yes! Come in. Come in.”
 Mrs. Pearce – the elder, this time, evidently back from filing the paperwork on an unusual number of marriages at last – unlocked the door herself and stepped in briskly, sniffing the air. Perhaps years of living in the same house as her sister-in-law had leant her some of Mrs. Pearce-the-younger’s characteristics, she seemed so much like a more ruined, vinegary, leeched version of her namesake, tall and thin and acidic. Polly peered up at her with what she hoped wasn’t actually evident loathing. Mrs. Pearce sniffed again.
 “It smells a little funky in here, don’t you think?” she asked, addressing her comments not to Polly but to the rumpled bedclothes.
 “Window’s open, Missus Pee,” Polly said with a cheerfulness so artificial it could have been painted pink, had Made In China stamped across the bottom and been easily sold in toyshops. “Maybe it’s something outside.”
 Mrs. Pearce, Vinegar Tits, sniffed again, although whether it was at the familiarity or the alleged funky scent Polly couldn’t tell and really didn’t care. The registrar began to stalk the room, her long legs moving her around it with even less effort than Polly, her nose held high as though she was trying to feel out the source of the smell with her Jacobson’s organ. Polly set her face into the least offensive expression she could, moved out of Vinegar Tits’ way and set the back of her knees against the edge of the bed, hiding the imperfect blankets and shielding Suchin as surreptitiously as she could.
 “So sorry about this, Pollyanna dear,” Mrs. Pearce said with a complete lack of sincerity. “This simply won’t do.”
 “I can’t smell anything,” Polly said quite honestly, trying not to twitch.
 “It’s hardly fitting for a newlywed—”
 “It’s only for one night, I’m sure I’ll manage,” Polly said as firmly as she dared, watching Vinegar Tits intently for some sign of imminent doom. Brave enough about, say, facing Rafael after all this time or being shot at (which was really quite sane by comparison) or medical procedures or trying to make sure her superiors kept to the Convention, Vinegar Tits still gave her the fucking creeps. Old memories of the Pearce widows gliding about the town swirled through her head and made her feel as short as Suchin, shorter, in the face of this weasely expression.
 “It’s very proper of you, waiting out here instead of going direct to your husband’s house before the real wedding has taken place,” Vinegar Tits said approvingly, peering out of the window, her eyes darting back to strike at Polly’s face without warning. “Not the Pollyanna Mazlowczy I knew at all.”
 “Sometimes people change,” Polly said with the same desperate perkiness as a weathergirl. She tried to will Mrs. Pearce The Vinegar Tits-ier away with the sheer force of her plastered-on smile, but the old woman was not so easily budged, and evidently had other things on her mind.
 “You know this room was booked in advance, dear? I thought that was very insightful of you—”
 “Well, you know the old farmhouse,” Polly said desperately, “It’s not the nicest place in the world to stay.” She backed up until the edge of the bed bit into the backs of her knees hard enough to leave a red line. “Nostalgia can only help you overlook so much, isn’t that right, Missus Pee? The old homestead is a nice place but expecting poor Rafael to be able to keep it shipshape while he’s got that hand of his is unfair, so I thought—” She was vaguely aware that she was babbling, not something that came easily to her at all, but it seemed to be having the desired effect, as Vinegar Tits started nodding and turned towards the door at last.
 “I just wondered why you didn’t book it yourself,” she said flatly, a viper striking. “Busy making travel arrangements, were you?”
 “Yes,” Polly said, clutching the lifeline offered. “I was.”
 “Suchin Meesang?” Mrs. Pearce went on, mispronouncing horribly with her back to the room, her voice drifting out into the corridor. Behind Polly’s knees there was brief rustle.
 “My assistant,” Polly said from between grated teeth. “She called ahead for me, of course.” A moment of inspiration took her. “As a matter of fact she’ll be in town by tomorrow, I imagine, come to help me out – just as well, with all this short-notice wedding business I could use an extra pair of hands.”
 “And what,” Vinegar Tits asked severely from the space outside the bedroom door, “is wrong with relying upon your sister for these things?” She pronounced “sister” as “sistah”, a tell-tale remnant of the long-buried truth – Mrs. Pearce the elder was not from round here at all, blown in at fifteen on a wave of rumour and suspicion, no family, no stories of where she’d been. She must have known, Polly thought suddenly, exactly what it was like to be whispered about in the street.
 “Oh you know,” Polly mumbled, the words mashing themselves together into a vaguely foreign-sounding syllable, “she’s busy with her own arrangements. T’wouldn’t be fair.”
 “You have changed,” Vinegar Tits murmured, letting the door shut behind her.
 Polly counted to ten under her breath, listening for the nearsilent creak of soft-soled shoes on the uneven floorboards, but none came. She took a deep breath and squatted beside the bed, balancing herself with one hand on the mattress. Shoved her hand into the darkness, held out in the army sign-language for “stay here”, and received a pointed tap on the wrist by way of an agreement. Polly counted to twenty.
 She was just considering starting again and counting to thirty, her thigh twinging awkwardly from the strain and the angle, when there was a long, slow squeak, a creak, and the gentle thump-thump of footsteps receding along the corridor.
 Suchin kitten-crawled out from under the bed, her hair in static disarray, trying to cling still to the underside of the mattress. “Good plan,” she said, without a trace of sarcasm. Polly gave her a startled look.
 “I what? Did you just compliment my mental processes and mean it?”
 “Cling to it,” Suchin said, rolling onto her back and getting to her feet slowly. “It probably won’t happen again, knowing how immensely clever your plans are.”
 Polly slumped onto her ass and watched Suchin head for the closet. “If there’s a legitimate reason for you to be around—”
 “I don’t have to keep hiding under the bed, bravo.” Suchin jerked the doors open and sneezed. “Which is good, because I don’t care how houseproud that ogre thinks she is, she doesn’t vacuum under her beds anything like as often as she should.”
 “I don’t think she even owns a vacuum cleaner,” Polly mused, fiddling aimlessly with the chain of her gris-gris. “I think she has one of those rattly things that’s supposed to dispose of the dust through sheer vicious willpower.”
 “A broom.”
 “Nothing so straightforward. One of those contraptions with the flap at the front and the wheels with the rotating bristles inside. Makes the most ridiculous noise and does not a single bit of good.”
 “Alright, country girl, you know you sound like you’ve just crawled out of a barn when you say ‘contraptions’?” Suchin grabbed a piece of black cloth hanging loose over two large bundles and pulled on it insistently.
 “Yeah, fuck you. Do I mention it when you start mixing up your ars and ells?”
 “I’m sure you’d have heap big fun mentioning it if I ever did it,” Suchin snorted, pulling the cloth off completely and dumping it on the bedroom floor, exposing a mound of limbs too tangled and confused to be merely a couple of people sleeping together. She jabbed at a bit of exposed flesh with a finger. “Get up, you lazy bastards.”
 The huddle of limbs and naked flesh stirred, not like a person waking up but like the contents of a pot being poked with a wooden spoon. After a while the chaotic collection of body parts began to compose itself a little, and a hand and wrist, skin the colour of a gilt frame, flopped helplessly out of the closet and waved its fingers in an approximation of a beckoning gesture.
 “What, you want me to pull?” Suchin complained, jumping back. “I’m not fucking touching you, it took long enough to get the crud off me the last time. Sort it out yourselves.”
 A sound somewhere between a childlike whine and the hiss of a large snake or a tire deflating emanated from the mound, and the hand waved desperately. Another hand joined it, clasping palm to palm, and after a few more minutes of confusion a naked, hairless man with black smudge marks over his face and chest slithered like a newborn foal onto the carpet, scraping gold over the rim of the closet. “Fsss,” he gasped, freeing his hand from the palm that still twitched in the open door of the closet, and he got jerkily to his feet – the jerks of a figure animated by stop-motion. “Fss.”
 “Clothes,” Polly called quietly from the floor, massaging her leg and watching the disastrous show with something bordering on horrified amusement. “Please. Clothes. Clothe yourself. Sim? Are you even listening to me? Hide your penis or I will take it away from you.”
 Sim arranged his hair over his head, stroked the line of his upper spine thoughtfully while peering at the ceiling, coarse black hair sprouting in a sort mane where his fingertips touched. He opened his mouth to run his tongue over his teeth, sharpening them individually. When he had finished these bizarre ablutions, he waved a hand imperiously at the black cloth lying in the middle of the room, snapping his fingers in the unspoken gesture for “hurry up”.
 “Get it your damn self,” Suchin growled, backing up some more and peering around Sim’s thighs at the gently wheezing heap of golden anatomy still sprawled across the bottom of the closet.
 Sim frowned, getting to his knees – each movement he made was more cohesive than the last, less like a Ray Harryhausen film and more like the sinuous gyrations of a python – and as his forehead crinkled some of the dark smudges faded away. He threw himself at the cloth, wrapping it between his thighs and over his chest, finally weaving some kind of toga from it, more through accidental writhing than intention. His hands had very little to do with the end result, and Polly glared at him as he lay prone inches from her feet.
 “You’re going to have to get used to it,” she said in a low whisper, mindful of the possible presence of lurking widows. “And your pupils are still wrong.”
 Sim reached up silently and passed his hand over his face, straightening out his nose and replacing the black slits in yellow orbs with perfectly human-looking blue-irised eyes, remarkable only in that they were completely without striations or flecks, just a uniform Alice blue from rim to pupil. He smiled at her.
 “You’re not funny,” Polly said sharply. “And if you’re going to be seen by the people of this town you’re going to have to make a better approximation of normal than that.”
 “A better approximation of normal than Suchin?” Sim asked, snickering. His voice was raspy from disuse still, a plane being dragged over corrugated iron.
 Suchin lunged forwards and stamped on his trailing foot, hard enough that had Sim been a normal man she would have broken most of the bones in it, grinding them beneath the heel of her shoe. Sim hissed like a punctured balloon and yanked his leg out of the way, showing his all of his too-many teeth. “Don’t,” Suchin said in a knifeedged tone, “fuck with me.”
 Sim hunched into a ball, the shoddy improvised toga pooling in his lap. Polly leaned forwards far enough to give him a smart slap around the ear and when he turned to snarl at her she pointed a warning finger at him. “Don’t fuck with her,” Polly said softly, “she can put you right back where you were like—” she snapped her fingers, “that.”
 “Bi,” Suchin said, turning back to the closet, “get up, you lazy fuck.”
 The protruding hand waved weakly but other than that there was little change. Something like saliva flowed over the apparently sleeping apparently-body in the closet, small bubbles forming as it reached the tip of the longest finger, before soaking into the skin.
 “People in this town notice little things like public nudity and inability to stand up,” Polly sighed, kicking Sim away from her feet idly. “God knows they have enough drunks to see what it does and doesn’t look like.” She refocused on Sim as he flickered his tongue over his lips and cheeks, sucking in gold goo and leaving pale, wheat-brown skin behind. He looked now as though, with a bit of effort, he might pass for not being a member of a travelling carnival or a circus freakshow.
 “People in this town,” Sim repeated, the raspiness in his voice smoothing out with each word, becoming more mellifluous. “That include your sister?” He rolled his shoulders back, cracking his spine into place, the bones becoming more prominent under his skin, under his tar-black mane. “I want her.”
 “Everyone wants her,” Polly said in a studiedly bored voice. The seam in her thigh spasmed abruptly, the gash in her stomach going unusually cold. She tensed her forearms, holding back from clasping at it with her palms.
 “I want her too,” said a hoarse, high-pitched voice from the closet. A second arm flopped bonelessly out of the door and began to tighten up, muscle definition increasing, the wet-looking fingers coming into focus, and Suchin rolled her eyes at the eagerness with which the rest of the body followed.
 “I don’t,” she pointed out to no one in particular.
 Polly bit back the corners of her mouth to prevent them rising into a smile.
 Bi twisted like seaweed in a particularly strong current, boiled up into a standing figure within the closet, his thighs, his knees, his feet taking on the preciseness of a marble statue. He towered up, up, and up until he cracked the back of his head on the roof of the closet and stumbled forward heavy-footed into the room.
 He was smearless, perfect down to the veins in his forearms and neck, rubbing sparse black hairs onto his chest with his palms. When he’d forested his pecs to his approval he hunched over, slathering curls onto his thighs, his forearms and his belly, leaving his genitals as naked and smooth as a little boy.
 “Clothes,” Suchin said, unimpressed.
 Bi waved a mute palm at her, and with his other hand finally lifted the shaggy black mop from his left eye to peer at the room. “Sim has them.”
 “Eyes,” Suchin added, baulking slightly at the unfilmed, angry red thing swivelling in the perfectly-formed orbit.
 “I was just going to leave my hair over it,” Bi croaked, letting the sheaf fall back over the top half of his face. He sounded plaintive. “Sim has my clothes.” He rubbed his throat, massaging vocal cords into a more pleasing formation, guiding the pitch and tone of his voice with the pads of his fingers.
 “Tough shit,” Sim replied lazily, stretching out on the carpet beside Polly’s feet again, the toga riding over his thigh as though it was made of silk instead of tent canvas. Polly kicked at him again, pushing him out of her range.
 Suchin grabbed at a bathrobe hanging crookedly in the closet, yanking it from its hanger and tearing the shoulder while she was at it. It fell to the floor, and Suchin released it. “That will do for now.”
 Bi’s attempts to get into the bathrobe were less animal than Sim’s, but no less clumsy. When he had finally managed to get both his arms into the right arm holes and let the faux-Oriental patterned fabric fall around him – although not managing to close the front over his harlequin body hair and gilt-hued genitals – he staggered to where Sim lay and threw himself over his body, his stomach arching over Sim’s flank and arm, trapping him in place so that he could gaze up at Polly.
 Polly stared back down at his crow-black hair as it obscured the top half of his face, at the perfectly symmetrical lips and broad, flared nose, and suppressed a shudder.
 “I want her more than he does,” Bi said, his voice honeyed. Beneath him, Sim struggled and cursed with words Polly was glad she did not recognise.
 “This has nothing to do with me,” Polly assured him, using the edge of the bed to haul herself back to her feet. “This has nothing – Suchin—”
 Suchin muttered something in a language Polly didn’t speak and didn’t want to speak, and Sim and Bi jerked their heads to face her like big cats at the first scent of meat, Bi slipping back down over Sim and trying to wriggle towards her while Sim took the opportunity to roll on top of him and pin him down with his torso. Bi flailed helplessly, the blank curtain of hair where his eyes should be never leaving Suchin.
 “What exactly do you propose to do about this burning want of yours?” Suchin asked, looking over their heads questioningly at Polly. Polly shrugged and spread her hands. It’s your party now.
 “Court her?” Bi suggested, trying again to free himself from the crushing weight of Sim’s body.
 “Stab Bi in the head and court her,” Sim corrected, rolling onto his back on the spot, holding Bi down with his shoulder blades and his butt, tipping his head back to stare up at Suchin’s unimpressed face and hitting his skull against Bi’s with a hollow pock.
 “Court her.” Suchin brushed her hair out of her face and sneered. “Court her. I realise you boys don’t have the brain of a pin between you and you haven’t set foot in this century before, but try to think a moment. Court her? Court her?”
 “Apart from anything else,” Polly said quietly, “she got married. I don’t think you’re going to be courting anyone with the ring all but on her finger.”
 “Also,” Suchin said in the most reasonable voice Polly had ever heard her use, making the kind of triumphant face that she normally reserved for kicking Polly’s ass at ping-pong, “you are both fucking creepy. I would happily bet all the money we have left that Dear Jenny would take one look at your freakish faces – especially Bi’s – and decide that she wanted to put an end to your courtship with a fucking shotgun. I know I would.”
 “You’re a—” Bi objected, and Sim slammed his weight down on Bi’s back so hard that he knocked all the air out of him, flattened him against the carpet and made his chin crack against the floor hard enough for his teeth to clack together audibly, narrowing missing taking the end of his tongue off.
 “I’m a person with a plan, pinhead,” Suchin said, keeping her distance from the black hair and fading golden skin. Despite the gradual reduction in gold, vanishing in streaks all over them, Sim appeared to be having problems getting the black smears off his chin and chest, and it looked like she was in no hurry to check under Bi’s hair to see if he’d corrected his little eye problem. “There’s not much chance of you getting her to agree to being in the same goddamn room as either of you.”
 “Can I put my hands over my ears now?” Polly asked uneasily, sitting down on the edge of the bed, her hands gripping the side of the mattress too hard.
 “In a minute,” Suchin said absently. “Wait. Did you say something about hunting, yesterday?”
 “Ye-es…” Polly gave her a worried look. “It’s one of those dumb traditions we – they – have here. Big wedding, big cake, everyone goes out on horses and shoots gophers.”
 “Gophers.”
 “Look around,” Polly said with a snort, “it’s not exactly the landscape for deer.”
 “Gophers, though.”
 “I didn’t come up with the fucking thing. I told you I thought it was stupid.”
 “It’s beyond stupid, it’s fucking nuts,” Suchin rubbed her hands together. “It’s perfect, too.”
 “Now I’m putting my hands over my ears,” Polly muttered, slapping her palms theatrically over them as Sim and Bi gazed up at Suchin expectantly, all but drooling with anticipation.
 “This,” Suchin said with an equally theatrical air, “is where the cousin-fucking nature of this disgusting little collection of buildings comes back to bite it on the ass. Bi, shut your mouth.” She crouched – a completely unnecessary action – before the two half-naked creatures, and gestured for Sim to get onto the floor and stop crushing Bi’s ribs. “You get what you want, but there are a few things we need to get sorted first. I need you to find Mark Mazlowczy’s journal – Sim, stop chewing that – and doctor it.”
 “Writing,” Sim groaned. “I hate writing.”
 “Do as you’re told,” Suchin growled, flapping a hand near his face in a mock slap but not actually coming into contact with him. “Doctor the damn thing to reflect a long-seated obsession with his dear cousin.”
 “Polly?” Bi asked, sucking in a thin string of saliva and swaying the hair that covered half his face.
 “Jenny, you moron.” Suchin took a steadying breath, and glanced back up at Polly, who was staring resolutely at the ceiling and mouthing numbers, counting from one to some infinite point in the future when she could be sure of not hearing anything that would disturb her. “Make sure it damn well sounds like he’s about to snap from the pressure and that this evening’s entry is all about how he can’t take that she married that Oakes kid.”
 “What if he doesn’t keep a journal?” Bi asked, quite sensibly, and Sim nodded, his mane standing on end for a moment.
 “Plant one.” Suchin rolled her eyes. “And once you’ve had your revolting fun you’d better make pretty damn sure she can’t identify you to anyone. Which does not, Bi, mean plucking out her eyes – you know how badly you fucked up in Seoul? Yes? Hang your fucking head. Thank you.”
 Bi’s head drooped, but his contrition was somewhat spoilt by his sniggering.
 “How do we do that?” Sim asked, driving his elbow into Bi’s side and making Bi howl like a stuck pig, prompting Suchin to smack him across the face and shush him.
 “Fuck, use your imagination.” Suchin sighed. “I can’t do all your thinking for you.”
 “Are you done?” Polly asked, her palms digging into the sides of her head.
 “Pretty much,” Suchin said. Polly dropped her gaze back to the rest of the room and, hands still on her ears, peered down at Sim and Bi as they sprawled belly-down on the floor. Suchin glared at them. “Questions?”
 “Nawr,” Sim drawled, and Bi elbowed him.
 “My turn,” Polly said, uncovering her ears. “Before you do whatever it is you’re intending to do at that hunt tomorrow – no, shut up, I don’t want to hear, why do you think I was covering my ears? – you have to…” Polly poked Bi in the butt with her toe “…pay attention.”
 “We have to pay attention?”
 “Shut up, smartass, or I will stick pins in your dick, so help me,” Polly growled. Bi made a quiet yelping sound and curled up like a dead spider. “You have to, really have to, get rid of Sean Oakes. I don’t care how you do it. But he will be attached to Jenny like a fucking jungle leech, believe me. They always are.” She cleared her throat, conscious of how bitter the last sentence sounded, and ploughed ahead. “Hunt will most likely go past my…the old farmhouse. Plenty of places to dump a body there. You want to leave it somewhere easy to find, though. That’s if you can’t just lead him away.”
 Sim rolled onto his back, the makeshift toga falling between his thighs and offering very little in the way of decency. He seemed less like a naked man than he did a dog waiting for a stomach rub, but it didn’t endear him any more to Polly.
 “Did you get all of that?” Suchin asked, nearly over-balancing as she reached to prod Bi with her toe. “Or do you need me to repeat it for you with a big stick with nails in the end?”
 “You don’t have a big stick with nails on the end,” Bi said, his voice muffled by his chest.
 “Bet you I can make you think I do,” Suchin smiled, and Bi curled up a bit tighter while Sim chuckled to himself. It sounded completely wrong as a laugh, more like crackling fall leaves underfoot than a person expressing a little wisp of schadenfreude. “And you can shut the fuck up too,” Suchin added, staring at Sim with the same evident revulsion as if he’d been a freshly-laid turd on the carpet. “Repeat back to me what you’re meant to be – wait, wait.” She stole a glance at Polly, and Polly took a deep breath and pretended that she hadn’t. “What you’re meant to be doing before you go satisfy your pseudo-testicles.”
 “We lead shornokes away from our little gopher girl,” Bi said, untucking his head and giving Suchin a gleaming smile. His teeth looked like tombstones, complete with moss. “Failing that we bash his head in with a rock—”
 “Tear his throat out—” Sim interjected, giving Bi an openhanded shove of disagreement, rolling onto his side. His legs flopped about like a puppy’s eager tail. He showed his teeth, and Bi put out his tongue – pointed, notched, and dripping with far too much frothy saliva – in response.
 “And dump his body badly in the grounds of Pee-pee madam’s ancestral seat,” Bi finished, hauling his hands out from under him and using one to slap idly at Sim, who had apparently forgotten that he was disagreeing with him and had begun absently caressing the back of Bi’s neck instead.
 Polly crossed her legs at the ankle. “That should do.”
 “What are you doing now?” Suchin prompted, as Sim slapped back at Bi and went back to running his fingers over Bi’s shoulders and down under the bathrobe as far as the fabric would allow him.
 “Fucking?” Sim offered hopefully, his teeth needle-sharp in the low evening light.
 “Not in here you’re not,” Suchin said with a shudder. Polly screwed up her face and nodded her agreement. “Get. You have shit to doctor, remember? No fucking until you write—” she glanced back up at Polly again, “—what you have to.”
 “Now?” Bi whined, rolling over until he was almost directly under Sim, his mouth slack around the corners.
 “Yes, now, you fucking pinhead,” Suchin growled. “Get out the window and into the town.”
 “Bitch,” Sim complained, struggling to his feet. As a muscular operation it took longer than it ought to, hindered at least in part by Bi’s insistence on using him as a ladder to pick up himself up, and to a great extent by the toga sliding down his legs and tangling his feet together. When they were both more or less upright and almost completely indecent, if now entirely free of the unsettling golden hue, Suchin glared up at them and gave her final address.
 “Get seen and I will eviscerate you both.”
 “Uh?” Sim asked.
 “Buh?” Bi echoed. They turned in unison to give Polly a searching look (or rather for Sim to give Polly a searching look and Bi’s hair to look as though it was peering at her in askance), and she shrugged.
 “Don’t look at me, I don’t know what it means either.”
 “Pig-ignorant, that’s what you are,” Suchin said with an exaggerated sigh. “Alright, let me rephrase for those of you who’ve never picked up a book in your goddamn lives.” She folded her arms and fixed Sim and Bi with a scalding expression, “Fuck up and I will fuck you up. Is that plain enough?”
 “Plain as Polly,” Sim snickered, and yelped as Polly kicked him in the back of the knee hard enough to pitch him forwards a foot – the only thing saving him from toppling onto his face the swift intervention of Bi’s restraining arm.
 He whined again, gave Suchin a mocking salute and offered one to Polly before leaping onto the bed with a grace that belied his former clumsiness, and streaming out of the bedroom window with the speed of a smoke cloud faced with a vacuum nozzle. Bi yipped, bounced onto the bed and paused by the window-frame, possibly listening to the velvet silence outside as Sim managed to shin down the drainpipe without disturbing a single bracket.
 “Wedding,” he managed, his hand palm-down on the windowsill.
 “If you do it’s in normal clothes and you make a point of rationalising your presence,” Polly sighed, leaning back out of his way.
 Bi lifted the fringe of his shaggy black hair to show her the grotesque, crimson excuse for an eyeball on the left side of his face, and smiled a movie-star smile. “I think he-and-I should tell your family that we’re Suchin’s sons.”
 “I think you should drown in a bucket of piss,” Suchin said eloquently, but she did not lunge for him as she might. “Get out.”
 Bi smirked back at her over his bathrobe-clad shoulder, letting his hair drop mercifully back over his “eye”, and braced himself on the rim, nose-diving into the falling night like a suicide and disappearing as thoroughly as the light was.
 “I’ll get the lights,” Polly said after a minute.
 “Think you need to?” Suchin asked, crossing the room quickly in the gloom and hoisting herself onto the bed with little difficulty. She leant sideways, resting her cheek on Polly’s upper arm, and said in a softer voice, “You’re not having second thoughts, are you? We can leave right now, you know that.”
 “Not without the jeep,” Polly said absently, “and no, I’m not. I don’t think so. What the hell am I doing, though?”
 “And many unfrequented plots there are; fitted by kind for rape and villainy,” Suchin offered helpfully, rubbing her cheek on Polly’s bicep. “Or something of that ilk.”
 “You know earlier you said I watch too many movies?” “Yuh-uh?”
 “You read too many old books,” Polly grimaced, reaching sideways with her far arm to trail her fingers through Suchin’s hair.
 “Uh, actually I only ever saw the film of that,” Suchin admitted, tipping her head to let Polly’s hand run right down to the tips of her hair, catching only twice. “A really crappy knock-off with hilariously bad subtitles, too. I mean, I don’t think the translator spoke English or Vietnamese and he was just guessing or something. They had ‘devil’ translated as ‘large cow’. How do you get from ‘devil’ to ‘large cow’?”
 “You have heard about my sister?” Polly said without much enthusiasm. She twisted to rest her chin on Suchin’s head.
 “I was under the impression she was more like a small poisonous insect than a handy milk-providing predecessor to the hamburger,” Suchin said, sounding suspiciously contented to Polly’s ear. Suchin snaked a hand around to rest on Polly’s stomach and smiled – Polly could feel her face contorting against her upper arm, could feel the way her cheeks filled out.
 “A very, very poisonous insect,” Polly assured her, bending to kiss the spot where her chin had rested. The last of the greying evening light fled the room, sweeping them over the threshold from dusk to night-proper, and Suchin flexed her fingers over Polly’s stomach.
 “Gods I hope those two haven’t managed to screw up something this simple,” Suchin said after a moment, sounding less harassed than she did simply pensive. As though the possibility of Sim and Bi being caught and in all probability burned at the stake – Polly caught herself and mentally corrected – taken to the Sheriff’s office was nothing to fret about, a smaller worry than whether or not some godforsaken motel room had cable. Polly snorted internally at that memory, and kissed the top of Suchin’s head again.
 “I’m hungry,” she said after another pause.
 “For brains?”
 “No, jackass. I’m hungry.” She frowned.
 “No you’re not,” Suchin mumbled, “you just think you are.” She stretched under Polly’s lips, her muscles tensing against Polly’s body, her fingers splaying over Polly’s stomach and relaxing again. “And – uhn – the food in the bags is all gross and squashed.”
 “There speaks the woman who has evidently been rooting around in them,” Polly said with mock-severity. “I’m not sure a mighty squashing – fuck you, stop laughing—”
 “You sound so country when you say ‘mighty’,” Suchin said by way of explanation, pressing her face into Polly’s arm to hide her sniggers somewhat unsuccessfully. “Mighty fine food all squashed up,” she added in a poor imitation of Polly’s accent, and Polly poked her in the stomach.
 “Anyhow, I don’t think it makes much difference to how edible it is,” she said with little sobriety, “it was pretty gross to start with.”
 “Uhn, now you’re impugning my cooking?”
 “I’m fucking impugning your ‘stealing food from motels’ skills,” Polly retorted, and her stomach growled on cue. “D’you hear that? My horrible dead stomach says your stealing food from motels skills are shitty. It also says it doesn’t recall you ever cooking anything ever and that you are the world’s foremost consumer of greasy hamburgers.”
 “Your horrible dead stomach isn’t that articulate,” Suchin muttered, squeezing it for emphasis. “I suspect you of putting words in its…uhn. What would your stomach speak out of, anyway? Apart from your ass, which is so clearly the usual speaking instrument of the Polly Mazlowczy collective.” She yawned into Polly’s sleeve.
 “You want me to bite you and find out if Hollywood’s right and you’re wrong?” Polly threatened, suppressing a yawn of her own. It was too damn early to be tired. That was the problem with small towns, especially in fall – the light went so quick and there was no answering flicker of neon or even streetlamps to draw back the darkness. You found yourself thinking it was late when it was really only eighteen-oh-five or something.
 “Let’s hope they’re wrong,” Suchin mumbled, her mouth still mostly obscured by Polly’s vest sleeve, “cuz I’d starve in this town.”
 “Speaking of starving,” Polly pointed out as her stomach made another ominous growl, “and not wanting to wait until the huge-ass wedding feast tomorrow or whenever – I think I remember Vinegar Tits and her scary shadow will make food if you ask them nice enough and choke out more money.” She paused and gave the arm Suchin was leaning on a little shake. “I could bring you something up.”
 “I’m not the one who’s hungry,” Suchin protested, not moving except to snuggle into Polly’s side like a particularly smart cat. Suchin’s stomach betrayed her, making a noise like a tiger in pain.
 “Yeah, sure you’re not.”
 “Oh, don’t bother,” Suchin murmured, “I can’t be assed to move. You’re nice and waaaarm.”
 “Yeah, how exactly does that work?” Polly muttered, not really that interested. She poked Suchin gently in the stomach as it growled again, and moved from poke to awkward embrace, her far arm crunched around Suchin’s body to avoid moving her from her spot. It was stupidly uncomfortable, but Polly figured it was probably worth it.
 “It’s really complicated and you wouldn’t understand,” Suchin said in a voice that was little more than the bastard offspring of a yawn and a sigh.
 “You don’t know, do you?” Polly rubbed Suchin’s arm and wondered if her own bicep was going to fall asleep before or after her girlfriend did.
 “I might not have all the details worked out,” Suchin admitted sleepily, falling sideways off Polly’s arm and into her lap with little effort. She stretched out, her hair fanning out over Polly’s thighs, and let her arms fall haphazardly over her face. “But I’m sure it makes perfect sense somewhere. It’s not a…uhn…precise art.”
 “I’m shocked,” Polly drawled, taking the opportunity to take off her glasses, folding them on her palm and throwing them rather carelessly at the head of the bed, aiming for the nightstand and missing by about a foot. “Imagine you getting involved with something so disorganised and based on wild guesswork.”
 “Yeah, imagine,” Suchin murmured, still contriving to sound scathing while three-quarters asleep. “Me, getting involved with something so disorganised.” She stuck her tongue out and Polly swatted at the air above her face a few times.
 “You can’t be tired,” Polly said suddenly, apropos of very little. “It’s not even eight yet.”
 “Hard day,” Suchin mumbled, without opening her eyes. “You got to ride around in a truck, I had to sneak down miles of open road with the idiot twins getting in my way and climb up a fucking wall.” She fidgeted, driving her shoulder blades into Polly’s upper legs and making her suck her teeth in a sharp tss of pain. “Carrying the doom twins, pretty much, because they are lazy as well as dumb.”
 “You told me that already.”
 “I thought it bore mentioning again. Maybe six or seven times.” Suchin wriggled again, driving the points of her shoulders into the gap between Polly’s legs rather than the soft flesh this time.
 “I stop feeling guilty after the first three,” Polly pointed out, leaning back over the bed and bracing her weight on the heels of her palms. The itching in the leg seam had subsided to a dull background irritation, as if Suchin’s presence was enough to keep it from being aggravated, and the stench of funky grave death was diminished to the point of being unsmellable, which she was extremely grateful.
 There’s nothing like being reminded of your own mortality – past-tense, at that – by the smell of unfocussed decay. It has the tendency to send you scuffling to work out which part of your body has started to rot; the absence of visibly necrotic flesh is less consoling when you know that the whole damn carcass is technically past shuffling off its mortal coil.
 “Then I’ve got one last go before you stop caring,” Suchin said, doing something weird with her legs that turned out – when Polly stopped being confused by the turning of her hips and looked down – to be Suchin trying to remove her sneakers without unlacing them or involving her hands at all, a bizarrely teenaged habit that looked both appropriate and out of place on someone in her early thirties. “I could
 – unf – I could leave that hanging over your head like a Sword of Damocles—”
 “Who?”
 “I dunno, it was on the Rocky Horror Show.” Suchin dug the toe of one foot into the heel of the other and rocked it in an unsuccessful attempt to loosen the laces of her sneakers. “But I could, you know. I could just hang onto that last mention and spring it on you at any point—” Suchin twisted her toe in deeper to the canvas at the back of her sneaker and gave it another futile tug.
 “No good,” Polly said, giving up and reaching down to pick at Suchin’s shoelaces with her fingernails. They were in a tight, unyielding knot, packed into place with roadside dirt and who knew what else, the worn fibres knitting together like Velcro on the inside of the knot. Polly’s increasingly impassioned tugs with the blunt ends of her fingernails were powerless against it – the laces clung to each other like burrs to a horse. “Offer only good for today.”
 “Is that so?”
 “I’ll have forgotten what you’re bitching about by tomorrow.” Polly stopped picking and rested her hand on Suchin’s thigh. “Ugh, no, don’t go to sleep on my legs.”
 “Funwrecker,” Suchin said grimly, sitting up with an ‘oof’ and taking over the fiddly task of unlacing her sneakers. The knot that had seemed complicated – she’d have said Gordian if she’d known what it meant – while Polly was picking at it surrendered to Suchin’s hands like
 – like – like France. It surrendered like France.
 Polly wondered aloud if Suchin had some special voodoo powers that extended to making shoelaces more obedient, and sat up properly, stretching her legs out in front of her, while Suchin said something probably quite coarse but thankfully said it in Vietnamese. Which left Polly free to pretend she’d said something awesomely complimentary or admit that she did in fact have a magical incantation rendering all shoelaces in the vicinity her bitches. Suchin snorted, threw one sneaker on the floor and started work on the other while Polly made some wisecrack about shoe-work being nine-tenths of black magic and pulled her vest off over her head and managed to get it stuck on her ears.
 At last they crawled into the narrow bed, Suchin bitching halfheartedly about there being no space and Polly complaining that Suchin’s feet were unfeasibly cold, and then there was a quiet, breathy silence, and Polly decided she would put up with cold feet near her groin, and Suchin apparently decided that lack of space really wasn’t that much of a hardship. The single bed had vast advantages over foxholes and shallow graves, both of which Polly had no great desire to ever see again; the major advantage, of course, was that it contained a mostly-naked Suchin, cold feet and all.
 Polly went to sleep content.
 * * *

The next morning dawned bright and early, ominous fall mists giving way to a flawlessly bright morning with piercing blue skies that quickly ate up the frost that had fallen and assured those below that there would be no snow today, not yet. It was the kind of morning that heralded an auspicious day, the day of a promotion or game you were actually going to win for a change. Polly ignored it and pulled the blankets over her head with a tormented gurgle and in doing so nearly elbowed Suchin in the face.
 “Watch it,” Suchin yelped, ducking and clinging to Polly’s torso. “Oh fucknuts, it’s no good,” Polly sighed, pulling the blankets back off to her neck again. “I’m awake now.”
 “Go back to sleep, then,” Suchin sighed, sounding like she was already most of the way to following her own advice, a warm-honey morning throatiness in her voice that made Polly wish she was either capable of taking this brilliant instruction or less superstitious about what was likely to happen if she went with her instincts. The earlymorning hoarseness made her neck-hairs stand on end and her – what was the phrase her old sergeant had used? – her pants ping. Whatever it was there was to ping in someone’s pants.
 “Can’t, I’m awake now.”
 Suchin made disapproving noise and burrowed up against Polly’s ribs like a pet dog that knows it shouldn’t be on the couch. “I never got that. You go to sleep fast enough at night.” She sounded slightly accusatory, like it was somehow Polly’s personal decision that daylight woke her up instead of – as it apparently did with Suchin – putting her into a coma until the neon lights came on.
 “Yeah, well, I’m awake now.”
 “I stop feeling guilty after three times,” Suchin said tartly, kissing Polly’s collarbone.
 “Which means I get to lie here freaking out because I have to be at a wedding today.” Polly shrugged her arms up behind her head, “my wedding. I don’t think I ever actually wanted any of those.”
 “I wanted to marry this girl from a network TV show when I was eight,” Suchin said, sounding half-asleep still.
 “When I was eight I wanted a shotgun,” Polly said more darkly than she’d intended to. “Now I have to go waltzing down the aisle in someone else’s wedding dress with two balls of tissue shoved down the front to make it look like I have tits.” She squirmed and said in a low voice, “and I have to make some show of kissing Seth fucking Oakes, who is such an oily bastard that I’ll probably end up sneezing lube for the next six years or something.”
 “And I have to watch this without tearing his eyes out of his head with my bare hands,” Suchin said pleasantly, “we all have our little trials.” She nipped Polly’s collarbone this time, making Polly hiss and scowl at her.
 “What was that for?”
 “Marrying a bucket of oil. And possibly to turn you into a werewolf. Take your pick.”
 “You’re not a werewolf, I’d have noticed.” Polly frowned and rearranged her hands under her head, Suchin’s head heavy on her chest but at the same time obscurely comfortable, her hair doing a great impression of a silk sheet. “Even if you do turn into a ravening bitch once a month—”
 “I – whu-oh, look out,” Suchin exploded out of the bed like a black-haired comet and was already underneath it by the time the footsteps on the stairs had made it to the door.
 Polly only had time to tuck the blankets more tidily around her armpits and fix a sleep-fuddled expression her face before the tentative rap of knuckles on wood echoed through the room.
 “Are you decent, dear?” asked a voice differentiated from Vinegar Tits’ by a slight reduction in acidity and very little else. It appeared that Mrs. Pearce the Younger was determined to pay a visit too.
 “Um,” Polly offered, pulling the blankets up even further and burrowing down so that her arms clamped them to her sides. “I…er…it depends on your definition of decent, Missus Pee. I’m in bed.”
 “At this hour?” Her indignant sniff was not audible through the door but Polly knew damn well it was there anyway. The key turned in the lock, Polly wriggled the last few inches down the bed that would leave her with enough face visible to talk to Pearce-the-marginallyyounger while covering up every other conceivably offensive inch of skin. Mrs. Pearce swept inside like a chubby, dyed-haired spring breeze and smiled a yellowing smile. “I see you’ve given up those good habits your momma taught you about rising early,” she said with the same tone as if she were remarking on how nice she thought Polly’s hair was. “Just stopping by to see if you wanted us to save you some breakfast before the big day.”
 “That would be very kind of you,” Polly said from between grated teeth, listening to her stomach inform her exactly how grateful it was going to be.
 “And,” Mrs. Pearce went on, eyeing Polly suspiciously from under a clumpy rim of absurdly-long eyelashes and an iridescent blue roof of eyeshadow so thick and crusty that it could have been used to waterproof the underside of fishing boats, “I was just wondering, between you and me, if you had spent any time thinking about your wedding this afternoon and if you would be maybe considering what you gonna be wearing and suchlike.”
 “Uh?” Polly said, raising both eyebrows and trying to work out what the fuck nonsense the old hag was hinting at or if she was even hinting at all. Mrs. Pearce the younger had a particular way of sounding like she was offering innuendo-laden mutterings about deep dark secrets when she was asking for a soda at the store, so it was occasionally hard to tell.
 “We-ell,” Mrs. Pearce said, doing everything but steepling her damn fingers like some cartoon villain, her plucked eyebrows knitting briefly together in the centre of her face – the way Polly had always thought they probably did before she took a set of tweezers to them – as she moved into the room and looked down at Polly, possibly with her nostrils, “your dress and suchlike, you know?”
 “Oh, that,” Polly gave Mrs. Pearce the Younger her best ‘ohgeez-this-is-only-just-dawning-on-me’ face, usually reserved for deliberate rule-breaking or other infractions against authority. “I uh, I have to sort that out with my assistant. I’m meeting her in town today. She should be getting in about now, in fact, so I should really think about, uh, dressing and suchlike.” She made a show of stretching her arms above her head, careful not to let the blankets slip even a half an inch.
 Mrs. Pearce made a face. It was a fearsome face, a dragonish, disgusted face, one part frustrated vitriol and to one point abject revulsion. She looked like she’d just yelled at a kid for making too much noise and had them turn out to actually be a monkey and hurl shit in her face, the reaction was so extreme. “You, ah,” she began, backing out of the room gracelessly, “you are intending to, you know, before you walk down that aisle?”

And suchlike, Polly added mentally, dropping her arms back by her sides and looking as if butter wouldn’t melt and Mrs. Pearce had just insinuated that she was a Nazi war criminal, her short dark eyelashes fluttering in a mockery of innocence. “Yes?”
 “Shave,” Mrs. Pearce the younger whispered from the doorway, bringing her pearl-pink manicure up to her mouth almost immediately afterwards less to shove the word back in and more to pretend she would never say something so coarse, not her. At least, that was how it looked to Polly.
 “Absolutely,” Polly said without a trace of sincerity. “About to get on that now, in fact, if you’d just – thank you ever so, I’ll be down to take advantage of that there breakfast you promised soon, Missus Pee.” She delivered the last with a raised voice, as Mrs. Pearce-theSlightly-Rattled backed into the corridor and pulled the door to behind her with a sharp click. Polly counted – this time she’d only reached six before the brisk, wobbly footsteps receded down to the stairs and began clattering down a floor. Evidently a glimpse of something as innocuous as armpit hair was enough to send Vinegarless Tits into a state of confusion. She turned her attention to the wheezy laughter trickling up from under the bed.
 “It’s not funny,” she said severely as Suchin kitten-crawled out and boosted herself to her feet.
 “Yes it is,” Suchin snorted, still giggling as she scooped her clothing out from under the pillow, shoving Polly’s head out of the way with the flat of her hand. “Shaaaaave,” she said, a poor imitation of Mrs. Pearce, so terrible that Mrs. Pearce sounded more like a generic FOB Asian immigrant than a generic Midwest harpy. “What a hilarious concept.
 Suchin pulled her shirt on and hopped on one foot with the shirt front flapping open as she hauled on her jeans, tripping on the turn-ups and nearly falling flat on her face. Polly groaned and swung herself out of the bed, casting about for the location of her vest.
 “I guess this ‘meeting her in town later’ bullshit means I have to leave via the window too?” Suchin added, finally getting her other leg into her jeans and squatting by the bed to scrabble for her sneakers.
 “You were always going to have to leave by the window,” Polly pointed out, finally getting her vest back on and saying in a worried sotto voce, “Fuck where are my glasses, glasses, glasses.” In a louder voice she added, “That mad bitch on the desk has eyes like a hawk, there’s no sneaking past her.” Polly stood still in the centre of the room, both hands in her hair, vest on and no pants, trying to work out where the goddamn hell she’d thrown her glasses the night before. “Me less so.”
 “Here,” Suchin said, reaching under the bed and returning with dust-covered spectacles, grimy but otherwise unharmed. “I think they bounced.” She resumed lacing up her sneakers, yanking the laces so hard that Polly was surprised they didn’t break.
 As Polly wiped her glasses clean on her vest and shoved them onto her face without much care or diligence, nearly bending the nosepiece out of shape, Suchin got up on the bed and, with some difficulty, got her toes up onto the head of the bed. She balanced there for a moment and squinted at Polly. “See you later, then?”
 “One minute,” Polly scrambled up onto the bed barefoot, bounced slightly too enthusiastically along the mattress and stooped slightly to plant a kiss on Suchin’s nose. “Alright. At the…uh, you know the big convenience store on the main street?”
 “This town is getting you already,” Suchin snorted, hoisting herself onto the windowsill, and swinging her legs outside with a look of trepidation. “That store is fucking tiny. It’s like an armpit with windows. Maybe it’s big if you buy your groceries from a barrow.”
 “Oh, get gone,” Polly snorted, and Suchin did.
 Left alone with the empty room, the suddenly conspicuous smears of gold paint on the carpet and the ledge of the closet – Polly didn’t want to face looking inside and finding out what Sim and Bi could possibly have left in there; she remembered the state of her luggage after the flight only too well – the presence of long black hairs on the pillow and caught in the paint of the window-frame broadcasting Suchin’s visit like a megaphone, Polly decided to wait until after she’d eaten. Combing the room for anything the two mad widows might find was going to be a laborious, on her fucking knees kind of task and she was damned if she was going to do it on an empty stomach.
 Or, Polly thought, looking down at her bare legs, without pants. Challenging the bits of generations of Mazlowczy breeding that the army hadn’t been able to shift and actually getting down to some cleaning – ugh – was not something she was going to take lightly. It required pants. Pants and breakfast. Pants would also be necessary for acquiring breakfast. She climbed off the bed, stopped wool-gathering and dug out her pants, trying to survey the room with the hawkish, nitpicky eyes of a gossipy old bitch and a demented churchgoer in search of signs to betray her…anything.
 The trouble was there was too damn much. Who knew what was under the bed, inside the closet…Polly flopped back onto the bed, yanked on her pants, shushed her stomach, and whipped on her boots as quickly as she could, cursing her fingers for not going fast enough, and thought about breakfast with the same passionate urgency as fat kids and McDonald’s.
 A minute later she was through the door and stomping her way towards the chintz-plastered hell that was the dining room of the Pearce Guest House, the door slammed behind her without further thought and her stride eating up the distance between Polly’s stomach and Polly’s breakfast like she was on route-march.
 The problem with the Pearce Guest House and Buttfuckville breakfasts in general, Polly reflected as she lowered herself into a seat under the watchful gaze of both Mrs. Pearces, her stomach protesting in no uncertain terms that it wanted feeding now, was that they really did not go together. Chintzy hell with ex-trailer park’s attempts at being genteel and a foot-high stack of bacon, eggs, pancakes, things Polly didn’t recognise but had always loved and things made out of parts of pig that the pig didn’t know it had got were not easy bedfellows.
 Nevertheless, the Pearce widows had tried.
 Polly stared down at the bacon arranged in little rows, the scrambled egg with “Jesus Saves” written on it in sauce, the perfectlyaligned pile of seven pancakes (one for each sin, no doubt) and back up at Vinegar Tits’ hatchet face hovering a foot above The Younger’s clown-like mask of powder and paint, and thought wistfully of the time that Lucius had made her eat bugs.
 “I do hope it’s to your liking, Mrs. Oakes,” Mrs. Pearce the Elder said, and it was all Polly could do not to narrow her eyes at the sneering undercurrent that ran through her comment. Below, Mrs. Pearce the Younger – Clown-face, Polly decided – peered at the dish and at Polly’s face.
 “It’ll be an extra thirteen dollars on your bill,” said Clown-face, smiling in a manner that she no doubt fancied was sweet.
 Polly choked on her bacon. “Thirteen?”
 “Finest breakfast in the whole county,” Vinegar Tits said severely, and Clown-face nodded her agreement, a smirk gracing her horrible painted lips, cracking them. “Unless you’d rather not finish it?”
 Polly had slung half of her arm over the dish and growled before she even registered it. “Charge it,” she said, and swallowed her halfchewed mouthful painfully. “Charge it to…” she swallowed again, this time to clear the lump that had unaccountably formed over her vocal cords, “…to my husband.”
 The widows Pearce grinned at each other, a knife-slash grimace from Vinegar Tits and a tooth-smearing vulpine leer from Clown-face, and Polly thought she could practically see the little green dollar signs flashing up in their eyes like digital cash registers.
 “More coffee?” Vinegar Tits offered, and Polly marvelled at what other people’s avarice could get her.
 “Mmm-mm,” she said from around a gargantuan mouthful of scrambled egg, disrupting the lines of sauce until they read “Esu *splat* ves” and the rest of the egg mountain was nearly the same colour as Clown-face’s unappetising lips. She fished out a piece shell with the tip of her fork and raised an eyebrow at Clown-face as Vinegar Tits strode off with the empty cup. Clown-face at least had the decency to look a little dismayed, but offered no apology.
 Polly laid the shell on the edge of her plate and went back to desiccating the thoughtfully – anally-retentive – arranged breakfast. Raised on dubious “I threw everything into the pot and some of it cooked and maybe some of it didn’t” meals, transferred onto rations and whatever crap in packets Suchin had acquired from stores, Polly was naturally suspicious of people who arranged their food neatly and took the time to stuff their elbows in before eating rather than just bolting it all down before their siblings could steal it, spit in it or find something in their own portion that would put them off eating for the rest of the day if not for life. Neatly-arranged food, pastel wallpaper, curtains that met in the middle and covers for toilet paper all confused the shit out of her, and the Pearce Guest House was amply equipped with all this and more.
 Vinegar Tits returned with coffee, set it down where Polly gestured sharply with her fork, and faded into the background. Money, money, Polly thought happily, the wedding and the hunt fading into insignificance in the back of her mind, and it’s not even mine.
 She wolfed the rest of the breakfast with wild abandon, sometimes remembering to chew, sometimes remembering not to use the fork as a continuous conveyor belt (“You have the worst table manners I’ve ever seen,” Suchin had said once, jabbing Polly in the leg with a plastic fork, “were you raised by wolves or what?”), but mostly not.
 The widows Pearce stood back a respectful, revolted foot or two and watched with frozen faces of horror as she scraped up the last of the egg, flung cooling coffee down her throat in one go and gave them a contented smile that bordered on manic.
 It was not a smile that anyone in Buttfuckville was used to seeing; it was a smile that had been born on the training courses several hundred miles north when Polly realised they weren’t actually going to shoot her in the leg for not keeping her eyes front, when she realised that there was actually some sort of sane structure to life now.
 The good people of Buttfuckville – whoever they might be – were just going to have to get accustomed to seeing her teeth occasionally. Polly slammed the coffee cup down and pushed back on the table, swinging back on two legs of her chair.
 “I think I’ll be going into town now, Missus Pee, Missus Pee,” she announced, letting the chair drop back with a thunk that shook the tables in the “dining room”.
 Vinegar Tits nodded mutely. Clown-face tried to twist her face into a smile and succeeded only in producing a wan little thing that could have drowned like a kitten in a water butt in the expression her eyes held.
 “Gotta see my assistant about all this wedding stuff pretty damn
 – oops – quick,” Polly continued, getting to her feet and stretching her shoulders until they cracked. As she passed by the widows Pearce they leaned back ever so slightly, as though touching the air around her would transfer otherness onto them like cold germs.
 It was only the itch and ache in her leg that stopped Polly from actively skipping from the room, and once she was out of their direct line of sight she swung on the banister, lollopped out of the front door like a schoolgirl on her way to a dance. The sense of victory that comes from something as simple as finally getting a meal inside one is not to be underestimated; Polly spun down the street like a top, figuring that anyone who saw her exuberance would attribute it to that ugly Mazlowczy girl being unable to believe her good luck at making such a good match.
 The store hove into view quick enough, and Polly knew Suchin was outside before she spotted her; there was a small gaggle of young men milling around looking uneasy, like they didn’t know whether to start something or to take their caps off and say “Ma’am”. Suchin tended to take people like that.
 “Miss Wertham,” Polly called, waving to the plump, middle-aged woman leaning in the doorway of the store with a rolled-up magazine in one hand and a bird’s nest of hair straggling out in every direction but down. A large, red-gold dog lay draped across her feet, and Miss Wertham looked frankly harassed, like she was gonna pitch that magazine at someone’s head any minute. “Is my assistant down by you?”
 “Sure is,” Miss Wertham called back, and the lads – always slow to respond to stimulus that didn’t involve gunshot, titties or sports – whipped around to stare at Polly and, finally, pulled off their dusty baseball caps with extreme reluctance. “I was just telling the boys here to get along their way and stop interfering with your help, see—”
 The young men began to shuffle awkwardly in no particular direction, their shoulders riding up like dogs’ hackles rising, affronted that they were being implicated in inhospitality but not enough to stop being hostile.
 Polly scurried the last few yards and gave the swaying stragglers a murderous look, the last remnants of her manic grin still clinging to her face and making her seem no doubt like she was honest-to-gods insane. The boys scattered, disappearing back to cars and whatever the hell it was they’d been doing before they decided to convene on the store like a flock of crows. As they went they revealed Suchin, standing with her hands in her pockets with a look of carefully contrived boredom on her face.
 “You’re late,” she said grouchily, glancing at Miss Wertham, who was paying absolutely no attention to either of them and rather bending awkwardly at the waist, magazine in hand still, trying to reason the dog off her feet without resorting to swatting at it. The dog paid even less attention, other than to yawn and stretch an arthritic-looking leg briefly into the dust.
 “What was all that about?” Polly asked, glancing back at Miss Wertham. Miss Wertham gave the dog a gentle slap around the ears with her magazine and it made a sound like a squeaky hinge, opening its mouth obscenely wide to achieve this effect. Miss Wertham gave the dog a slightly hard thwap and the animal finally rose, stretched, and waddled back into the store, Miss Wertham following it as though attached by string.
 “You were late, I was hungry, I went in there to get some—” Suchin grimaced, “—pie, Miss Wertham and I had a nice conversation about the difference between children and midgets, midgets and dwarves, and why I wasn’t working in a circus—”
 “Oh god.”
 “—Mostly quite friendly,” Suchin went on, giving Polly a Look, “and then I came out here and some more people wanted to ask me about whether or not I was with the circus, so I explained I was your assistant and they took it upon themselves to inform me how much they don’t appreciate people leaving the town and then coming back with fancy ideas or, indeed, midgets.” She indicated the road head with her chin. “Shall we?”
 “You didn’t…I dunno, do anything to any of them?” Polly started walking slowly, ruminating on the minor drama.
 “Nothing major,” Suchin said amiably, swinging her hips as she walked. “A couple of them may have problems getting people in the family way in future, but we’ll be long gone by the time they realised that.”
 “Restrained of you,” Polly coughed, burying her hands in her pockets and slowing her pace. “The Oakes house is out on the edge of town, we’ve got a way to go yet. So, uh, if we’re late we just need to nod and say yes to whatever Ma Oakes says about dresses and decorations and remind her that it’s her funer— money paying for it.”
 “Didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself,” Suchin said with a snort. One of the lads standing by the side of the road stared at them as they went past. Suchin waved at him with a huge, wide, sarcastic smile, and he scurried off like frightened cottontail. “Is it the isolation, do you think, or is there actually something in the water here?”
 “There’s something in the water,” Polly said, flipping the bird at the boy’s retreating back. “Semen, mostly.”
 Suchin failed to suppress a chortle, and they moved slowly down the main street of the town, drawing bemused, angry stares from anyone not busy at work. “If this was a movie,” Polly said, and stopped to scratch her leg irritably.
 “Don’t do that.”
 “If this was a movie,” Polly repeated, stuffing her hand back in her pocket and picking up the pace again, “like a Lifetime movie or something, this would be the part where everything that’s here would fade back into what it used to look like so everyone could see how much it’d changed, and they’d play something with violins in it.”
 “Would they even have to fade it back?” Suchin scuffed the front of her sneaker in the dirt. “It doesn’t look like it’s changed since the fucking Gold Rush.”
 “To you maybe not,” Polly smiled, pointing to an automobile garage where several of the young men they’d faced outside the store were hanging around a car, one set of greased-black legs sticking out from underneath.
 The building looked like it had been put together out of spare flats from a theatre and haphazardly painted over, made of unevensized planks of wood, designed to last maybe ten minutes and somehow accidentally standing after twenty years of ‘just a minute longer’.
 “The sign’s been repainted.” She waved a hand back in the direction they’d come from. “Miss Wertham’s store has spilled over into the building next door, used to be a Laundromat but I guess noone needed it much or it’s moved or something.” She squinted at the road ahead. “One of these houses has new paint too. And the town hall’s been sorta cleaned up, maybe sandblasted.” She frowned to herself, stared up at the sky – there were clouds edging in at the corners of the huge disc, but they were the tiny fluffy sheep-like kind that often slid through the horizon like a dose of salts. “Never could figure out where they got all that rock from or why they used it on the hall when there was a church needed building.”
 “You sound more like a hick for every minute we spend in this godforsaken movie set,” Suchin sighed, spitting on the dust and trampling over it, trailing the bottoms of her turn-ups through it on the next step. “Your country sucka, Missa.”
 “You weren’t saying that in New York,” Polly pointed out, her hands dropping from their attempts to direct Suchin’s gaze and shuffling sheepishly back into her pockets.
 “People didn’t stare at me in New York,” Suchin explained, jerking her head so that her hair flicked back over her shoulders, although not for very long. “It was different in New York.”
 “Yeah, there’s a good reason for that,” Polly said, eyeing the road ahead – empty of cars, almost empty of people, nothing but some kind of wrapper dancing sullenly over the dust – with a frown. There wasn’t enough wind to send anything scooting around like that, which in itself was unusual, and the wrapper was sticking to a pretty tight orbit. She quickened her pace, leaving Suchin to curse under her breath and half-trot after her.
 “And what’s your good reason?” Suchin grumbled, short of breath behind her.
 “We’re not in New York,” Polly said absently. The wrapper looked more like a sheet of paper the closer she got to it, off-white with dust-marks where it had been skidding around on the ground and a sparkling smudge down one side, but it was scrunched up, like someone had screwed it up in to a ball with incredible precision.
 “Hey, what?” Suchin added, spotting the paper.
 “Oh, now who sounds like a hick?” Polly gestured to the weird thing with her head. “Look, it’s all folded up.”
 “A chrysanthemum,” Suchin said, squatting and catching it between her thumb and forefinger just as Polly went to tell her not to touch it. “Someone’s a fucking show-off, I remember there was a craze for making these in school and no one could get it right. Except that loser in the back of the class who was like an origami savant or something.”
 “Wasn’t that you?”
 “Shut up, you.” Suchin began unfolding the piece of paper carefully, and started to walk again. She had it in a flat – if crinkled and creased – square in seconds, spread out in the palm of her hand. “Oh, good news.”
 “What?” Polly peered at the smudged black shapes at the precise centre of the square. “What?”
 “Our friends have abandoned their intrinsic dislike of written communication for long enough to let us know that, er, part one of the thing you don’t want to hear about has been successfully processed.” Suchin crumpled up the piece of paper and thrust it into her back pocket, where it messed up the line of her jeans just enough to look like an abandoned till receipt. She gathered up her hair in her hands and threw it back over her shoulders again, with a little more success this time.
 “That wasn’t English,” Polly pointed out, feeling like the slow one at the front of the class who keeps trying to eat the wax crayons and poking themselves in the eye with their pencil.
 “No, genius, it wasn’t, because somehow those pinheads have managed to grasp that they shouldn’t be sending us messages in a language that everyone – well, I guess at least some people – in this town can read.” Suchin snapped.
 “What did it say?”
 “More or less it said, ‘the thing is done’, only with worse grammar and a version of ‘done’ that hasn’t been used since before America even existed, because those two are so stupid they’d probably try to eat their own feet if they got hungry on their own.” Suchin tucked her hands into her pockets and squinted up at Polly. “Come on, how much further do we have to go? You have a wedding dress to pretend to like.”
 “Oh puke,” Polly agreed, breaking into a slightly faster shuffle. “I shall stick my hands out in front of me and stagger all the way to my husband’s home groaning ‘matrimoooaaaaaaannnneeeeeeee’.” She did so. “Wed-duh-eeng.”
 Suchin laughed at her and picked up the pace a little.
 The road out of town was in better condition than the dusty streak that ran through its centre, and soon they were within sight of the sprawling white house and clipped lawn that played home to generations of the Oakes family.
 Polly lowered her arm and stopped making Dawn of the Dead faces, and Suchin stopped the relentless giggling she’d been keeping up since they left the centre of town. “Well,” Polly said, sticking her hands back in her pockets and tilting her chin at the front door. “Look there. Some kind soul has gone and hung a bridal wreath on the screen.”
 “If ever there was a moment that I needed to remind you your country sucka Missa, this is it,” Suchin sighed, and they started up the slight incline, the gravel path an aisle between two curved, unfenced swathes of perfectly-trimmed grass.
 Not a flower, not a pebble, not a single protruding blade disturbed the pools of green.
 “And this place gives me the creeps.” Suchin toed a lump of gravel into the inch-long blades and Polly covered a smile, buoyed up by an unexpected wave of affection.
 The door opened as they got to it, and Mrs. Oakes gave Polly a matronly beam that faltered substantially when it reached Suchin. Polly didn’t have to look to know that Suchin was giving her the most demure, precious, harmless smile imaginable, and she didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know that Suchin was thinking, fuck you, bitch or knife knife knife knife while she did it.
 Mrs. Oakes’ tremendous welcoming smile drooped for only a fraction of a second, becoming fixed and bright as a dental paste commercial in her carefully made-up face.
 She looked like Clown-face with the colours muted and a few layers of glop removed from her face, a taller Clown-face with a set perm and hair that she’d sensibly opted to tint blue rather than dye back to the colour it had once been, and less frightening clothes.
 Admittedly she hadn’t thought to update herself much since the days that Jackie O was a style icon, but Polly didn’t really feel she had any room to criticise someone’s up-to-the-minute fashion sense while she voluntarily sported the remnants of uniform rather than bother clothing herself properly, and wore a haircut best described as “military” because the only other adjective was “dyke”. And that, Polly reflected, was not a good adjective to have in the mind of one’s mother-in-law.
 “Come on in,” Mrs. Oakes said with plastic cheerfulness, her vocal cords getting over whatever internal battle they’d been involved in. “I’ve sent Seth around to his brother’s so they can both get themselves smartened up together—”

Fist fight! shouted an extremely childish part of Polly’s brain with not inconsiderable glee.
 “—And your Jenny’s back at the old farmhouse making do, I daresay—” Mrs. Oakes broke off and fixed Suchin with a beady glare. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” Her precision was painstaking, her emphasis on the centre of words baffling, and Polly knew an insult when she heard one from the most ferociously genteel woman in the town.
 Only, Polly thought as she watched Suchin and Mrs. Oakes engage in a staring match that Mrs. Oakes stood not a cat in hell’s chance of winning, the old woman would probably say “lady”.
 “I’m—” Suchin began, but Polly dived in, vainly trying to preserve the stupid protocols.
 “This is Suchin Meesang, my personal assistant,” she said, managing by the skin of her teeth to avoid putting undue – or worse, entirely reasonable – emphasis on the word ‘personal’ and gesturing politely to Suchin. “Suchin, this is, as I am sure you have guessed, Mrs. Nancy Bella Oakes, widow of the esteemed Martin Oakes and now my mother-in-law.” She felt herself slip almost fully into the accent by the end of the introduction and cringed inwardly, felt her buttocks clench at hearing the horrible vowel sounds coming out of her mouth after all this time.
 Mrs. Oakes nodded approvingly, a good portion of the hostility fleeing from her lined and powered face. “Pleased to meetcha, I am sure. You will be assisting Miss – whoops, I guess Mrs. Pollyanna Oakes—”
 Polly tried to refrain from flinching or peering down to check whether Suchin was keeping her ‘wasp-chewing’ face under wraps.
 “—With the process of her wedding, is that right? Forgive the mistake, but I ain’t used to this topsy-turvy way of going about things – first Jenny and now Pollyanna, getting their names changed before we even laid eyes on the Reverend…” Mrs. Oakes did not wait for an answer or an acquiescence but laughed lightly to herself and clapped her hands. “Well now, I guess I’d better be finding you that wedding dress to get adjusted quick, or you won’t have no time to fix that hair of yours before you’re skipping down the aisle.” She gave Suchin a last suspicious glare, winked at Polly, and skirted past them up the stairs.
 Polly and Suchin exchanged a glazed look and exhaled, stranded in the huge lobby with no way of escape or much in the way of discussion. Suchin rolled her eyes and made a fairly expressive face, and Polly shrugged, miming a gagging fit. For a moment they looked like a pair of teenagers sniggering over the crazy old lady at the end of the street, but it was quickly subsumed; Mrs. Oakes voice carried down the stairs. “Please, go make yourselves at home in the drawin’ room, I’ll be right down.”
 “Kill, kill, kill,” Suchin said in a saccharine whisper. “Drawing room, my flat brown butt.”
 “C’mon, she’s handing over her crown her,” Polly smirked, ushering her into a surprisingly restrained room with a very obviously fake moose head on the wall next to a photo of the late Martin Oakes shaking hands with Richard Nixon. “After today she ain’t the most important woman in the town. It’s a big moment for her. She has to put some airs on.”
 “I cannot fathom the pissing match over this stupid little town,” Suchin snorted, sitting on a footstool and peering around her. “What the hell is here that’s so important – oh, I get it.” She pointed up to a small table with a large goldfish bowl balanced precariously on it. The solitary, overweight fish inside flicked its tailfins at her and went to hide behind the violently pink castle sunk into the bright orange pebbles. “It’s like that.”
 “Like what?” Polly thumped down too hard on the leather couch and listened to it squeak. It smelt new.
 “Like a goldfish in a bowl,” Suchin said with just a hint of exasperation. “Goldfish inna bowl thinks that’s all there is to the world. If he beats down all the other fish in his bowl then he’s the king of the world, right? Fish in the sea knows he’s never gonna be the king of the world, he knows there’s always gonna be sharks and whales and shit.”
 “What about God?” Polly bounced experimentally on the couch. It squeaked again, throwing her up into the air enough to justify how far she sank into it when she landed.
 “What about God?” Suchin asked, startled.
 “The good people of this fine, fine town are quite obsessed with him. They don’t think they’re the ultimate power—”
 “Fish in the bowl,” Suchin said, pointing again, “knows something feeds him, and he doesn’t know what and he doesn’t know how, and he does know that whatever feeds him doesn’t get involved in what goes on in that little bowl until he goes belly-up and starts to smell.” Suchin gave Polly a triumphant look, and Polly rolled her eyes. “We’re God to the fish.”
 “Now I’m wondering if there are atheist goldfish, you bitch,” she said, and she had barely closed her mouth when Mrs. Oakes entered, holding aloft a garment bag with ivory-coloured tulle pouring out of the bottom.
 “You girls alright in here?” Mrs. Oakes asked, her smile all cornsyrup and hate.
 “Just admiring your fish,” Suchin said with an admirably straight face. Mrs. Oakes looked confused but took this more or less in her stride, peeling the garment bag from the wedding dress and holding it up for Polly’s approval, the twitch in the corner of her mouth suggesting that if Polly didn’t damn well approve, Mrs. Oakes was going to bash her head in with the goldfish bowl.
 It was a giant frothy confection of a dress, yellowing at the ends from its long interment in an attic somewhere, the train unprotected by garment bags and apparently a little nibbled-on by moths; the bodice was clearly designed for someone with an impressive rack and no qualms about displaying it, Polly noted with dismay, and there appeared to be some sort of demonic lacing at the back that allowed for suffocating the wearer until they were hourglass-shaped.
 Polly, who went in at the waist by maybe two inches and at last check had been able to fill a B-cup only when she squeezed her upper arms across her chest, was about as close to being exactly wrong for the damn thing as it was possible for anyone to be without actually being Rafael.
 “It’s perfect,” Polly said, trying to imitate the breathless squeak of countless girls on TV and hoping that the catch in her voice sounded like excitement and awe rather than like she was about to lose her breakfast.
 Mrs. Oakes beamed. “Then you best get into it, we ain’t got a moment to lose.”
 Polly started to nod, stopped, and all but patted her sternum where the gris-gris hung in panic. If Mrs. Oakes saw it she’d want to know what the hell it was and she’d demand that Polly took it off. “I just need to use your bathroom, Mrs. O,” she said in a low voice, “and I’ll be right back to put it on.”
 “Of course,” Mrs. Oakes said in a perplexed voice, “good thinking, dear. It ain’t easy using the little girl’s room with all that tulle around your legs, I do remember. It’s downstairs on the left.”
 Polly bolted. The bathroom was peach-coloured, tiled and carpeted, and although Mrs. Oakes had demonstrated the ability to not stick a knitted shepherdess over the toilet paper she’d succumbed to the urge to have gold faucets and a framed prayer on the back of the door. Polly supposed if you didn’t eat enough fibre you probably spent a lot of time praying on the shitter, and wondered abstractly if this was how Martin Oakes had finally bitten it, or whether Seth had hurried matters along a little.
 There wasn’t time for such thoughts; Polly fished the gris-gris out by the cord, sighed, and hooked the chain around her back tooth again. The gris-gris slid easily down her throat, caught, and dangled, the as-yet not soaked through feather tickling unpleasantly and making her feel like she’d just blown an ostrich or something.
 Polly steeled herself, flushed the toilet pointedly, ran the faucet and strode back into the “drawing room” with her head up. Suchin gave her a curious look, but there was no chance of explaining by any means, even eye contact, with Mrs. Oakes hovering like a vulture in the background.
 “Let’s get on,” Polly suggested, biting back “Let’s get this over with” just in time.
 Mrs. Oakes smirked emptily. “Off with that blouse of yours,” she instructed, and when Polly hesitated she grabbed the hem of Polly’s vest and yanked it upwards. Polly gritted her teeth and finished the job herself, leaving Mrs. Oakes a little put out to discover that she couldn’t be assed with bras when there was nothing much to put in them.
 There was something greasy-feeling to Polly about standing mostly-naked – just underwear and socks – in the house of the former and future mayor, while Mrs. Oakes looked at her like she was considering buying cattle. So greasy-feeling that she was genuinely grateful for the hideous dress when it came, and Mrs. Oakes began pulling at the laces on the back like she was trying to choke all the air out of Polly’s lungs not just now but for the rest of her life.
 “Mrs. Oakes,” Suchin said suddenly, “prease—”
 Polly coughed, startled and more than a little amused that she was putting on such a thick accent.
 “—Let me. I used to seeing for Miss Polly.”
 Mrs. Oakes seemed like she was having a dilemma, but she settled for telling them she’d be right back with something for Polly’s hair and disappearing up the stairs in a whiff of what might well have been gin.
 Suchin winked at Polly and climbed onto the arm of the couch.
 “Don’t overdo it,” Polly warned.
 “The accent or the lacing?”
 “The Engrish. The lacing I trust you with. I know I’m no good to you without lungs.” Polly braced herself as Suchin yanked on the lacing a good deal more carefully and gently than Mrs. Oakes had been.
 “Can always get you new lungs,” Suchin said, a cheerful threat as she pulled on the off-white laces with both fists, swaying Polly for a moment and nearly throwing herself off-balance too.
 “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Polly muttered, regaining her footing and taking a deep breath. “I’m not sure I want someone else’s lungs.”
 “Stop breathing so hard and throwing me off and you won’t need them,” Suchin said absently, giving the laces another yank. “I said stop, damn you, or I’ll break a rib.”
 “Then you’ll have to get me new ribs,” Polly grinned, pulling her lip into her mouth and biting it to keep from making a pained noise as the corsets closed over her diaphragm and expelled an unexpected jet of air from her. The gris-gris hit the walls of her throat, back and forth.
 “Cow ribs ought to do,” Suchin said with an air of malice.
 Polly was starting to feel like a sausage by the time Mrs. Oakes returned with a tiara of faded fake fabric flowers attached to a tortuous-looking metal comb and a distinctly musty veil, her arms laden with various bags of cosmetics and hairstyling products. Polly made a big show of consulting the clock on the wall. “I’m not sure we have time for all of that, Mrs. O,” she said rather breathlessly, as Suchin fussed with the train in a pointed manner and pinched her in the heel twice.
 Mrs. Oakes deflated. “I guess you’re right,” she said, and the overpowering smell of gin suggested that she’d been busy collecting more important things than the cosmetic detritus required to turn Polly into a blushing bride rather than an obviously coerced one.
 She dropped the plethora of out-of-date Avon goods on the nearest couch and instead busied herself with fixing the tiara securely to Polly’s head, breathing ethanol fumes over Polly’s faces with each movement that she made, suffocating her with the truckload of perfume she’d put on in the hopes of covering up the stench of booze.

At least, Polly thought as she held her breath, there’s no chance of her being able to smell mein that state.
 Suchin slid a pair of white sneakers towards Polly and muttered, “Lift up your foot,” out of the corner of her mouth. Polly did as she was told, throwing out Mrs. Oakes’ scalp-rending endeavours for a minute but succeeding in getting herself shod.
 It was a matter of minutes before they were heading out the door, Mrs. Oakes offering to drive and Polly shaking her head emphatically. Sure, she might have driven herself while the worse for drink, but that was different – it was her, and it was NorKor. Totally different situation. For a start, with any luck no one was going to get shot yet.
 When Polly’d finally managed to subdue Mrs. Oakes’ protests about it not being right for the bride to drive herself to her own wedding, she got into the driver’s seat of the 1967 Thunderbird, hitching up her skirts, and let Suchin open the back for her putative mother-in-law.
 “Try not to look so grim,” Mrs. Oakes offered from the back, gripping the edge of the car with both hands as Polly took a corner at speeds the Thunderbird was not strictly designed to take, “it is your wedding day, after all.”
 In the shotgun seat Suchin made a face, and Polly forced herself to smile as she said, “Yes, Mrs. O, and I’m worried I’m gonna be late.”
 “The bride is always late!”
 “Jenny won’t be,” Polly pointed out, flooring the accelerator and keeping the appended she’s been waiting for this day her entire life, she probably camped out in the fucking church last night internal. They pulled up outside the church a minute later.
 It was a poor thing compared to the town hall, which was built upon European lines and looked like it intended to still be there after a direct hit with an atom bomb. The church was squat, the steeple not rising much above twenty feet, and the bell hook was empty, the bell having been stolen by some passing frat boys nearly thirty years ago.
 It needed paint, like so many buildings in the town, and the tinny music coming from inside suggested it still needed a new organ, rather than the cassette deck they appeared to have been reduced to. The Mazlowczy pick-up was already outside, nestled among the other dilapidated cars and trucks as though it belonged, while Seth Oakes’ brand-new-and-Japanese car stuck out like a sore thumb.
 “I’m sorry,” Mrs. Oakes muttered from the back as Polly pulled the Thunderbird across the back of all the parked cars, effectively pinning them into their spaces until she felt like leaving. Polly handed the car keys to Suchin, who shoved them in her pocket, and Mrs. Oakes’ increasingly feeble protests fell by the wayside as Polly vaulted over the side of the car, catching her train briefly in the door, and stomped into the church.
 There wasn’t really time for her to see whether the Godbothering contingent had been hard at work making it look shiny – Polly caught a brief impression of paper flowers and an overpowering waft of perfume alongside the hundreds of faces turning to peer at her.
 Suchin and Mrs. Oakes slipped almost unnoticed in behind her as Rafael grabbed her arm with his left hand – reaching across his torso awkwardly, twisting the parts of his body that would twist and glaring at her. “You’re late,” he hissed, a hiss that was meant to carry throughout the church.
 “Traditional,” Polly said with a painfully fixed smile.
 “Jenny wasn’t.”
 “Colour me scandalised,” Polly said with a dryness that she’d learnt from Suchin. On Rafael’s far side Jenny was smirking quietly to herself, hanging from Lucius’s arm as though she’d been nailed there – no such luck – in the most ridiculously overblown dress Polly had ever seen.
 The magazine cut-outs Jenny used to litter her room with took some beating, too, the appalling abuses of fabric from the 1980s the worst offenders; somehow she’d outdone herself, and Polly felt ever so slightly more comfortable in the antique, apart from the business about not being able to breathe properly.
 She had some vague memory about the bride not showing too much cleavage on her wedding day, which she couldn’t really help but stick to; Jenny, on the other hand, had apparently decided that if she was going to have to share her ‘special day’ with her less sartoriallyinclined sibling, she was going to out-do her in every possible way. Her hair was less a beehive and more a termite mound, her smile behind the veil – Polly scrabbled for her own veil and slopped it messily over her face – predatory.
 “How come I get you?” Polly asked, as Rafael’s pincher-grip on her arm lessened enough for blood to return to her fingertips.
 “Jenny wanted Lucius to give her away,” Rafael muttered, stonyfaced.
 “Oh, ouch,” Polly murmured, trying not to smirk. Rafael looked fucking weird in a suit; his usual habit of slouching in a lumberjack shirt and pyjama pants at least suited his birds’ nest hair and divided body. Seeing him trussed up in a dusty, moth-abused funeral-coloured suit that had belonged to their father was …was…was a lot like, she guessed, seeing herself ladled into a long-dead wedding dress and proclaimed a bride. It was against the natural order of things.
 “Nothing like that,” Jenny whispered from around two sets of incongruously be-suited Mazlowczy males, “I just wanted to look good today, dear sister. You and Rafael belong together, dontcha?”
 It was less that Polly and Rafael belonged together – they exchanged a look that could have curdled nitric acid – and more that Jenny and Lucius did, Polly thought sullenly. The beautiful and brainless belonged together, except she couldn’t be sure if Lucius was brainless or merely brain dead.
 Somewhere at the front of the church someone cleared their throat meaningfully – Polly glanced down aisle through her fustysmelling veil and figured it was probably one of the Oakes brothers, shuffling impatiently down by the altar and checking their watches – and the volume on the shitty little cassette player was cranked up as the wedding march started for what might be the hundredth time. Polly felt a little smug that they’d had to suffer through the tinny rendition so many times on her account, without her needing to hear a damned note.
 Rafael’s fingernails dug into Polly’s upper arm.
 “I’m meant to take your arm, not the other way around,” Polly snarled from the corner of her mouth, seizing his right arm and dragging it up into the correct position. The look of pain that flashed through both sides of his fractured face, the abruptly-swallowed cry and the “tss” of saliva being inhaled that followed gave her a flush of childish, vicious glee, and she made a point of tugging surreptitiously on her brother’s elbow as they began the slow sweep up the short aisle.
 Tradition dictated that the older girl went first, the girl with the more important husband-to-be; Jenny’s ego and the combined gimpy legs of Polly and Rafael demanded that they go behind, tradition in this case be damned. The aisle was by no means wide enough for all four to walk abreast; it was barely wide enough for Jenny and Lucius to mince and stumble – Jenny stabbed at Lucius’s ribs with her index finger as he missed his footing – up on their own.
 Polly’s dress brushed against the guests in the end chairs, and she suppressed the urge to seize it out of the way. What did it matter if this ridiculous thing got caught up in their brooches and pins? A few more rips in someone else’s memory-laden, rotting dress wouldn’t hurt.
 She found herself wondering how many moth caterpillars she was carting around as they drew up level with Jenny and Lucius again, Rafael’s face screwed up in pain as she released his arm and let it drop, still folded, back to his side.
 She stared through cream-and-rust-patched muslin at the pastor. Good Reverend Goodfellow (so good they named him twice) didn’t seem too put out by having to marry two couples at once. Sure his smile was desperate and he was sweating like it was the middle of August, but Polly remembered that he’d always looked like he was in front of a jury.
 The older, more cynical Polly who stood before him now wondered if it was because there was some reason that he ought to be in front of one and he was constantly expecting to be caught up with and put on trial.
 She half-dozed through the ramble about marriage being legally binding, powers invested by God and the state in that order (just in case someone had got it into their head that the man valued state law or indeed Federal law above the laws of God, and Polly noted there were a lot of things God didn’t condemn in his rule book that the state and the nation were firm on being verboten).
 Polly was almost at the point of nodding off when she heard her name mentioned and perked up again. Seth Oakes, standing opposite her, kicked her gently with his toe.
 “Huh?”
 “I said,” Reverend Goodfellow said sharply, sounding exasperated but looking distinctly worried, “Would you please repeat after me – you too, Jenny – I, Pollyanna Mazlowczy – or Jennifer Alice Mazlowczy, obviously – promise that to the best of my knowledge – go on—”
 “I, Pollyanna Mazlowczy,” Polly muttered, like it was a curse, listening to Jenny bounce cheerfully through her name, “promise that to be the best of my knowledge,”
 “There is no lawful or moral impediment—”

That’s not in the fucking rulebook either, Polly thought, repeating after him without really putting much effort into the words and grumpily noting that there was still a fuckload of ceremony to get through, unless Seth – and it would be Seth, he had the patience of snake when it came to other things but she could see him shifting restlessly beside her – had managed to get them to cut a few corners. There wouldn’t be much time for a hunt before it got dark.
 “Why I should not be married here today.”
 “Why I should not be married here today.” Polly drifted off again while the Oakes boys rattled through their assurance and the Good Reverend Goodfellow addressed his congregation nervously. She wondered if Suchin was having to bite her tongue or whether she was counting specks on the ceiling the way she herself had done, trapped in here all morning every Sunday with a substantially younger but no less sweaty Reverend droning on about hellfire and damnation and making them sound about as threatening as a wet afternoon.
 “Pollyanna,” Reverend Goodfellow snapped, and she gave a guilty start.
 “Um.”
 “I, Pollyanna Mazlowczy,” he prompted, wiping at his brow with a handkerchief. It went only a small way to removing the sweat, new and mesmerising patterns of sweat-beads forming almost the minute he removed the cotton.
 “I, Pollyanna Mazlowczy,” she mumbled, listening to Jenny’s echo of ‘Mazlowczy’ coming a second after she finished. The congregation fidgeted and murmured, evidently displeased with her lack of attention. Jenny probably thought she was doing it on purpose to detract attention away from her, if only because that’s damn well exactly what Jenny would have been doing in Polly’s shoes.
 “Take thee, Seth Martin Oakes – or Sean, Jenny – to be my lawful wedded husband,” the Good Reverend continued, wiping his head again, his scrawny turkey neck awash with rivers of perspiration that vanished under the starched collar of his trade.
 Polly reached under the veil and scratched her throat in the least ladylike manner imaginable. The feather on her gris-gris was tickling despite now being no doubt bedraggled with saliva and hanging limp as a spent penis over the bag. “Take thee, Seth Martin Oakes to be—” she broke off and coughed wetly. “—wedded husband,” she finished, skipping gracefully over the ‘my’ and ‘lawful’ parts as politely as she could.
 “For better or for worse,” the saturated preacher gasped, battling in vain against his own biology.
 “For better or for worse,” Polly repeated, smiling at last. The priest kept looking at her throat with deep suspicion, his look of worry metamorphosing slowly into a fox-faced scowl. Polly scratched her collarbone to distract him.
 “For richer or for poorer,” the confused priest muttered, turning his gaze abruptly to Jenny and patting absently at his face with the handkerchief – sodden and useless – again, his Bible drooping feebly from his left hand as though the weight of its own importance was too great to keep it up.
 Polly parroted him quietly, wondering if it was the height of bad manners to be counting spots on the ceiling on her own wedding day. It probably was. It was probably the kind of offence that would send her straight to the hot place if she hadn’t already secured her ticket a hundred times over, or indeed had anything but a passing doubt in her lack of faith in its existence.
 Jenny was shuffling her feet angrily. Something in Polly’s demeanour was clearly annoying her, and Polly resolved, as she mouthed the words “in sickness or in health”, to keep doing whatever it was for as long as possible.
 She contrived to have another attach of bronchial coughing through most of the “love, honour and obey” section, as much to cover up the half-suppressed snickering as to avoid making false promises, and then came slap against the final hurdle:
 “…As long as we both shall live, until death do us part,” the Reverend said with an air of finality, evidently looking forwards to leading the Oakes brothers through a less thorny path of promises. The stupid, Buttfuckville-only tradition of the bride repeating the vows and the groom merely saying “I do” had probably been introduced, Polly mused, to accommodate the chattering women of the town and the typically taciturn farmers who settled down there in the wake of the extremely short-lived and unproductive gold rush.
 “Pollyanna,” Seth murmured by her ear.
 “Oh, right. As long as we both shall live,” Polly said, looking him in the eye and thinking about assault rifles longingly, “until death do us part.”
 “I do,” Seth said with a reptilian smirk. Behind him Sean was “I do”-ing with more fervour and his hands grasping Jenny’s.
 The ring that was slipped over her finger was cold, despite apparently having been sitting in the Good Reverend’s palm for a while and picking up sweat (at least, Polly hoped it was just the Good Reverend’s sweat and nothing more sinister – Suchin had told her stories about the properties of wedding rings laced with semen which she wasn’t prepared to dismiss as folklore).
 It felt to Polly’s racing mind like being shackled, and the toolarge ring hung heavy on her finger as more words flowed around her without substance or meaning. She did, however, catch the change of pace when the Debatably Good Reverend Goodfellow closed his leather-bound rulebook and said with palpable relief, “You may now kiss your brides, gentlemen.”
 There was a subdued cheer from the church – Polly couldn’t see but suspected that Jenny was slipping a grateful if slightly shocked Sean Oakes some tongue and almost baulked at the mental image – and under the cover of it Seth leaned very close to Polly’s face, lifted the veil with one hand and whispered against her cheek, his breath curiously reminiscent of Mrs. Oakes, “If you bite my tongue or any other part of me, I’ll fucking gut you.”
 Polly ripped the veil back completely, pulling the crown of fake flowers back out of her hair somewhat in the process, and set her jaw. “Touch my mouth,” Polly said through gritted teeth, “and I’ll castrate you.”
 “Clear,” Seth smirked, and gave her a cool, stale-smelling kiss on the cheek. Polly pretended to return it, stopping a fraction of an inch from his skin and debating for just a fraction of a second whether spitting on him was worth the inevitable drama that would ensue.
 There was a second, considerably more hesitant cheer, and Jenny Oakes née Mazlowczy led them out of the church, now hanging from Sean’s arm like she was tied to it with cable ties. Polly caught Suchin’s eye, half way back down the aisle, and though she resisted making a sick-face she was pretty sure it showed in her eyes.
 Suchin looked about as unimpressed as it was possible for one woman to look without actually sticking her fingers down her throat or holding up a sign that read “I’M FUCKING UNIMPRESSED”.
 Polly averted her gaze, looking up at the spots in the ceiling as they passed under them, and trying not to think about how Suchin did really fucking unimpressed with more weight than anyone else she’d ever met. Something about the way she pursed her lips and half-closed her eyes.
 The sky was overcast as they stepped out into the dust and people started glaring at Mrs. Nancy Oakes for parking her car so awkwardly. Polly watched the guests’ hair being tugged around by the rising wind and contemplated leaping into the Thunderbird and driving off in front of everyone, grabbing Suchin in passing and flooring the car, leaving Sim and Bi to clean up behind her and heading on down towards a more civilised country. It seemed a nicely poetic idea. Runaway bride. She could hock the ring for some more cash and go to Haiti; most fitting place for her.
 Polly abandoned the idea reluctantly and instead pretended to be paying attention to Seth and Sean discussing horses, where to meet, and which direction to head. With half an ear on their conversation: livery stable, whose horses, getting the girls changed quickly – Polly frowned, never happy with the assignation of “girl” and even less so now she was in her thirties, goddamnit – the possibility of hitting anything in this light, never mind what they were actually aiming for, Polly glanced about, at last wondering where Sim and Bi were hiding.
 “Right, folks, listen up,” Seth said, clapping his hands. Polly jumped. “My brother and I are gonna give our lovely ladies five minutes – and no more, girls! – to drop back into Moe’s house (thank you, Moe), and slip into something more suited to riding while we get the horses ready. I trust those of you who’re coming with us are wearing gear you don’t mind getting a bit horsey, haha.” He slapped a hand on his thigh and glanced over at Sean, who hadn’t said a word, moved a damned muscle or stopped gazing at Jenny. If Polly hadn’t seen him blink she’d have sworn his eyelids had been removed, such was the intensity of his gaze on her sister.
 Chattering crowds began to disperse, hopping into their cars – Mrs. Oakes with a look of unsteady shame, as though it had been her who’d fenced in the guests – leaving a much reduced congregation to hear Seth’s next remark, as he turned, half-stooped and added to Suchin, “I’m sure we can find you a pony or something.”
 Suchin regarded him with a look Polly recognised as outright loathing but which to everyone else could have been indistinguishable from polite confusion. She said with terrible, icy preciseness and no trace of any accent, “No thank you, Mr. Oakes. I am quite capable of riding pillion.”
 There was a low murmur through the remaining guests, like the sigh of leaves brushing against leaves in high winds, but no one came out and said anything out loud; leaving Seth to shrug and straighten up with a disgruntled expression and mutter, “Suit yourself,” under his breath like a curse. Suchin’s smile was ever so slightly triumphant.
 “What are you doing?” Polly whispered out of the side of her mouth as she hurried down the street towards Moe’s Livery Stables, hitching up the cumbersome tulle underskirt as she went. “You can’t ride a fucking horse.”
 “Yes I can, I just don’t like doing it,” Suchin hissed back, jogging to keep up. “I fucking hate horses. They’re evil. They have teeth like shovel blades - don’t tell me anything with teeth like that is benevolent.”
 “Sweet fuc— are there any animals you actually like?” Polly grimaced, catching her toe on a small stone and nearly throwing herself forward onto her face. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say something nice about a single one. How can you go – seriously, are there any?”
 “I like plenty of animals,” Suchin protested, half-running to keep up now, “as long as they’re dead and in a bun.”
 “You’re such a city gir— oh fuck, here comes Jenny.”
 Behind them came Jenny, her skirts alternating between flying and trailing in the dust, and part of Polly’s brain dispassionately noted that it was going to be a bitch to get those marks out, that it was nice – a heavily ironic nice, sure – that Jenny was keeping up the family tradition of still acting like they had the money to treat things so carelessly.
 She wafted past them, giving Polly a pat on the back and a perfect sneer as she skidded round the corner and up two steps into Moe’s house, slamming the screen-door hard enough to make it bounce on its hinges and swing open again without the latch catching.
 Polly made a quietly affronted noise and bounded up the steps after her with less enthusiasm. Suchin struggled after her with enthusiasm ranging into minus numbers, and caught up just as Polly ducked into the downstairs toilet with an armful of old jeans and a man’s shirt.
 “Tell me something,” Suchin said from the hallway as Polly fought with the corset laces, “why the hell does anyone in this insane little town have the slightest bit of respect for your family? I can’t work it out.”
 “I have—” Polly cursed and jerked her hand away as the corset laces fought back and tried to take off her fingertips, “—no—” she swore again as the laces gave unexpectedly, sending her elbow crashing into the wall, “—idea what you’re – ow – talking about.”
 “As far as I can work out,” Suchin said with a snort, “your nearest and dearest are probably weird even by the standards of smalltown normal.” She paused, and in the interval Polly managed to smash an empty perfume bottle that was inexplicably balanced on the window ledge, but also to get the corsets and flower crown off.
 Polly lunged for the man’s shirt and pulled it on over her head without unbuttoning it, nearly yanking her glasses off in the process.
 “In fact,” Suchin went on, apparently oblivious to the breaking glass sounds, the litany of sotto voce swearwords and the banging, “I think your family are probably even weird by the standards of downtown Bangkok.”
 “Oh you do?” Polly bent over at the waist, the skirts still clinging to her hips, and began to retch like a cat with a hairball, shoving her fingers into her mouth as she tried to hook the necklace chain around her hand again. This time it was more difficult, and it seemed like she was going to fuck up, trigger her gag reflex and soak the bag in stomach acid.
 “Your sister is a skank,” Suchin said in a lower voice, “which I don’t see being a good thing in a town that writes ‘Jesus Saves!’ on their pies. One of your brothers is apparently retarded, which I guess isn’t such a problem—”
 Polly choked, spat out the gris-gris into her palm, whipped it behind her back and pivoted at lightning speed to vomit a little into the toilet, a couple of mouthfuls of semi-solid glop that her stomach hadn’t yet got round to dissolving. She half-expected to see “Jesus saves” scrawled in it in ketchup-red letters.
 “—Are you puking?” Suchin asked suspiciously, a break in her low-pitched tirade.
 Polly banged on the wall with the flat of her hand by way of an answer and shouted “BITCH!” when she’d finished wiping her mouth with the back of her other hand. She slung the gris-gris back around her neck and tucked it into the shirt, thinking woozily, I hope I never, ever have to do that again.
 “And your other brother is…shit, I don’t even know what he is? A freak. A big freaky-freak.” Suchin snorted and added in a less derisive tone, “In the head, I mean. My glass house is well-fortified.”
 “Got any brilliant insights to offer on me with that, Doctor?” Polly grumbled, yanking the rest of the dress off and slinging it clumsily towards the door. She pulled the jeans on over her sneakers, hopping around hopelessly as they got stuck at the knee and Suchin gave her considered opinion in the hallway.
 “You’re nuts,” Suchin said cheerfully, “but I let you off because you have nice hands.”
 “Nice hands?” Polly squawked, falling over. She decided to continue the operation sitting on the floor. “Four years and you’re telling me the entire relationship is based on my hands?” She banged on the wall again, this time with her elbow. The jeans slipped over her ass, finally did up, and she got to her feet. “You are evil.” Polly opened the bathroom door, leaving the dress lying forgotten and forlorn in the floor, strewn between the bowl and the doorjamb like a rape victim, and glowered down at Suchin, who was leaning on the wall like a short, Asian, female James Dean. “Evil,” she repeated firmly.
 “I’m not the one making me ride on a horse,” Suchin pointed out, boosting herself off the wall without taking her hands out of her pockets “Come. Let us go and ride this disgusting beast into the wilderness.”
 “You’re riding the horse, not the husband,” Polly muttered, and led the way out into the stable yard via the kitchen. She barely registered that the framed photograph of Moe’s eldest son had gone. The yard was filled with horses, brown and piebald, black and grey, a collection of confused-looking quadrupeds stamping and blowing in the cold wind. Jenny waved to them from atop a bay mare, turned back and leaned over to kiss Sean, rather appropriately (Polly thought) ramrod-straight on the back of a gelding.
 The process of mounting up all the guests was a laborious one – although most of them knew what they were about they were inclined to chatter and hang back – and Polly watched the sky grow ever more oppressive and overcast until she was sure that they would cry off the hunt in favour of rounding everyone up for the feast.
 She checked over her shoulder, and Seth too was staring up at the skies in a distracted fashion; when he looked down, however, his face was set and he seemed determined that the hunt should go ahead, plastering a wide-toothed smile across his cheeks.
 Suchin’s hands tightened around Polly’s waist. “I really don’t care for this at all.”
 “Yeah, you’ve made that clear. Don’t worry, it’ll be over soon.” Polly nodded towards Seth. “See, we’re going.” She gave the reins a shake and the bored-looking piebald followed after Seth’s mare with a swish of its tail.
 They turned out into the street, a narrow ribbon of horseflesh and murmuring wedding guests trickling out into the centre of town, and the horses walked – bored, ears giving the occasional twitch – out along the road towards the Mazlowczy farmhouse. As they passed out of the town proper the horses spread out, and Seth led the way off the road, jumping the narrow ditch, into the barren fields.
 “Creepy out here in the winter,” Polly observed, a little surprised. “I’d forgotten how much.” Her piebald meandered disinterestedly along, falling further and further behind the other horses as she surreptitiously dragged on its reins.
 Suchin gave Polly’s side a poke. “What’re we stopping for?”
 Polly twisted a little in the saddle and gave her a half-lidded smile. “Uh, well now, Ms. Meesang, we is going to head towards that barn up there—” she did not point, just inclined her head, “which just so happens to be Mazlowczy property—” she pronounced it ‘propertay’ on purpose, drawing out the ‘a’ until Suchin rolled her eyes, “—and the only cover for many, many miles. D’you follow?”
 “I’m on the back of your horse,” Suchin pointed out, “I follow whether I like it or not.”
 “Oh, haha.” Polly shook her head and faced front again, giving the reins an encouraging shake and turning the patient piebald’s head barnwards. The rest of the hunt plodded out into the borderline wilderness, tails swishing, a river of meaningless conversation flowing through the air and spiralling away in the fitful wind. They were only part of the way to the barn when a bang and a wordless exclamation heralded the start of the actual hunt, and Suchin snorted into Polly’s back.
 “Gophers,” she said derisively, and Polly shook her head.
 “Cottontails.”
 “Rabbits,” Suchin corrected, and Polly guessed she must have tossed her head, because a patter of long hair blown by the wind struck her across the back.
 There were more shots as the piebald picked its way to the barn, but the conversation faded out in the wind, becoming nothing more than semi-sinister whispers by the time it reached their ears. Polly coaxed the horse round to the lee side of the barn – such as it was, the wind appeared to be coming from every point of the compass in short bursts, unable to settle on a direction or a speed or any kind of constant at all – and dismounted.
 “Uh,” Suchin offered, looking down at the ground uncertainly.
 “I can give you a hand,” Polly offered.
 “Yeah, fuck you,” Suchin muttered, jumping. She landed in a crouch, rolled over the dusty ground and got to her feet as briskly as any paratrooper. Polly blinked her surprise and darted a glance at the open maw of the barn.
 Suchin smiled. “Alright, then.”
 They ducked inside. It was dark, illuminated with a weak greyish fuzz in the doorway but mostly shadowed, the pathetic winter afternoon light penetrating only barely at the edges. There was no straw, had been no straw even in Polly’s childhood, just bare ground strewn with some flints, a bit of truly ancient farm machinery mouldering in the gloom like the wrecks of ships in an unfriendly channel, or like skeleton trees in a graveyard. Neither comparison was particularly warming, and Suchin gave Polly a put-upon look. “Oh darling,” she said flatly, “you bring me to all the nicest places.”
 “There’s furniture up in the hayloft,” Polly assured her, pointing to a rust-speckled metal ladder. “Or there used to be. And seeing what Rafael hasn’t done with the house I don’t imagine it’s gone too far from the loft.”
 “Bet it’s full of mice,” Suchin grumbled, seizing the ladder with both hands and beginning the haul up. “Damnit. In the movies when people go for a roll in the hayloft it’s always full of, you know. Hay. And they’re not tired and sore and smelling of horse, either.”
 “You need to stop living in the movies,” Polly instructed, grabbing the ladder and dragging herself slowly up behind her. “If this was the movies I’d bite you and make you crave brains.”
 “Believe me,” Suchin said, nearly missing her footing and clinging momentarily to the rough metal with the tenacity of a leech, “you don’t need to bite me to achieve that.”
 “Oh ha fucking ha,” Polly muttered, giving her a shove upwards. Suchin scrambled up onto the floorboards and gave them a hesitant tap with her foot.
 “Are you sure these are safe?”
 “Yuh-huh,” Polly said, swinging herself up onto them and peering around at the cobwebs. “They got steel plating down the middle. Some sort of harebrained scheme of someone’s to stop rot. My grandfather’s, probably. He musta wasted a lot of money getting this place the way he wanted it, and for what?” She shook her head. “Steel plating. Nuts. Completely nuts.”
 “Runs in the family,” Suchin snorted, looking around the hayloft. “Oh, hey. A chaise-longue? What the fuck are your family doing with one of those? Do they even know what it is?”
 Polly scowled at her, and at the offending item. “My grandfather’s,” she said, staring at it. The red velvet was mostly threadbare, and one end was sprouting horsehair – no doubt used by enterprising mice for nests, or maybe even by crows, if any had been dumb enough to wander in – and there were weird dark, wet-looking stains on the top of the headrest. It looked like it belonged in a museum, not rotting cheerfully in the hayloft of her family barn. “Probably,” she added, peering at the intricate carving around the feet of it, the half-faces formed by the vines, the dragon-like, lion-like feet that pointed outwards and concealed – she craned her head – clogged wheels. “Weird,” she concluded.
 “Yeah,” Suchin said dismissively, climbing onto it and giving an experimental bounce, “but comfortable, considering.”
 “I thought you were against this whole thing?” Polly smirked, joining her. It smelt fusty, but no worse than the rest of the barn, the damp smell rising from it reminiscent of nothing more sinister than jungle rot and a little less pungent.
 “Any port in a storm,” Suchin shrugged, giving Polly a sly look. She got to her feet, her sneakers sinking into the chaise-longue only a half an inch, maybe a little more, and grabbed Polly by the collar of her oversized, borrowed shirt. “Storm,” she said, indicating the barn in general in one sweep of her free hand.
 The rest of the sentence was left hanging as she kissed Polly hard on the mouth, the kind of possessive, overpowering kiss that usually left Polly groping for words – well, okay, not words as such – and which she’d kind of got used to having after Suchin’d decided someone was trying to move in on her.
 Polly leaned back lightly against the low, carved back – a little half-railing, like a ship or a cot – of the seat and opened her mouth, her hands wandering up Suchin’s back like particularly amorous and lethargic spiders, their ease a stark contrast to the determination in Suchin’s fists as she hauled Polly up by her collar and her teeth clicked on Polly’s.
 “Mm,” Polly pointed out, sliding down on the chaise-longue and smiling into the kiss, getting a nipped lip for her trouble. Suchin let got of her collar at last and substituted a grip on the back of her neck, her fingertips sliding up into the short hairs at her nape and making all the fine hairs up and down her spine stand to attention.
 “You drag me out here,” Suchin said irritably, pulling away and lunging at Polly’s shirt buttons, fiddling open the throat at high speed, punctuating her complaint with sharp, half-biting kisses to Polly’s neck, “to some sinkhole of a town,” she went on, the shirt open to reveal Polly’s sternum now, Suchin brushing the gris-gris out of the way so she could apply a bruising kiss to her chest, “in the middle of fucking nowhere—”
 “I know,” Polly mumbled, not really paying attention, spreading in a boneless puddle over the rotten chaise-longue, caressing Suchin’s back still like a cat treadling someone’s lap. Outside the wind made a sound like a horse whinnying, and Polly slid a hand under the hem of Suchin’s shirt.
 “—Your fucking crazy family,” Suchin was saying, and Polly’s shirt had fallen open completely now, pooling around Polly’s flanks as Suchin dropped a hail of aggressive kisses on either side of the bluntsided wound, skirting the stitches sometimes by only a hair’s breadth. Polly closed one eye and made a contented noise out of the corner of her mouth.

Clank, said something inanimate in the barn. Suchin paused and cocked an ear. “What was that?”
 “Old building,” Polly murmured, sliding a hand up to the back of Suchin’s neck and giving it a gentle downwards tug, a silent indicator to keep going, thank you very much, and not get distracted by some silly noise. “Prob’ly just machinery falling in.”
 “Gross,” said the unwelcome and apparently amused voice of the newly-married Mrs. Jenny Oakes.
 Polly sat bolt upright and yanked her shirt around her in one movement, Suchin leaping away as though she was on fire, back onto the end of the chaise-longue.
 “Well, well, well,” Sean added, climbing up beside Jenny and standing with a big dumb grin on his big dumb face, his hands in his pockets and Jenny turning to claw at his arm like a kitten. “It wasn’t enough for you to bring the freak show to town, Pollyanna? You hadta go that one step further—”
 “Shut up,” Polly growled, but the colour was creeping up to her cheeks anyhow, a deep red wash of fury and, to her further irritation, shame. Somehow any and all witty comebacks – rarely her best suit, unless she was fighting with Rafael, when they seemed to flow like the blood in their veins – had faded out of her, mixed out into the cold winter air with the dust from the chaise-longue and the spores of mould.
 “You can’t be surprised, Sean baby,” Jenny said sweetly, still pawing gently at his arm. The remark was addressed to Sean, but it was meant for Polly, and she knew it. “I mean,” she went on, smirking at Polly as Polly did up her buttons, fuming silently, her tongue a lead weight in her mouth, “we always sorta knew she was kind of a whore—”
 Polly tore the fabric around the bottommost button trying to shove it through the buttonhole, her fingers shaking. Suchin stayed oddly silent, just watching the confrontation through lidded eyes and doodling aimlessly in the dust beside her, apparently unconcerned. “Shut up,” Polly repeated, her voice little more than a snarl.
 “—But you have to admit she’s outdone herself,” Sean said, and his remark was also for Polly’s ears, not Jenny’s, his big dumb grin amply laced with malicious glee. “Not just a freak, but a foreigner—”
 “Honey, I’m surprised but I ain’t shocked,” Jenny smirked, big brown eyes not tilted up adoringly at her husband’s face but levelled at Polly, her famously welcoming smile welcoming the sight of Polly brought down to where she could stab at her with impunity. “I ain’t shocked my ugly freak sister turned out queer when she couldn’t find no more men outside town than she could in it—” Jenny gave her husband’s arm a happy tug, “I ain’t shocked she had to go round the other side of the world afore she found herself someone blind enough to touch her neither.”
 She beamed at Polly, rubbing her cheek against Sean’s bicep, and glanced at Suchin, who hadn’t paid her the compliment of even looking up, never mind the explosive reaction she was looking to get. Polly glared at Jenny, frozen to the spot by paralysing, throat-closing rage.
 Suchin didn’t raise her head, so Jenny raised her voice. “I guess the only thing that really surprises me, Sean baby, is that she done thought that we wouldn’t find her out here. Oh, and that she needed to stoop right down and fuck a freak. A freak!” Jenny shook her head. “Oh well. At least she got both eyes.”
 Sean was laughing by this point, his eyes creasing up as he chuckled to himself, like he was enjoying the greatest joke he’d ever heard.
 “My poor brother,” he snorted with all the sincerity of a rat, “married less than a day and already lost his sub-standard wife to a circus freak!”
 At this Jenny started to laugh too, and Polly’s eyes widened, the blood draining from her face like dye running out of a shirt. Her hands tightened in the folds of her shirt and for a moment, though she did not know it, she looked very like Rafael indeed, clawed, curled and shocked.
 “Him first, remember,” Suchin said, wiping the dust from the end of her finger.
 Sean stopped laughing abruptly and frowned. “What?” He looked at Polly, frozen to the spot still, her face pale now. “What did your freak say?”

“I said ลาโลก,” Suchin said helpfully, inclining her head towards him. Her smile was fractional and it was icier than Alaska as a goldsmeared hand snuck up behind Sean’s shoulder and fastened itself like a leech to his throat.

“Hallo,” said Sim, twisting Sean’s arm up behind his back. There was a grinding crunch, and Sim transferred his huge palm to Sean’s mouth just in time to catch and smother the agonised yell that blurted forth from him.
 Jenny screamed. It was a good scream, a proper Hollywood heroine scream with a full lungful of damp barn air behind it, and Jenny had damn big lungs; it would have lasted longer and been a lot more impressive had Bi not lunged for her and stuffed a dead pigeon so far into her mouth that she seemed to be in danger of suffocating.

He stood dusting his hands – smearing pigeon blood from palm to palm, mostly – in front of the top of the ladder, his hair still obscuring whatever he was using for eyes, his lips pulled back from too many blood-edged tombstone teeth in some hollow mockery of a smile.

“You’re about to have a hunting accident,” Sim said, and giggled. He winced momentarily as Sean’s jaw muscles bulged – Polly assumed he must have tried to bite Sim’s palm and wondered how he could stand to put any part of his mouth on Sim’s body. He probably thought Sim was just some crazy guy Suchin had hired or something. Polly fought the urge to scrabble at her own tongue out of sympathy for the horrid taste that was no doubt invading Sean’s mouth.

“It’s tragic,” Bi called from where he blocked the ladder. He had, mercifully, gotten around to tying up the bathrobe, but he seemed to have used bailer twine and there were pigeon feathers stuck to it. He brandished a hunting rifle by the stock, his grip deceptively light, as though he had no clue what he held in his hand.

“My  pa-raa-daa kôo non here is going to mistake you for a deer,” Sim said conversationally, stepping out from behind Sean and twisting him by his broken arm – Sean made a muffled sound that might have been a scream into Sim’s palm – to face Bi. He kept his hand tight across Sean’s face, his body at arm’s length, holding Sean’s fractured arm at an unhealthy and alarming-looking angle.

Polly glanced back at her sister. Jenny stood limp and bewildered, as though the pigeon had stoppered her ability to act as well as her ability to speak. She looked almost comical, grey wings protruding from her mouth like a ghost’s shroud, her eyes huge and round, her arms like wet rope by her sides, her only movement a kind of retch building from her stomach to her shoulders as some part of her operating on instinct tried to choke out the bird carcass.

“He’s very stupid like that,” Sim went on. Bi waved the gun at him, his mouth making an indignant line. “Always mistaking mayors’ brothers for deer. Or rabbits. In Pyongyang he mistook a governor’s son for a latrine, but we don’t like to talk about that.”

Suchin snorted and hiccupped. Polly stared at her – Suchin looked as though she was watching this on TV, her arms folded in her lap, the arcane pattern in the dust beside her smudged and forgotten.

Sean screwed up his face, closing his eyes either against the pain in his arm – which Polly guessed had to be pretty intense – or against the future. Jenny went right on trying to retch the dead bird out of her throat. Polly put her hand on the lump in her shirt, the gris-gris under fabric, and said nothing.

“I did not,” Bi called back, leveling the gun at Sean’s chest. “but it’s true. I am going to mistake you for a deer, Mister Oakes. In the middle of no-deer country in a fucking barn. I can’t help it. You’re just so – Sim, listen, you’re going to like this one – doe-cile. Doe-cile.”

“You’re a fucking idiot,” Suchin said from her vantage point. “And you’re gun-wielding evidence that no bpì-sàat will ever, ever be a stand-up comedian, thank all that is and isn’t holy. Now get on with it.” She tapped her foot against the side of the chaise-lounge impatiently, as though encouraging some school play to get on with their act.

Bi lifted the curtain of hair obscuring the top half of his face momentarily, but thankfully for Polly’s already unhappy stomach it was the side still hidden by the bridge of his nose. Bi raised the gun and brought his face down to peer along the length of the barrel.
 “Mind my hand,” Sim advised, “my hand doesn’t look like a deer.” Bi waved his hand in the air irritably. “Alright, alright. I won’t shoot your hand, it doesn’t look like a deer, it’s nothing like pretty enough. Your hand is ugly. No one could possibly mistake your palm for a deer’s head. Ready?”
 “GET ON WITH IT,” Suchin growled, slapping the chaiselounge and sending up a column of stinking dust. Bi pulled the trigger, and the thunder of the shot shook the barn so thoroughly it was as though a great hand had reached down from the sky and given the building a shake.

Down below the hayloft a cacophony of machines disintegrating into their rusted beds mingled with the creak of timbers, and the thud as Sim released Sean’s arm and let his lifeless body hit the floor.

Sim went to toe the corpse over the edge of the loft, back into the main body of the barn, but Bi dropped his gun and leapt forward, grabbing Sim’s upper arm and grinning, his teeth sharper now, more feral. “No,” he said, grinding his hips against Sim’s thigh, rucking up the heavy black semi-toga the other wore. “We have other things to do.”

Jenny seemed to release she was being spoken about; the pigeon flopped from her mouth, falling wet and bedraggled onto the floor in front of her, and she raised her hands at last like a barrier, backing towards the ladder. “What – what—?”
 “What, what,” Sim and Bi agreed, fanning out like wild dogs. “What have you  done?” Jenny said in a half-whisper, still backing towards the ladder. Bi half-sidled, half-sauntered around until he came once more between her and the exit, his teeth making a strange, rhythmic clack-clack-click, his lower jaw juddering excitement in waves. “POLLY!” Jenny shrieked, as Sim darted forwards and seized her by the wrists, his eyes blazing like coals, losing their human cast and burning through from lid to lid with a piercing light. “POLLY WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”

“Shut up,” Polly said in a low voice. It sounded hollow and far away, as though it was not hers but rather the natural emission of the floorboards as Bi threw himself across them, his weight causing an alarming sag as he bore both Jenny and Sim to the ground with a yip.

Bi struggled and scrabbled, landing hard on Jenny’s legs and shoving Sim out of the way. His own legs flailed in time with his highpitched, hyena-like yelps and whines, rising to a frustrated howl when Sim kicked him away and advanced on Jenny with a fixed, unworldly smile, lacing his fingers through her unwilling digits.

“No no no no,” Jenny shouted, twisting from the hips, trying to thrash her arms and succeeding only in thumping her elbows against the floor. “What are they doing? POLLY! What are they doing? POLLY! POLLY!”

“Shut up,” Polly said in little more than a whisper. Her face felt like stone, like it had somehow calcified with the gunshot and would never move again; it was the only part of her she could feel, everything else just floating about her, blurring at the corners of her vision. All she could see of Sim and Bi was the precise musculature of their backs, Bi’s bare as a temple idol, Sim’s streaked with dirt and oil and peppered along the upper spine with hair so coarse it seemed more like the quills of a porcupine.

Polly felt one of her fingers twitch, a million miles away, and it seemed like the quills on Sim’s back were the only things in focus – sharp, unflinching focus – while everything else around her lost definition and importance, and What A Wonderful World This Would Be began to play in her mind.

“Come on,” Suchin muttered beside her, giving her sleeve a hard tug that only half-registered. “You don’t need to see this.” Suchin was on her feet, dragging Polly along by her wrist, before Polly released she’d spoken.

Interspersed with Al Green Jenny’s litany of “What are they doing? Polly! Polly! POLLY HELP ME FOR FUCK’S SAKE MAKE THEM STOP!” continued, sometimes taking the forefront of Polly’s hearing and making her hunch her shoulders and mutter shut up, sometimes just running under Al Green as Suchin dragged her along.

Her feet seemed weightless on the floorboards, and out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Bim’s long incisors and Sim’s improvised toga falling away like an autumn leaf.

“What are they doing?” Polly asked in a flat, hollow voice, feeling the question rise up out of her like crypt air without even a spark of curiosity in it.

“Something you don’t need to see,” Suchin repeated, giving her a shove towards the ladder, her long hair falling in an ink wall, hiding her expression. Her voice sounded more or less steady, but in Polly’s experience that rarely meant shit. The hand that guided Polly to the brink of the hayloft ladder was almost steady.

“No one can hear you,” Sim was saying in the background, his quills standing up straight and fierce, and Polly was thankful his back hid his penis from her. She didn’t want to know what that looked like right now. “No one outside of this barn. You could try yelling to your husband.”

“He can hear you,” Bi agreed, and Polly saw through glazed eyes his fingernails draw blood from Jenny’s bare arm as he tried to drag it away from Sim. “He can see you. He’s right here now, watching and listening and saying, o my wife, what a whore she is.”

“How good it is, he’s saying,” Sim said, driving his knee up between Jenny’s sickening-heavy legs – they looked leaden, unmoveable, like the legs of some sand-filled dummy. “How good it is that I died rather than come to learn what a whore she is.”

“Pol-ly-hee-hee,” Jenny wailed, and on her foam-flecked lips the name faded into a series of hysterical sobs, finally smothered by some part of Sim or Bi that Polly couldn’t and didn’t want to see. There was a splutter, and the wail resumed, gurgling and desperate. “Please. Please. Polly. Please. You can’t let them do this to me, you can’t let them,” Jenny drew a breath that hitched, wet and burbling in her chest, and somehow managed to pitch her voice even higher and more desperately, “You’re my sister, you can’t let this happen to me!”

Polly really froze this time, something like ice descending into her fingertips and peeling back, leaving her feeling light as a feather and lithe as a fish, and her face stopped weighing her down like an anchor.

She dropped onto the first step of the ladder, grasped the floorboard with her hands and somehow, around Bi’s back and Sim’s shoulder and the whirling interchange of the two, caught and held Jenny’s panicked eyes.

In a voice colder than the shallow grave, the dirt cradle in the outskirts of the city in NorKor, a voice colder than death and colder than hell, Polly said: “You let it happen to me,” and dropped out of sight of the hayloft.

Her hands were steady on the rungs of the ladder,  What A Wonderful World This Would Be loud in her ears as thumps and yips and “Sim, you fucker, it’s my turn” and a long wordless howl churned up dust together in the hayloft. Polly’s feet hit the ground, she took two steps backwards, and peered up to the unseen loft. “Suchin!”

“Coming,” Suchin called back, and in a quieter voice that nevertheless carried down to where Polly stood, arms hanging loose by her side, “you two pinheads know what you have to do when you’ve finished recreation time, yes? If you fuck up there will be whole new worlds of pain for you to explore.”

“Yes, yes,” Bi – or maybe Sim, from this distance their voices sounded virtually identical – snapped airily, and giggled. The giggle gave it away – definitely Bi. “Go away, woman. You’re cramping our style – SIM GET OFF IT’S MY TURN.”

There was an abrupt, penetrating yelp that indicated the likelihood of a canvas sneaker connecting with someone’s gold-slimed backside, and Suchin appeared at the top of the ladder, gingerly feeling her way down the steps as Polly grated her teeth and pretended to hear nothing but Al Green.

“You okay?” Suchin asked once she’d hit the ground and Polly had put her hand briefly on the crown of her head, like an old woman righting herself after a fall.

“Fucked if I know,” Polly said, turning for the door. “I don’t like what she called you,” Suchin said in a low growl. She sounded for a moment almost as feral as the snarling, giggling, whining pair doing…whatever they were doing…above them. Polly and Suchin reached the barn door, and Polly glanced back over her shoulder, seeing nothing, not sure what she was expecting to see at all.
 “It’s just Jenny,” she said in the same coldly dismissive tone that had sent her back to the barn floor. “She says stupid things. I told her they’d get her into trouble one day.”
 A lone syllable that said nothing but carried, splitting the rotten air of the old barn like a thrown knife, drifted out over their heads.
 Suchin stuffed her hands in her pockets and looked up at Polly’s face with an expression that, Polly realised with a guilty start – must have been the mirror of her own: flat, cold, seething with something unpleasant and possibly inhuman behind the eyes, and which by rights should have given her the screaming shits.
 “I don’t like what she called you,” Suchin repeated. She turned her head – Polly guessed she must have been looking back at the hayloft too, despite it being out of sight from where they stood – and mouthed something Polly couldn’t read.
 Polly rounded the corner, found the piebald horse grazing unenthusiastically at the spare and sparse weeds straggling along side of the barn, and crouched beside the beast, locking her palms together to make a stirrup.
 “Oh no,” Suchin said, hanging back.
 “Back on the horse.”
 “No, no.” Suchin shook her head. “Why can’t we walk? We’re shocked, we just found a terrible scene in that barn. Slow, dramatic walking.” She folded her arms. “I’ve had enough of that fucking animal for one day.”
 “This is not the fucking movies,” Polly said impatiently, bouncing the stirrup off her knee. “Slow dramatic walking is the movies. We just found a terrible scene in that barn and then we went outside and apprehended a murderer, didn’t we?” She gave Suchin a worried look. “They didn’t say anyth—”
 “He’ll be where I told them to leave him,” Suchin said calmly. She looked up at the unconcerned horse’s flank with trepidation and said rather less calmly, “I hate those things. What’s wrong with using a quad?”
 “Right now we need the speed of what we’ve got to go and report this terrible, tragic murder and plunge my family into dishonour and discord,” Polly said, making her best innocent face: round eyes, eyebrows raised, about as convincing as a crocodile’s smile. “Get on the fucking horse.”
 Suchin made a poor show of suppressing a smile. “Aww, look,” she said, putting one foot on Polly’s knee and one on her hands, grabbing the saddle clumsily with her own, “my vocabulary’s rubbing off on you.”
 Polly boosted her into the saddle and shook her head. “If only it was just your vocabulary,” she said checking the palms of her hands. “You got bpì-sàat slime on me, look.” Polly held up her hands to Suchin, displaying the faint golden smear mixed in with the mud from Suchin’s sneakers. “Why are you laughing?”
 Suchin put her hand to her mouth, steadying herself on the back of the bored-looking horse with the other. “You, saying bpì-sàat with that big Western twang of yours,” she sniggered. “Uhn, come on. We have to go be bearers of bad tidings now. Look shocked.”
 Polly swung herself into the saddle, the gris-gris thumping against her sternum twice. “I don’t think I make a great harbinger of doom.” She looked down at the dust-stained shirt, the too-large jeans, her once-white sneakers. “They’re meant to be more shadowy than this.”
 Suchin grabbed Polly’s waist as Polly urged the startled horse from a standing start into an alarmed canter. “You look biblical, Polly,” she said into Polly’s back, “you look perfectly biblical.”
 * * * It is not long before her screams are swallowed down into their eager, grasping mouths, and she feels each bite in every corner of her at once, a nip, nip, chew on her limbs, overlaying and drowning out the pain as her arms, her back, her thighs are rubbed raw and splintered against the rough floor. Her skin splits in tree-branches, broken blood vessels marking spidery writing under it, grit and wood grinding through it until she bleeds, bleeds, bleeds in rivers and hails, staining the floorboards. Dripping down between them, falling in thick fat drops through the air, unseen crimson raindrops breaking the drought inside the barn. Ants crawl up to investigate this patter, patter, and wonder if they need to move their larvae.

Jenny’s fingers curl at the air – the hands that held them pinned, stonerough, gold-slimed skin abrading her palms – are elsewhere now, pulling back her head, bending her throat back until she feels it cannot bend any more, and then some. And then some. And then some more, her jaw forced open and her mute lungs still wheezing out nononono, though the words have lost their meaning.

The cackling, shrieking laughter has stopped hurting now, stopped filling her with confused rage, mounting terror or even broken resignation; it flows over her like a sheet, a mortician’s sheet, and Jenny blinks the tears back on her cheeks, numbly notes the way they roll back into her ears, muffling the gabbling words. The way they make everything sound hollow and underwater. Jenny tries to convince herself she’s drowning. Jenny tries to pretend she’s dead.

It makes no difference. The one with the eyes like burnt flesh, red and raw and weeping pus and oil instead of tears, he is having his turn. Having his “turn”. They are bickering like crows, squawks and cries, over roadkill. Jenny tries to pretend she’s roadkill. Her lower body is aflame and she can’t feel her legs to move them, only to know that something wet is on them, something wet and hot and stinging.

She stares up at the ceiling through a distorting veil of tears and chokes on another scream as the cobwebs are obscured by the other one, the one with eyes on fire, the one with a soft hand that ends in points like rusted nails. He. It. It stares at her with a blunt-toothed grin. It looks like a jack-o-lantern. It looks like a mad dog. It looks like a beautiful golden statue of a beautiful golden boy, and Jenny weeps into her ears in silence as it reaches into her mouth with two foul-tasting, shittasting fingers and tries to make her vomit.

Jenny concentrates on vomit. The smell of vomit and the taste of vomit and the way it feels in her throat and the way it looks in the toilet bowl and anything but the pain, far away at the other end of her body, her heavy crushed hot-and-cold body…anything but the tearing, the wet thump-thump-thump giggle-giggle-giggle as the other one drives himself up into her. Again and again and again and again and again, the skin of her inner thighs smeared with stinking, golden slime. The skin beginning to raise welts.

The skin bursting against the floor, and an excitable whoop as the one with his fingers down her throat presses his too-hot mouth against her cheek and licks the salt away. His breath smells like rotting, like the understairs closet, like bad memories, like shit. Jenny tries to scream and he shoves his fingers further down her throat, choking her, making her gag.
 “Hurry up, hurry up,” he cries, his voice loud in Jenny’s ear. “Hurry, hurry, hurry.” “I’m not finished yet,” whines the other, his weight on Jenny’s stomach. His hands like pinchers around her breasts. His…his…his…for one merciful moment she thinks maybe he’s going to stop, maybe he’s going away, maybe he’s going to stop, maybe it’s all over, but then there’s more pain, worse pain, and worse shame and the smell of shit in the air grows, and she really wants to vomit now, just vomit and vomit and vomit until her guts come up through her mouth. “There!” says a voice above her abdomen. “Share and share alike!”

“Open your eyes,” whispers the other one, his voice a hiss in her ear, and his fingers slide from her mouth, and she gathers her breath, screws her eyes up tighter. “Open your eyes,” he repeats, and there’s pressure on her eyelids, dragging them back.

At first she doesn’t know what she’s looking at; her brain has retreated into a dark corner and is gibbering quietly to itself; it wants no further part in identification or thought, barely processing sensations, barely registering fluctuations in light and dark. It takes a while for her to realise that what is being waved in front of her eyes is thick and covered in sharp quills, like the ones she glimpsed over the shoulder of the fire-eyed one while they fought. It takes a while for her tormented brain to see the snapping, beaked mouth at the end. It takes too long for her to register that this thing that looks like a medieval torture device is actually his…its…penis.
 While this sinks in Jenny screams again. “Shut her up,” complains the one with bloodied eyeballs, a grunt in his voice, and pain surges up Jenny’s spine.
 “Good idea,” says the other, and before she can gasp his hand is in her mouth again, choking out the sound, choking out her air supply, making her gurgle and struggle for air as his wrist crushes her nose. Gold scrapes off on her teeth. His fingernails, caked in filth, dig into the base of her tongue, and she tries to swallow, and she can’t. “A knife, a knife, will slice and dice,” he chants, his fingernails drawing blood from her tongue. “A knife, a knife…”
 The pain in Jenny’s mouth is so great that it drowns out the whole grinding, thumping pain from her lower body. She feels like she is drowning. She feels like she is in the water butt – even now she cannot let that thought resurface – and blood pours into her throat, and a gargling wordless whine burbles out of her, a geyser of blood sprays the air as the fire-eyed one rips his hand from her mouth. He holds something red and slimy and small triumphantly in the air, blood running down his forearm. Her blood, gloving him in red. Her blood running in lines back over his biceps, down to his shoulder. Jenny gurgles, chokes, spews blood over her face. It follows the channels carved by her copious tears, filling her ears with thick, salivamixed scarlet.
 The one with fire in his eyes and spines on his penis and blood on his hands drops the pathetic scrap of flesh onto her chest beside the other one’s head. It makes a slapping noise and splatters them both with a fine spray. She tries to feel around inside her mouth to see what he has taken, and when she can’t she knows what’s lying on her chest.
 The pain in her mouth feels like nothing when the one with quills on his back, having scratched and scraped and shoved to get between her thighs, pushes in. It defies description. It defies experiencing. Jenny accepts the welcoming arms of merciful oblivion with gratitude.
 When she wakes they are standing over her, naked, immense, glistening with metallic sweat and stripes and streaks of her blood. She does not know how she could have mistaken them for people; they look so horrid her eyes cannot focus on them anymore. She looks instead at her body, trying to find the source of each mindnumbing hurt.
 There are holes in her. There are places where her skin is raw and bloody and places where there is no skin at all. Her thighs and belly are such a messy of red and handprints and ooze that she cannot conceive of where they could be cut; she does not want to imagine her face. Her breasts are blackening and purpling with bruises in ovals and oblongs: bite marks and the vicious prints of grasping hands. Her eyes fill up with salt water on their own; she chokes and red slime dribbles from her mouth, down – as she sits up like a nightmare-woken child – her throat and breastbone, mingling with the not-yet-dry smears on her belly. Jenny’s tears sting against her skin.
 They are talking about her.
 “We’re going to have to get her down from here,” says one, stretching. He looks so human, and so inhuman, that Jenny has to look back at her feet, at the splinters under her skin.
 “What for?”
 “Because she’s going to throw herself off the edge otherwise,” the first explains patiently, and there is a smack noise, the sound of body contacting body at speed. There is a sound like a wounded dog.
 “So what?” says the other voice, hurt. Offended. Jenny crosses her arms around her knees.
 “So it’s a waste, that’s what,” says the first. He reaches down, grabs Jenny by the chin and jerks her head around to look him in the glowing, hot-coal eyes. She does not flinch, does not feel. His hand on her wet chin might as well be the paw of a dog. “Why let her do herself in when we want to come back for more later?” He smiles. His teeth are clean.
 Jenny flinches.
 He releases her chin and the other one says, “Brilliant! I like the way your mind works.”
 “Because mine actually does?” asks the first, and there is another slap sound, but this time there is no yelp. When Jenny ventures to open her eyes again they are kissing, black flickering tongues poking out once or twice from the sides of their mouths, blood-and-oil streaked chests grinding together, and she feels burning bile rise in her throat to mingle with the blood that fills her mouth.
 It is only when she tries to creep towards the edge of the hayloft, crawling in agony towards the exit that she’d never have imagined had they not mentioned it, that she realises what feels wrong. What, on top of the sick, slick ache between her legs and the ragged tear in her mouth, is so unaccountably wrong; the clotted, oozing, splintered stumps shriek in pain as they hit the floorboards with her weight behind them, and Jenny vomits bloody bile upon them in shock. And then she sees her hands, curled into defiant fists, three feet away from her, and vomits again. The jerk and retch of her stomach muscles makes everything ache afresh.
 She falls to her belly, pain be damned, and tries to wriggle on it, through what she has expelled, to the salvation of a broken spine.
 “None of that,” says a sharp voice – she cannot tell now who has spoken – and a foot lands on her neck, forcing her face into the puddle of red, red vomit. She tries not to inhale. “Sim! Get down the ladder, I’ll pass it along to you.”
 There are clangs, thuds, and a word that sounds like a curse but like no curse Jenny has ever heard. And she’s on her feet, her poor hobbled feet, held up by her hair and by an arm coiled below her breasts. She tries to be heavy, to go limp and lifeless and weighty, but the arm carrying her is strong and the pull on her scalp is immense; the hand in her hair lets go, the arm is removed, and something hits her in the small of the back.
 Jenny forgets that she had intended to fling herself from the loft. She forgets that plunging through the air was what she’d been creeping away to do, and she whips about, trying to clutch at the smooth skin of her attacker with hands that lie severed out of her reach. She succeeds only in smearing fresh blood on his chest before falling, hitting her chin hard on the top rung of the ladder with a clack of teeth that vibrates through her skull, bouncing off and landing in steady arms.
 They drop her on the floor, and Jenny falls like a newborn calf, soggy and unmoving, curling enough to protect her head with her upper arms and nothing else. She can hear rustling, the thud-clung of more feet on metal rungs.
 The one who caught her seizes her to her feet, dragging her up by her arms – arms that seem unblemished, only nicked and bitten, while the rest of her bleeds – and smirking in her face. Jenny shuts her eyes; hard-edged fingers press at her jaw until her mouth falls open. A hot, shit-tasting tongue shaped like a two-pronged cone thrusts between her lips, forcing the reservoir of blood back into her throat, into her stomach. He presses against her fragile, brittle body, and snickers into her mouth as she begins to weep again.
 He pulls away. The other one has brought her clothes, and they dress her with deceptive, painful tenderness, in those ripped and bloodied rags. They tie up her halterneck again, re-button the Capri pants, and the one whose gristle eyes are once again hidden behind thick black hair even takes a moment to rearrange her hair a little around her shoulders as they lead her to the barn door, through the dead wreck machinery, past the hollow mound that was her husband – and she feels nothing, now, nothing about this lifeless heap of flesh and its unnatural splay on the barn floor. They take her to the door. The one with his eyes hidden kisses her shoulder. The ones she wished was hiding his eyes hit her across the back of her head so hard she stumbled a yard forwards, bent at the waist, ringing in her ears, almost obliterating his final: “We’ll see you later.”
 When she turns there is no one there. The wind tugs at her hair, the crows on the barn roof set up a mournful cawing, and in the distance she hears the gunshots cease.
 Jenny shuts her eyes, opens her mouth, and lets river upon river of blood flow from her, and all these rivers of red will never clean her, never take the gold smears from her teeth and her thighs. She knows it. She could scrub until every last speak of her skin is as raw and ripped as her back, and the decay-scented golden streaks will be there waiting under the pain. 
* * * The winds had crept up to howling speeds by the time the hunting party reached the isolated barn. A congregation of crows – no longer sullen but rather hopping up and down the branches of the barelimbed cluster of trees, along the ridge of the barn roof, excited, hoarse cries filling the air – had gathered and was busily doubling in size. Either they smelt the death on the air or some other agency had given them the hint that just out of sight lay fresh meat.

Polly thought, as she hauled upon the reins of her put-upon piebald and gestured to the barn, that she’d played it pretty well. Her look of dismay had been tempered with the poise Seth would expect from a veteran of the NorKor campaign (since she was still refusing to refer to it by the official name the army had given to it, which knocked “Shock and Awe” into a cocked hat for sheer stupidity and inaccuracy).


She’d kept her voice down but made it plain that something dreadful had happened, and at first she’d tried to make sure only Seth came with her, telling the rest of the guests that it concerned him and him alone, and later relenting when someone made the inevitable statement about community.

Suchin had just about managed to contain an incredulous “Community? Pssht,” but Polly had felt her mouthing it against her back anyway.

And now they stood about, manners overwhelming burning curiosity as the hunting party milled by the barn door, horses’ tails swishing in confusion, ears twitching uncomfortably at the incessant racket thrown up by the crows, their nostrils flaring.

Every so often one or two of the horses stamped its foot uncertainly. Polly imagined they must be able to smell the blood, like the crows and like the undertaker beetles (she’d never found out their real name, just the one her father had given them) which were undoubtedly rushing towards Sean’s corpse by now.

The ringing, wordless cry of shock let Polly know when it was right to dismount and hurry into the barn – she left Suchin astride the piebald, with a sharp look, and wove between the startled horses with a look of concern that was almost convincing.

Seth had his hands in his hair when Polly reached him, his mouth shaping incomprehensible, silent words, his eyes wild. “Who – who—” he managed, turning back and forth in front of Sean’s body. His hands tugged blindly at his scalp, pulling his face away from his bloodshot, one-minute-from-tears eyes. Polly guessed that once he’d gotten over his shock he was going to start getting very angry.

She stole a cursory glimpse down at Sean. He looked less mangled than most of the corpses she’d seen in recent years, his head turned at an unnatural angle from the fall and his arms splayed out as though he was trying to embrace the sky, his back twisted. There was a dusty footprint on his side, but it was too smudged to tell whether it was a bare foot or a booted one. His mouth was open. The wound in his chest had dried, his shirt fused to the ragged hole in his flesh.

Polly looked back at Seth’s face. He’d released his hair and was looking a fraction more composed, though his eyes were still red and his jaw clenched. She put her hand gingerly on his arm, feeling her stomach contract in distaste but ignoring it. “I’m sorry.”

“Who did this?” Seth said in something less than a whisper. His jaw shook, and as it did he looked as though his chin was far weaker than Polly had realised. He looked not so very much like his brother at all. “Who is responsible for this?”
 “I’m sorry,” Polly repeated, and from the doorway Suchin finished the thought for her. 
 “We caught him trying to sneak away.” 
 “Who?” Seth repeated, shaking Polly’s hand from his arm. “WHO HAS DONE THIS?” Polly glanced at Suchin, who pointed – more dramatically than was necessary, as far as Polly was concerned – into the shadows beyond the hayloft.

Unconscious, trussed like a turkey, bound to the upwards spoke of an antique combine, flopped Mark Mazlowczy. His hair hung over his face and he drooped over his bonds like a damp sheaf of wheat; the minute movement of his shoulders from his shallow breaths the only sign that he was out and not dead.
 Polly murmured, “Mark,” as close to Seth’s ear as she dared to get, and pointed too. Seth covered the distance between her and her cousin so quickly Polly wasn’t sure she’d actually seen him move; one minute he was staring at her in disbelief and the next he was in front of Mark, a sweatpatch on the back of his shirt, a cobra reared to strike.

He stopped just short of striking, his fist pulled back for a swing, and as Suchin joined her Polly watched the boiling hatred and grief curl back into Seth like an explosion in reverse. He straightened up, his legs tensed and loosened and became normal again, the cool poise returning to his posture, the only sign of his rage his dishevelled hair and the moisture under his eyes, swiftly swept away with the back of one hand.
 In that moment Polly almost admired him. Mark flopped backwards over the combine as Seth – showing incredible restraint, his slender shoulder so tense they seemed they might burst – jerked his head back and began frisking him with all the professional precision of a lifelong cop, his hands moving mechanically through the folds and pockets. He stopped around Mark’s midriff, glanced to his right at the discarded gun in the dust and yanked out a book, Mark’s shirt giving way with a gunshot rip.
 “Polly,” Seth said in a low, dark voice, “come tell me.” “What?” Polly tried to make it look as though she was walking briskly without moving forwards too fast, Suchin in tow, braced for any number of questions: what had she been doing in the barn, how had she overpowered someone so much bigger than her, why didn’t she stop him …

“Tell me,” Seth said again, holding out the journal for Polly to read, the scratchy words sloping downwards across each page. “Is this him? Did Mark write these things?”

Polly did not have to force her eyes to widen as she skimmed the final entry; the content was standard whackjob stalker speak, but the handwriting was scrupulously exact to Mark’s own pained scribblings. She had to concede that Sim and Bi had among them more talents than she’d previously expected or wanted to know about. She nodded silently over the pages.

“It’s him.” Polly took a deep breath and glanced at Mark’s face. There was a bruise forming on one cheek, flowering outwards and upwards from the point of his chin. Whichever of Suchin’s servants had delivered the blow, they had done a fine job. There was not even the tiniest of shimmers, not a hint of gold. She exhaled again. “It’s him.” She repeated. “I’d hoped there was some…something else.”

“Your family,” Seth said in a low hiss, “are a fucking menace. Your sister is dangerous.” He fixed his red-rimmed stare on Mark’s upturned face, his down-turned mouth, and for a moment he looked like he was going to spit on it. “Find her and lock her the fuck away from the men of this town.”

Polly twitched her upper arm, wondering what the hell Suchin’s face must look like right now, and nodded. Seth barely acknowledged her assent, just reached into his pocket – never tearing his eyes from Mark’s face – and produced a surprisingly new cell phone. He flipped it open and glanced at Polly at last.

“I’m going to call Bob Havers,” he said flatly, and jerked his head towards the barn door. The hunting party remained outside, their whispers floating formlessly through the door and into the shadows, their curiosity apparently now overtaken by boredom; they seemed restless. “To arrest him.” Seth’s jaw clenched again. “Justice will be done, Pollyanna.”
 “I know.” Seth stared at her for a moment, his fingers over the keys of the cell. “Ride back to your family, Pollyanna. Ride back and keep them in their house. And decide where your loyalties lie. Quickly.”

“A wife belongs by her husband’s side,” Polly said, and was extremely proud that she didn’t gag or sound as sarcastic as she wanted to. Seth looked startled, but shook his head minutely.

“Not tonight. Tomorrow you will meet me at the sheriff’s office and we will determine for ourselves where the blame lies and what must be done to keep your kin in check.” He clipped each word so precisely that he sounded almost British, Polly thought, wondering what was actually running through his head, wondering how he slipped from ‘harmless smirking local boy’ to ‘cold pseudo-European bastard’ so easily. “Tonight you belong with them.” Seth leaned forwards and breathed hard in her face, “Keeping them in their house, do you understand me?” He pulled back, touching her upper arm for just long enough to make her want to hit him. “I cannot, will not be held responsible for anything that happens should they try to rescue Mark from Bob Havers’ place. They will go through the proper channels, Pollyanna. Everyone will go through the proper channels this time.”

“I understand.” Polly backed away. “Should I return Moe’s horse?”
 Seth shook his head, glanced unseeingly at the doorway again. “He’ll understand.”
 “Suchin will stay with you,” Polly said abruptly, backing away. Suchin and Seth both glared at her.
 “That won’t be—” Seth began.
 “She used to be a bereavement counsellor,” Polly lied.
 “Thank you, but that won’t be—”
 “And a prosecution lawyer,” Polly added, groping the gris-gris against her chest. “Seth, please. You need someone not connected to this whole mess to talk to. Let her help you.”
 Seth frowned, sighed, and looked at Suchin like a dog that had just been shown a card trick. “Help me?” he asked, his mouth twisting into a fallen ‘s’. “I—” he seemed about to protest again, but caught sight of Sean, lying in an obscene formation among the dead machines and the dust.
 He was weak now, Polly thought, seeing him waver. The things he’d never have accepted this morning might seem like a good idea in the murk of the barn. “Alright.” Seth glanced down at Suchin, who was taking this remarkably well. “You, come with me. Advise me.”
 Suchin shot Polly a venomous look that softened at the last moment. “I’ll do my best, Mister Oakes,” she said quietly.
 Polly left them staring at Mark, Seth with his cell pressed to his ear more desperately than he probably intended, and marched out of the barn, ignoring the sudden bolt of pain in her leg seam. Ignoring the guests, those dismounted clustering around her, silent but grasping, wanting to ask but for once having the manners not to say a damned thing. She swung herself back onto the piebald, who shook its mane at her but made no further objections.
 “Wait,” Polly said to the assembled guests, and rode off towards the farmhouse at a gallop.
 The ache in her thighs from rather longer than she was used to on horseback was for a while the only sensation that she allowed herself to feel, rising automatically out of her seat as the ground beneath the piebald’s feet slipped past, the gallop slowed by uneven soil. The ground was bare and spattered with the odd clumps of straw that sometimes escaped the flames, here and there small green streaks flashing by as weeds made their presence known on the scorched earth.
 As the farmhouse bounced nearer Polly drew a few deeper breaths and had to steady her hand on the edge of the saddle; the scenery whipping past, such as it was, slowed up a little as the horse moved into a confused canter, down into an equally bewildered trot, and walked lethargically up to the back door of the old farmhouse as Polly sat in the saddle like a sack of potatoes and stared unseeingly at the sky.
 After a while the horse wandered towards an interesting-looking clump of grass and began putting its hairy lips to work, and Polly dragged herself off the damned animal with a huff of expelled air, tied the reins absently to the drainpipe and wandered into the back door of the house she’d grown up in.
 She knew immediately that there was no one else in: the creak of the door should have brought Rafael shuffling suspiciously along at high speed, or Lucius out of his triple-locked room with a beam and a clatter. There was nothing of the sort, just an eerie stillness and the smell of mould vying with the stink of rot for the opportunity to turn her stomach first.
 She put her palm over her nose – it didn’t in truthfulness smell much better, her sweat and the horse’s both displaced and smothered by the rising grave-stench, and Polly made a mental note to consider showering at some point – and closed the door behind her. After a second she released her nose – the breath from it was being forced up and fogging her glasses – and moved gingerly through the sitting room.
 Rafael, and possibly Lucius, had made their point here more strongly than in the kitchen. It had never been the room that got the most use, same as any farmhouse, and now it seemed that it had been abandoned entirely.
 There was bird shit in the fireplace, and an unusually large splash of white turned out to be an eggshell; evidently the crows had taken to nesting in the flue. The furniture – what there was of it, Polly could see definite gaps in the familiar skyline of couches, chairs and small tables where Rafael must have sold off a bit here, a bit there, somewhere out of town where they were not so well-known – loomed out of the darkened room like mist-shielded icebergs. The dust-sheets that covered it were, indeed, very dusty, and Polly sneezed violently as she stepped back from the fireplace.
 The most obvious change that she could see was the empty, pale spots on the wall where paintings had vanished – sold, most likely – and framed photographs had disappeared – possibly burnt, possibly just thrown out with garbage.
 Hers were all gone, of course, probably slashed and chucked by her parents the minute they knew she was out of there, and her parents’ photographs were nowhere to be seen either, the pale circle at the centre of the mantel glaringly conspicuous. Jenny’s portrait still enjoyed pride of place beside this gap, and there was even no dust on her glass.
 Rafael, Polly thought with a sneer on her face, probably polished it every goddamn day. With his – she turned away, wound her way through the hulking wraiths of furniture, each one no doubt playing host to armies of mice and beetles by now, and stamped into the kitchen with a sense of relief.
 It might be disgusting, it might smell like a fat man’s armpit, but at least it wasn’t that antithetical mausoleum, a place where you retained your position only by never changing.
 Polly caught sight of the closet under the stairs out of the corner of her eye and bolted to the foot of the staircase, glad no one could see her silent flake-out. By the time she’d creaked and cracked and crept her way up the stairs, listening to the sour tones each step’s note had developed, she was beginning to wonder where the hell Lucius and Rafael could be.
 If they’d gone down to watch the shooting they’d have returned by now, Rafael’s self-preservation instinct overpowering any curiosity he might have. If they’d been down by the barn they’d definitely be back by now, and the doors and windows would have been barricaded with the remnants of the furniture, and she’d be wandering around with a bullet in her head. Rafael wasn’t dumb.
 She turned onto the landing with exaggerate care, looking from doorway to doorway to barred-off doorway. Jenny’s room had evidently been abandoned for far longer than one night – a thin film of dust clung to the wood and in some places – the corners of the boards
 – the paint had begun to peel. Polly glared at the door for a while, halfdaring herself to push against it, smear her fingers through the dust and stand in there, just to see how much of her life Jenny had taken with her.
 Lucius’s door was clean. It smelt of soap. From the outside there was no sign of the bolts, latches and bars he’d put up, just a blank expanse of wood that smelt of a baby’s changing room and had only the faintest shadows of Lucius picked out in black paint and gold leaf. Gold Leaf.
 Polly gave a small start and swallowed uncomfortably, turning away from the door as though she’d been stung by it. Rafael’s bedroom door was open and she was damned if she was going to poke her head around it. It stank. Even over the increasing stench of crypts that climbed off her skin with the fresh sweat, Rafael’s bedroom smelt appalling.
 Polly held her breath; it made no difference. The sickly-sweet scent of rotting flowers crept through the doorway like tendrils of smoke, tried to choke her. She reached forwards stiffly and pulled the door to, squeezing her eyes shut to keep out the shadows that lay beyond the doorjamb.
 She skipped past the blank doorway with its shattered remains of a door. The “Police: Crime Scene Do Not Cross” tape had faded to a pale yellow and it looked almost brittle, and it had been hanging there for so many years that her brain barely registered it at all. It did not occur to her to slip beneath it, now there was no one to stop her, anymore than it would have occurred to her to climb onto the roof and do the can-can.
 The room was a blind spot in her mind; just a missing tooth that no one paid attention and no one talked about. She poked at the door next to it with an experimental forefinger – unsurprisingly it was locked. Polly supposed Rafael had the key, if he hadn’t thrown it away too. Her parents’ room remained a locked and secret place, and unless she wanted to risk kicking the door in there was to be no further exploration today. She couldn’t help feeling relieved.
 Polly pushed the door to her old bedroom open with her hip – a habit that she thought had died – and her arms raised at chest height, protecting who knew what from god knew who, stepping into the almost-blackness with her breath caught up in her chest.
 As far as she could tell in the deep darkness, Lucius hadn’t been kidding about leaving it exactly as it was. The clothes she hadn’t been able to fit into her backpack, the ones that had spilled out of her drawers and wardrobe and onto the floor, lay mouldered and mousechewed beneath her feet.
 The alarm clock lay on its face, the curtains half-drawn, the bedside lamp as ever devoid of a shade; on the wall Polly could just about make out a picture torn from a magazine page. She couldn’t even remember the name of the guy from it, just that he’d been wearing sunglasses that covered most of his face and had long red hair. He looked girly, and whoever had taken the picture had gone out of their way to enhance that, having him pout shiny lip-gloss at the camera and angle his neck like a chick.
 The bed smelt fusty – unsurprising when she thought about how long it had gone unchanged – but it was neither damp to the touch nor particularly mouldy, stuck here in the drier corner of the house. Polly sat on it and stared at the back of her bedroom door feeling so sick she thought she might just upchuck on the floor and have done with it.
 The smell of dead lilies from Rafael’s room drifting down the hallway, the mental picture of Mark’s bruised face and Seth’s swiftlyinternalised anger and Sean lying still and bloody on the floor of the barn were all okay, she could handle them just fine – she’d smelt worse and seen worse and done worse, one way or another.
 Sitting in her bedroom with her feet in the spot they always fell to, mice scuffling in the walls around her and the howling, accusatory wind filing past her window and rattling the panes the same old way was in danger of tipping her over.
 Polly pulled her feet up onto the bed, curled up into a foetal ball, her stupid white canvas sneakers pressed against the wall, and stuck a hand up inside her borrowed shirt. She closed her fingers around the gris-gris, the feather brushing her palm. After a few deep breaths she was half-asleep, hearing the relentless boom and crack of guns in some distance dreamscape overlying the enraged, high-pitched shrieks of territorial mouse battles in the walls.
 She woke with the crash of the back door – after all this time she could still tell back from front by the sound, and it disturbed her in the seconds between waking and getting her bearings – in complete darkness, and fumbled for the light-switch on the bedside lamp. If Polly had been anything other than sleep-fuddled she wouldn’t have expected the thing to still be connected, never mind working, but the bulb pinged into life readily enough.
 There was no real way to tell how much time had passed, and for a moment she cursed her lack of watch. The low rumbling of voices drifted up from downstairs, and Polly stumbled out of her bedroom like a particularly heavy ghost, groping the air around her as she crossed the landing, heading towards the faint glow of light coming from the stairwell.
 The stairs sang out their discordant song of warped wood and ageing, so as she entered the kitchen Rafael’s head was already facing her, his expression too distorted by the weak light to make any sense in her sleep-addled brain.
 “How long have you been here?” he asked, and Polly stopped in the doorway to try and work out what he meant.
 “I don’t know,” she said eventually, scrubbing at her eyes and hoping like hell he hadn’t noticed the necklace chain. Perhaps the shirt collar was high enough to hide it. “Seth sent me here.” She peered around the doorjamb, saw nothing but ghostly light and Lucius obscuring most of the kitchen with his broad back. “Did you hear about Mark?”
 Rafael turned back to Lucius for a moment, his face unreadable. “We heard about your little bout of heroism.” He made the final word sound like a curse word.
 Polly dipped her head and did not move from the doorway. “Trained to capture first,” she muttered, shoving her hands in her pockets in an unconscious imitation of Suchin. When she realised she’d done it, it was too late to hide the gesture from Rafael, so she settled for swaying on the spot and watching him move back and forth from the kitchen sink, his hands weighed down with a damp and surprisingly clean-looking cloth.
 “And where was your heroism while this was happening?” Rafael asked, his voice low and unsteady, shaking with what could only be termed anger, though it was strange to hear him so passionate. He must have motioned to Lucius, for the hulking man shifted his weight delicately to one side, leaving Polly a clear line of sight from the kitchen door to the table.
 Jenny sat at the table like a waxwork, her gaze falling on some hanging dust motes a foot or two in front of her, her face flat and empty as Lucius’s; the only difference was in the set of her jaw and the way she seemed to be incapable of stillness, constant tremors running through her, her skin twitching now and then as though a fly had landed on it, completely out of time with Rafael’s application of the wet cloth to her numerous wounds.
 Polly stared at her. Jenny looked like a madwoman, and one who’d been run through a threshing machine. Her skin had split and bruised and blood was seeping through the back of Lucius’s cotton shirt, draped around her shoulders like a blanket. There was something that looked like a bite mark on her face, and thick, almost-black trails of blood clotted her chin and smeared on her cleavage.
 “Where was I what?” She asked, as Rafael shuffled over from the sink again and dabbed at Jenny’s unmoving lower jaw. The strata of dried blood did not appear to be lessening any, and Polly thought with the detached, first-aid part of her mind that he’d be better off disinfecting the wounds on her arms than trying to clean away this river of clots right now. Another part of her brain pointed out that if there was disinfectant in the house it was a goddamn miracle and the more observant area nudged her thought processes gently in the direction of Lucius’s soap stash, but before she could voice the idea Rafael had started talking again.
 “While you were busy getting your cousin arrested—”
 “He’d just shot Jenny’s husband,” Polly snapped, staring at Jenny, waiting for some kind of disagreement. Jenny did not appear to hear her or anything else, limply allowing Rafael to tip her head back and wipe ineffectually at the streaks of blood and dirt on her collar.
 Rafael looked up from his work, his clawed-hand resting lightly on Jenny’s shoulder, and gave Polly a black look from his good eye. The other contrived to look accusingly at the air in front of him. “Maybe,” he said, sounding like he, personally, thought it more likely that an army of demons had swept up from the underworld and slaughtered Sean with some kind of magical stick. “But you are supposed to protect—”
 “Each other, in a family?” Polly could barely stop herself from sneering. Lucius, just in the corner of her vision, backed himself up against the banisters, his hands clapped suddenly over his ears like a small child, thick arm muscles bulging. “You’ve been watching too much Disney.” She paused and licked her lower lip, still looking more at Jenny than at him. “Little brother,” she added scathingly. “Or I don’t know where you get this idea from.”
 “Look at her,” Rafael snapped, turning Jenny’s unresisting head to face her like a puppet, his left hand on the back of Jenny’s neck. The effect was unnerving – three blank eyes strafed the air between Polly and her siblings like spastic machine guns, one sharp and focussed eye glaring for all four of them. “Look at her,” he repeated, his voice shaking with Jenny’s arms.
 “I am looking,” Polly said bluntly. “What happened, she fall out of the saddle and get her foot stuck? Those look like drag marks. Lucius fell off—”
 Rafael cut her off. “No. We don’t know.”
 “Have you tried asking?” Polly sneered, feeling her gorge rise.
 By way of an answer her brother cupped his hand under Jenny’s chin, his thumb up one side of her face and his fingers up the other, and squeezed gently until her mouth fell open. With the drop in her jaw a wash of blood and saliva came out, spewing onto her front and the floor between her legs, the first liquid the kitchen floor had probably seen in years. Polly swayed back, stepped forwards, and peered into the wretched cavern of her sister’s mouth.
 A bloody, ragged stump squirmed uselessly at the back. Polly inhaled slowly, and Jenny made a sound like “muh” and started to cry, her unfocussed eyes filling with tears without blinking.
 “Yeesh,” Polly offered, edging around Jenny and Rafael to stand beside Lucius. Lucius – Polly darted a sideways glance at him – had covered his face instead now, his shoulders hunched. She fought the desire to punch him, to force him to look instead of just shutting it out along with everything else.
 “We can’t ask,” Rafael said, and reached into Jenny’s lap.
 Polly was half-expecting what she saw next, but it was still strange and slightly sickening; the blood at the end of Jenny’s arms had hardened and darkened, showing red only where it overlaid the cleansliced ends of bones, the marrow still visible beneath the gore.
 Rafael cradled both stumps in the palm of his left hand as tenderly as a new-hatched chick, and glared at her, daring her to say something unfeeling, daring her not to care. Jenny’s head drooped forwards as though someone had cut her strings, her back shaking now not just with the implacable tremors but with sobs, tears and a hail of bloody drool spattering her forearms and Rafael’s palms alike. Rafael appeared not to notice; Lucius had his hands clamped so tight to his face that Polly was surprised he could breathe.
 “They used to do that to our prisoners in NorKor,” Polly said, unthinking. She extracted a hand from her pocket and scratched her nose, watching Rafael’s left-face distractedly. He seemed more interested in confronting her than in comforting Jenny, who had curled in on herself like a millipede and was busy half-choking on blood and tears and possibly puke.
 “What?” Rafael asked eventually, apparently more non-plussed than he was angry. He pulled his hand out from under Jenny’s stumps, let it dangle by his side without making any move to wipe it, his right hand still clenched too tightly around her shoulder.
 “In NorKor,” Polly repeated, leaning back on the wall and watching the patter-patter of blood falling from Jenny’s lips like vomit. “we sometimes got PoWs back, but they always had tongues out and hands off so they couldn’t tell us anything at all about who’d taken them. Not content with just blindfolding prisoners, apparently. It was on the news. It was still all over the news when I got back, you must have seen it.”
 Rafael uttered a short barking sound that Polly almost failed to identify as a laugh. “We don’t have a television set, Polly.” He looked down at Jenny again and back at Polly, his bloodied left hand crawling up the side of his face to brush away some imaginary hair, spreading gore over his left-face like some primitive and absent-minded warrior. “NorKor?”
 “Yes.”
 “Perhaps your assistant—”
 “Don’t say it.”
 “She is a—”
 “She’s from Vietnam, you fucking moron,” Polly snapped, making Lucius whimper. Rafael was too locked into the hunt to notice her profanity, his left-mouth twisting into an eager scowl.
 “But she was there with you. She saw all those things. Maybe—” he said excitably, closing his clawed hand around Jenny’s shoulder tight enough to leave a print, paying no attention to the low, ceaseless moan coming from her along with the gore and the tears, or the way she was rocking gently under his hand.
 “Spare me,” Polly sighed. “How easy it would be for you to blame an outsider. Flying in the face of experience somewhat there, aren’t we?”
 Rafael’s glare could have seared rock, but he said nothing.
 “I’ve known her for five years,” Polly said, ticking points off on her fingers, resting on the staircase on by one hip. “She was just as grossed out by what was happening in NorKor as any other sane person would be. And – I don’t know if you’d noticed this, Rafael, because you have this amazing skill in letting the blindingly fucking obvious – shut up, Lucius – pass you by…my assistant is more than a foot shorter than Jenny.” She folded her arms over her stomach and gave him the barest hint of a smile. “I think it’s possible Jenny would win that fight, don’t you?”
 “Karate?”
 “Hollywood,” Polly shook her head. “You…if any of you had ever…” She stopped and threw her hands up. “Fuck it.” After a minute, while Rafael stared at her, apparently unable to give up his theory, and Jenny managed to continue grizzling in the absence of any audible inhalation, and Lucius made a sound like a kicked puppy at all the curse words flying around, she corrected herself. “No. Accept this, Rafael – Mark has killed someone. Killed the mayor’s damn brother. I think you can accept now that…this was someone from the town.”
 “You think it was Mark?” Rafael asked in a half-whisper. Polly couldn’t tell whether he was shocked or scornful. He didn’t appear to be asking her advice either way, just her doubtless flawed opinion. “No.”
 “No?”
 “He wouldn’t have had time.”
 “I suppose not.” Rafael pursed the left half of his mouth, making him look – Polly tried to ignore the thought – like a peculiarly angelic Popeye. In the silence that followed Jenny’s low murmuring groan upped in pitch and her rocking grew more violent, more like thrashing. Rafael took his curled-up hand from her shoulder and gave Polly a loaded look which she entirely failed to interpret. “Tomorrow,” he said eventually, backing away from Jenny and returning, clothless, to the kitchen sink, “We shall visit Mark.”
 “We?”
 Rafael glared, the drying blood on his face cracking and flaking away. “You learnt to take orders in the army.”
 “Not from people like you,” Polly muttered. Lucius stopped trying to cover his ears with his shoulders and cautiously opened one eye a crack, scouting her out to see if any further eruptions were forthcoming. Polly groaned half-heartedly at the ceiling. “Alright, tomorrow we go to see Bob Havers and find out what we can do for Mark. If anything.”
 “We can’t afford a—” Rafael began hastily.
 “I know.” Polly cut him off. “Jesus, how could you, living here? We’d better take her, too.” Polly nodded towards Jenny; she had stilled again, bent at the waist with her stumps hidden by her body, her head flopping between her knees, drooling out a thin trickle of blood onto the kitchen floor.
 Rafael started. “What for?”
 Polly couldn’t help rolling her eyes at this. “Look at her. Bob needs to know about this.”
 Rafael shook his head. “That’s not how it works here. You know how it works here.”
 “Listen to me, you—” Polly bit the inside of her cheek and stayed the rush of invective that threatened to send Lucius backing into the banisters again. “Listen to me,” she said eventually, “this is not how things usually work here. This is…her husband is dead. She would want to see who was responsible, if she wasn’t—” Polly glanced at Jenny, searching for the words and finding nothing appropriate, “—all ffff— like that. If she wasn’t…and we need to show Bob.”
 “Why does he have to see?” Rafael sounded like a petulant child, and Polly found herself in the uncomfortable position of being if not the oldest person in the room then at least the most together, what with Lucius still squinting uncertainly at the scene and Rafael failing to grasp anything at all. It must have been past his bedtime, Polly thought, and her mental voice sounded uncommonly like Suchin.
 “So that the whole town will be trying to find out who is responsible instead of just us?” Polly suggested, her hands ending up in her hair somehow in her exasperation. “We cannot just hide this – we can’t…ugh, Rafael, look. Mark has poisoned us.”
 That much he appeared to understand, a flash of anger showing through the tiredness and confusion on the left-half of his face. The right-half might have got the point sooner, but it gave no indication, of course. Rafael put his left hand into his hair in imitation of Polly – whether it was conscious or unconscious she couldn’t tell, but it made her whip her hands back into her pockets all the same.
 “And you think…” he prompted, and stopped. “You think that trotting her out there will make them…make them think…that’s not us. This is us.”
 “I’m assuming you said what I think you’re trying to say,” Polly said rather dryly, and bounced her hip off the banisters. “Yes. I do think that. I think they need to be reminded and I think we need their help to find whoever…did this.” She coughed into a curled fist and tried to stare Rafael down.
 It couldn’t have worked any other time, but he looked broken, disorientated, and finally bowed his head as though waiting for an axe blow. Polly turned back to the banisters and peered up the darkened staircase at the mouse-scratchings and the wind shaking the windowpanes, and somewhere in her unquiet, underfed stomach she felt something raise a nagging doubt about sleeping there tonight.
 “She was my favourite,” Rafael said to no one in particular, to his feet, to the kitchen. Polly ignored him, still preoccupied by the darkness up the stairs and what the hell it would feel like waking up in that room tomorrow morning, and how quickly she could get the hell out of there the next day.
 “I know,” Polly said eventually, and startled herself with her lack of bitterness. “She was everyone’s. And that’s why they’re going to help us tomorrow.” Probably, she added in her head, and grasped the nearest banister with a steadying hand. “You’ll put her to bed?”
 Rafael didn’t answer, Jenny didn’t move.
 “I said, you’ll put her to bed? Or do I have to?” Polly swayed towards the foot of the stairs, and it was Lucius who moved, Lucius who stepped away from the stairs and pulled his hands from his eyes.
 “I’ll put her to bed,” he said, crouching beside Jenny like he was talking to a small child or a dog. “C’mon, Jenny. Bedtime.”
 Predictably enough, Jenny didn’t budge or even acknowledge his presence, and it seemed like she might have fallen asleep where she sat, exhausted from whatever exertions she had been put through. Lucius looked uncertain for a moment – he was still wearing their father’s suit, not switched back into his day clothes like his brother – but he scooped one arm under Jenny’s legs, tipping her back until her body flopped back at the waist and her closed eyes and open mouth came back into view. He flinched at the bloody mess where her hands should have been, but he did not drop her or fall back.
 “Don’t let her head go back like that,” Polly said absently, half an eye on the staircase still.
 “Huh?”
 “She’ll drown,” Polly said more bluntly than she’d intended. “Put her over your shoulder, face down.”
 “Drown?”
 Polly pointed to her own mouth wordlessly, and Lucius flinched again. Rafael twitched in time, stuck by the kitchen sink, both sides of his face drooping as though a switch had been turned off.
 Jenny seemed more like an exceptionally heavy rag doll than a person as Lucius turned her in his arms and draped her over his back like a toddler, streaking blood over their father’s suit and over his face. Jenny dribbled blood down his shoulder like a baby spitting up, and Lucius took a cautious step towards the foot of the stairs, not buckling an inch under his sister’s weight.
 He paused by Polly. “Will she be alright?”
 Polly glanced at him, unseeing. The question should have been addressed to Rafael, his instructor in all things now their parents were gone. He should have turned awkwardly and asked Rafael and – in all probability – gotten no reply. But he asked Polly, as he passed her, and that was too strange to let her answer for a moment.
 She looked at Jenny’s mutilated arms, hanging limp between her torso and Lucius’s chest, awkward and destroyed. She looked at Lucius’s normally empty face, showing more concern than she ever remembered seeing on it, and said with a coolness that surprised even her, “It doesn’t look like it, does it?”
 Lucius disappeared slowly up the stairs.
 “Why did you say that?” Rafael asked the floor by his feet. His shoulders hunched up by his ears, he seemed twenty years older and more tired than a man three times his age. “Why did you tell him that?”
 Polly picked at her teeth, staring at his side without really seeing it. “Why not?” She said, still cool as the depths of December. “Why lie to him now?” She started up the stairs, listening for Jenny’s bedroom door to click shut and the grey-orange slither of light to disappear as Lucius made his way into his pitch-black room.
 Behind her, Rafael shuffled his slippers on the gritty floor and made no other move. By the time she reached the door to her bedroom he had still not left the kitchen. She found herself wishing that he’d suffered some ghastly heart-attack and collapsed there, but she knew he’d make more noise than that if it were the case. Heartattacks were noisy, thrashing things – Polly stopped her train of thought with a hefty mental branch and shoved her bedroom door open with her hip. Best not to think like that now.
 In the blackness of her room she reached not for the unshaded lamp but for the nearest heavy piece of furniture – a straight-backed chair with the seat almost rotted through – and slammed it against the door, hearing rather than seeing the top catch under the door handle.
 She grabbed at the chest of drawers, set her back against it and shoved like a fireman, feeling damp clothes underfoot resist and tear as it slid over and through them. When the crack of wood on wood told her it had connected with the chair she transferred her weight to the side, and thump-thump, crunch-thud, it was blocking the doorway.
 Finally satisfied, thinking wistfully of night-vision goggles and dear god please any kind of loaded weapon, Polly stumbled fullyclothed onto the bed and tried to lie on it straight out, without screwing herself up into a protective c-shape.
 She compromised on a loose curve, her knees drawn up towards her chest and her arms tucked under her head in a kind of compressed recovery position, and closed her eyes, listened to the mice fighting and the pipes clanking. After a while there was a heavy step-drag, step-drag on the stairs, and Polly held her breath.
 The step-drag, step-drag passed by her room, and a whiff of decay spiralled into her room as if soaked in through the walls. She exhaled slowly, and tried not to think. Across the corridor and down a low wailing set up, low enough to be dismissed as the wind if she didn’t damn well know what it was, and Polly tucked her knees against her stomach more tightly.

At least, Polly thought sourly, at least I’m not going to be homesick. Whimpering and wailing and strange smells and having to barricade her bedroom door; she was home, alright. What a wonderful way to end the day.
 She glanced up at the high, deep-set window and wondered, not for the first time, what had possessed the ancestral Mazlowczys to build such a fortress of a house; why they’d made the walls so insanely thick before slapping boards over the outside and pretending it was the same as any other building in the area. If they’d made this weird house so far outside the town on purpose or if the town had moved away from them. Where the hell they’d found so much stone in such a flat landscape. What, Polly thought sleepily, they thought they were doing, setting up a home out here in the absolute epicentre of fucking nowhere. Why they were so far from whatever slice of Buttfuckville, Poland, they’d sprung from, when everyone else had come over a coupla hundred years later.
 She was still occupied with these meandering thoughts when sleep overtook her, and the weak spluttering light of the moon as it passed briefly past her window did nothing to wake her.
 * * * As the water enters her nostrils her head jerks back on its own volition, stronger than any of her struggles, but it makes little difference. The hands holding her face down, pressing on the back of her neck, on the crown of her head, are stronger than she is. There are more of them. Her hair hangs like kelp in the foetid rainwater, mosquito larvae whirling past her open eyes as they flee the silver bubbles bursting from her nose.

Polly chokes, and it gets into her mouth, gallons and gallons of it, only this time she doesn’t have the presence of mind to kick out at their knees until they release her, or she can’t move, or they aren’t standing where she thinks they are. And the dirty water fills up her lungs like rubber balloons, and the mosquito larvae are huge before her eyes, their tails wiggling desperately as each choking breath sucks in more of them, so many of them that she might well be a whale feeding instead of a girl drowning.

Her lungs are still full of water when she thrashes herself down through the bottom of the water butt and into the jungle. She doesn’t know how she knows it’s the jungle, because she can’t see a damn thing and she can feel buildings rising above her, but she knows it’s a jungle all the same, a jungle of twisted old leafless trees like the ones out behind the house. And her stomach hurts more than anything in the world has ever hurt before, and she can’t feel her leg, and the water in her lungs has solidified into dirt.

Not dirt, flesh. Rotting flesh. She tries to call out – there is a sound of spades falling above her head, people must be looking for survivors – but the dirt and the dead fill up her mouth, falling in from the outside, from what she is buried in, and crawling up from inside, from inside her lungs.

Polly tries to claw her way out of the mass grave. In the back of her head she knows she must bring her leg with her if she can find it, or she’ll never be able to get to the surface, but there are hundreds of legs around her now, and she still can’t see. In her desperation she begins to scratch at the stump of her leg, hoping that the smell of her blood will draw her leg back to her – it makes perfect sense that, like a lost lamb, it will return to the parent on its own – and at first she is afraid, because she feels nothing at all where she is scratching.

When she peers – and though there is no light in the darkness and soil in her eyes, she can just about see – she is scraping her nails through a different redraw bloody stump, two of them, and she cannot jerk her hand away. The stump is twitching under her hands, but it is not until it begins to shriek and squeal like a pig at the slaughterhouse than she wakes up.
 * * * Polly woke four times in the night. The third time she found her hand stained – black in the vague moonlight – with fresh blood, and lay in stunned silence as, having struggled her soaked-legged jeans down past her thighs, her hands encountered seam in her leg, wet, and scraped. She tugged the borrowed jeans back up and clenched her hands around the gris-gris and rather mournfully wished that Suchin was there to tell her it was a good sign, this sign of life from a dead wound.

When she woke to the first miserable red stutterings of light falling through the prison-like window Polly was in no mood to lie around ruminating on bad dreams or wallow – she glanced under the covers – in her own blood. There was, she thought as she stumbled off the bed and landed on her freshly-bled leg - hissing in pain through clenched teeth – entirely too much blood shed in the old farmhouse. And she couldn’t very well wander around in russet-soaked jeans without attracting negative attention.

There were still a few items of clothing hanging in the wardrobe, stinking of long-decayed lavender and the eye-watering stench of camphor. Despite this every piece was riddled – at least a little – with the tell-tale tiny holes and white patches that indicated more holes were on their way. Polly shooed away a few goldenrod, dart-shaped moths and seized the least perforated pants she could find.

They smelt somewhat more general funk than of lavender, and there was a conspicuous lack of dried-spit patches ready to hatch into wiggling, clothes-chewing caterpillars; she struggled out of the stiffened jeans and at the last minute remembered to take her damned not-verywhite-anymore canvas sneakers off for a moment to get the pants on. Her feet … Polly was surprised to find they didn’t smell much worse than the pants or her overall rising smell of old underground rooms.


Somehow she didn’t find the idea of taking a shower in the farmhouse appealing, crypt-smell or no crypt-smell.
 A little while later a thud and a shuff-shuff-shuff past her door allowed her to exhale a little; Polly checked the furniture she’d shoved against the door and found that while the chair had definitely moved, scuffing the accumulated dirt on the floor into grooves, her secondthought barrier hadn’t budged. She hauled it awkwardly out of the way, her leg protesting painfully as she wrenched the chest of drawers backwards, the gouge in her stomach as silent and painless and itchless as it had been almost since its infliction.
 There was another thump and a slightly swifter shuffle, and Polly deemed it time to escape the room. She hauled her sneakers back onto her bare, unsocked, feet and crashed through the door, tipping over the damn rotten chair rather than moving it properly. It was tempting to stand in the threshold and spit “I shall never come here again” back into the room, but she didn’t want to tempt fate like that. Polly glanced at the poster above her bed, muttered, “God,” under her breath and hobbled down the stairs.
 Lucius greeted her with a depthless smile and went right on banging around with pans that not even her extremely lax standards of kitchen hygiene would allow her to consider suitable for cooking with. Polly made a face and swung herself around into the room with one hand on the doorjamb.
 “Breakfast?”
 “Huh-uh.” Lucius flicked a lump of something black and mercifully unidentified out of the frying pan in his hand with the end of a knife. His face was the sunny smile of 1950s commercial housewife, his hands scrubbed red-raw with cheap soap. The filthy pan in his hands threw the image horribly askew. “Do you still take your eggs sunny-side up?”
 “No,” Polly frowned, glancing at Rafael, propped silent in his favoured seat by the kitchen table, the seat Jenny had bled over the night before. There was a dark, sticky spot on the floor beneath it, already absorbing the ambient dust and turning itself fuzzy. “I still – still – don’t eat them because they’re disgusting, Lucius.”
 “Oh, yes.” Lucius didn’t look particularly put out by her tone, and Rafael didn’t look up at all. Lucius went back to clanging aimlessly with the stove, a solitary blue ring of flame groping at the air and clutching for his shirt-sleeves, a stack of miscellaneous offal and incongruously gleaming chicken eggs lying on the bare slate kitchen surface beside it.
 Polly lowered herself gingerly onto the chair opposite Rafael’s. He was staring through the table, either lost in thought or just plain lost, his rats’ nest hair even more untamed, his hands in his lap and his shoulders hunched.
 “Where’s Jenny?” Polly asked, ducking her head to try and catch his eye.
 “She’s in bed,” Lucius answered, plonking a pan on the ring of fire with an uncharacteristic flourish. “I’m gonna – Rafael said to – I’m gonna…”
 Polly peered at Rafael, but there was no indication he’d heard his name being mentioned at all. His left and right hemispheres matched perfectly, so that at last instead of looking like a man divided he merely looked like a slack-jawed moron. Behind him, Lucius unstuck himself from his mental rut and finished, “…take breakfast up to her and feed her in a bit.”
 “Uh-huh,” Polly murmured absently, watching Rafael’s face for some kind of recognition. “And then we take her to Bob,” she concluded.
 “People will say it’s my fault,” Rafael said in a broken voice. His lips barely moved, his left eye roving up to stare at Polly from a well of salt water. “They will say I should have stopped this.”
 “Don’t talk fuc— don’t talk nonsense,” Polly admonished, shooting a brief glance at Lucius to make sure he hadn’t heard her slip. He seemed okay, content to toss more unwashed and grotesque homemade sausages and strips of possible-pig (although it could just have easily been cat or dyed curtain fabric) into the unscrubbed pan along with a knob of rancid-looking butter.
 “They will,” Rafael repeated, his eye red-rimmed and spastic now, shooting paranoid looks around the kitchen. He seemed barely a fragmentary remnant of the man who’d stood in the kitchen and told her to run for mayor with a sneer on half of his lips; Polly didn’t know whether to relish this or worry that he would curl up and turn under faster than she could keep him upright. “It’s my duty to—”
 “Jesus, Rafael, don’t talk to me about duty. I’m – I ain’t hearing that.” Polly sat back against the chair and it creaked alarmingly, unused to such vigorous use. She rubbed absently at her leg and saw Rafael’s eye follow her movement, beady and hawkish if still encircled in sorrowful red. The bastard was still sharp, sunk into the depths of worry and self-pity. Polly let her hands drift casually back up to the table top and tapped on the stains as though she wasn’t thinking about what her hands were doing at all.
 “You must dress her,” Rafael said, tilting his head towards the tabletop but keeping his eye fixed on Polly’s face. Lucius made a pained noise as something in the pan crackled and popped, probably showering him in hot fat.
 “Oh, I must?” Polly’s fingers danced around russet-shaded globs on the wooden surface. “I suppose I can’t rely on you to do anything with your gimp hand…”
 He didn’t rise to the bait, just nodded tiredly and turned his head like a screech owl to watch Lucius cooking.
 “I’d better get on that now, then,” Polly told the back of his head, “so we can leave right after breakfast.”
 Rafael said nothing. Polly gave up on prodding at him, got back to her feet with a just-suppressed oof and turned back up the stairs, catching out of the corner of her eye as she did so the oddly depressing spectacle of Lucius wrestling against a pan loaded with the greasiest, least appetising pile of supposed food ever cooked. The worst part, Polly reflected as she turned out of sight of the kitchen, was that the sight and smell of it made her queasy and nostalgic in equal measures. And no one should feel nostalgic for the risk of salmonella.
 Polly pushed the door to Jenny’s bedroom open carefully, twisting the handle the extra half-turn it needed to actually come out of the groove, and stopped mid-way. If she had to twist it – it always took both hands, the revolution was further than the wrist could go on its own – then there was a good chance that Jenny had pissed the bed in the night or something, unable to get out and use the toilet.
 She shoved the door open and tried to sniff without seeming too obvious about it. No scent of ammonia, just the lingering overlapping scents of Jenny’s old perfume collection and the far less subtle smell of congealed blood and dried sweat.
 Jenny lay facing away from her, bundled up in her blankets with her hair wild over the pillows. Polly closed the door behind her, and Jenny rolled suddenly in the bed to see who was there, her eyes wide and searching. The blood from her severed tongue had clearly run down her face in the night, for the cheek that had been against the pillow was caked in flaking lumps of rust-brown.
 “Time to get up,” Polly said conversationally, turning to the wardrobe and sifting through rows of dresses. Abandoned dresses, and probably abandoned, Polly thought with a carefully internalised sneer, because they weren’t revealing enough. “We’re taking you to see Bob Havers today,” she went on, her back to Jenny and her ears pricked for any sound of movement. “Rafael sent me up here to get you dressed.” She turned and held up an Alice-blue dress with a white collar for Jenny’s inspection.
 Jenny shook her head; whether she meant the dress or the plans for the day or had no ulterior motive besides spasmodic jerking Polly had no idea, but she lowered the dress and went back to the wardrobe all the same, keeping up a rambling stream of idiot talk. “Maybe not that one, then,” she muttered, letting the dress drop onto the floor and hauling out another, slightly longer one. “Oh look, I remember this one.”
 When she turned back Jenny was glaring. Polly decided to take that as assent and hauled the ugly green thing across the bedroom; Jenny, now upright in the bed, clamped her arms against her sides and refused to raise them for the dress.
 Polly dropped it over her head and let it pool around her sister’s neck, spring green with little yellow flowers, dusty and stretched. Jenny dipped her head and wriggled, trying to escape from it without moving her arms and opening herself up for further dressing. Polly recognised the tactic.
 “Do you,” she asked in an exasperated tone as Jenny stared defiantly up at her, her lips a thick firm line and her face shedding dried blood like scales, “or do you not want to see the Sheriff and have us report what has happened to you?”
 Jenny flopped. For a moment Polly thought she might actually be co-operating, but it was apparently not going to be that easy. As she watched her sister’s eyes filled up from seeming nowhere, and fat tears rolled down her cheeks like barrels down a damned hill.
 Polly gave her a knife-edged look. “That shit won’t wash with me,” she said sternly, and this time Jenny really did flop, raising her arms above her head in a gesture of surrender, and Polly cautiously lifted the dress up and down over her sister’s clotted stumps.
 As she went to fasten the buttons around Jenny’s throat the girl lunged at her, her teeth brushing the back of Polly’s hand as Polly leapt out of the way like a startled horse. There was crackling, electric silence; Polly met her sister’s eyes and saw the steely, fire-tempered determination in them, and inhaled. On the out-breath she swung a stinging, short backhand into Jenny’s face, knocking off most of the remains of the dried blood in the process and turning Jenny on the spot.
 She left her sister sitting semi-dressed in the bed and clutching at her face with her forearms, hobbled out of the door straight-backed without looking back. In the corridor Polly yanked the door shut and turned the handle violently, listening for the click of the latch before she started down the stairs, leaving Jenny trapped in her bedroom.
 Apparently she’d timed it perfectly: Lucius was just setting down a plate piled with what looked like a five-car pile-up down in the spot she’d been sitting in, another two already lying on the tabletop. “She’s dressed,” Polly said, collapsing onto her chair again as Lucius waved a fourth plate uncertainly about above Rafael’s head. “You can start spooning grease into her now.”
 “Don’t be so facetious,” Rafael said, apparently addressing his breakfast. Polly ignored him, sticking a surprisingly shiny fork into what could possibly have been a fried egg and could also have been an alien life-form intent on infesting her with mind-controlling parasites. Polly decided that Suchin might have been right about her problem differentiating between Saturday night movies and real life, and glanced up at Rafael, an overlarge slab of possibly-egg wobbling precariously on the tines of her fork.
 Her brother wielded a spoon, the left half of his lips moving like a horse’s prehensile mouth as he tried to keep in fragments of – Polly was choosing to think of it as bacon, regardless of what it actually was
 – meat in his mouth. The right half of his face kept thwarting him, drooping like overstretched nylon stockings and letting everything tumble back out while the left half of his jaw chewed in short, chomping relays, his cheek bulging with food shoved there to prevent its escape.
 Polly shoved her glasses back up her nose with the base of her palm, rubbery breakfast dangling neglected from her fork, and watched with fascination as Rafael swallowed and began chasing a maybesausage – a great, lumpen, misshapen turd of a thing which contorted impossibly within its skin – around the plate with his spoon, his right hand braced around the edge of the plate. She grew distracted by the grime packed under his fingernails and only remembered to shove her mouthful into her mouth when he looked up suspiciously.
 Egg still tasted foul, she was displeased to find, but it was in her mouth now and there was nothing to be done about it except swallow it before any more flavour escaped onto her tongue. The off-white, grease-gleaming segment had been far too wide to reasonably down in one piece, but her recent exertions with the gris-gris had left her throat with the idea that it could stretch to accommodate anything, like a snake.
 Nevertheless, she avoided the rest of the whitish parts of her breakfast and stuck to the unidentified pink-and-brown stuff, the black flakes and the odd, slightly greenish stuff that Lucius must have learnt to make from their mother. She’d seen it nowhere else in the world, tasted – thank whoever – nothing like it, and had a vague inkling that not even Lucius knew what it actually was.
 It tasted of home, and Polly speared a squashage with added vim when she realised what she’d just thought, angrily dismissing the kitchen and the familiar plip-plip of cooling pans in the sink as unrelated to the sensations of home. The greenish stuff felt like eating a bagful of socks and tasted like bad cheese; Rafael – Polly glanced at him again, his left cheek swollen like a gopher’s – appeared to be eating it with relish.
 She thought longingly of roadside burgers, pre-packaged candies and even whatever the fuck it was they sold in big black bubbling pots on the road to Pyongyang (on the way in, not on the way out, when there had been nothing but craters and silence), and swallowed again. “Will you refrain from flippancy when we arrive at the Sheriff’s office?” Rafael asked suddenly, a slither of fat falling from the right side of his mouth.
 “Probably,” Polly shrugged, scraping excess stuff from the edge of her fork onto the plate. “I guess my husband would be pissed if I started cracking jokes while the guy who shot his brother is still breathing and ain’t in jail.”
 “I don’t see how you can crack jokes at all.” Rafael said, swallowing some of the food from his cheek. Polly watched him coolly, fiddling her breakfast about the plate without raising it. “This is not a time for humour.”
 She shrugged again, slipping a fork-load of who-knew-what into her mouth and gulping it down without chewing. Rafael had stopped eating and appeared to be feeling around his teeth with his tongue, his left eye fixed on her like a laser beam.
 “I’ve seen worse,” Polly said with perfect honesty when she judged enough time to have passed. “And I cracked jokes about that too. That’s what you do when things are too fuc— too fubar to get your head around.” She readied up another mouthful and tried not to make a face at it, Rafael’s cyclopean stare boring into her without a word. “You know. Black humour. Firemen.” She shovelled the gross stuff into her mouth and twitched as it hit the back of her throat.
 Rafael narrowed his eye. “You learnt the wrong things in that…it’s not the right place for a woman.”
 Polly smiled. It was a thin, stretched and wan smile, accompanied by a surge of bile so violent that she wondered if she was going to puke on her plate. “Funny,” she said at last, the sick smile staying on her face as though painted on, “it was still safer being shot at on the other side of the world than it is in this house.”
 He didn’t rise to that, either. Polly stared into his right eye, ignoring the look in his left, ignoring the muffled sounds of Lucius’s voice upstairs. The wind outside drew itself up and gave a half-hearted whistle around the building before fleeing, unheeded and unwanted.
 “You were injured,” Rafael said, turning his attention back to his breakfast and scooping up a cheek-load of greenish gunk with the precision of one who has been doing so for years without changing his rhythm or ritual in the slightest. It was very clearly a statement, not a question.
 Polly glanced automatically at her leg. “Yes,” she said, thinking about the haedong jingeom blade, the creeping cold, the deserted hospital and the feel of blackness swirling into her head – and banishing them all with a slow nod. “Quite badly.” She watched Rafael stuff his spoonful into his cheek, watched his jaw twitch and tense, and said with only briefest flicker of a memory – the hot pain and the cold blade combining to create a sensation she knew she’d never be able to describe to anyone, “it was funny.”
 “You,” Rafael said through a mouthful, dribbling greenish mashed whatever onto the plate from his right-half mouth, “are fucked up.”
 Polly didn’t know whether it was the understatement or the shock of hearing him curse that made her start laughing, but she couldn’t stop once the first bark had cleared her lips.
 She laughed on while Rafael stared bemused over his breakfast, the mash distorting his cheek forgotten. Her helpless snorts rattled the cups in the kitchen cupboards and wobbled the table, and were no doubt audible upstairs, cutting through the awkward silence like some deeply inappropriate knife.
 By the time she was done laughing she’d lost what little appetite she’d had and the strange sense of homesickness had entirely evaporated; Rafael looked like a gargoyle hunched over his plate with a fat-cheeked expression of bewilderment on the left side of his face.
 Polly pushed her cooling breakfast away and watched Rafael cave and get on with eating, looking unsettled by her dog-like laughter. A creak-creak on the singing stairs jerked her head around just in time to see Lucius shambling down them, a half-full plate in his hand and a streak of egg on his cheek.
 They ate in silence after that, Rafael shooting Polly puzzled glances around his complicated feeding ritual but voicing no further thoughts, Lucius once more beaming like a toothpaste commercial between mouthfuls. There were no tooth marks on his hands, Polly noted as he pushed the salt towards her with a questioning smile. She’d managed two more mouthfuls after his arrival before deciding that she’d rather be hungry; possibly the only person ever to have gone away to war and come back with a weaker stomach.
 The dishes went in the sink and stayed there, drowning under a loose faucet, and nothing had changed there. Polly felt itchy; Rafael was still pinned to his seat like a goddamned cripple and Lucius was moving too slowly to get Jenny, to find Jenny some shoes, to find his own shoes. The itch had started in her leg seam – she managed to avoid glancing at it to check for seeping blood, to avoid drawing Rafael’s attention to it – but it was in danger of consuming her by the time Lucius got Jenny down the stairs. Polly suppressed a twitch as she wondered if it was impatience or maggots.
 Jenny huddled like a vagrant, turned in on herself, and Lucius had found her a button-up woollen sweater and knotted the sleeves at her wrists instead of just leaving them to flop the way Polly would’ve, making it even more goddamn obvious. Polly squirmed and would have danced from foot to foot in her impatience to get out of the house had it not been for the possibility of bleeding again.
 “What’s the big hurry?” Rafael asked as she nagged him for about the third time, all but kicking him in the butt as he went past her, his disgusting slippers streaking grime over the kitchen floor. “The girl’s not going to grow her hands back in the time it takes for me to get my—”he broke off and started coughing, sounding almost exactly like a crotchety old man.
 Jenny seemed to curl inwards on herself even more at this, like she was trying to fold herself out of view from the entire world, but when Polly went to push her towards the door the girl thrashed her arms about like out-of-control combine machinery, catching Polly a thump across the side of her head with one tied-off arm. It was hard enough to set Polly’s glasses askew, and once she’d settled them she was in no mood to give Jenny a direct push.
 “Lucius,” Polly grumbled was he took a month of time-wasting to get his bootlaces tied up, “can’t you hurry this along?”
 “I ask again in case you didn’t hear me the first time,” Rafael complained, prodding Jenny along with one finger, careful to remain out of direct flailing range, “what the big screaming rush is. She ain’t going anywhere and nor is the damn Sheriff.”
 Leaving the front door like a crop-haired hurricane, her head still smarting a little from Jenny’s well-aimed convulsion, Polly turned to give him a Look. It was a poor imitation of Suchin’s Look, which felled giants and left colonels dithering nervously, but it was Look enough to shut Rafael up. It was look enough to say “because I want to get out of this fucking house right now” without her having to utter the words.
 “I’m driving,” she said aloud, hop-hobbling into the yard at haste as Lucius, ahead, tried to open the driver’s door to the pick-up.
 “But—” Lucius began, indicating her leg with a handful of keys.
 “No but, I’ve driven with worse,” Polly lied, elbowing him out of the way, snatching the keys from his grip and scratching both her hand and his in the process. “Anyway, you need to sit in the back and keep Jenny steady.”
 “But—” Lucius continued, shaping a whole army of problems in the air with one spastic hand movement that could just as easily have meant absolutely nothing.
 “Rafael can’t get up over the side, and she’s easier to lift,” Polly went on, as though he’d made a viable objection rather than just flapping. She hoped her face was suitably stony; the explosion of laughter earlier had been unfortunate, even if it had proved her point pretty damn effectively.
 Lucius didn’t dispute this logic, just waited at the back of the pick-up while Polly hopped clumsily into the cab and examined the dash as thoroughly if she was giving the damn thing a barracks inspection. In the rear view mirror she could just see Lucius put his hands under Jenny’s armpits – no violent squirming now, Polly noted with something akin to amusement – and lift her into the back of the pick-up.
 Everything seemed a little lighter now, the wretched house about to fade into the background, Jenny’s poisonous tongue stilled – Polly bit down a guilty and slightly shocked splutter of laughter and slapped the dash impatiently to cover it. Lucius climbed into the back and started addressing soothing nonsense to the silhouette that blocked the window at the back of the cab.
 “Why are you driving?” Rafael muttered, pulling himself into the pick-up cab with less effort than anyone watching his earlier performance would have believed. He wiggled around in his seat, twisting horribly to get the belt clipped into place and not once even looking to Polly for help.
 Polly felt the pleasant warmth of power rushing through her veins and let him struggle for a while before answering, “Did Lucius not explain?” in the most vowel-short manner she could. It sounded silly, but it also sounded prim.
 “He did,” Rafael murmured as Polly made the first attempt at turning the engine over and, to no one’s apparent surprise, failed to get it started. Rafael’s left eye gave her a meaningful stare as she flipped the keys round a second time. “I’m just not sure I believe you.”
 “Colour me red, white and blue shocked,” Polly muttered dryly, giving the keys a third flip and, sure enough, getting the engine to catch this time. It rumbled arthritically into life and chugged into a healthier sound as she pulled off the yard and onto the rutted driveway, the little road to and from nowhere. Rafael was still staring at the side of her face. “What?”
 “You could have sat back there,” Rafael said petulantly.
 “What? Come on, you saw. She doesn’t want me anywhere near her, goddamnit. My head still hurts. Let’s not make this anymore difficult than it already is.” Polly gunned the engine and was just a little pleased to see Rafael slap back against his seat like a test pilot, his shoulders connecting too hard with the frayed leather and probably hurting like a bitch.
 “Yes,” Rafael said with a smirk – enough of a smirk that Polly could see it out of the corner of her eye, too, it wasn’t like he was trying to hide it at all – as soon as he’d settled himself against the seat again. “Makes you wonder why, don’t it?”
 “Does it?” Polly watched the town limits sign pop out of the haze in front of her and creep closer in rapid increments. “Only if you’re stupid, Rafael. Only if you’re stupid.”
 The journey couldn’t be over quick enough, and Rafael looked like he was going to make every fucking second of it as uncomfortable for them both as he could, his left eye roving dangerously close to the damp patch on Polly’s thigh.
 “Stupid enough,” she went on as he opened his mouth again to spew more fucking unnecessary words, “to think that a few cuts and scrapes were gonna change her mind about me. What kind of jackass actually believes that Hollywood shit about families hanging together in the face of adversity?” He looked like he was about to answer, but Polly could see the face of the Sheriff’s office looming closer and she was damned if she was going to let him get a word in edgeways when escape was so close. “I’ll tell you, Rafael – the kind of dumbass who can’t even spell the word adversity.” She wasn’t entirely sure she could either, but it was hardly the point.
 Polly slowed the pick-up, stopped, flicked off the engine and tried to pretend she couldn’t see Seth Oakes’s new, foreign car parked up just round the side of the building.
 “You go,” Polly said when Rafael glared at her, and she slumped over the steering wheel like a sack of potatoes, driving the gris-gris into her sternum and not really caring about it. Her thigh was definitely still bleeding – she could feel the fabric of her pants clinging to her leg – but there was no itch; she watched in the rear view mirror as Lucius lifted Jenny out and Rafael led them into the unassuming little building that served as the offices of law for the whole town.
 Once Polly had counted to ten she slid awkwardly out of the pick-up cab and waited by the steps. A second or two later Suchin sauntered out of the door with an unlit cigarette wobbling between her lips, looking so comically phallic that Polly spluttered another halflaugh and sized her shirt-sleeve too hard.
 “Whoa.” Suchin spat the cigarette out into the dust and punched Polly lightly in the upper arm, stopping two steps above her as Polly leaned against the wall and gave her an unsteady grin. “What’s up with you? You’re looking too fucking perky for spending a night in that dungeon.”
 “I’ll explain later,” Polly said, the maddening smile still on her lips. “What happened? Did you get to – is he in there?”
 “Seth took about half-a-dozen of Mrs. O’s Valium and made me ring a funeral parlour in the next county while he passed out on Sean’s old bed and his mother wailed like some – you have not heard such wailing. Eventually I had to plug her full of Valium too just to hear what the guy on the phone was saying.” Suchin rolled her eyes and added in a tone of mock-confidence, “I think he took the ‘assistant’ thing to heart. Anyhow, they were both unconscious by ten.”
 “And?”
 “And what? I had a pleasant night watching cable TV and, er, stuff.” Suchin looked slightly guilty. “I didn’t even know they had cables out here in the middle of Buttfuck nowhere.” She fiddled with the ends of her hair, obviously uneasy. “Sim and Bi called back in. And went off again.”
 “I thought they agreed to—”
 “They say there’s plenty more for them to do here and I think I agree with them,” Suchin interrupted, tossing her hair to one side abruptly. “I know you don’t like it. But – what happened to your leg?”
 “My leg?” Polly glanced at her thigh and ran her thumb over the damp patch. “Oh. My leg is bleeding.”
 “What?” Suchin half-screeched.
 “My seam,” Polly said in a low whisper, giving Suchin a “shut up now” look, “started bleeding in the middle of the goddamn night and scared the shit out of me. Is that supposed to happen – oh, what am I saying? You look like you saw a ghost. A really ugly ghost.”
 “I heard about this happening,” Suchin muttered, continuing to look like she’d been slapped, “I didn’t think I was good enough yet … shit, this is fantastic.”
 “It’s healing?” Polly grabbed Suchin’s shirt sleeve again and gave her a shake. “It’s actually healing?”
 “It might be,” Suchin said cautiously, prying Polly’s hand off her shirt. “About now – Rafael and Lucius brought Jenny in and the Sheriff took one look at her and—”
 “Lemme guess, said ‘rape kit’?” Polly said in a bored voice.
 “Yes, but—”
 “But?” Polly asked, already sick of the word.
 “But Mark,” Suchin said, spreading her hands. She lowered her voice, leaning in to whisper alongside Polly’s ear. “We were there talking about his legal provision. It’s a bit anti-climatic, isn’t it? I was expecting a bit more of a backwoods response.”
 Polly gave her a slightly worried look, relaxed, and assured her in an equally confidential whisper, “Don’t worry, you rotten vulture, that’s not how this town works.” She shot a look back at the Sheriff’s door, which hung ajar but wasn’t letting any eavesdropping-handy talk out. “News of this got around last night, I’m sure, right? By the end of the day there’s a good chance of a…well, a lynching.”
 Suchin smirked. “How fucking civilised of you.”
 “I told you it was that type of place.”
 “Insane. It’s like living in a really cheap movie,” Suchin muttered. She gestured to the building behind them with a nod of her head. “What about him? Sheriff Bob?” She drawled the last word in a fair approximation of Polly’s accent, and Polly made a face.
 “He’ll be involved,” Polly admitted, sticking her hands in her pockets in a fair imitation of Suchin and staring up at the gutter along the edge of the building. “Sheriff Bob Havers is a hands-on kinda guy.” She tried to say it the way Sheriff Bob would have done, but it had been a long time since she’d heard him talk, and it came out sounding more like Rafael with a head-cold.
 “Again, how civilised,” Suchin sighed, sitting down on the step and peering up at Polly. “How long d’you think it’ll take?”
 “What, the lynching?”
 “No, stup— how long before they get themselves worked up into a righteous, God-baiting frenzy and start poking your cousin with pitchforks?”
 Polly rolled her eyes. “First, they’ll hang him. There’s a tree round the back of the town hall that has branches the right height and thickness, when I was a kid—”
 “You saw hangings as a kid?” Suchin made a face. “Does this town exist in a different dimension or something? I could’ve sworn that shit was illegal.”
 “Entertainment for all the family,” Polly said with a distinctly queasy smile, still peering up at the guttering, letting her hips slide forwards so that she slumped more than stood against the war. “There was a guy, I don’t remember his name, from out of town. Robbed a store somewhere on the edge of town and Sheriff Bob and his son caught up with him—”
 “He has a son? I didn’t see any son.”
 “I’m getting to that part, shush up.” Polly adjusted her weight so that it was all balanced between the heels of her sneakers and the point of her shoulder blades, and extracted a hand from her pocket for long enough to mime a pistol being fired. “Anyhow, this out-of-towner had an itchy trigger finger, or didn’t fancy going to jail, so he fired at Sheriff Bob and missed, and he fired at Danny Havers and hit him square in his face.”
 Polly demonstrated with her free hand, flattening the palm over part of her cheek and all of one of her eyes.
 “So he was dead in the street, and Sheriff Bob gets this guy and drags him back to the jail in there—” she waved her hand vaguely towards the Sheriff’s office. “—and folk were so steamed up about this, because Danny was pretty popular, you see, that they hauled him out of the jail…not that Sheriff Bob did much to stop them, you can bet…” she cleared her throat. “They strung him up on the big tree behind the hall and eight or nine guys just yanked on the other end of the rope until he stopped kicking.”
 She scoured the gutters again, picking out where crows had started nesting and thought better of it.
 “He kicked for a real long time,” Polly added in a faraway voice. “My mom and dad took us all down to see a great example of justice being served and to explain that while the guy kicking on the end of the rope was going to fry in everlasting damnation for taking another man’s life, none of the guys holding the other end of the rope would.”
 She looked down from the guttering and raised an eyebrow at Suchin’s somewhat drained face.
 “Didn’t make sense at the time, neither.”
 “No, I can see that,” Suchin muttered, getting to her feet again, a little stiff. Strange grinding noises from the Sheriff’s office caught her attention: she whipped round like a top, startled.
 “Pencil sharpener,” Polly said without looking round. “It has batteries in it. I don’t even know why he has it. Regulations – I looked this up – state reports have to be filled in using a black ink pen.”
 “You must have been very bored,” Suchin muttered, turning back from the door reluctantly. The sound of pencils being chewed up covered up anything else that might have drifted through the doorway, and so after a few seconds she relaxed and peered at Polly again. “Stricken with incredible ennui.”
 “I was supposed to be overseeing a disciplinary action in Wisconsin,” Polly said vaguely, turning her attention back to the guttering, shoving her hand back into her pockets after a quick readjustment of her glasses on the bridge of her nose.
 Suchin looked blank. “That explains so very much.”
 “Have you ever been to Wisconsin?” Polly sighed and levered herself off the wall with less difficulty than she’d been expecting, and brushed her hands off each other theatrically. “Right. I guess I have to go in there and look concerned now.” She didn’t make it all the way up the steps before Suchin caught her elbow.
 “Are you okay?” Suchin asked, looking genuinely concerned for once. The worry-dimple in her forehead was not a regular feature, and it startled Polly to see it there.
 “…I think so. Let’s just get this shit over with.” She shook Suchin off her arm and pushed the door to the Sheriff’s office open with her hip, listening for some change in the pattern of pencil sharpening.
 When she got in there, Suchin trailing in her wake, there was no one at the desk, just a pencil grinding slowly round and round in the little motorised sharpener without getting any shorter. Polly glanced down at Suchin, who shrugged. Apparently they’d all been in there when she left.
 The Sheriff’s office was small out front, painted mint green and covered in old newspaper clippings, two filing cabinets shoved in the corner as an afterthought. There was only one desk, an empty wire tray with “in” on the front the only evidence that Bob Havers ever had to deal with paperwork.
 It looked smaller than Polly remembered, but not much else had changed. The carpet was scrupulously clean and inoffensively beige everywhere except by Bob’s desk, streaked and smeared with muddy footprints and pieces of fluff.
 “…There must be something we can do,” Rafael’s voice said desperately, floating in from the opposite door. Polly nodded to Suchin and pushed it open.
 There was one holding cell in the Sheriff’s office, and it shared a room with a basic, mint-green kitchen, the thick iron bars nestling just out of arm’s reach of the small gas cooker; the room was far too small to contain all the people currently crowded into it, and Lucius looked especially cramped, shoved into the corner and forgotten like unwanted furniture.
 Mark huddled at the back of the holding cell, apparently taking in none of the conversation, his face hidden behind the dirt-streaked arms of an otherwise clean shirt. It wasn’t the one he’d been wearing when Polly had found him, but she couldn’t think of any reason for it to have been changed.
 Seth Oakes had a tumbler of water in his hand and an expression of reptilian determination on his face, his dishevelled hair the only sign that he’d passed as uneasy a night as the rest of them; he rested against the shoulder-high refrigerator, his elbow on the top, his shirt coming untucked unnoticed.
 As Polly and Suchin entered all eyes were on Bob Havers, his hairline practically receding before their gaze, his gut overhanging his pants in a dark blue shirt and his eyes glinting as hard as diamond behind half-spectacles. The second the door creaked, however, Jenny backed away from it and into Rafael’s side, knocking him into the bars of the holding cell. Mark didn’t even look up.
 “What’s …” Polly cleared her throat and let the door swing shut behind her. “Uh, hi.”
 “This is insane,” Rafael said, as though she hadn’t said a thing, addressing his wild-haired remarks to Sheriff Bob but clearly intending them for Seth. His left eye scuttled over their faces like a frightened roach, his arm somewhat hindered by Jenny’s weight now clinging to it as best she could with her forearms. “There must be something…Bob, he didn’t do anything.”
 “You have to admit this doesn’t look good,” Bob began, holding up the battered and – now, in any case – well-thumbed book that was earmarked as Mark’s journal. Seth cut him off with a contemptuous snort.
 “It looks like what it is,” he said, waving the glass – Polly wasn’t quite so sure it was water now, the sharp, disinfectant-like scent had finally reached her nostrils over her corpse-smell, and it was a good bet the alcoholic whiff came from him – and slopping some of its contents over his hand. “Face up to it, Mazlowczy…you think one of your own would have turned him in without some really fucking—”
 “Language.” It came from maybe three throats at once.
 “—My brother is dead, Sheriff, I think I’m entitled to dispense with niceties for a moment here,” Seth snarled.
 “She’s not one of my own any more, is she?” Rafael asked, trying to extract his good arm from Jenny’s cloying, bloodied grip and succeeding only in destroying his fragile balance again, hitting the gas stove this time with a painful-sounding thunk. “She’s your wife. I wouldn’t trust—”
 “Hey, what?” Polly asked, raising her hands up in front of her face like a shield. “You leave me out of this.”
 “Leave you out of it?” Sheriff Bob asked, apparently noticing her for the first time and giving her a quizzical look from over his glasses; it was totally at odds with his bulk and his mean-farmer face, leathered by the seasons and drained of all empathy. “Pollyanna, from what I’m hearing you’re right in the gee-darned middle of this.”
 “By chance only.” Polly glanced around the room.
 “Her position in this is irrelevant,” Seth snapped, slopping more probably-not-water over his arm. Polly addressed a silent thank you to the ceiling. “You want your cousin’s life spared?” Seth went on, finally putting the glass tumbler down on top of the refrigerator where no further harm was likely to come to its contents. “You want to pervert the course of justice—”
 “Hanging him off a tree is not justice!” Rafael shouted, making Lucius and Jenny jump and Suchin pull the corners of her mouth back in a startled grimace. “It’s petty-minded vengeance of the lowest sort.”
 “Of the sort that you weren’t objecting to a minute ago when you were crying out for the sanctity of your sister’s bloody wrists,” Seth said sourly, boosting himself off the refrigerator and waving a hand dismissively at Rafael’s face.
 He looked about ten years older than he had the previous day and the unsteady way that he leaned towards her brother confirmed for Polly what her nostrils had already suggested; he was stinking drunk on his mother’s gin, too angry and infirm to be making sensible decisions.
 She shot a worried look at Sheriff Bob, his mouth pursed and his brow unfurrowed, taking every-damn-thing Seth said as gospel the way he’d probably been raised to. The mayor was the last word, even if he was drunk as a sailor and advocating nonsense.
 “You want,” Seth was saying, waving his finger at Rafael. Rafael was taking the intrusion better than Polly had suspected he could, leaning away from Seth’s hand with his left-lip curled but making no other indication of his doubtless foul mood. “You want to save his fucking – shut up, Bob, I’m the goddamned Mayor here – head. Neck. Whatever. I want something from you.”
 “We have nothing left to give,” Rafael said with considerable dignity, drawing up his left half until it stood straightish and proud. Polly felt moved to applaud; he almost looked like he actually gave a damn about Mark’s fate. She checked herself, embarrassed, and looked at their shoes instead – Seth’s scuffed dress shoes and Rafael’s terminally destroyed bedroom slippers – while trying to sort her own assumptions from the situation.
 Rafael probably did give a shit. He probably gave a lot of a weird, twisted shit that no more of his family ended up in the ground this year, for whatever reason. It was her who was drawing a big ol’ blank where compassion ought to be.
 “You got plenty,” Seth slurred, poking Rafael in the sternum. Polly winced. “You…haha. I know what. You want your cousin here’s head. I want to take…” he smiled, briefly, at Jenny, who regarded him with a kind of curiosity and a kind of blankness that looked far more bovine than even Polly had thought her capable of. “I want your hand. Normally I’d say give me your right hand, but—” and Seth’s snakesque smile surfaced from beneath the fathoms of alcohol, climbing from the depths to slap Rafael around the face with its cruelty, “—you weren’t using that anyhow. Give me your left hand and I’ll let you have his head.”
 “I don’t understand what you’re asking,” Rafael said, his left hand twitching uncontrollably, as if it knew it was being talked about.
 “He wants you to cut off your left hand and give it to him,” Suchin said impatiently. Rafael didn’t even glance at her, just curled his arm up protectively against his body, his right-face staring ahead in blank horror, his left retreating from the conversation with haste.
 “Take mine,” Lucius offered from the corner. Rafael nursed his left hand with the curled claw of his right, and said nothing. Sheriff Bob turned to look at Lucius as disinterestedly as if he were watching some minor league baseball team fail to distinguish themselves; Seth did not even look away from Rafael and Jenny but simply snapped:
 “Get fucked.” He pointed at Rafael’s trembling wrist with an unstable finger. “I want his hand. You don’t give a shit about your paws, you stuttering retard, and he doesn’t care about them either. Rafael Mazlowczy, give me your left hand and I swear you can have your cousin’s head.”
 Polly frowned down at Suchin, who pressed a finger to slightly bowed lips and nodded back to the action.
 “I—” Rafael looked at Jenny’s bloodied stumps, clasped around his upper arm like a particularly slaughterhouse kind of vice. He looked at Lucius, ignored in the corner with his hands outstretched in front of him. He looked at Mark, who had not looked up throughout the entire conversation and might as well have been dead already for all the response he got from him. “Take Polly’s.”
 “What the fuck?” Polly exclaimed indignantly, folding her arms.
 “Language,” Sheriff Bob reprimanded, as though he had been programmed to say one thing and one thing only.
 “Oh, what?” Polly spluttered, shoving her hands into her armpits defensively. “He just threatened to cut off my hand. I think I’m entitled to a little bad language here too!”
 “Thank you, Mister Mazlowczy,” Seth half-purred, his voice rough with booze but not rough enough to sound as drunk as he probably was. He gave Rafael a poke in the chest that would have looked playful under other circumstances, “but I already have your sister’s – well, Polly’s – hand. Remember?” He lifted his own left hand and waved the scratched and pitted wedding ring obnoxiously close to Rafael’s face.
 Rafael wrinkled the left half of his nose and drew his head even further back as though he smelt something bad.
 “I wish I could say I knew what happened to hers,” Seth went on, nodding at Jenny, “but really, who gives a shit? She’s still alive, and my brother is not.”
 Polly held her breath.
 “You know what?” Seth said, his accent slipping away from good ol’ hometown boy and towards wherever it was he’d gone to pick up those fancy political skills he’d been waving around just two days ago. “You know what? You take your people out front and between you and the cripple and the retard – not my wife, she stays with me, she’s my wife – you can decide whether your stupid, no-account hand is more important to the family than your cousin’s head.” He leaned away from Rafael at last, gestured grandly at the door and nearly overbalanced. “Go on.”
 Rafael looked around him uncertainly. For a moment no one but Seth moved, his arm wind-milling to keep him on his feet; then Lucius lead the silent trio from the room, the door coming close to hitting Polly’s arm as it bounced off Jenny’s side – she clung to Rafael like a leech, as animated as he was blank.
 “Go with them,” Seth said, suddenly, and it was not apparent who he was talking to.
 “What?” Polly asked, confused. “I thought you said I was supposed to stay—”
 “Her,” Seth snapped, pointing at Suchin, who leaned away from his hand as though it was on fire. “You’re the brains of this operation, girl. Go and make sure they send me the right hand.” He checked himself. “The correct one. Wield the knife yourself if you have to.”
 “What knife?” Suchin asked, looking uncomfortable. She darted a glance at Polly, looking a little put out, a little unwell.

Dead things, Polly mused, not things that aren’t dead yet.
 “There will be one,” Seth said, waving his hand in the same dismissive gesture again. Suchin looked at him as though he was completely crazy and slipped out of the door. Polly hoped she was the only one who could see that her hands were shaking as she touched the door handle.
 The kitchen-cum-holding cell sank into uneasy silence as the door swung shut. Polly tried to edge up to the door to eavesdrop – the pencil sharpener still rattling and whirring away behind the heavy wood
 – but Seth waved her away imperiously. “Leave it.”
 “Why are you doing this?” Polly sidled round the gas stove to rest on the cell bars. Mark remained bowed over himself like a broken mannequin, and Polly felt very, very conscious of the wet patch on the thigh of her pants.
 Her leg had definitely started to bleed again – she almost thought she could feel the blood flowing out of her, and wondered why, if it was healing, it had not yet clotted. She guessed that raising the dead was not much of a precise science.
 “I thought you wanted…” she looked into the holding cell again, at Mark’s motionless, hunched back. “…oh.”
 “Oh,” Seth confirmed, reaching into his pants pocket with surprising sobriety, and his hand came back holding a short-bladed knife, an old-looking box-cutter.
 “That’s cruel,” Polly murmured, not sure quite whether she was impressed or horrified by this turn of events. While she was trying to decide, Seth jerked his head at Sheriff Bob, and Sheriff Bob wordlessly tossed him the keys. They bounced off his leg and fell to the floor.
 “Yes,” Seth said, stooping to collect the keys and nearly losing his balance again. The smell of gin hung rancid in the air, almost covering up the fear-sweat and Polly’s grave smell. “An eye—” Seth unlocked the holding cell, and beckoned to Sheriff Bob. “For an eye—” he slipped inside, leaving Bob to hold the cage door like a weirdlooking club bouncer, the Sheriff’s pale blue eyes unreadable behind his tiny glasses, “—is rarely anything but.”
 Polly looked at Seth as he crouched beside Mark’s wooden chair, at the set of his shoulders and the gape in the back of his pants, at his perfectly still arm – the only part of him not wobbling – extended with the blunt and ugly box-cutter fitting on the end as naturally as a glove in his hand. It became apparent at that moment, as Sheriff Bob swung the hinges of the cell door idly, and Seth looked up past Mark’s hair at his face.
 “You’ve done this before,” Polly said, careful to keep her voice bland.
 “Quiet.” Seth reached up with his free hand and tilted Mark’s chin so that his unseeing eyes looked straight into Seth’s. “Are you ready, Mazlowczy?”
 “I didn’t kill anyone,” Mark said, his voice as leaden and devoid of inflection as the slam of a cellar door. In her guts, Polly felt something coil around itself into a deeply unpleasant knot, choking off the cry that seemed to have formed there.
 “That sounds like a yes to me,” Seth smiled, getting to his feet and transferring his grip from Mark’s chin to his hair without seeming to move at all, a handful of thick, dark-blond hair trapped in his fist. He moved behind the chair, pulling Mark’s head back to expose his throat. “Did that sound like a yes to you, Sheriff Havers?”
 Bob shrugged, and swung the door back and forth again, listening to the squeal of the hinges. “Needs oilin’,” he said, finally, and that appeared to be it.
 Seth pulled back Mark’s head far enough that a glint of pain finally showed in his eyes, and held the box-cutter up to his throat; Polly averted her gaze, looked instead at the linoleum floor with its splats and stains, its dust accumulated in ridges against the unseen edges of the kitchen furnishings.
 She didn’t need to see it, to know how the box-cutter, blunt as a butter-knife and rustier than her high-school French, would press against Mark’s skin and dimple it before the force of Seth’s elbow shoved it through the pale layers and into ready-to-burst vessels. She didn’t need to be watching when Seth jerked his elbow to a close and the arterial blood hosed her down like a garden sprinkler.
 She’d seen enough fucking beheadings already, when everything had gone horribly wrong and lifeless white eyes rolled in dead sockets; seen enough ragged throat wounds and heads like Pez dispensers flopping from gushing necks, her own stomach still bearing the fresh, soil-slimed wounds itself.
 For a moment Polly meditated on the memory of inadequatelytiled walls and the arcs of drying blood that jetted over them; it was the gurgling that brought her back to the kitchen-cum-holding-cell – the gurgling, and the smell of shit.
 She opened her eyes when the gurgling – like a man screaming into a bowl of water, but less defined – had ceased. Sheriff Bob stood motionless before her, his half-spectacles speckled with a fine spray of red, his shirt soaked. He looked more butcher than Sheriff, and when he finally moved it was only to reach for a dishcloth atop the refrigerator, to wipe his spectacles carefully clean.
 In the holding cell, Seth gave a great, satisfied sigh and laid the box-cutter in Mark’s lap like a Christmas gift. His upper body was strangely clean – of course, standing behind Mark he’d been out of the way of the worst of the geyser that had engulfed Sheriff Bob and Polly
 – and his eyes were bright with gin and adrenaline.
 He grinned – a big, movie-star smile, not his serpentine smirk at all – and held up Mark’s head by the hair.
 “Not quite St John,” he admitted, his chest heaving as though he’d run a marathon – Polly remembered it being a struggle to get the head off someone with a reasonably sharp discarded haedong jingeom, gods only knew how much energy he’d had to use to hack off Mark’s head with a box-cutter. “But, Salomé, if you would hold this for a second—”
 “Huh?” Polly wiped an errant stray of blood from her own glasses – most of it seemed to have missed, getting the side of her face and the already-ruined clothing she wore – and gave him an unfocussed look, half her mind still blundering through a not-sodeserted-after-all hospital.
 Seth sighed and shook his head impatiently, waving Mark’s head at her as though it was a forgotten bag of groceries. “Will you take this a moment—”
 They froze – Sheriff Bob with his dishcloth still dabbing delicately at the flecks of Mark on his lenses – as the door whispered open. Seth lowered the severed head slowly, trying to compose his face into something other than a manic, unhinged grimace, swallowing it back down as he had reabsorbed his rage in the barn.
 It was an impressive show, but an entirely wasted one, for as Polly peered towards the door with the two men Suchin’s worried face poked around the jamb and she sidled in hastily, taking in the ghastly scene in one swift, fading-to-expressionless glance.
 “Only me,” she clarified, just in case we were expecting a different Asian midget, Polly thought, and immediately cursed herself for being such a douche. “Hand,” Suchin added, holding it up like an old lady fastidiously removing the dead bird her cat has just deposited on the bedspread, dangling from her thumb and forefinger by the thumb.
 The slice, Polly noticed, was absurdly neat. There were no torn edges, no ripped skin as with Mark’s – Polly swallowed uncomfortably, seeing it swing out of the corner of her eye and wondering if Suchin had noticed it yet – just the steady pat-pat of blood draining from the stump.
 “It’s his?” Seth asked, his face blank and glassy once more. The blood on his right hand, thick as house-paint, and the decapitated head dangling from his left rather spoiled the impression of icy cool that he was trying to created, but overall he was vying for Sheriff Bob for most composed living being in the room. Polly watched Suchin’s face anxiously, but other than a repulsed tugging at the corners of her mouth she didn’t seem too upset.
 “Verified as belonging to Mr. Rafael A. Mazlowczy by my own eye,” Suchin confirmed, throwing the hand to Seth lightly. He dipped to catch it with his bloodied right hand, but even though there was a sticky moment – or a slippery one – when it looked like he might drop the thing on the floor, he caught it between his hand and his chest rather triumphantly.
 Seth inspected the fingers as though he was looking at cheese in a restaurant, and for a moment Polly was afraid he might even take a bite from one of them. Instead, he beckoned Sheriff Bob over with a jerk of his head.
 “Take this through to them, would you?” he said with a perfectly charming and perfectly insane smile, lifting Mark’s head up for Bob to take. The overweight man took it without comment or inflection, sticking his arm through the cage door and winding his fingers into Mark’s blood-soaked hair. As he turned to leave, Seth added, “Oh, and this,” waving Rafael’s hand by the stump, so it looked as though it was his hand that was waving.
 Polly’s gut tied itself into a strange an unexpected knot that left her winded, unable to intervene at all; she folded her arms over her stomach and tried not to look too much like she was dying of food poisoning.
 “Don’t you want it?” Suchin asked, shuffling around to stand next to Polly as though it was merely to get out of Sheriff Bob’s way.
 Seth looked at her as though she was crazy. “What the fuck do I want with a severed hand? Particularly his. No—” Here he addressed himself to Sheriff Bob, who took the hand by the finger and laid it gingerly in the crook of his arm, bringing Mark’s head up against his large belly to give the hand somewhere to rest, “—take it back to him. Let him know how little I think of his sacrifice.”
 Sheriff Bob reached for the door, and Seth added, stepping out of the holding cell – side-stepping Mark’s headless corpse – and grabbing his drink again in his bloodied hand, “I think, under the circumstances, we’ll leave by the back while you’re delivering the news.”
 While Sheriff Bob pried open the door to the front office, using his fingernails to open it instead of the door handle, Seth led the way out of the back door, down two steep, narrow steps to the street level. Suchin gave Polly a worried glance; Polly returned it with interest, skating uncertainly over the slippery bloodbath the linoleum floor had become.
 “Should you be driving?” Suchin asked suddenly, as Seth opened the driver’s door to his car and nearly lost his footing, leaving a slimy red handprint on the paintwork.
 He gave her a filthy look. “Can you reach the floor?”
 “Fuck you,” Suchin said under her breath, edging behind Polly as she said it.
 “Are you coming?” Seth snarled, jerking the driver’s door open and all but falling into his seat, swinging his legs in as some clumsy afterthought. Polly glanced at Suchin and shook her head.
 “I should go take care of my family,” she said, gesturing to the street.
 “You’re my wife,” Seth growled, apparently glued to the driver’s seat by his own weight. He barely managed to turn his head to snap at Polly at all.
 Polly sighed and stared at the clouds. The white fluffy legless sheep were morphing once more into angry-looking bruise-clouds, clouds that wanted to snow but knew they didn’t quite have the seasonal advantage yet. “You only get to play that card once a day,” she told him, hoping the utter illogic of the defence would get through the gin where rational objections clearly weren’t going to.
 Seth wriggled in his seat and slapped his slaughterhouse hands on the steering wheel impatiently. “Goddamn it, woman. You’re not going back up to that place.”
 Polly glanced down at Suchin again; she was frowning at her as well, and Polly sighed, screwed up her face like she was chewing a wasp, and shoved her blood-specked glasses back up her nose. “I need to take care of them or Rafael will let his hand – his stump – go rotten.”
 “What the fuck for? Get in the car.”
 “No.”
 Seth half-flopped out of his seat and pulled himself back upright by the inside of the car door. He glared at her, but he looked tired, and the next words out of his mouth supported it. “You’ll be back by nightfall,” he mumbled, slamming the car door.
 “Yes, dear,” Polly told the sky above her head, and the car’s engine purred into near-silent life. Polly stumbled back into Suchin as it pulled away, screeching at the corner of the Sheriff’s office and haring away down the street in the wrong gear, sounding like the tires were being fucked very, very quickly.
 “Coming?” Polly asked, peering around the corner of the building. So far no one had come out; there didn’t appear to be much conversation drifting through the walls either.
 “I have business,” Suchin said, wiping her hand on her jeans. She squinted at Polly’s face. “You have blood on your eyelashes, did you notice?”
 “I was more concerned with the blood on my lenses,” Polly muttered, leaning around the corner again. “What business?”
 Suchin pulled a face. “I have errant bpi-sáat to round up,” she muttered, as Polly’s attention drifted back to the street again. “I’ll catch you tonight. Or there will be trouble.”
 Polly snorted as the front door to the office opened and Lucius scampered down the steps – she couldn’t see his face, but his shoulders looked cowed. “And there isn’t enough of that already.”
 She twisted to catch Suchin’s expression, but she’d already gone, disappearing down the side street at considerable speed, probably already working on whatever it was she did to summon those two creepy freaks from wherever they’d fetched up. Polly straightened up and slunk out into the street, steeled against a hail of harsh words from Rafael.
 Her brother’s face was as pale as a freshly-washed sheet, his left wrist clumsily wrapped in a red-soaked scrap that looked suspiciously like a dishcloth, and he said nothing at all as she stepped into his path. Rafael eyed her without emotion for a moment, his face streaked with sweat and drops of blood – it was getting to a point now where Polly couldn’t have said whose it might be – and trembling slightly with the rush of adrenaline, and said, “Please let me past.”
 Polly shuffled to one side, peering at the contents of Lucius’s arms – he held the severed hand and the severed head in the crook of each elbow, looking less bothered by his grisly cargo than he normally did by the use of four-letter-words – and Rafael staggered slowly to the door of the pick-up, limping as though losing his hand had thrown his entire centre of gravity out.
 Polly scowled – it was her leg that was bleeding, not his, the least he could do was ache in the right places – and found herself face-toface with Jenny.
 Her sister’s eyes were accusing, razorblades of hot hatred that seemed to sear through Polly’s skin.
 “I’ll drive,” she offered, turning away from the remains of her sister hastily, but Rafael – already sitting bolt upright and uncomfortable in the shotgun seat – shook his head minutely. He looked truly sick, as pasty as a corpse and sweating like a fat man in a steam room. Polly wondered if he was going to make it back to the house alive, but the thought was hopelessly detached and vanished into the back of her mind as Lucius lifted Jenny into the back of the truck.
 Polly climbed stiffly over the edge of the pick-up and slumped down opposite Jenny, her back propped against the tailgate, her legs trailing across the bed of the truck, her sister’s eyes boring into her like hole-punches. Lucius leaned over and deposited his morbid armful into Polly’s unwitting hands. “Could you?” he asked, looking chewed-up. “I can’t hold them and drive.”
 Without waiting for an answer, or perhaps taking her silence for assent, he hopped into the cab and once, twice, thrice coughed at the engine. As ever, it caught on the third round, and after some backfiring
 – Polly watched Jenny flinch like a child at each shotgun burst – the damn thing started.
 With a sickly smile, Polly picked up Mark’s head by the hair and dumped it delicately into her sister’s lap. “Would you mind?” she asked as sweetly as she could, and dropped Rafael’s hand on top of Mark’s blood-crusted hair just as Lucius backed the truck around the corner of the Sheriff’s Office.
 Jenny looked like she was going to hurl, scrabbling to keep her brother’s hand from dropping into the debris in the bed of the truck, flailing uselessly with her stumps as she tried to prevent her cousin’s head from falling out of her lap. Polly watched without bothering to conceal her amusement, lifting her hand as the pick-up speeded up, to gesture unhelpfully.
 “You could hold the hand in your teeth,” she suggested, and it was worth it for the bilious stare Jenny gave her.
 They sat in crackling, antagonistic silence for the rest of the bumpy ride back to the farmhouse, Jenny’s eyes rarely leaving Polly’s face, her teeth locked around the loose skin of Rafael’s left forefinger like a rabid dog’s. Polly had to keep fighting the manic grin off her face as blood continued seeping through her pants leg – it seemed to come in bursts, drying out for a while and then pumping out so fiercely it was like the wound had only just been made.
 By the time Lucius killed the engine Jenny was as pale as Rafael and looked like she might puke, and Polly was pink in the cheeks and having to stifle half-giggles in her sleeve.
 Jenny stumbled off over the edge of the truck, Mark’s head cupped between her stumps and Rafael’s hand in her clenched teeth. Perhaps predictably her foot caught on the rim of the truck bed, and she pitched face-first over the side, landing somehow not on her head but on her back. Polly choked down another snigger as Rafael berated her sister in a hoarse voice for – Polly clenched her teeth half to hold back a giggle and half to still her gag reflex – accidentally biting off a chunk of his severed hand.
 “Alright,” she said once the desire to vomit had faded. “Let’s get this farce over with.”
 “It’s not a—” Rafael began, but Polly waved her hand in a gesture of silence. She then waved her other hand at him – partly to shut him up, and partly to remind him who had the full complement of functioning parts and who didn’t. The urge to laugh rose again, as persistent and irresistible as the sea-floor of bile rising from her stomach.
 The laughter was subsumed by grinding nausea the closer they got to the kitchen and to the door under the staircase, each step through the yard echoing through her belly. Polly tried holding her breath as Rafael fumbled with the front door key, but that only made it worse, and she inhaled again just as the black dots started appearing in the corners of her eyes, just as Rafael handed the key to Lucius with an unintelligible sound of despair.
 Polly let Jenny shove past her, didn’t even raise her hand to jog her sister’s arm and make her drop her grisly cargo when the point of her elbow glanced off Polly’s stomach in a way that could only be deliberate. Funny though it would undoubtedly be to continue taunting her helplessness there was still an age-old tradition to get through, and then the gaping mouth of the basement steps was open before her, and Jenny – ghostly and indistinct on the step in front – was disappearing into the dark.
 “You still couldn’t put a light in here?” Polly complained, clinging to the whine and the wall with equal force. The steps were no longer slippery – evidently there hadn’t been much rain that winter, since it wasn’t likely anyone had dealt with the drips and leaks in the earthy darkness below the house if they hadn’t even managed to repaint the front door.
 “Don’t ask foolish questions,” Rafael reprimanded from somewhere before her. Polly steadied herself on the wall as the black closed around her and glanced back at the door, just visible at the top of the stairs. Still open, propped open with a half-brick. Still open.
 She slipped a hand inside her shirt and closed it around the grisgris. The saliva-scented bundle with its drooping feather and worn leather was like an anchor against her palm; nothing to worry about here. The worst has already happened.
 The smell of sulphur, a sharp crack, and light flared in the damp underbelly of the house. Polly caught a glimpse of Lucius’s face before the match began its rounds, lighting the short, squat candles that had once reached almost to the ceiling and which she had would have suspected of being stolen from the church were it not for her parents’ insistence on spending money they didn’t have rather than resorting to more common crimes, and for the church being about as likely to have candles as it was to have a female priest.
 Polly stepped onto the uneven floor at last and peered back up at the door again. Jenny nudged her impatiently with her elbow, jerking her face back to the altar to indicate where her sister’s attention should lie.
 “Great,” Polly muttered, “you don’t even have a tongue and you’re still bossing me around.”
 “Be quiet,” Rafael snapped, taking Mark’s head clumsily from Jenny’s unresisting stumps, leaving his own hand to fall back against her chest. His face looked horrific in the flickering candlelight, every hollow and line emphasised and deepened. His right-face looked like a death mask as he held the stump, his curled-in fingers bent under the tacky blood, Mark peering out at them from chest height.
 The candles turned Lucius golden and angelic, illuminating the snail trails of unseen tears as he extinguished the match.
 “We are unfortunately unable to bring all of our dear cousin home to rest,” Rafael went on, addressing the photographs on the altar. Their faces were indistinct in the low light, but Polly knew the poses of old. “We bring Mark to you and ask your forgiveness that we could not save him; we hope that Mark’s acceptance of Jesus Christ as his lord and saviour was as total as yours and his life as sin-free—”
 Polly choked. “What?”
 “Polly, shush,” Lucius said in a serene voice, his eyes glistening.
 “Shut up, woman,” Rafael said in a thunderous voice. He sounded so completely and unnervingly like their father that Polly nearly swallowed her tongue, and Rafael continued his elegy.
 “We ask that you care for him and watch over him as you care for and watch over us—”
 “Oh please.” Polly kept the scorn in her voice to avoid the creeping memories slipping under the cellar door of her consciousness. The basement contrived to be both cold and stuffy, like a mausoleum should be, and she could feel the damp creeping into her lungs.
 “Pollyanna, please be quiet,” Lucius whispered again. He seemed so serious about it that Polly almost wanted to shake him and snarl can’t you see this is all bullshit in his uncomprehending face, but it wouldn’t be any use trying to break down whatever gold-painted walls Lucius had erected around the remains of his oxygen-deprived brain.
 She settled for sneering like a teenager as Rafael’s makeshift prayer moved like a heavy, lazy wind among the bones and the photographs, his words guttering the candles. Polly thought about the blood caking the inside of her pants leg, and where Suchin was, and willed herself not to clutch at the gris-gris like a crutch or a crucifix; she reminded herself that there was nothing down here but darkness and crumbling memories.
 Rafael finally got his twisted mouth around the final syllable and beckoned forwards Jenny to lay a kiss upon Mark’s gore-clotted brow. Jenny baulked and for once Polly didn’t blame her; her mouth was one huge open wound and who knew what infections could come from slurping on a dead man’s face? But Rafael shoved her forwards with his elbow, and Jenny reluctantly bent her head.
 Rafael nodded to Lucius, who laid his own, tender kiss to Mark’s brow, which Polly thought she saw the tip of his tongue protrude from, and Rafael glared up at Polly expectantly.
 “No.”
 “Pollyanna.”
 “I will vomit.”
 “Pollyanna.”
 “I said no, Rafael.” Polly sighed and resisted the urge to massage her leg, pushing her hand into his face. “I’ve done my honouring the dead bit. Don’t shove bits of offal at me.”
 With a final, defiant, foam-flecked kiss to Mark’s bow that made Polly’s leg twitch unexpectedly, and a look of fiery malevolence in at least one of his shaded eyes, he placed the severed head on the makeshift alter. “And now,” Rafael said simply, the dim hot candlelight lending him a messianic glow, “We seek revenge.”
 “Uh,” Polly offered, waiting her carefully allotted time to mount the stairs – even after all this time, these hated routines came back to her muscles when she blocked them from her brain – “upon whom?”
 “Who,” Rafael corrected, the cellar door swinging mercifully open. Polly stifled her sigh of relief, concentrated on not looking at the scrapes and strips of scratched away paint on the inside of the door. It was long ago, she told herself, then is not now.
 Lucius followed Rafael through this portal to daylight – the greyness of dusk was already muting the kitchen’s colours – and Jenny, her head bowed as though it weighed more than she could take, paused in the doorway. Polly gave her an impatient shove in the small of her back, and Jenny stumbled, righting herself with a sharp dig of her elbow into the doorframe and a hiss of pain. She glared back at Polly, and Polly flashed her a white and brittle smile that contained only malice.
 “Alright, you pernickety mother—”
 “Polly,” Rafael said warningly, his back to her and his face to the kitchen window.
 “—Lover. Revenge yourselves, or ourselves, on who?” The cellar door swung shut behind her, and Polly leaned on it heavily, as though the rushing tsunami of foul memories could be held back by something as flimsy as a wooden door with a latch on the outside.
 “On the perpetrator,” Rafael said, his shoulders level for the first time in a decade or so. Polly wondered what his claw and stump were doing out of sight to produce such uncharacteristic symmetry. The hair on the back of his head was matted. Apparently he was still too proud to let Lucius wash it, or Lucius was too cautious to let himself that close to Rafael even now. Very sensible of Lucius. “On Oakes,” Rafael clarified.
 “You can’t just hunt him down,” Polly pointed out, pulling out one of the kitchen chairs and lowering herself into it, hoping against hope that no one capable of comment noticed her limp in the process.
 Her seam throbbed, itched, seized. She wanted to peel back her pants leg and examine it, see if the flesh was knitting together, if the wound was forcing out the bark and grit and foreign blood that had ended up lodged in there despite some effort on Suchin’s part. Jenny stared at her like a child at a zoo, but – Polly smiled inwardly – she couldn’t help but hold her tongue. Or the stump of her tongue.
 “Sheriff Bob will be on you like a tonne of the proverbial.”
 “He hunted down Mark,” Rafael said stubbornly.
 “My dear brother, you of all people should know that’s not how things work here,” Polly drawled, folding her hands over the pitted table tap. “If you want to launch an all-out assault on law enforcement you’ll need back-up. Reinforcements. An army of righteousness. More hands, for a start.”
 “Lucius,” Rafael’s voice sounded raspy and tired, “Lucius, you must drive out to Pennagalan and find Honesty, Heath and their boys.” He did not turn from the window, but he sounded both urgent and distant.
 “Don’t you have a phone?” Polly sneered, although she’d been banking on its absence. She had supposed Rafael would sneer something back, but it was Lucius who whirred into life again, preparing for the long drive to their second cousins’ hometown mostly by fiddling with his greying socks and looking distant.
 “We couldn’t pay the bill,” he said sadly.
 “Be quiet,” Rafael instructed, his tone icy. Never admit we have no money might as well be the Mazlowczy family motto, Polly thought, watching Jenny sway out of the corner of her eye, and Lucius fiddle with his pants cuffs out of the front.
 “It’s the truth,” Lucius whispered.
 “We must injure him as he has injured us,” Rafael muttered, his voice half-lost on the filthy window pane.
 “He believes Mark killed his brother…” Polly reminded him. “He’s within his rights there. Some rights. Maybe not state laws, but…” she left the ‘since when does this town pay heed to those’ hanging in the cold damp air, but it registered as clear as a bell.
 “He believes. Do you? Do you really believe a Mazlowczy would do something like that?”
 Polly swallowed a few times and tried not to roll her eyes. “The evidence may not be entirely conclusive,” she admitted, erring on the side of absolute honesty.
 “It cannot have been Mark,” Rafael said with the conviction of a Baptist denouncing a Catholic.
 “Who did then? Seth seems quite certain.” Polly scraped grunge from the table top with the side of her thumb, hardly conscious of the action. The cool of winter rain stank up the kitchen just a while before it started to spit and spot on the windowpane.
 “Seth,” Rafael murmured. “Seth,” he repeated, the accusation clear in his voice. Behind him, Jenny shook her head vehemently, but Rafael did not turn, and Polly smiled at her sister. “His jealousy must have driven him to it. His jealousy – he intended to marry Jenny—”
 “I know, I was there,” Polly pointed out as Jenny raised her stumps above her head and waved them violently as if trying to shake the thought from her brother’s head. Polly wondered why she didn’t just go and elbow him in the spine. The set of Rafael’s shoulders was contemplative, his claw and his stump apparently weaving around each other out of sight. Polly remembered how well interrupting Rafael’s thoughts usually went, and understood Jenny’s reluctance.
 “Seth, kill his own brother?” she tested, waiting for the vitriolic affirmation that would show the seed had been sown.
 Rafael’s back conveyed exasperation and disgust well.
 “The Oakes have no honour since the old man died,” he said sourly, like the Mazlowczys had ever had anything that might equate to honour in a sane world, like he wasn’t uttering the most hypocritical sentence since the pot screamed at the kettle over its pitch hue. “Sean had the last of it in him. This is Seth’s doing.”
 “And Jenny?” Polly asked, looking sceptical. Convincing Rafael that this was all Seth’s doing could hardly be this easy. Mentioning Jenny’s name set her off like pressing the button on an arcade game, and she began to thrash and writhe like she was doing the St. Vitus dance.
 Rafael pursed his half-mouth into a twisted cup and peered not at Jenny but at Polly, as if searching for a clue. Polly kept her face concerned, gentle, and aching like it had been torn apart from the nearimpossibility of not snickering at her own bullshit. Rafael’s eyes swept her face like prison searchlights, while Jenny thumped her stumps against the kitchen table top more and more frantically.
 “Lucius,” Rafael snapped eventually. “I cannot think.”
 Lucius stepped forwards, catching Jenny’s wrists with the kind of tenderness that Polly had seen him demonstrate with lost birds, broken hinges, crates of lemon-scented soap and empty dinner plates. For Lucius, everything was fragile and warranted his full attention; even his habitual docility was not enough to prevent Jenny’s face from twisting into a rictus of agony as his palms closed around her forearms, squeezing the sore skin.
 Polly kept her gloating in her gut with difficulty.
 “Jenny?” Rafael repeated, genuinely perplexed.
 “What about Jenny,” Polly said patiently, trying not to grin victorious at her sister as Lucius crossed her ruined arms over her torso and held her firmly in place, “did Seth disgrace our sister too?”
 From Jenny’s stunned stillness Polly gathered that her sister, at least, had worked out they were being played for fools, but Rafael evidently took it as a sign that she was correct. His gaze fixed on the rain-soaked yard outside, the sparse plants dipping under the weight of raindrops, he shrugged his left shoulder.
 “In his envy, who knows what he may have done.”
 Polly almost swallowed her tongue this time, trying to choke off the almost hysterical laughter threatening to overwhelm her from the wellspring in her gut.

In his envy indeed. “His heartless treatment of Mark may confirm it, I suppose,” she said thoughtfully, as Jenny started to struggle again and Lucius tightened his grip. “He had no doubts, no thought for due process—” of course, Rafael was easily smart enough to know that Seth was acting out of blind, aggrieved rage at the loss of his brother, and out of the traditions of the town – traditions which had never been kind to miscarriages of justice – but he’d believe what he wanted to believe, and from his pose and his tension, what he wanted was a speedy scapegoat.
 “We should make him suffer,” she continued.
 Jenny stared even harder, but Rafael slammed one of his arms – Polly guessed it must be his claw, the stump would be too tender for such mistreatment – down on the base of the drainer, making the assorted crocks and pans jump and rattle. “That is not righteous.”
 “It’s apposite.”
 “Pollyanna, this is not a game.”
 “Fuck you for thinking I thought it was.” The indignation came easily to her, or the facsimile of it did. One would have to be considerably more unbalanced than even Rafael to think this counterstrike for “honour” was part of any game.
 “Language, Pollyanna.”
 “It was appropriate. And you know you don’t give a bent priest’s fuck – yeah, I said it – about righteous retribution and staying within the confines of the Good Book, you just want Seth to suffer as much as possible.” Polly pushed the chair back and stood again, her leg stinging irritably.
 She tried to keep an eye on sullen, silent and motionless Jenny and gave Rafael a meaningful glance for when he turned around, at the same time. The effort made her head ache subtly. She could feel the grave-smell rising in the back of her throat, like bubbles of methane from a swamp, but it seemed less potent than before.
 “We can’t…” Rafael paused. “He’s your husband,” he said softly, “Why are you advocating this…torture?”
 “By force,” Polly grimaced, steadying herself on the table as a stab of almost welcome pain shot up her leg. “You were there. I was coerced. And I know,” she added with grim honesty in word if not in spirit, “who my family are.”
 This seemed good enough for Rafael; the whole blood being thicker than any other tie thing was a sap to him every time, Polly thought, despite all this evidence that it meant less than a long-dead soldier’s fart.
 He wasn’t ready to commit yet, though. “Why are you throwing your husband so readily to the wolves, Pollyanna?”
 She sighed and thought longingly of just bashing his head in against the edge of the sink. It would be simple, and easy, and quick – she could probably move before Lucius realised what was happening – and it would stop him being so damn stupid. “Husband in name only. Jesus, Rafael, you were there. You saw.”
 “I also saw you didn’t tell us what he planned for our cousin, you didn’t run to fetch us, to have us prevent his trickery and wickedness—”
 Polly growled impatiently. “Because I didn’t know he was going to worm out of his promise like that,” Polly barked, quite honestly.
 “You could have stopped it,” Rafael persisted. His voice was low and steady and niggling, and Polly hated it, like needles under her skin. He’d always spoken like this, his substitute for rhetoric – the relentless nagging drone getting into her brain until she snapped and hit him. Which, in its turn, always had consequences.
 “No, I couldn’t.”
 “You might have fetched us,” Rafael sounded like a stuck record. This, too, was an old tactic. Polly felt her fists balling up despite her entreaties to them to behave. The urge to just whack him with a kitchen chair was almost overpowering; she quelled it, painfully, with the thought of what followed such things. There was after all hope that if he could be guided over this hump, he might be cajoled into demanding vengeance against the remaining Oakes.
 “How?” she pressed, uncurling her hands with some effort, deep red crescent-moon marks in the heels of them. “Sheriff Bob is twice my size and there’s only the one door—”
 “Two doors. You could have run—”
 “Run, you say?” Polly snorted. Perhaps the throbbing gash in her thigh should not be kept so guardedly secret, even if actually showing it to them in whatever revolting, bleeding and septic state it was in now would raise the kind of unanswerable questions she was looking to avoid. It felt almost exactly like a septic wound in reverse, the burning sensation building backwards into a fresh, stinging cut. “Rafael, my leg is fucked – don’t start on my language or we’ll be here all night – Someone slashed at it back in NorKor. Surely you’ve seen me limping? I can barely walk.”
 Her brother seemed to shrink in on himself, as though all the air had been sucked out of him. “Mark is dead,” he said flatly. “I have lost my hand. Jenny is so ruined her continued life is a blasphemy. How are we to punish such transgressions?”
 “Leave it in the…hands…of God?” Polly suggested in such a tone that even Rafael could tell she was being facetious and cruel, that she’d just been looking for an excuse to mock his faith and say ‘hands’ again; the word was taking on great comedic weight in her mind.
 “God helps those who help themselves,” Lucius said with unexpected lucidity.
 “Reparation,” Polly said a little more helpfully. “Not vengeance.”
 “It doesn’t matter,” Rafael said in a slightly defeated voice. “It doesn’t matter what you want to call it.”
 “Then how do you intend to punish him?”
 “By taking that which is most dear to him,” Rafael said in a soft voice that sounded as though he’d pieced himself back to smooth wholeness without pausing for breath.

Yes, Polly thought bitterly, you always were very good at taking what’s most dear to people. Aloud she simply said, “His office as mayor?” while trying not to sound too disappointed.
 He gave her a disgusted look which somehow permeated both sides of his face, turning it into a mask of disapproval. “That which is most dear to us all?”
 “You’ve lost me, I’m afraid,” Polly muttered, fighting the desire to just roll down her fucking pants leg right there and start scratching or rubbing at the flesh. It was itching now, but it didn’t feel as though it was bleeding anymore.
 “I mean to kill his mother,” Rafael said as calmly as if he was saying he intended to buy more bacon. Low light from the ugly, bruised-looking sky briefly haloed his fair hair; if Rafael was an avenging angel of any ilk he had almost certainly been created on one of God’s extremely off days.
 Lucius took it with considerably less decorum, letting go of Jenny in shock and clamping his hands to his ears desperately to shut out the wretched admission. Leaving Jenny to dash towards and pummel Rafael with her elbows – now that must hurt, Polly though abstractly – while shaking her hair wildly as though she was having a fit.
 Polly meant to let her make an idiot of herself for a little longer and then pull her away by the collar of her clothes, but Rafael shoulder-barged her to the floor angrily almost right away, his halfexpression as terrible as the slack blankness of its twin.
 “Control yourself, woman!” he snarled, clearly flustered.
 Jenny crashed along the kitchen floor hard, with no hands to break her fall and Lucius’s reflexes typically sluggish. Polly bit down another snicker as her sister flopped up and down like a landed fish, trying to raise herself up on her much-abused arms again, her mouth shaping Os as small grunts of pain burst out of her lungs. It was a moment before Lucius thought to pick her up again, hands in her armpits, a moment which Polly savoured.
 “That’s how you’re going to make him suffer as you have suffered? As we have suffered?” Polly all but chewed her tongue.
 “You have some better suggestion? He has nothing else to lose but his life, and if we take that his suffering at our hands is over.” Rafael’s eye burned cold and deep. “I will not let the devil take my vengeance from me.”
 “He still has limbs to lose,” Polly pointed out, waving an idle hand at Jenny’s flailing stumps to illustrate it.
 “No.”
 “It would be fitting.”
 “NO.”
 “Does the bible not say, an eye for an eye, an ear for an ear?” Polly’s leg gave an unexpected twinge and she grimaced. “Speaking of which, he has a full complement of eyes and ears, you could take—”
 “I said no.”
 “How about his penis?”
 Rafael winced. Whether it was in sympathy or at her language, Polly couldn’t tell. “Pollyanna.”
 “All I’m saying is you’re being short-sighted, Rafael,” Polly said in her most reasonable tone. The one that had previously only existed for talking to reluctant villagers, and to COs displeased with her conduct. The I Had To Do This For The Greater Good tone that, she knew, sounded more than a little like Rafael’s God Told Me To Do It voice. The comparison made her feel unclean. “He has plenty to lose that’s vital to him, is what I mean.”
 “I am the head of this household, Pollyanna Mazlowczy,” Rafael said stiffly.
 “Oakes.”
 “If you’re an Oakes, go to them,” Rafael said with a blaze of unaccustomed rage traversing his half-face like a flash fire, “If you are still one of us – accept my word.”
 “I know where my loyalty lies,” Polly said bluntly, thinking with surprising wistfulness of the jeep, of Suchin’s thick black hair being blown around like a blizzard by the slipstream, of picking strands of it out of her mouth.
 “Then accept.”
 “Oh my brother,” Polly said, trying not to sound mocking and almost succeeding, “let me be the instrument of your vengeance.”
 “You?” Rafael looked as though he had just swallowed an extremely bad oyster. The muscular confusion in his half-face was enough to make the business worth it, all by itself.
 “You are a little shorthanded,” Polly said with an infinitesimal smile. “And Lucius has yet to summon the stomach for gutting old ladies.”
 “Lucius would have no qualms about such a corrupt old witch,” Rafael insisted. Polly ignored the word ‘witch’, though it sunk like a stone through dark waters into her mind, stirring up the forgotten and repressed sediments there; travelled along cobweb strands to make fresh connections in her mind, and even managed to rope in the smears and smudges of filthy golden muck along windowsills and floorboards.
 Lucius watched the conversation with a beatific expression. It was hard to say if he was hearing it at all.
 “I know what I’m doing,” Polly persisted, lacing her fingers together. Her glasses slid down her nose and she shoved them back up with the heel of her hand. “If there’s one thing you learn in the army,” she added dryly, “it’s how to kill people.”
 “But not, apparently, how to take orders,” Rafael said in equally sandy tones.
 “Not from civilians,” Polly agreed, spitting the word out like month-old lemon juice.
 Rafael swallowed slowly and said in his most bitterly sardonic tones, the ones which Polly knew she’d used herself so many times when passing on inane or suicidal orders to the little confused privates in her care, the ones she recognised but never really admitted to, “I would offer you my hand in supplication but I fear I am a little handicapped in that region.”
 There was another silence, so thick and loaded that it might have been a rifle. The rain outside began to slacken off slowly, spitting the odd spatter of fat drops as if warning the ground that at any minute it would unleash a biblical flood, that this was just a temporary reprieve, and the clouds would be back.
 “Can I take that to mean that you will let me work as I see fit?”
 As if swatting at a buzzing fly, an action he doubtless had to perform often enough in the summer in this maggot factory, Rafael twitched his stump at her. Polly wondered if he could still feel the hand there, a ghost of fingers and bones making the gesture in his head. “Interpret it how you wish. But please do not refer to this as work, as if you were so accustomed to the mutilation of—”
 Polly would have liked to have raised her eyebrow, but circumstances did not permit. Instead, she interrupted him with a raised finger to her lips, and said around her uneven fingernail and nicotine-stained fingertip, “—I was in NorKor.”
 “Nevertheless—”
 “Nevertheless, Rafael, I know what I’m doing. I know. What I am doing.”
 And as simply as an overloaded bookshelf collapsing from a wall, everything fell neatly into place, and she did know what she was doing; her mind felt for a moment as if it had detached completely from her body, as if she was watching the scene from the safety of some cottony other dimension a hair’s breadth away from reality.
 “I think,” she said, and her voice sounded softer and more pleased with itself than she had realised, “I think that to truly punish Seth Oakes for the horror he has wrought upon us he should be humiliated, disgusted, robbed of those he loves most dearly, and above all brought to the level of a beast.”
 She looked him in the eyes then, one flat and still and emotionless, the other sharp and bright as a crow’s eye, and thought about how Rafael should be the one brought to the level of a beast, how Jenny and Mrs Oakes and Seth and the rotten old corpses in the guest house and every single ambulatory torture device in the latrine of a town should be the ones crawling on their bellies in the dirt, and as Rafael flinched for a moment and redirected the gaze of his good eye to something on the wall behind her, Polly thought that perhaps the stumps and a decapitation so far was at least a good start.
 Rafael’s other eye just stared at her like the eye of a slaughtered calf’s head hanging in the butcher’s window.
 The comparison made her feel strangely calm.
 “What,” Rafael asked, his half-mouth wedged under his teeth in a distorted rictus of faked humility and restraint, “do you suggest?”
 “Oh,” Polly said as airily as she could, pulling thought away from thought until something grotesque and almost funny presented itself, amid the rations of a training camp in Wisconsin, “a cake, maybe. Or a pie.”
 “What?”
 A brief cold tide washed through Polly’s body and knocked the aches to one side for long enough for her to fear that this was it, this was the return of the thing Suchin had only been able to delay, and for a second the bouncing crows outside caught her eye as firmly as a waved red flag. “Or maybe a pasty.”
 “Are you,” Rafael asked slowly, in a voice that might have climbed from the cellar along with them and sat upon the kitchen table blinking blind, white, cave-dwelling eyes at them in batrachian disapproval, “suggesting what I…maybe the Lord forgive me for these evil thoughts…what I believe you are suggesting?”
 “I don’t know, Rafael, I’m not a fucking mind-reader.”
 That he didn’t correct her language or even flinch at this said that he was ticking over the bigger problem, that he was dredging through his mind the difference between appearing righteous and what he actually wanted; that he understood her perfectly, Polly thought sourly, had never been in question.
 Rafael’s mono-occular stare had two eyes-worth of disgust welling up within it and as ever even the blank and featureless gaze of the other eye looked reproachful, swimming with salt water in some unnoticed draft. “You are insane,” he said quietly, jerking his head from side to side to take in Lucius – who was peering out of the window at the bobbing carrion birds as if he’d been switched off in front of a TV – and Jenny, whose expression of disbelief must have taken some maintenance; it also said as clearly as her mouth could not that she’d grasped the end to which Polly’s words were delicately pointing.
 Polly pretended to pick something from between her teeth; there was nothing, and in fact she was getting close to ravenous with a tiger of suppressed hunger clawing at the inside of her belly, but the gesture was noted. She flicked the nothing at him.
 “I might be,” and her voice was as quiet as his, and twice as threatening. She did not smile, but she thought a line of sharp, bared teeth. “It shouldn’t come as any great surprise to you, should it? War neurosis. Circumstances beyond my control.” And there, Jenny almost blanched. “But…” Polly made a show of digging another fictious fragment from between canine and incisor, “…my dear siblings. We find ourselves in an insane situation. In NorKor, we discovered that insane situations called for insane people.”
 She did not add that they very ably created those people too.
 Rafael’s deceptively angelic blonde curls, half-matted and fuzzy with fitful sleep, had fallen down over his forehead and into his eyes, but he made no move to even try to move it away with his stump, merely peering on through the strands like a predator in the long grass.
 Polly’s leg twitched a spear of pain; just because she’d cornered and injured the beast didn’t make it any less dangerous. Usually the opposite. “I think that, in your heart—” here she placed her hand flattish over her gris-gris - unintentionally, she had been aiming for her left breast – and closed her eyes for effect, “—you already know that.”
 Her brother said, “Do what you must do, but do it alone,” and exhaled slowly for so long it was as if he was trying to blow her away.
 “Alone?” Polly raised her eyebrows. “That woman is heavy and my leg is…” she took in the kitchen at a glance and shrugged one shoulder; when she’d been alive it had sometimes grated in its socket, a point she’d always withheld from everyone at Army medicals, but something in the lie of wet black south-east Asian earth upon her or the long drag to the hospital had realigned it perfectly. “All right, you’re right. Alone, I will avenge the insult done upon us and alone I will take an eye for an eye—”
 “Pollyanna,” Rafael said sharply, “enough.”
 “I should go,” Polly added, making no move. They looked like a triptych carved by some mad Renaissance artist, a representation of human suffering twisting once-beautiful bodies, scabs and stumps and stares as their shadows fell across the kitchen floor, strange in the thunderous light; Mazlowczys Undone.
 “Lucius,” Rafael said without turning his head. “You too.”
 Lucius came alive like a TV set fading in from stand-by. He didn’t say ‘huh’ with his mouth, but his whole face shouted it; slack and devoid of intelligence. Understanding dawned so slowly across his light, vacant features that it was like watching a tide roll in over an especially steep beach. “Okay.” And for a second the doubt was as clear on his face as the compliance; leaving two handless cripples alone in an isolated house to fend for themselves was not the action of a charitable man.
 Polly backed up clumsily and thumbed the latch on the door, pulling it open to the electric air outside. The rain had stopped and amid the smell of damp earth and ground-rooted hay preparing to rot where it had expired, threats of more downpour hung like muttered curses.
 “After you,” she said to the wall that had once been her brother, making a sarcastic, hotel doorman gesture with her arm.
 Lucius’s steps over the uneven ground to the pick-up were hesitant, almost unsteady. Rafael called from the doorway, where he stood hunched and so curled in on himself that he looked old enough to be his own father, as Lucius stopped entirely in his tracks. “Do you know where you are going?”
 “Pennagalan, to find Honesty, Heath and their boys,” Lucius said in a numb-lipped monotone. Polly limped, her leg spitting little acid flames into her blood, to where the jeep now sat like a souvenir from some distant vacation, as exotic as a cannibal skull or painted tea pot. From their safe audiences on the house eaves and the barn and the skeletons of adjacent trees, the crows leered and fluffed their feathers in derisive silence.
 “And what will you tell them?” Rafael called, his voice halfstolen by the wind. Polly yanked open the jeep door and was about to hoist herself inside when a thought struck her.
 “Help us,” Lucius said with painful sincerity and brevity, his back to the farmhouse and his mutilated siblings.
 Polly hobbled back across the unpaved ground until she reached his side. Lucius’s body heat steamed up the air around him, and under the painstakingly scrubbed scent of faintly lemony soap he smelled of wet horse, lost dog, shell-shocked soldier; the conspicuous cleanliness of the mostly-gone. She squinted up at a carefully closed-down face and said, “Lucius.”
 “Yes?” he didn’t look at her eyes but at the jeep, or something else over her shoulder.
 “Take your time,” she said, trying to lay meaningful emphasis without losing the airy tone, just in case her words carried. It was probably futile. Then again, maybe he’d get lost.
 Lucius blinked at her almost sleepily, if stupor and sleep could be said to be the same thing, and opened the pick-up door without another word or glance back at her; the engine started like the cough of an octogenarian stutterer and she stepped back too slowly, splattered with a fine brown sheet of fallen rainwater.
 Back at the farmhouse door, visible like an ugly statue through Polly’s dusty glasses, Rafael watched her with no recognisable expression on his half-a-face. Of her sister and those grotesque stumps there was no glimpse to be had.
 Polly flexed her thigh as she stood, feeling something hot and wet soak into her pants leg; it might have been blood, but she wasn’t about to check while Rafael was watching her. She crossed the yard back to the jeep feeling like she was on parade, under inspection, a new recruit or a bug under a microscope. It left all the hairs on her neck prickling and as many of the ones on her scalp that she could currently feel doing much the same.
 The jeep door still hung open. Polly swung herself onto the seat with a near-total absence of grace, banging her shin on the doorframe and catching the sleeve of her shirt on the catch, tearing it in an oily wound up to the elbow.
 She slammed the door for the noise it made and swore to herself, the one solitary Korean curse word she’d learnt out there, as the jeep engine wheezed sullenly and refused to do anything so cooperative as start.
 No doubt Rafael’s vicious, yellowy eye was still on her, wherever the less focussed twin was drifting. It felt like he was boring through the headrest, but when Polly turned in her seat and squinted back at the porch her brother had already vanished back into the farmhouse.
 Polly willed herself not to grit her teeth and tried the engine again. There was a grating cough, a buzz unlike any noise she’d heard an internal combustion device make yet in her existence, and a slightly sulphurous smell. Polly bit the inside of her mouth, said something she’d heard Suchin mutter once which was probably a Vietnamese swear, and reached down under the seat, scraping her cheek on the wheel.
 Her fingers encountered first the oily blanket that had lain on the back seat and next something that could either have been a mouldy apple core or an unfortunate mouse; the jeep’s previous owner having been about as devoted to vehicular hygiene as she was.
 With a grimace Polly bent over nearly double, banging her face off her own kneecap, and groped further beneath the seat. She exhaled gently as the tip of her thumb brushed something plastic, and a second later her palm closed around the casing of a blocky and outdated cell phone.
 She hit the back of her head on the underside of the steering wheel as she sat back up again.
 “Ow,” Polly muttered to the unfeeling interior of the jeep, clutching her skull with one hand and the phone handset with the other as she swivelled in her seat, checking for Rafael; a shape in the porch, a shadow with faded golden curls. Something dark dripped onto her foot from the belly of the jeep.
 But he was gone, inside, doubtless brooding at Jenny.
 Polly dialled the only number in the phone’s memory, still holding her scalp as if it was about to slide off. Her head felt hot, and her hair slightly too long to be comfortable now, though nowhere near long enough to keep the townsfolk happy or convinced of her female status.
 The phone rang for a distressingly long time. A crow drifted down over the jeep and began worrying at something candid the dirt and the pebbles.
 “Problem?” Suchin asked in a breathless, distracted voice.
 “No, the opposite.” The crow dug into the earth. “Rafael’s just given me an unexpected boost,” Polly said, sticking her thumb against her teeth side-on so she could worry at the tough skin more effectively. This also made her sound like she was speaking through a sock.
 “Well, we’ve got one,” Suchin said tersely.
 “One what?” Polly grumbled between her teeth. Her thumb tasted…unpleasant.
 “Problem. Opportunity for fuck-up, if you will,” Suchin sounded like she was speaking away from the phone. Her attention was quite obviously elsewhere.
 It was interesting, Polly thought in some detached part of her being, that even with her body temperature so temperamental and her blood behaving so erratically, that she could still enact a metaphor with perfect accuracy. Her blood genuinely ran cold.
 “What?” she croaked, taking her thumb away from her teeth and clasping that hand around the steering wheel to steady herself. “What kind of problem?”
 “You missed a bit,” Suchin said in a muffled voice, and then, louder, and sounding almost bored, “Mrs. Pearce – I’m not sure it matters which one by now – apparently found some of my hairs under your bed, and you can save the sarcastic remarks about moulting and haircuts for later, thank you, and collared me to talk about what sort of deviant and appalling et cetera, to be honest I wasn’t so much listening as trying to remember a command sentence…”
 “What’s happening now?” Polly asked in as calm a voice as she could through the cold fog that seemed to be occupying her brain, the icy sheet of dread at the understanding that this was very close to all going wrong.
 “At some point,” Suchin said severely, “I am going to teach them table manners.” There was a loud pause, and two bangs reverberated down the line so loudly that they felt as if they were going off inside Polly’s head. “I’m…put it down…I’m dealing with it.”
 “I can tell.”
 Suchin made a noise like an aroused horse and said, “Oh fine. Fine. I am removing obstacles from your path and keeping the hurricane of public disapproval from getting to your door armed with a shotgun and you—”
 “What,” Polly repeated, resting her chin on the top of the wheel and breathing in slowly as the taste of crypts and decay stole swiftly up the back of her throat like stomach bile, “are you doing about it?”
 “Dealing. With it,” Suchin said grumpily. “Yankee PigDog, please; why do you think I took those disgusting feckless demon beast fuck-ups from inside their butt-ugly statues if not to do the unpleasant and messy things? STOP THAT.”
 “I’m going to regret asking what they’re doing, aren’t I?” Polly said, reaching for the ignition again.
 “There are no circumstances under which that isn’t true, so yes,” Suchin cleared her throat awkwardly. “They’re…making sure we don’t have to deal with any awkward questions for a bit. I’m receiving an education in how much I don’t like bpi-sáat. You owe me so much for this I’m going to have to invent a new word for debt.” Polly could picture her wrinkling her nose just slightly, a half-curl of her upper lip. “What was that you said about your appalling brother?”
 The engine made a sound like a piglet being kicked in the stomach and some more black stuff that looked more like a mobile shadow than any fluid, no matter how viscous, spilled out from the underside of the dash and onto Polly’s feet, staining her shoes. “Huh? Oh, he’s got it into his polluted mind that we need to avenge ourselves on Seth by turning his mommy into a pastry—”
 “Was that a conclusion he came to without help?”
 Polly shrugged despite the futility of it, and tried to wipe the black stuff off the side of her shoe. She turned the key again. There was an ominous silence.
 “Mostly.”
 She jerked the key back and forth a few times, and each time the engine emitted the ghost of a growl.
 “Except I have to drive down to the gin-rag’s house so I can get down to some fairytale butchery, and I kind of need your nasty little pets for that. Also,” Polly gave the ignition a theatrical pump. There was a coughing mechanical wheeze, “the jeep seems to have moved the fuck beyond this mortal coil. Don’t suppose you know any personnelcarrying voodoo?”
 There was a surprisingly long silence on the end of the line.
 “That was meant to be a joke,” Polly explained, a nagging worry in her cold, sloshing stomach. The silence could mean absolutely anything, but the first instinct was that it meant something unbearable, something irreversible, and something for which she would have to exert all her remaining energies toward tearing those fucking, fucking evil freak demons to pieces bit by bloody golden-smeared bit over…
 “…Yeah, it’s just funny that you mention it,” Suchin said, guilt laced through her words like gold thread through cloth. Polly exhaled quietly a breath she hadn’t known she’d been able to hold for as long as it felt like she had. “Since I, um, in a manner of speaking, I pretty much already did that.”
 Polly bounced her forehead off the top of the steering wheel again and hoped that Rafael was not shuffling up to the jeep from behind to find out why she hadn’t left yet. “What?”
 “Jeep died on the way down while you were, you know, one of the stops. So I fixed it.” Suchin sounded surprisingly cagey about this.
 “You know nothing about engines.”
 “I should probably have been more sarcastic about the ‘fix’ part.”
 “Not necessary,” Polly prodded at the darkness from the jeep’s guts with her toe. It didn’t appear to have a texture of any sort. “So…you know how I can make this thing go again?”
 There was another silence in which Polly could just catch, over the crackles in the reception as the trees ahead of her waved violent hands and wind whistled and gibbered around the jeep’s windows, rattling them, the sound of laboured breathing that definitely wasn’t Suchin’s. “…Uh. Yeah. I’ll meet you at the Oakes residence.” And with that she rattled off a string of syllables which Polly felt she could at a pinch reproduce phonetically.
 She repeated them back into the phone and more or less felt Suchin rolling her eyes with a hurricane-force sigh held back by the skin of her teeth. “No. Say it with me—”
 Polly took a deep breath and frowned as the action, against all expectations, cleared her head. She rattled off the same strange syllables in time with Suchin’s growled words, and turned the key in the ignition again.
 The jeep gave a cough like the dying breath of a gut-shot victim, but after a tense second or so of unnaturally and unnecessarily bated the thing turned over; Polly carefully avoided thinking the word ‘miraculously’.
 “All good?” Suchin’s voice was muffled and had undertones of disgust.
 “All good,” Polly confirmed, hanging up.
 Short of driving through bumpy, ploughed fields and drawing yet more attention to herself on a trip she didn’t really want anyone remembering, there was no way of reaching the Oakes place without going through the middle of town.
 In NorKor, in Vietnam, they had tracks, slipways, means of skirting places. In the rest of this fucking country that used to be hers there were roads which neatly took away the need to roll through the centre of some shitty hostile town; but this was Buttfuckville, Nowhere, and there was only one road that went anywhere.
 The oppressive silence of the town would have been more appropriate to an oft-shelled village in a country long at war; Polly drove past three thin silhouettes who had been grade school kids when she last saw them. She watched their pock-marked and weather-tanned narrow faces turn to stare at the jeep like so many confused cattle. They were uniform in their shapeless coats, their faded jeans, their already-squinting eyes.
 Under the disgusted shiver of recognition the old familiar landmarks and slowly ageing faces induced, Polly thought, it was as foreign as everywhere else she’d been.
 Empty paper sacks danced a slow waltz through the dust and seed-heads in the street gutters, and the movement caught the part of her mind that had been trained to look for things moving the dark; it was discarded as quickly as she’d seized upon it by the same armyrefined long-planted instincts that had noticed it. Things that moved with the wind were not the threats; the things that moved against the wind, or where there was no wind were the targets.
 The road meandered on down through the town, and Polly conceded for a moment that if it had been some other nowhere town in some other nowhere county or another nowhere state, she might have been briefly charmed by it. If not charmed then at least almost tolerant of the faded wooden slats, the low buildings that belched out shadows across the asphalt when the sun was making a rare attempt at shining.
 Overhead and over the road to come a fat cloud hung like the pregnant belly of a cow, heavy and dark and gravid with rain; but it was the wrong time of day for a downpour, and Polly knew from every damp and blank endless day of her long-ago childhood that the cloud would take its ominous threat away from the town and spit out its load somewhere else.
 Miss Wertham’s store and the auto garage zipped past quickly enough that Polly realised she was probably speeding; not the best way to avoid drawing attention to herself, but she didn’t take her foot off the gas until the town hall had slipped past like the shadow of a thought. The road was dry under her tires, and whatever magical voodoo bullshit Suchin had inflicted on the engine (and Polly didn’t want to think about that for too long) wasn’t extending to the increasingly threadbare rubber tread.
 She hoped they’d last long enough to get them out of town one last time.
 The garage at the Oakes house stood open, and as Polly peered into the shadow she could see no gaudy new Japanese car, no sign of a hulking wreck of a pick-up, no sign of anything but Mrs. Oakes’ 1967 Thunderbird waiting like a sleeping horse in a stable. Polly stalled the jeep on the drive and swung herself down onto the gravel path in what seemed like a more graceful movement than she’d realised she could make.
 Her pants leg flaked crusted blobs of dried blood – they’d seeped through the fabric, she guessed – but the leg beneath felt somewhere between “good” and “suspiciously fantastic”. She’d not previously been aware that a muscle could be so happy with itself.
 Polly half-sprinted up the path and banged on the door with her fist.
 There was no response; Polly banged again, dancing an impatient and rhythmless shuffle on the doorstep.
 Something stirred within the depths of the house, and Polly let her hand hang in the air just in front of the door, still a compact fist but making no contact with anything. Shuffling noises came closer, and for a sharp second Polly imagined that Sim and Bi had beaten her to it and were intending to make her jump by appearing at the door in one of their less humane guises.
 But the shape that loomed behind the door was human and familiar, and Polly was hit in the face not with a shower of muddy golden saliva or regurgitated blood but only the overpowering double stench of gin and masking perfume that failed to mask a single thing. Mrs. Oakes opened the door with a wobble in her arm that spoke more of her indulgences than the distillery air that accompanied her, and stood unsteadily in the doorway, a framed photograph of an elderly Jackie Onassis replete with powder blue suit and gloves.
 Why she felt it necessary to wear gloves inside the house Polly neither knew nor cared.
 “Hello, Mrs. O,” she said, leaning on the doorframe.
 “Pollyanna,” Mrs. Oakes said uncertainly, the balance in her voice as off-centre as the balance in her nude-stockinged legs, the veins pressing against her nylon sheaths like worms under rotting flesh. “Is something wrong?”
 It was more of a struggle than Polly would have credited to wipe the smile off her face and try to compose herself into a suitably stern measured comportment – the troubled-but-hiding-it-but-clearlytroubled face of someone who has important news to impart. She eventually succeeded in not sniggering too much and said as seriously as she could, “I have some terrible news.”
 Mrs. Oakes seemed not to hear her. “It’s kinda early in the day, Pollyanna, you could wait, maybe, before you come down here to oust me from my own home…I guess that’s what you want, isn’t it?” She swayed, “You’ve come to move into my lovely house and throw me onto the street.”
 “It’s about Seth,” Polly said, ignoring Mrs. Oakes as fully as Mrs. Oakes had ignored her.
 “Don’t you come to me with complaints about my boy,” Mrs. Oakes said, narrowing her eyes until they were mere wet glints behind a forest of lumpy black eyelashes. Polly still couldn’t be sure she was even able to get her in focus, but the defensiveness was clear enough. “He’s a good boy, you don’t know anything, and if you come here again with your baseless accusations my husband will see to it that you have a nice long talk to Bob Havers…”
 She was even drunker than Polly had first realised; her nostrils flared in liquid rage, and the waspish snapping did nothing to conceal the way the edges of her words slurred.
 “Mrs. Oakes,” Polly repeated patiently, “I am here for your advice.”
 “Nasty Mazlowczy girl,” Mrs. Oakes muttered, presumably thinking the words were quieter than they were when they came out of her mouth.
 “I think we should go inside,” Polly urged. “You don’t want the whole neighbourhood to hear about this.”
 Although Mrs. Oakes scowled and screwed up her mouth until lines sank into the powder around her lips, she stepped back and let Polly barge her way into the building without putting up too much of a fight; a second later she was picking her way through to the “drawing” room as though there were piles of bricks on the floor that she had to avoid. Polly followed in her erratic footsteps, King of the Road leaping into her head unbidden. It wasn’t until Mrs. Oakes came to an abrupt stop by one of her ugly footstools that Polly realised she was snapping her fingers in time with the beat in her head.
 “What are you going to do?” Mrs Oakes asked, folding her arms and giving Polly the kind of haughty look she had once reserved for kids who ran across her lawn. “Hmm?”
 “That is a very good question, Nancy,” Polly said, as something hot and wet burst out of her leg again; she couldn’t look down and see what it was, but there was a strong smell of pickles and she was almost certain it wasn’t blood. “That is a most excellent question.”
 Polly picked up the hideous ornate pearl-pink table lamp nearest to her, and advanced in slow, measured steps, half-willing the old woman to run away.
 “Polly…” Mrs. Oakes said, sounding more uncertain than scared as she stood with her arms hanging limply by her sides. Polly snorted; there was drunk, and then there was staggeringly brain-damaged, and she figured only Lucius had the right to be this ignorant of what was happening; across the room she saw the framed photograph hanging on the wall – Seth and Sean and Ma and Pa Oakes in front of their house, and she didn’t need to be able to see that far to know they wore matching smug smirks. With their new house and their new car and their new clothes.
 She took a free-moving step forward, the weight of the lamp a pendulum to the gentle swinging of her arm. The leg didn’t so much as droop or drag but cooperated as perfectly as it had done when she was at peak fitness in PT, and she slid over the hideously perfect carpet like oil over ice.
 “Polly,” Mrs. Oakes repeated, confused and croaking
 “Oh shut up,” Polly said, stepping lightly. “If I don’t, they will, and you’ll like it less.”
 “Polly?” Her quavering voice expanded to fill all available air, and Polly examined the carpet, briefly, for flecks of gold dust. There was nothing but the dust the old woman hadn’t quite vacuumed out in her obsessive cleaning, nothing but the meticulously-replaced fibres. She took another few steps, half-sneaking up on Mrs. Oakes like a cat on a mouse, waiting for her to run. “You should put that lamp down, it’s expensive.”
 “No it isn’t,” Polly snapped, hurling it at her.
 The lamp shattered against the wall behind Mrs. Oakes’s head, fragments of pearlescent pink exploding into the air like fairy dust, and at last she ducked out of the way, her mouth a horrified slack O. It looked, Polly thought as a strange singing noise like the aftermath of a shelling started up in her ears, like a painted horse anus.
 “Lie down, Nancy,” Polly yelped, more loudly than she’d intended to. The singing-whine intensified. “Then I won’t have to hit you as much.”
 “What are you doing,” Mrs. Oakes groaned, contradicting her orders by freezing on the spot, her arms limp and her knees turned inward as if Polly had already struck them. “What are you doing, why are you, what are you—”
 “Christ in Heaven, you are a stuck fucking record,” Polly sighed, picking up the nearest of the several small tables scattered around the room. “And now I have to hit you until you lie down.”
 She was shouting to hear herself over the singing noise in her ears when the high-pitched eeeee disappeared as abruptly as if something had burst inside her head, and everything in the room sharpened as if her glasses had been cleaned. Polly touched her face; she wasn’t even wearing her goddamn glasses.
 She swung the ornamental table at Mrs. Oakes, over-arm, but the old woman moved herself without changing her expression, throwing her hands into the air and keeping her painted horse-anus of a mouth as the same slack, dithering gash in her face.
 Something twinkled in the line of Polly’s vision, dust motes in sunlight that wasn’t shining; the taste of dust mingled with bile rose in the back of her throat, and her temporary weapon felt as light and pointless in her hand as a sheet of paper.
 Polly hurled the ornamental table at Mrs. Oakes’s face.
 Mrs. Oakes threw herself sideways, tripped on her own ankle somehow, and with a wail that sounded to Polly like a human air-raid siren, hit her face on the shattered fragments of the hateful lamp.
 “Oh, finally,” Polly snapped, bright and brittle, “you lie down.”
 She picked up the ornamental table. One leg had splintered, bent at an angle without snapping off, but it had made it through being thrown otherwise unscathed; Polly put her foot on Mrs. Oakes, half on her back and half on her chest, and pressed down. It wasn’t hard enough to crack ribs or even bruise, as far as she could tell – but it was harder to gauge with her new-found muscular ecstasy.
 “Cooperate,” Polly said sternly, smashing the table against the wall. She cracked wood on cheap plasterboard several times – the table was a lot sturdier than it looked – and after denting the wall finally had a single leg, several splinters in her palm that she found she could not really feel, and the wreckage of a small ornamental side-table lying around them both as Mrs. Oakes tried to cover her face with her arm.
 Polly kicked her in the shoulder.
 “I said cooperate! You don’t want to be awake for this part.”
 Mrs. Oakes rolled back onto her back, and Polly brought the table leg down as hard as she could on the old woman’s head; it made a whistling sound through the air and a thwack like rubber on a back as it cracked against Mrs. Oakes’s temples, but she only bawled and gibbered and didn’t pass out.
 “Great,” Polly muttered, as the shimmering in the air and the warm, joyful feeling in her leg began to fade. The house felt darker than it had a moment ago, and she brought down the table leg again with less enthusiasm but more force, a second time.
 And a third time. And a fourth.
 When Mrs. Oakes’s skin burst and began to bleed, Polly dropped the table leg and stood back, waiting for her to get up; the stillness of her body was almost worrying. It was only after a panicked moment of holding her own breath that Polly saw the faint, almost imperceptible movement of her blouse as her chest rose and fell.
 It wasn’t nausea that clenched her throat and disquieted her stomach, and certainly not as a result of violence of exertion; Polly frowned down at her handiwork a little longer, trying to determine the source of her unease.
 There was no taste in her throat, no throbbing pain or ecstatic strangeness in her legs, no keening tone in her ears. For a moment the shattered fragments of lamp and the scraped polish on the broken ornamental table were glossy with gold and the blood streaked thin on Mrs. Oakes’s forehead and eyebrow seemed almost mirrored, though it was spread too far, drying too fast, to be any kind of reflective surface.
 Polly inhaled and considered picking up the table leg again.
 “You could use the fucking door,” she complained, shutting her eyes with deliberation and counting in her head to a suitably high number. Their coalescence from arbitrary molecules was never an appealing sight, even on a horrible undead stomach.
 “You wanted to be clandestine,” one of them whined, but she kept her eyelashes firmly interlocked.
 “No thunder, no lightning, no announcing fanfare,” the other giggled, and the room sounder fuller, smaller, as though there were more people in it than there had been. Polly kept her eyes shut.
 “You can’t even fucking do thunder and lightning, you pissy little third-rate bpi-sáat minimonsters—” she muttered, gesturing to Mrs. Oakes’ supine body in its fussy, inappropriate suit. “—Get that in the jeep without anyone seeing.”
 “No thunder and lightning but we can do miracles now?” one said.
 Polly opened her eyes. It was Bi, his black bangs shagging thick in his eyesockets in a merciful curtain, shielding the red-raw balls that he was insisting on using for eyes.
 “You’re the magical fucks, you do the fucking magic,” she said, using the closest approximation of her Sergeant Mazlowczy voice that she could drawn upon as something like adrenaline but not quite like it surged and ebbed through her, slowing and speeding the small movements of the room (the swaying curtains, the unnatural shifting of Bi’s hair, the gentle rise-and-fall of Mrs. Oakes’ chest).
 “It would be easier if she was in chunks,” Sim said meditatively, which she couldn’t really argue with as a logical statement; human bodies were heavy and difficult to move, as Suchin was fond of reminding her over and over again.
 “Not yet. Into the jeep, in one piece, alive, and without anyone seeing.”
 “Are we allowed to tear anyone’s eyeballs out?” Bi asked; without looking at his face and the fleshy red balls peeking out from under his coarse shield of hair, Polly could still hear him perk up at the prospect.
 “Not yet.”
 They scooped up the old woman by her armpits and ankles, and as one three-headed monster entity vanished from the room, leaving nothing but swirling particles of gold dancing like dust motes in a sunbeam, and dirty, fading smudges of muddy gold on the carpet fibres. Polly, from habit more than necessity, took a long breath in and out and watched the filth slowly disperse into the atmosphere of the room, leaving nothing but the smashed lamp and broken table to indicate that anyone had been here at all.
 If she was sensible, if she was covert operations material or even concerned about covering her tracks then maybe, maybe Polly would consider picking up and bleaching behind her. But there was no point in picking up twigs when you meant to burn down the forest, or whatever it was Rafael used to say.
 Polly half-marched and half-stumbled from the room and down the pathway of the house, barely checking to see if any nearby curtains were twitching. Nothing unusual about a woman visiting her motherin-law, after all. The only unusual thing was that she’d managed to leave the house within the same three hours as arriving.
 She peered into the back seat of the jeep and found that, with characteristic resourcefulness when it came to inflicting suffering on others, they had found or invented a sack, and some sort of gag arrangement over the top of the hessian. “If you think I’m going to pat you on the heads you’re dreaming.”
 “If you think we’d let you touch us you’re crazy,” retorted one or the other of them, and Polly dragged herself into the front of the jeep with a burst of energy that nearly knocked her out.
 The engine of the jeep choked and growled, and the sides of the jeep shuddered and flinched as Sim and Bi loaded the bagged, gagged, and bound breathing body of Polly’s nominal mother-in-law into the back. Polly had no idea what it was Suchin had done to the engine and didn’t want to know, or what her own muttering in poorly-accented whateveritwas had changed about the original meddling, but the jeep seemed upset to have the bpi-sáat aboard it.
 This, Polly felt, was understandable. She would rather not have them anywhere near her either, but there were limits to what could be achieved by her and Suchin working unaided and – she had a nasty, festering suspicion – the woman enjoyed the power. After all, Sim and Bi could argue all they liked, but unlike Polly they couldn’t insubordinate to the extent of real disobedience.
 Once, she might have laughed at the idea of a sentient vehicle, or at least shouted at the idiot GI who proclaimed that his vehicle was being a bitch, but then once upon a time Polly hadn’t yet been dragged back out of her grave and revived by dust, blood, and whatever else Suchin had done, either.
 “Stay in the back,” Polly barked, still using her Sergeant Mazlowczy voice as defensively as she had once hunched her shoulders at the sound of distant mortar fire. She clasped the gris-gris in her palm as she tried the ignition with the other hand. Should have just wired it to a switch instead of keys, if she’d had the time. If this was a real military jeep and not a purloined rich boy’s toy, there’d be no need. Keys, just another thing to lose.
 The engine grumbled, squealed, and turned over.
 “We don’t want to sit with you,” sniggered one indistinguishable bpi-sáat voice.
 “You smell of dead things,” said the other.
 “You love dead things,” Polly muttered, as she pulled away from the Oakes residence, uneasy in some hollow inner place someone else might have called a soul – their juvenile taunts were of little interest, but she was worried. Suchin assured her they’d do what she told them, too, something to do with transitive properties of dominance (when Polly looked blank Suchin had amended this to, “You outrank them when I’m not around,”) but it was obvious to anyone with eyes that Suchin barely understood what she was doing herself most of the time.
 The jeep rolled smoothly back through the town.
 “We like things that die—”

And helping them to get there, Polly thought.
 “—And stay dead,” complained the chorus in the rear.
 “Your hypocrisy has been noted,” Polly snapped, gunning the engine. She paid little attention to the town sliding past, this populated coffin in which she was supposed to be forever trapped. She hoped they’d left Mrs. Oakes alive, that they weren’t visiting upon her whatever they’d done to the Mrses Pearce. And it was not ‘whatever they’d done’, not really; Suchin may have hidden in a broom closet but they knew and they’d seen what a bpi-sáat, even as feeble as these, even only partially unleashed, might do. And there was Jenny.
 “We weren’t ever alive—”
 “—You should have stayed dead—”
 “We didn’t die—”

They’d been reduced to ceremonial weapons from museums they’d had to plunder in the South; the people were starving and reluctant to fight. You had to ignore, Polly’s C.O. said, the bullshit the liberal media fucks were doling out to try and turn people against this war. Just do the job you came to do, Sergeant. And ceremonial weapons, it turned out, were still weapons.
 “Do you want Suchin to find out if you can?” she asked, flooring the gas as the rest of the town melted away behind her and ahead stretched a length of empty road she knew by instinct and by all her old nightmares from the day she left until the day she quit dreaming at all – the road ‘home’.
 * * *

The door to the house opened slowly as Polly leaned back on it; it was off the latch, which meant that Rafael had almost certainly left, although where he and Jenny and her scabby stumps and her endlesslydrooling mouth could possibly have gone without raising comment was something of a mystery to her. It was enough that he wasn’t around to eavesdrop as Sim and Bi followed her into the kitchen with their heavy burden, bitching and complaining in a language she thankfully didn’t understand.

“What kept you?” Suchin asked, perched on the kitchen table like a weird cross between a gargoyle and a pin-up, her hair falling around her in a dark curtain.
 “You’re looking suspiciously clean.” “Unlike you Yankee PigDogs, I actually wash,” Suchin said drily, lowering herself down from the table with several grunts of effort; Polly made no move to help her, only stepping to one side to let the bpi-sáat hump, scrape, and bump their heavy burden into the kitchen.

Sim and Bi dumped Mrs. Oakes onto the flagstone floor without ceremony or care and Polly only just succeeded in turning away in time as Bi lifted his coarse fringe of hair out of his disgusting angry red eyelike pits.

“You know what I mean.”
 “I told you, I was hiding in the broom closet,” Suchin said, craning her neck to peer at Mrs Oakes with the hessian bag over her head and the electrical tape gag over the top, moving only for shallow breaths. “No one wants to see these fucks disposing of evidence—”
 “Eating,” Sim corrected.
 “Eating the evidence,” Bi added.
 “Everything?” Polly asked, momentarily derailed by the thought of it. “There must have been splashes.”
 “We ate the wallpaper,” Sim said serenely. Polly repressed the urge to pick up the table and beat him with it by biting various parts of her own mouth until something that tasted a little like blood trickled down her throat.
 “Your brother put a pulley in the rafters,” Suchin said, leaning to tap Polly in the back of the thigh. She didn’t point, but Polly followed her line of sight up to where a small metal pulley dangled from the dust-and-cobweb-sprayed ceiling beams, partnered with a loop of rope.
 “He’s thorough,” she admitted, surprised a little, trying to picture her half-crippled brother balancing on a chair and trying to screw a pulley into the ceiling without Lucius’s help. Unless they’d had it there all along for whatever grisly fucking purpose her family ever had anything, and it was merely the rope which had to be hoisted up there via unsafe chair and half-paralysed Rafael.
 They must have had help – she pictured his right side, his itching, bleeding stupid – they must have had help.
 “But I’m not hoisting the old cow up on my own. I can’t feel my arms.”
 “That’s what the – Sim, get back here – that’s what the vile beasts are for.” Suchin made a tugging motion with her arm as Sim slunk toward the door, and he fell down, scrabbling at the floor for a moment with his blunt fingers before crawling back to kneel beside Mrs. Oakes. His expression – such as either of them ever had expressions – was unreadable as pain or resentment or anything of the sort, but for a moment Polly avoided meeting Suchin’s eyes at all.
 “How did he get that up there?” she asked instead, peering up at the rope and the pulley. There was a good enough chance that, when the outbuildings began to fall into further disrepair, they’d just moved the butchery equipment into the kitchen, where it would be easier to access; one of the many tiny changes time had wrought on the crumbling corpse of her childhood home, her teenage prison.
 “The pulley? I’ve been wondering the same thing.” Suchin didn’t sound like she was wondering any such thing. “Maybe it was already there. He just pointed it out to me.”
 Polly turned to the kitchen table. In a further display of surprising dexterity for a man with no functioning hands, Rafael had painstakingly laid out elderly, crackling sheets of yellowed newsprint over the scoured and stained wood, as if the table top somehow required protection from what was to come.
 On the newspaper lay almost every knife that Polly remembered from the kitchen and the outbuildings, each one of them laden with a deep frisson of memory and bile; there were one or two unfamiliar blades, newer knives which had plainly been purchased since she went away, but they were as worn and tarnished – stained, in places, with black and brown – as their fellows, and it was only by shape and by their different handles that they stood out at all.
 “He got the knives out for us as well,” Polly noted, without much surprise. She left the boning knives, the skinning knives, the cleavers, the paring knives, as they lay in untidy rows, divided not by type or by age but simply by which Rafael had been able to pull from the cupboards with his teeth first, from the look of it.
 There was a large, pitted meat hook resting among the knives.
 She kept her back to the monsters until Suchin said, “Get out. You’re not needed, go masturbate somewhere or piss in each other’s mouths or whatever it is you do when I don’t have to look at you any more.”
 Polly counted to twelve in her head, the one thousand after each number chiming in time with a faint throbbing in her leg: one one thousand, throb, two one thousand, throb, until she was quite sure that the otherworldly pests had departed, and she twitched the tip of a paring knife with the end of her finger, almost expecting to see blood. “How kind of him,” she murmured.
 “What a thoughtful man your brother is,” Suchin said, dry and acrid as Polly’s throat felt, and she turned over the knives on the newspaper pages one by one, reaching up to rotate the handles almost compulsively over the paper. “Anyone would think he has no objections to us doing this in the kitchen. It’s not exactly hygienic.” She didn’t clarify whether she meant the act of dissecting a senior citizen in a place of food preparation, or the dirt-encrusted kitchen itself.
 “Oh, Rafael is kindness personified,” Polly said bitterly, tasting bile and cemeteries on her tongue. “Why else d’you think he was named after an angel?”
 “I did wonder,” Suchin said, backing away from the knives and half-smiling at her. “He headed out, with Jenny. But I thought this odd thing. You know how a head injury can sometimes have symptoms like a stroke, or cause one, right?”
 Polly said nothing.
 “And your other brother’s got something up with his head too. Like someone smacked them both too hard.” She stared at Polly until Polly rubbed the spot on her nose where her glasses used to rest somewhat impatiently.
 “Time to wake up the old wino…” Polly reached into the dank recesses of the nearest kitchen cupboard and closed her hand around the first shape that could be, by position, a handle; she could feel nothing of the protrusions from the shadow, nothing of the texture of wood or metal as her fingers overlapped each other, only the vague sense of holding something, and with one smooth, sharp swing she brought the frying pan a crack against the side of the sink.
 There was a bang like the first crack of thunder splitting an afternoon storm of rain through the sky, followed by the reverberation of a church bell, and the handle vibrated violently in Polly’s hand.
 “Jesus fucking Christ,” Suchin exclaimed, jumping into the side of the table with such a stupid expression that Polly nearly started laughing. “I thought you were going to wake her up, not fucking deafen me.”
 Polly dropped the pan into the sink and wiped her hands on her thighs automatically. She glanced at the gently-stirring Mrs Oakes. “She’s awake, though.”
 “Why does she need to be awake before you hang her up?” Suchin asked, baldly. “Just out of interest. On the off-chance that something you do makes sense, for once.”
 “Oh you didn’t just complain about that—”
 “I’m not saying your irrationality and total failure to ever use logic like a human being isn’t enormously charming and inexplicably sexually attractive,” Suchin said, holding up both her hands and widening her eyes into an entirely false mask of innocence, “I’m just saying it’s probably easier to get her up to the ceiling when she’s not consciously resisting you. And you could…probably have got the freaks to do it.”
 “Now is a bad time to start asking questions about my plans,” Polly said, reaching up to where the loop of rope dangled from the beams beside the pulley. “You’ve had plenty of time to tell me how stupid you think they are—” She jumped for the rope, her fingers just grazing the bottom coil by the outermost layer of skin alone, but it was enough to knock the coil down.
 “Or I would have, if you’d told me about these little details,” Suchin muttered. Polly shook her head, dropping into a slow crouch beside the bleary-looking old woman with the end of the rope clench between her teeth.
 “It’s because,” Poll said, flinching away the tattered hessian serving as a kind of blindfold, as far as the old woman’s mouth, where the make-shift gag still held it against her ancient skin, “I want her to know what’s happening.”
 Mrs. Oakes looked like a painting that had been left in the rain. The inside of the sack and the head injury she’d sustained, not to mention whatever Sim and Bi had done to get her into the jeep, had taken their toll on her painstaking make-up. Smears, smudges, and streaks of blood slunk away from the centre of her face toward her hairline, and blurs of her natural skin peeked through the thick paste base of her powder, leaving her mottled like a drink-soaked leopard.
 “You see, Nancy’s not just collateral, she’s not just some way to piss off Seth,” Polly grunted, holding out her hand for the meat hook. “Meat hook.”
 Suchin passed it to her without so much as a sarcastic remark. “Go on.”
 “Mrs. Oakes was quite the secret-keeper,” Polly explained, threading the meat hook through the ropes digging deeper and deeper into Mrs. Oakes’ ankles. The woman’s glassy, bloodshot eyes followed her movements like a guilty dog waiting for a rolled-up newspaper.
 She’d no idea if Suchin realised the monologue was more for the benefit of Seth and Sean’s mother than it was for her, but she probably did; she was far, far from stupid.
 “Kept every secret she heard from reaching the ears of anyone who might do something about it,” Polly went on. The gris-gris thumped against her sternum and her heart leapt as something banged – just a barn door in the wind, no one returning home to watch her work – too sanctimonious now, too keen to have an alibi, “Her mouth’s big enough when it’s idle gossip though, can’t keep her gin-soaked tongue still over the little tiny scandals…” She climbed up onto the table.
 Polly threaded the rope through the ceiling pulley in silence, dislodging three or four cobwebs-full of long-dead flies as she went. She jumped down from the table top and felt, actually felt, a jarring shock of pain in her seam, a bite strong enough to momentarily widen her eyes. Without further word she passed the end of the rope around the table leg to provide halting friction, and began to tug.
 Mrs. Oakes was not a light woman and Polly’s biceps bulged like sugar bags under her sallow skin as she repositioned the rope and hauled again, her back aching, her muscles burning, her lungs whimpering. Suchin’s gaze jabbed into Mrs. Oakes like the laser sights on a night rifle, but she didn’t make any sardonic remark, not now.
 Polly knocked the table with her hip. The knives lain out on crumbling newspaper jangled briefly together, murderous macabre wind-chimes to match the more musical, innocent-seeming ones hanging outside in the breeze. Mrs. Oakes was almost level with her head now, her face red with pooling blood and her breaths harsh and uneven behind the electrical tape X across her wrinkled lips.
 Tying off the rope, Polly noticed the old woman’s eyes leaking up into her powdered eyebrows, the way her nostrils flared, and her black spider-legged eyelashes clumped together in muddy and fearful solidarity. She groped at the table-top, unseeing.

I’m never going to get like that, she thought, missing entirely the knife she’d intended to pick up. It wasn’t the childish oath of her adolescence any more, just the slowing-dawning fact; Polly wasn’t going to get old.
 She wasn’t going to wrinkle, crumble into osteoporosis, her skin crunching up into thousands of tiny waves regardless of all the potions and lotions in the world. She was just going to rot, standing where she was, already tasting and smelling faintly of an excavated crypt.
 She grasped Mrs. Oakes by the chin to stop her from rotating or swaying and said, simply enough, “But when it comes to the big stuff you just hide behind your bottle and let things take their natural course, don’t you?”
 “Knife?” Suchin asked, with undertones of impatience. Polly blinked and let go of Mrs. Oakes, letting her swing gently back and forth as the ceiling beam made a rather ominous creaking noise. “Knife? Not to be a bitch—”
 “That’d be novel,” Polly muttered automatically, her mind still gently rotating through I will never grow old with a distance that could have contained planets, so vast and silent it was.
 “—But we don’t exactly have all day. Especially with the Golden Boys’ total lack of decorum and the likelihood of Vinegar Tits and whatsherface’s absence setting off alarms everywhere…” Suchin went on, gesturing to the table like some fairytale goblin. “Pick one.”
 “Golden what?” Polly asked faintly, learning back to run her fingers over the handles of the knives, almost numb. Some of them were probably as blunt as drill sergeants, left greased in a drawer for years while Rafael brooded and Jenny frolicked and Lucius…wasn’t allowed to touch sharp things.
 “Sim and Bi,” Suchin said in the voice that meant she thought Polly was educationally subnormal. Polly’s fingers closed slowly around the bone-smooth handle of the carving knife. She knew its weight and heft, the length and balance from washing dishes, drying the cutlery, from years of passing plates left for Jenny to put away. And from other times, when the handle was not hers. “The Golden Boys. I thought it was funny,” Suchin continued, sounding hurt. Mock-hurt, as Mrs. Oakes’s inertia leant toward stillness.
 “That’s sick,” Polly said with a smile; the taste of burial was thick in her throat and for a second the dim daylight caught on a smear of dirty gold fading on Mrs. Oakes’s throat. It couldn’t be there, of course; neither of them had touched her. But for a second it looked as if she’d been contaminated too.
 “And you love it,” Suchin said in a bored voice, “also, you’re holding that piece of hardware like it’s a dick and you’re a kathoey, don’t tell me about sick.”
 “It’s a necessity,” Polly grunted, trying to readjust her grip on the handle without seeming like a butcher with a semi-sexual fixation.
 “Sure,” Suchin snorted, taking a step back, “But me getting arterial grossness on my hair isn’t, so if you’ll excuse me…” she trotted behind the nearer of the chairs and gave Polly a sarcastic thumbs-up.
 Mrs. Oakes hung mostly still, swaying very little from the meathook, her body rigid with anticipation or maybe just arthritis, her watery eyes still staring into Polly’s face like she was the warning label on a packet of cigarettes.
 Before NorKor, Polly had been…not required to do things like this. She’d never had to slit a person’s throat, only a pig’s, and…the principle must be the same, the motion similar. Humans had thinner skin than pigs. It should be easy. She seized a handful of Mrs. Oakes’s hair-spray-stiff chemical-coloured hair from underneath to hold her steady and laid the sharp edge of the blade over her jugular, finding her place.
 “Maybe you should pull her head back,” Suchin said from behind her chair.
 “Maybe you should stop being such a backseat driver and let me get on with it,” Polly retorted. She didn’t add I know what I’m doing, because she didn’t, but lifted the blade away, cocked her elbow to what she thought was probably the right angle, ignored the sudden flare of decay in her tonsils, and jerked the Sunday-sharp carving knife over Mrs. Oakes’s shoe-leather neck.
 It bit and cleaved her wrinkled skin as cleanly as it had ever done the occasional, over-or-undercooked roasts that graced the Mazlowczy dinner table; too proud by far for roadkill cuisine but already too poor for good meat, the sides of beef and lamb (no pigs for more than two hundred miles, now) that fetched up on the table were often more rubbery and tough than the hide they came in. That knife had to be kept sharp.
 There was a pause like the space between thunder and lightning, and Suchin said, “It’s weird how bodies do th— EW—”
 Polly jumped back reflexively, nearly stumbling over her own dead weight of a leg, knife dangling like a bloody vicious fruit from her fingers, but there was no room-decorating spray, just the steady silent spill of dark blood out of this wide, second mouth. It trickled down over Mrs. Oakes’s inverted face, and from the gash came a slow and gently reproachful sigh of the last breath in the old woman’s lungs.
 “She looks like that tarot card,” Suchin said, apparently fascinated, and also apparently not coming out from behind the chair. “The hanged man. Repose, contemplation, well-considered solutions, don’t look at me like that, the airport was boring and there was a book.”
 Polly put her hand over her mouth and barely knew herself if the reflex was to stifle laughter or withhold the nausea that she wasn’t feeling. “I need a bowl or a basin or something…” she muttered from between her fingers.
 “Basin?” Suchin turned to the cupboard closest to her. There was a clang, then an oof, then another and much more determined clang.
 “Try not to destroy the kitchen,” Polly said, and then wondered why she’d bothered.
 What difference did it make, when she’d happily burn the place to the ground and piss on the ashes, always assuming that her body had any clue about how to turn things into piss…it hadn’t done any urinemaking so far, and she was starting to wonder where the water was going.
 “For mixing,” she added in a louder voice, watching the thick, wine-coloured blood find the shortest way past Mrs. Oakes’s chin to splat on the grimy tiles of the floor. “Like, a pudding basin for mixing sausage meat.”
 “Crazy Yankee fucker,” Suchin pronounced her hair falling in disarray over her face as she passed her a galvanised steel pail with a rotten sponge still huddling in the shadows at the bottom of it. “That do?”
 “Not very hygienic,” Polly said, shoving it under the drip, “but it’ll do okay.”
 “Hygienc?” Suchin’s eyeroll took in the dirt-encrusted kitchen, Polly’s dead and filthy hands, the knife, and Mrs. Oakes in one meaningful swoop of sarcasm. “You’re catching blood, not making a fucking…pie…oh you are
 “I had an idea,” Polly said, toeing the bucket into a slightly better position. She fished the sponge out and laid it on the table with an ugly-sounding squak of decay and fresh blood.
 “Oh, and I’m the sick one, am I?” Suchin snorted. “Is this idea going to require some degree of cooking skills, by any chance?”
 “Uh,” Polly frowned hopelessly. “Some.”
 “I think I’ve detected a potential flaw in your magnificent plot,” Suchin said, dry as desert winds. Polly, however, wasn’t listening. To really make this…grisly but apposite idea work, it needed a little something extra. A garnish of sorts.
 She glanced at the cellar door, back at the filthy, bloodied sponge and the misaligned array of knives on the table, and down at Suchin’s impatient expression.
 “What?” Suchin asked, suspicion blooming like mushrooms after rain.
 “How do you feel about handling some…dismembered…things?” Polly asked with what she hoped was a charming smile and suspected from experience was more of a pleading grimace.
 “As mildly grossed-out but amenable as ever,” Suchin closed one eye and squinted at her, as if Polly was framed by strong sunlight instead of fading into the unilluminated gloom of the rank kitchen. “Why can’t you get them yourself, Madam Dead Leg?”
 “They’re in the cellar—”
 “Exactly, you lanky-limbed bitch, I’ll fall down your impossibly steep fucking stairs in the dark, get them yourself…” Suchin trailed off and opened her eye again, bitchiness draining out of her as fast as the blood was from Mrs. Oakes. She added in a lower and much more concerned tone that was almost as annoying to listen to, “Why don’t you want to go down there?”
 For one horrible moment Polly felt like there were tiny claws scratching at the back of her throat, something alive scrambling up out of her stomach as she closed her eyes to find her feet and breath at once; the stink of tombs overpowered easily the metallic scent of fresh blood, fear-sweat, and the old familiar reek of the house.
 “Polly?”
 Polly swallowed and looked at the pulley, looked through it, pretending to judge the weight and strain on the ceiling beams.
 Suchin sighed to an expanse far larger than her body. “Polly.”
 “I…just…don’t.” She saw the muscles in her forearms jump and her skin twitch, but didn’t feel it. Outside the wind-chimes made a desultory tinkle and something blank and corvine swooped down from a rooftop angle, landing with a hop-hop-hop, like a bouncing ball of bird. The natural light filtering into the kitchen was low enough, stained by the storm-threatening clouds, that only the very whitest things really stood out: Suchin’s eyes. The skin on Mrs. Oakes’s bloodless hands.
 Suchin stared at her with an unreadable expression for a little longer, apparently turning something over in her head. Polly felt her jaw clench and turned abruptly, putting the scratches on the bottom of the door out of her line of her sight.
 “Is there a light?” Suchin asked in a resigned tone. Polly shook her head without turning round.
 “Candles.”
 “Which are where?” It sounded like a question Suchin already knew the answer to. She wasn’t looking at Polly when Polly stole a glance back at her, but at the cellar door’s ominously peeling paint; Polly couldn’t see her face under her hair but she’d put money on her girlfriend’s expression being something akin to here we go again, which Polly felt was unfair. She’d never made Suchin collect up the severed body parts of her family from an unlit basement before, after all.
 “In…the cellar,” Polly admitted, scratching absently at her seam.
 “Wonderful,” Suchin said, with more air-scouring dryness. “And for her encore, magical Suchin Meesang will break open a box with the crowbar that’s inside it.” She started rummaging through her pockets, turning them inside-out. “What’s down there, anyway, besides apparently a morgue and some candles? You’re acting like it’s infested with monst— ah, there you are.” Suchin held up a plastic lighter and brushed a long black lock of hair away from her eyes, subjecting Polly to the full force of her tell me now stare.
 Polly picked up one of the newspapers from the table and tipped the knives onto the wood with a clatter. She began rolling it between her hands. “There’s no such thing as—”
 “Oh, you stand there with your nasty undead breath and say that,” Suchin grinned.
 “You know what I mean.”
 “Have you met the bpi-sáat at all? Our revolting foot-servants with the attitude problem and the, uh, the taste for human flesh?” Suchin didn’t even bother to raise an eyebrow. “No such thing as monsters, she says.” She took the paper out of Polly’s hands with a derisive snort. “This town is made of them.”
 “Sim and Bi are the least of them,” Polly acknowledged, letting a smile finally split her lips and air her teeth, “but there aren’t any in the basement.”
 “We’ll see about that,” Suchin muttered, taking the rolled-up newspaper from Polly’s head with unnecessary force; a few yellowing fragments crumbled away from the top and bottom, fluttering to the floor like dirty confetti or the cold ashes of a winter bonfire. “Er. Hold the door open for me?”
 “Scared of the dark now?” Polly smirked, following her to the door.
 “No,” Suchin said flatly, “just whatever it is that scares you about it.” She gazed shrewdly up at Polly from the quite narrow gap in her hair, the unlit jerry-rigged torch standing straight up in her tiny, fatfingered fist.
 Polly shook her head. “Nothing for you to worry about.”
 “Old shit?” Suchin asked, raising the lighter.
 “Old shit,” Polly said, struck by a sudden, strong burst of affection; she held out her hand, cupped palm-up. “Gimme some more of that, er, zombie Lysol or whatever it is, my mouth’s like a retirement home.”
 “One step beyond there,” Suchin corrected with a wry smile, but she extracted a pinch of the powder nonetheless. “Anti-coffin medicine for stinky zombie girl.”
 “I wish you’d stop saying that.” Polly sprinkled it on the back of her tongue.
 “You just did.”
 “I’m the one it applies to,” Polly said haughtily but without even a soupcon of conviction. It wasn’t like there was a better term.
 “Resurrected entity,” Suchin said primly. “I’m going to get your deader and less mobile relatives now—”
 “Wait.” Polly folded up at the waist and put a kiss on Suchin’s startled, somewhat dry lips. “Now you can—”
 “Talk about inappropriate,” Suchin murmured, lighting the newspaper as Polly wrenched the cellar door open, flooding the kitchen with the damp, meaty smell of the basement and a gust of cold air, “making out by corpses, what next?”
 “Making out with corpses,” Polly offered as Suchin took the first, knee-bent step into the dark, still muttering.
 Polly tracked her descent by the flickering speck of the rapidlyburning paper, then by the tiny glow of the disposable lighter and then
 – as the angle grew too extreme and Polly leaned back hard on the door to assure herself that it was not going to swing shut – by the sound of Suchin’s cranky mutterings alone. Like a beacon of noise, a guide-light of complaints, Suchin’s voice floated up the stairs, distorted by the dust.
 “Ow,” Suchin said in a muffled voice, “I burnt my – oh, gross.”
 “You found the shrine,” Polly called down to her. That much was immediately obvious.
 “Your family really are mental,” Suchin shouted back, and something rustled. “Which do you want, just the newer ones?”
 “Mark, Rafael and Jenny, yeah,” Polly pushed back on the cellar door. It hadn’t moved, but she could still see the scratches on it in the back of her mind, as if they’d been scoured into her brain.
 “I don’t have enough arms for this,” Suchin grumbled, fair below. “I need a – ugh – I need a freaking shopping bag or a tray or—” “To stop babbling,” Polly bounced the back of her head off the boards of the cellar door, unfeeling, listening to the sound of her own voice and Suchin’s unceasing and reflexive complaints. She tried to keep her skull cautiously empty of thought, but there were so many memories lying thick and invisible in the air, like gas, that pushing the long-ago thoughts out of her ears or back into their locked box only left room for more recent horrors.

“Just so you’re in the know here, my  love, I am not gripping anyone’s dead skin in my teeth for any reason—” Suchin continued, ignoring her half-hearted entreaties for silence, “—well, maybe yours. If you ask me nicely and never make me drag dismembered pieces of your family out of stinky basements again—”

“But if I need carcass haulage for non-blood relatives you’ll be there with a grocery bag and a winsome smile?”
 “Without question.” Suchin sounded out-of breath, and closer. Polly tapped her fingers lightly against the flaking paint, the grain of the wood behind her, and wished immediately that she hadn’t. “Under the very special translation from Yankee PigDog that renders ‘grocery bag’ as ‘Sim’ and ‘winsome smile’ as ‘Bi’.” She made a little oof sound, probably daring Polly to come down and help her, and followed it with a not-quitesotto voce sound of disgust. “What’s the point of ghostly servants if they don’t serve?”
 “Yesmasser,” Polly drawled, opening her eyes.
 “Racist,” Suchin scolded, flopping backward over the final step. She lay on her spine, her hair in a dark spray across her face for all the world as if she were being swallowed by an amorous oil-slick, and panted unattractively. Mark’s head lay where she had dropped it, beside her hand, and Rafael’s hand, its fingers entwined with the thinner, less worn fingers of Jenny’s hand, dangled from Suchin’s fist in a strange daisychain of digits and clotted, blackened blood. “I nearly fell back down there, you know.”
 “Because you’re a deformed clumsy asshole,” Polly stagewhispered, not offering to help her up. “Get out of the doorway.”
 With this she left Suchin to struggle to her feet, and knelt before the kitchen cupboards like a supplicant at an altar, trying to find anything that might pass for a pie dish, a plate, or a suitable vessel for cookery.
 The vast, deep tray which had once held whole roast piglet – before this kind of demented luxury became impossible – was the only thing that looked in any way appropriate, and Polly yanked it from the unlit depths in an explosive fountain of rusty, chipped, tarnished, stained, and in some cases completely broken kitchenware.
 “Your butchery method leaves something to be desired,” Suchin said, and there was an unpleasantly evocative sound Polly was pretty certain came from several dismembered body parts being dumped on some old newspaper.
 “Tray,” Polly thumped the thing down onto the table and swept the remaining knives onto the floor in another unnecessarily loud clatter; Suchin didn’t so much as flinch, leaving the gesture somewhat in vain.
 “Could have done with that five minutes ago.”
 “You couldn’t carry it,” Polly muttered, bending to pick up the knives. “I’m just going to dump a pie crust on top. No point giving it sides. No one will notice. Just need to cut up—” she was thinking aloud rather than soliciting opinions, but this had rarely stopped Suchin from weighing in before and didn’t stop her now.
 “No one will notice?”
 “Shut up and get out of the way,” Polly said shortly, tipping her head back to look at the slowly-draining old woman as she hung, silent as a comma, from the beams. It would be a little easier to slice away strips of her as she hung than to bend over and field-dress the bitch, and there was no time to chill the carcass.
 She found the skinning knife by feel, the handle fitting to her hand as easily, more easily than the stock of a rifle. The grasp was a far older instinct, and without troubling to check she had the right knife, Polly pressed the point of the knife to the base of Mrs. Oakes still chest, just over the sternum.
 “You not going to undress her first?”
 “Fuck you, do I look like I’m into old dead people?” Polly asked, methodically slitting the front of Mrs. Oakes’ powder-blue and bloodruined suit with the point of the skinning knife. Beneath that lay her blouse, less ruined; the knife made moderately short work of this, and of the satin slip below, and the architectural marvel of white cotton lace and wire that constituted a bra below that.
 Mrs. Oakes’ gnarled and wrinkled flesh hung upward in a shallow, inverted waterfall of stretch marks and surgery scars, pickled a hideous, false orange with some kind of tanning lotion. Behind the stains her skin was pale and starting to fade to a less human hue as the blood plip-plipped from the gash in her throat like laundry shedding the last of its retained water.
 “You look like a mad dead woman waving a knife at a corpse,” Suchin said, “that’s what you look like.”
 Polly subjected this observation to the dignified contempt it deserved, and thrust the point of the skinning knife through the sagging, stretched hide of the late Mrs. Oakes. It was tough, elastic for something that looked so papery, but parted easily enough against the blade of a knife designed for parting the hides of pigs and cows from their carcasses.
 The knife clearly hadn’t been sharpened in a good long time, but it had definitely seen a whetstone since she left home; Polly grunted with the effort of peeling back the first fold of skin like a wet, red raincoat that was too heavy to be easily carried.
 “Check out Saint Bartholomew.”
 “What?”
 “Sunday School.” Polly shrugged, struggled with the skin, and gave up, leaving it to hang like an abattoir curtain. “Saint Bart carried his own skin around like a coat.”
 “That is one fucked-up religion you have there.”
 For what felt like hours, as the rain dotted and dried on the kitchen window and clouds thickened, thinned, fled and returned like indecisive livestock, Polly hacked and worried at the old woman’s skin. For the most of it, Suchin remained silent, arranging and rearranging the knives back on the table until Polly muttered, “Cut that the fuck out,” and was met with a wounded silence.
 Finally Nancy Oakes’ clothes and skin lay in one untidy pile beneath her, and Polly found that in contradiction to everything she’d thought was possible, her face was slimy with sweat as well as flecked with blood.
 “I had no idea cutting up dead people was so complicated,” Suchin said with what sounded like nonchalance, as Polly wiped her face with her hands, and succeeded only in getting blood in her eyelashes.
 “It’s no different to cutting up a pig,” she said, absently. “Pass me the cleaver.”
 “Which one’s the—”
 Polly turned around and raised her eyebrows. “You know what a cleaver looks like.”
 “Yeah, from TV. What I want to know is why you—” Suchin began, passing the knife handle-first to her. The cleaver was pitted, the handle so worn that the material it was made of was lost to the mists of memory, and the whole cleaver was stained and spotted by a long accretion of fluids.
 It was weighted so perfectly that Polly was sure, if she didn’t have such atrocious aim, that she could probably have thrown it at a falling apple and hit it, or whatever it was people did in the ninja movies she’d surreptitiously slept through in boot.
 “I grew up on a farm,” Polly reminded her, slashing the cleaver down into Mrs. Oakes’ haunch.
 The flesh cleaved reluctantly at the too-blunt edge of the blade, and Polly flexed her bicep as she pulled her arm back.
 “Put your back into it,” Suchin advised, with a kind of bored fascination.
 “My back isn’t the problem,” Polly groaned, drawing her arm up and smashing down through the tough meat of Mrs. Oakes like she was digging a foxhole. The knife tore through muscle, sinew, and fat like gunfire through foliage, and Polly overbalanced. She twisted at the waist – saved herself from stabbing the floor or falling onto the knife – but succeeded most of all in head butting the old woman in the groin.
 Suchin’s abrupt guffaw could hardly go unnoticed as it ricocheted off the kitchen walls and ceiling, but Polly pretended to still have some shred of dignity as she regained her balance. “Keep your teeth out of her pussy for five minutes,” Suchin hiccupped, as if Polly wasn’t slowly taking to pieces the body of the woman she’d just killed. “You can’t be that hungry.”
 As each ragged, uneven lump of flesh tore slowly away from the hanging carcass, Polly let it fall with a wet slap to the floor, painting the tiles with dark blotches of thinned red which would later dry to brown, joining the stains and scuffs that already abounded. After the splat dragged her from her reverie each time, she dipped awkwardly at the knee, scooped up the clumsy steak with her palm and the end of the cleaver, and swivelled to throw it at the newspapers on the table with an increasingly damp flump.
 “I’m going to get RSI doing this.”
 “I think you need to chop up more than one senior citizen for that,” Suchin said nervously. “You don’t have any plans for more old ladies that I don’t know about, do you?”
 “I didn’t have plans for this one,” Polly grunted, throwing another hunk of meat at the table and only narrowly missing Suchin’s hair. “It’s more…improvisation.”
 “Well that’s reassuring. As long as you have no idea what you’re going to do next and keep me totally in the dark at all times I don’t see how this can possibly go wrong,” she muttered, flinching her hair away from the table irritably.
 “I’m not keeping you in the dark, I just have to deal with things as we get to them—” Polly stared up at the corpse as if it was a training run’s sheer fence. There was only a thin layer of membrane between the air and the unpleasantly-packed and wobbling curves of Mrs. Oakes’ guts, and she wasn’t sure if another blow wouldn’t just knock them out and send them cascading down onto her head. “I think that’s the lot.”
 “Bit wasteful,” Suchin remarked. “Still plenty left on her.”
 “She’s not a pig.” Polly inspected her hands, the cleaver still resting in her palm as if it had grown there. The skin was almost entirely covered in an unnatural-looking layer of yellowish-red that seemed more like thick iodine than blood. “Why are you complaining, anyway?”
 “I’m not complaining,” Suchin muttered. “And you never even ask about that.”
 “What?”
 “You think anyone else can drag their girlfriend through multiple murders, shitty accommodation and psycho racist hicks without her getting up and leaving?” Suchin grumbled, picking at the corner of one of the slabs of meat. “You do know that what you’re—”
 “No one else,” Polly cut her off with a short, dry kiss on the forehead which caught more of Suchin’s hair than her skin, and hoisted the cleaver. “And now I have some…mince…to make.”
 Suchin backed away from the table as if Polly was on fire, and Polly squinted critically at the mound of flesh. Decades ago she had been if not adept then not entirely incompetent at chopping down to fragments even the stringiest of cow cuts, but without the appropriate knife and out of practice there was little hope of doing much but fling gobbets of raw meat around and hope that she didn’t amputate her own fingers.
 By the time Polly finished she wore even more thin, unhealthylooking cadaver’s blood, the table and newspaper were scarred and ruined as a teenager’s forearms, and the chunks of half-drained flesh had been reduced to slightly smaller and significantly more smashed chunks of drained flesh.
 She stepped back from the table, and left the much-dirtied cleaver lying beside the mortal remains of Nancy Oakes.
 “By the way – I’ve spotted a flaw in your excellent ‘bake the bitch into a pie, let everyone fry’ plan,” Suchin said meditatively, “and it even rhymes: you can’t cook and neither can I.”
 “I can cook,” Polly said, wiping her palms on her thighs until the blood had almost gone; it remained in her nailbeds, in a thin film over the back of her hands, in the cracks of her knuckles and lines in her palms, but she wasn’t about to have an out-damn-spot fit when the horrors of the household oven awaited her. “I just don’t often.”
 “Because you are very, very bad at it,” Suchin yawned. “I thought your grand plan – sorry, Rafael’s clever plan, since you don’t make plans – involved duping those smug hick retards into chowing down on a tasty dinner of old lady and ground up corpse-parts? No one’s going to put anything you’ve cooked in their mouths.”
 “Uh-huh. I don’t know if you noticed, but the rest of the household are kinda…short-handed—” Polly caught herself midsnigger, unsure of whether the laughter was genuine or hysterical, forced or free.
 “Very funny. But you do realise that if you incinerate this pie it’s not going into anyone’s stomach?” Suchin nodded at the grisly mulch that lay in far-from-restaurant-standards of cleanliness across the filthy kitchen table. Despite draining, the chunks of flesh had leaked, spewing liquid across the fouled newspapers and running dark, wet lines of indistinguishable colour down the leg nearest to them.
 “What are you going to do, then? Magic it to a pristine finish?”
 Suchin blew her hair off her cheek with a familiar distortion of the mouth which bore a sudden and unnerving similarity to Rafael’s permanently twisted features. Polly pushed a hanging string of yellowand-white fat back onto the table.
 “Not exactly,” Suchin smiled.
 “Because if you’ve been hiding the ability to create MREs out of thin air I’m going to be pissed.”
 “Polly, you smelly zombie fucker, if I could make food out of nothing I wouldn’t be wasting that talent on making you MREs. Have your tastebuds ever worked?” Suchin made a revolted face that eloquently summarised her feelings toward “meals ready-to-eat”, as if Polly had somehow missed out on her bellyaching about army rations whenever she made the mistake of generosity with them in the past.
 Ignoring the jibe about her typically trailer-trash tastes and affectionate relationship with army rations, Polly waved vaguely at the unrecognisable earthly remains of Mark Mazlowczy, Nancy Oakes, and her siblings’ hands. “So what, then?”
 Suchin raised both her eyebrows, and a lone scattershot handful of rain beat briefly on the windowpanes, as if punctuating her expression. “Something a lot more simple and a lot easier; I’m going to make that piece of shit pie look like you can actually cook.”
 “I am overwhelmed by your kindness.” Polly rubbed the bridge of her nose, the dents where her glasses usually sat. “Does this mean I still have to cook it?”
 “Unfortunately for everyone involved in that, yes, yes it does.” Suchin waved her fingers in the direction of the pie dish, but made no move to do anything even slightly helpful. “Fortunately, even if the disgust doesn’t destroy them, your culinary skills will probably make them shit themselves to death.”
 “Stop giving restaurant critiques and help me,” Polly grunted, prodding the ragged lumps of meat in the pie dish with the end of the knife – the orange fat still clung tenaciously to the stringy flesh, coating it like soot in a chimney, its embrace as persistent as the most unwanted of lovers.
 Suchin shook her head sadly. “I don’t think there’s any help I can give,” she said, with gravity. “You can’t save that pie from certain disaster. It is the Titanic of the pie world – doomed from the outset.”
 “Pie crust,” Polly sighed, ignoring her. “Pie crust, pie crust.”
 There was a pause as Suchin apparently ran through an entire library’s-worth of sarcastic responses regarding Polly’s intellect, the breadth of her vocabulary, and the function of her debatable sanity, and she settled upon a low mutter of, “I think you overestimate my culinary expertise—”
 “You don’t have any—”
 Suchin made a rude noise with her lips. “You’re still overestimating it.”
 “And you don’t have to cook shit, just find me a pie crust.” Polly nudged the lumps of meat again and gave Suchin an encouraging not-exactly-smile. The clouds pelted the windowpanes with a fresh handful of rain and the ceiling disgorged a gentle patter of dust into the bowl of meat, which Polly felt was the least of the potential pie’s problems.
 “Find?” Suchin snorted, staring up at her in frank disbelief with ceiling dust in her hair. She waved a hand at the dismal stains of the kitchen by way of introduction. “Are you honestly expecting there to be some stockpile of pastries stacked up somewhere in this crypt?”
 “I know my family,” Polly said darkly, pointing firmly at the living room and the pantries beyond, “There’s enough revolting out-ofdate carbohydrates in this building, never mind the outhouses, to wait out a nuclear war.”
 Suchin looked surprisingly wary. “Was…was that their plan?” It was evident that she was picturing some deep concrete bunker beneath the house filled with sacks of rice and mounds of Twinkies, and Polly felt this was giving her parents a little too much credit for ability to plan or make contact with sanity.
 She shook her head. “In case of failed rapture, break glass, receive rations, wait out the apocalypse.”
 “Seriously?”
 Polly held her gaze for as long as she could before shook her head. “No. Just paranoid about outsiders.”
 Suchin made a small noise of resignation. “Pie crust.”
 “Pie crust,” Polly echoed, pointing out of the kitchen toward the pantries at the back of the house a second time.
 Suchin sighed and peered in the direction of her finger. “Is this shit going to be full of meal worms?”
 “Almost certainly.” Polly tilted the enormous pie dish toward her with some effort; the weight was again not as bad as she remembered from her childhood, and for a second Polly debated whether this was because she’d spent several years doing a hundred and fifty push-ups every day or because, since the last time she’d handled it, there was the spectre of a deserted hospital and a warm grave. “Which do you prefer, raw senior citizen chunk-mashing or meal-worm-filled pie-crust finding?” Polly pointed at the settling lumps.
 “Such a fulfilling choice.”
 “That’s cooking for you,” Polly said ruefully. “Now do you see why I never do it?”
 “I’ll get the pie crust.” Suchin said, throwing up her hands so hard that a spray of her hair went with them.
 “Round the back, through the living room.” Polly pointed a final time, as if she hadn’t already pointed it out several times.
 “You know that room is creepy?” Suchin complained.
 “I know you don’t care.”
 Suchin rolled her eyes and marched out of the kitchen with as much aplomb as she ever did, heading for the undeniably spooky mausoleum that was the unused and cobweb-heavy tomb of the living room. It had barely been used even when her parents were alive, and now…there was less life in it than in a crypt, where at least the worms injected a little feeling into the atmosphere.
 Polly smashed the lumps of meat with the edge of the cleaver and waited as Suchin’s footsteps disappeared into the hallway. Once her girlfriend’s indignant shuffle was out of earshot, she laid the cleaver down on the newspaper with a distinct feeling of oh fuck it, and let the lumps of the late Mrs Oakes settle into their own mush. She whistled, low and unconvincing, the opening bars of the Star-Spangled Banner, and was rewarded by a distant groan.
 “That’s not even a tune—”
 Polly went on whistling, as relentless and tuneless as the wind that normally circled the farmhouse, as Suchin’s muffled bilingual swearing floated through the stale and stuffy air of the Mazlowsky home like very incongruous and unflattering bird song through the jungles. There was a sound like something denting a large tin can, and another like something falling about five feet.
 “I found your stupid fucking pie crust,” Suchin’s voice rang out, as a particularly aggressive gust of wind blew a handful of unrooted weeds smack at the kitchen window with a blump. “It looks like even the meal worms don’t want it.”
 “One of my mother’s own then,” Polly said, and even though the years that divided her from that old familiar face were plentiful and the rotting carcasses in their carefully-picked graves were probably little more than fragments now, she thought she felt something cold pass through her sternum like an arrow of ice, or a cold electric shock.
 “You know this thing is actually an inner sole for the abominable snowman,” Suchin huffed, and there was another bump. “Why would anyone ever need a pie this big?”
 “For cooking senior citizens in, my dear,” Polly said in what she hoped sounded like a fairytale wolf voice and what sounded even to her a lot like Goldie Hawn having an asthma attack.
 “Big fans of cannibalism, were they?” Suchin muttered, heaving the pie crust through the door to the kitchen like a child struggling with an over-sized umbrella; it robbed her of some of her dryness, and for a moment she looked so ridiculous that Polly almost laughed at her. “Oh, what, you’re not even smashing up the dead lady. That is it, Yankee PigDog, no more carrying your—” Suchin dumped the pie crust on the floor a few feet from the table and folded her arms defiantly. “Big mean white lady.”
 “Tiny angry racist,” Polly countered, abandoning the pied dish to scoop the crust off the floor. She thumped it onto the top of the pie dish without ceremony or grace and stood back from the table; the pie looked about as appetising and convincing as a wet cowpat.
 “Wow,” Suchin said in a stoned-sounding voice. “That’s bad.”
 “And now to cook the beast,” Polly sighed, sliding her hands under the base of the pie dish. There were so many scrapes and dents in the body of it that it was like examining a jeep’s hood after a run through a heavily-defended area; she braced her legs, made a small oof of effort, and staggered bandy-kneed to the smoke-blacked glass window of the relatively new oven. “Get the door get the door before I drop it—”
 Suchin ducked past her and pried the door open with difficulty, a patter of burnt-on crusts peeling free and hitting the floor in time with the fitful rain on the windowpanes.
 “Fuck,” Polly observed, trying to drop into a graceful crouch and finding as she did that something about the tendons in her injured leg was being rewritten; she went down too fast, thrusting the pie dish haphazardly at the gaping cave of the oven and successfully saving it from ignominy but achieving no such salvation for herself.
 Suchin started to laugh.
 “Fucking fuck,” Polly repeated, levering herself back off the floor as smoothly as she could. “Why is being dead so physically eventful? I thought I was just supposed to rot where I stand.”
 “You smell like you’re rotting where you stand,” Suchin said absently. She kicked the oven door shut. “Are there actual settings on this?”
 “No. Just turn it on and hope for the best.” Polly brushed her palms off on her trousers. At least the wound didn’t appear to be leaking any more, although the way things were now it seemed that was a situation which could change at any moment.
 “How you didn’t die of salmonella in childhood is a mystery to me,” Suchin snorted, switching it on. “Okay. My turn.”
 Polly frowned, running her hand surreptitiously down the underside of her own thigh, feeling for anything more unusual than the undefined sense of something being alien and too much for her body. “You don’t need it in front of you to magic it?”
 “Weirdly no.” Suchin swept her hair out of her face with an unnecessarily dramatic toss of her head and frowned at the oven door. “I think…if I’m right…it will be easier if I do this while it’s cooking.”
 “And if you’re wrong?” Polly asked, twitching her fingers against her apparently perfect leg. The oven was already starting to leak a foul miasma into the kitchen, something half-way between methane and burning tires, and it was in all probability poisonous.
 “Then we have to try again afterward. Not a problem.” Suchin flexed her fingers at Polly, raised her eyebrows in a pointed manner that unfortunately sailed over Polly’s head, taking whatever meaning it bore along with it.
 “How does this work?” Polly asked instead, waving her free hand at the oven. She waited for Suchin to say something facetious about electronics and thermodynamics, but to her surprise sarcasm was not forthcoming:
 “You remember when I told you that it’s not a precise science?” Suchin sighed.
 “Which of the four million times are you referring to?”
 “Exactly. It’s not precise. I don’t know how it works. I just have…” Suchin flapped her arm impatiently, as if trying to herd Polly like an errant goose. “…get out of the way of the oven.”
 * * * The roof of the town hall had, when Polly was young, vanished above her head like some vast sky made of old oak beams and cobwebs and occasionally tiny spiders had rained down from it in gossamer clouds during the autumn months, landing in carefully-set hair styles and leaving people wheezing. Now, the hall was small and smelled of wood polish, cheap coffee, and emulsion paint, beneath the slightly ripe scent of the enormous pie Polly carried between her towel-wrapped hands. The roof had been plastered in, hemming the beams and dislodging the spiders, and it did nothing to return the town hall to its former dusty glories.

Suchin eyed the empty trestle tables for a minute before turning her head and wrinkling her nose at the pie. “Haven’t you Yankee hick fuckers heard of the miracle of refrigeration? You keepee food co-old and it no go stinkee. That shit there is two days from sprouting maggots.”

Polly staggered over the scuffed wooden boards, which were lightly-sprung to aid in dancing that had never to her knowledge actually happened in the hall, and dumped the large pie dish on the end of the nearest table. “I think there’s a microwave in one of the back rooms.”

Suchin’s incredulous snort echoed off the rafters and returned like the stamp of an impatient hoof. “In here? What do they power it with, horses? Prayer? Disapproval?”

Leaning hard on the scratched end of the wooden table, oblivious to the almost-guaranteed splinters, Polly frowned. “Shut up and let me think about this.”

“Maybe you should leave thinking to the experts?” Suchin suggested, and Polly gave her the finger again. “Look,” Suchin added a little less facetiously, shrugging the curtain of long, dark hair out of her face only to have it fall back right away, “all you need to do is heat up the pie dish – you can just stick it on a fire out back.” She promptly ruined this helpful gesture by adding, “That’s about the right level of sophistication for ‘round here.”

“Okay,” Polly groaned, heaving herself off the table and feeling with dismay the rise of dusty bile in accordance with this manoeuvre, “you need to get out, now.”

“I can stay.” Suchin’s face was blank, but it was the careful blank of several suppressed and vying emotions. Polly pretended not to notice this.

“No.” She made a weak shoo gesture in the direction of the main doors. “You can stay in the jeep, outside of the fucking town limits, with those horrible freaks, and wait for me to finish. This last bit isn’t your fight.” She tried to give Suchin the Sergeant Voice and the Sergeant Face which had worked so incredibly effectively on nervous recruits and short-serving privates, but Suchin wasn’t a confused ghetto refugee or a farm kid from Iowa.

“None of it has been my fight, you ridiculous woman,” Suchin reminded her with the mostly teacherly, pursed-lips face she had ever pulled. Polly almost wanted to laugh. “I came because I wanted to. Same reason I dragged you out of the ground in the first place.” Her mouth was a sharp underline, but her eyes were terrifyingly earnest. “If you want me to wait in the jeep I’ll wait in the jeep.”

She was half-way back to the door before she stopped and pointed accusingly back at Polly’s face. “But you had better come back or I will hunt you down and dig you up again and gods help anyone who gets in my fucking way.”

“You’re a scary, scary bitch,” Polly said, giving the kind of halfassed salute that would have had her dressed down without coffee and then informally chewed out for setting a bad example. She was only half joking.

As the door closed behind her, Polly leaned back on a table and let her eyes sweep over the ceiling. There were no cobwebs in the corners, no black marks of encroaching mould or subtle shadowing of rot; the town hall bore little resemblance to the Mazlowczy farmhouse, though the history of the town said they’d been built at the same time. The roof beams were visible only as gentle ridges in the plaster.

Polly thought about how many incendiaries she’d need to drop on the place to raze it to the ground, and how many incendiaries she currently had access to (none).

After a long moment of contemplation, she realised that the pie was still out, the sides were still outside, and that sooner or later the warring town would poke their nosy faces into the building to see whether their dinner was ready yet; she stirred herself from the pleasant thoughts of firebombing everything in sight, and slipped back outside to collect up the sides.

The floorboards creaked under her feet, a warning chorus of warped wood, and she nearly staggered as one dipped unexpectedly, the rail rusted through enough to leave the ancient planking unstable as the town it resided in.

Polly carried the sides right back through to the little room at the rear of the hall, and returned for the pie. While Suchin was around there had been justification in getting her to carry half of the enormous pie dish, but with her out of the way Polly had to own up to being capable of carrying it herself.

It took some balancing and for a moment she forgot herself, and used her wounded leg to lever the edge of the dish into position – when she remembered she braced herself in the habitual expectation of a shot of white-hot pain, but nothing came until she was shoving the pie into the absurdly out-sized microwave.

Even then it was more a twinge of discomfort than the shock that might reasonably be expected from a wound which was so recently bleeding into her pants. Polly closed the microwave door and patted the gris-gris. “Woman can’t even put a corpse back together properly,” she muttered to the empty annex.

The main door screeched open on unoiled hinges, and Polly limped out reluctantly.
 Seth and Sheriff Bob filled the entrance as effectively as a barricade; Polly had not been present for the invitation, too busy beating Mrs. Oakes with an occasional table, and had no idea if Sheriff Bob had actually been included or merely chosen to arrive to “keep order”. It made no difference, of course. She raised a hand in nearsarcastic greeting.
 “Wife,” Seth replied, with rather more sarcasm.
 “Husband,” Polly sighed. “You brought the law.”
 “I brought a friend,” Seth said in a tone of voice Polly had never heard from him before. His face looked almost as dead as hers should, his eyes still red-rimmed and his cheeks peculiarly haggard after such a short time, and for a moment Polly was forced to consider the possibility that, unlike her and contrary to all appearances, Seth Oakes had actually been fond of his late brother.
 For his part, Sheriff Bob looked utterly unimpressed one way or the other at being cited as a friend of Seth Oakes; his sunglasses in hand, though the day outside had been overcast as ever, and his shirt was buttoned up to the collar, though he wore no tie. He looked uncomfortable with the clothing but implacable in every other respect, and didn’t so much as acknowledge Polly’s presence with a nod.
 “Are you ready to begin your sick circus of valediction?” Seth asked, bringing a plain gray handkerchief from his hip pocket and blowing his nose; Polly could not work out if this was some pointed affectation or a genuine demonstration of grief or allergies, and as she drew level with the empty trestle table she decided she didn’t care if was mourning or the side effects of cocaine: Seth wasn’t going to be her problem much longer.
 “It’s an act of negotiation,” she said wearily, as Sheriff Bob strafed the empty hall with an uninterested, dead-eyed stare, and Seth glared at her as if he was trying to remove the skin from her face with the power of his mind. “We will all sit and eat together and then when everyone’s stomachs are full we’re going to talk about what we can do to stop the Mazlowczys and the Oakeses tearing each other to pieces instead of linking to each other and becoming a truly formidable force. Diplomacy, Seth – did they not teach you that when you were learning about image management?”
 “Did they teach you this in the army, Pollyanna?” Seth replied, his tone an exact mirror of hers, his face crumpled in a sneer. “Diplomacy and baking?”
 “No, they taught us how to bayonet children in the army,” Polly said sweetly, and inaccurately; there had been extremely exact discussions of the rules of engagement and proper procedure, at least until things outside Pyongyang had begun to go so very far awry. “I leaned this in church.” Treacherous though her lie was, it had the laudable effect of closing Seth’s mouth as effectively as sewing his lips together.
 A menacing quiet descended upon the three of them again.
 In an act so perfectly-timed that Polly was sure Rafael or someone else must have been listening at the door for precisely this awkward lull in the conversation, the first of the Mazlowczy extended family wandered into the hall with a grim expression shared among them.
 Polly had not seen most of her relatives since long before signing up, and their faces had blurred in her memory into one unwelcome, savage face that skulked through her pre-death dreams without solid features. Now, as they seeped into the town hall in a familial infection, young and old and gimlet-eyed, she found herself removed from the nightmares and graced with a rare moment of unbiased vision.
 The Mazlowczys without their history and connections were a selection of maybe ten, discounting her siblings; they were mostly old, though one unfamiliar teenage face had been in diapers still when Polly struck out for the nearest recruitment centre. They wore their clothes with the arrogance of kings, though anyone could see the darned expanses and the not-quite-matching patches; they carried themselves like twisted parodies of movie stars, their thinning hair and lined faces no doubt without reflection on their minds’ eye.
 Polly identified aunts, uncles, cousins, and failed to meet their bitter eyes.
 They took their seats with a minimum of bickering although Polly could feel the thick heavy animosity in the air like the pressure before another afternoon storm; Rafael couldn’t have said anything to them about the pie, but he’d no doubt steer the Mazlowczys from it somehow.
 To admit that he knew there was murder and cannibalism in its construction and consumption – especially at his supposed behest – would be opening himself up for the unerring and unforgiving judgement of the family, but to remain silent and allow them to eat would be to bring the judgement of God upon them all, a foul blasphemy unsupported by Rafael’s wildly hypocritical moral framework.
 He’d probably told them there was ipecac in the pie.
 Polly tried to pull her face into a sunny and welcoming smile, but she’d never been any good at them while alive and now the muscles of her face couldn’t cooperate with her half-hearted desire. The gris-gris outlined a protrusion like some kind of tumour against her sternum, and she stood alone beside the table like an untrained waitress, grimacing in barely-suppressed horror as the ugly, rotting remnants of her clan poured themselves past her like shit down an overflow pipe.
 They wriggled into place like rats through the sludge of latecampaign NorKor, like maggots through the faces of the dead; Polly’s mind made the comparison without stirring the acrid depths of her stomach with revulsion, or twisting her face, but she felt the pang of displeasure all the same.
 “Everyone here?” Polly asked, when their rustling had died away to a mere background shuffling of clothes and fidgeting of chairs. Wooden chair feet scraping over the boards provided a sickly counterpoint to the murmuring breaths; no one was conversing. “Everyone comfortable?”
 They ignored her.
 “I see, I should just get back in the kitchen like a good wife,” Polly said, in response to the expectant silence. “How stupid I am.”
 There was neither contradiction nor confirmation of this sentiment, and while instinct told her that the minute she left there would be gossip, the foul atmosphere and chilly distance between the Mazlowskys and the last scion of the Oakes dynasty however suggested that there would be no words exchanged lest a fight break out before the food had even arrived.
 Polly slipped out of the side door with something approaching gratitude, and reached into the microwave without checking the timer or anything else. They didn’t have to chow down with pleasure, just a few mouthfuls to make the point; no one in history had ever waved away the thought of consuming charred human remains with “well I only ate a little”.
 The pie looked both as delicious as a cookery book illustration and completely at odds with the pie that had been thrust into the Mazlowczy farmhouse’s temperamental and ancient oven; Polly was sure it would have reverted, fairy-tale and inconvenient, back to its hideous and badly-cooked form after Suchin left, but as she was still learning with every surge of blood or weird tingling sensation, magic the way her girlfriend practiced it clearly had very little to do with fairytales.

Or, Polly thought as she clasped the scalding-hot pie dish to her chest with her bare hands, anything to do with “knowing what the hell she is doing”. However, the pie remained mouth-wateringly aromatic, shinycrusted and beautiful as she shuffled to the main table, so much so that for a moment her stomach ached and her mouth began to water, just a little.
 Polly reminded her stomach of Mrs. Oakes’ inverted face and the way her eyelashes had clotted with her own arterial blood.
 She bounced the pie onto the table with what passed for a hip and gave the bristling guests a brief, only slightly sardonic wave. “Needs two trips to bring out the sides. I’ll be right back.”
 Back in the back room, in what passed for a kitchen, the “sides” sat. They were unassuming mounds of shop-bought food spaced on dishes that bore as little sign of use as any in the Mazlowczy household
 – the good dishes – and distinguished themselves from any other lowgrade nutritional manure only by the light seasoning of grated bone, mashed hands, and pulped face that adorned each one.
 The massed ranks of local extended family might be unmoved by learning they’d desecrated the corpse of Mrs. Oakes, but they would fucking care that they’d partaken in a feast of the flesh of their own kin. Polly slid the dishes onto a dust-covered tray that had been propped behind the microwave probably since the microwave was installed in eighty-five (and it palled that she knew the year so exactly, the subject had been a matter for almost endless conversation and back-biting throughout the town), balanced the affair as poorly as a woman who has never worked service in her life is apt to, and half-stumbled, halfslumped back to the table.
 There was a venomous, glutinous silence weighing heavily on the hall as she returned.
 Like a rendition of the Last Supper painted by a retarded eightyear-old, the respective remaining members of the Oakes family with Sheriff Bob, and the massed ranks of the Mazlowczys sat flanking them; conspicuously avoiding the pie but viewing the rest of the food with greedy eyes. Lucius seemed unduly downcast, his eyes trained on the floorboards like a beaten dog, but no one paid any attention to his uncharacteristic melancholy.
 The fruit, Polly supposed, of years of imbecility was that when he truly had something to impart no one cared to listen.
 Seth inspected the table in silence.
 “Nothing bad to say about my cooking, Seth? That’s an excellent start to a marriage,” Polly said, a hard, brittle brightness like an overpolished glass gem taking over her voice. The assembled Mazlowczys somehow refrained from snickering at this heavy-handed hinting, but Polly thought she spotted a few knowing glances pass among them like STDs. “Please, everyone, follow my husband’s good example. Eat.”
 Though their faces registered distaste at being ordered around by this uppity prodigal daughter – Polly knew damn well that this was circulating through their minds like a stench through a mortuary – the massed Mazlowczys bent to their dishes like cattle to a trough. Sheriff Bob dipped his head as he ladled out two vast stodgy slices of a pie that looked impossibly good, far better than Polly knew it to be.
 Even Seth, fixing his red-rimmed eyes on her like sniper sights, sucked in an angry breath and broke off a section of pie crust with his fork as if he was testing it for some town contest. Polly gave him an encouraging smile which she was fairly certain made it look like she was holding back sick, and hoped it tasted of ashes and pain on his tongue.
 For one triumphal moment there was no sound in the dingy hall but the asynchronous champing of masticating jaws and the competitive refinement of plates scraped with cutlery. They were not china plates, nor was the cutlery “silver” by anyone’s measure: just the hall’s own dowdy entertaining array, in perfect keeping with the lacklustre nature of the peacekeeping negotiation it represented.
 She left them a while to eat like the congregation of swine they were, champing and chewing and shooting each other dark looks in silence over the table; Polly circulated the table like every waitress she’d ever watched (usually with something between pity and hastilysquashed sexual avarice in the back of her mind) from Wisconsin to Bangkok, and pretended to give a damn whether their glasses of water were full.
 Here Lucius alternated between shovelling food into Jenny’s mouth with an unwashed fork, which she seemed intent on spitting out the minute his back was turned, and helping Rafael to scoop up, messily, the fragments of his food with his bandaged stump. It was a sight to turn even a strong stomach, and Polly thanked whatever there was to thank that hers was past the point of turning now.
 After they had settled into what appeared to be a rhythm, Polly picked up the nearest jug-like thing, and excused herself for the little annex with nothing more than a bob of her head and a raise of her eyebrows. The entire stinking lot of them seemed much more interested in creating the kind of atmosphere that could be stuck with pins like a voodoo doll than they were in what she was doing.
 In the annex, Polly leant on the wall face-first and took a couple of breaths. The air seemed as hot going into her lungs as it did coming out, and the breaths did nothing to steady her or to strengthen an already fossilised resolve; Polly laid the jug to rest on top of the microwave, and picked up a knife from the mess on the side.
 It was not a noteworthy knife in any respect other than being sharp, an all-purpose cook’s knife rather than one of the selection of special butchery knives that remained – to the best of her knowledge – scattered through the kitchen of the farmhouse like reaped wheat stalks. The handle was cracked and stained plastic, but the balance was just fine as she weighed it in her hand, and felt a kind of warmth flower in her chest.
 She held the knife as lightly as she could, and walked out of the safety of the annex, back to the trestle table as if walking up to a guillotine, or before a firing squad. Her leg and stomach gave, in succession, a double-tap of excruciating twinges, but she ignored them, and forced an unconvincing smile to alight briefly on her face.
 “I have a few announcements to make,” Polly said, as a feeling of invulnerability swept through her like napalm and fire through the lowland forests in NorKor, wrapping her in an invisible cloak of smoke and flames. She knew she was clutching the knife too hard to be subtle, but no one paid much attention to her as she walked behind the table, her footsteps measured and almost shaking with the pressure of remaining that way.
 “Yes?” Rafael said, when she had paused for long enough that the silence once again filled up with the sound of scraping forks.
 “Some information to impart,” Polly continued, stopping behind Jenny’s chair. She leant down and rested her forearm on Jenny’s shoulder, feeling her sister freeze as if she had been injected with some powerful paralysing agent instead of just fear; with Lucius holding a fork to her mouth there was little she could do but drool and spit food back onto the plate in protest.
 “Get on with it,” Rafael grunted, trying to manoeuvre his stump against his wrist to pick up the black-spattered fragments of his meal a second time, “we’re trying to eat. Can’t this wait until afterward?”
 Polly acknowledged with a small, inward smile the self-control it mush have taken him not to half-smirk in ghoulish amusement at what their feast was for, at why it was imperative that they eat first and foremost. She inhaled slowly, and felt for the first time in a long time the sudden flash of pain in her gut.
 “I shall be brief, I know you’re all hungry,” she said, holding the knife by her thigh as blood began to seep once again from the wound. “Although you don’t actually have to stop eating for me to tell you these things. Just listen.”
 “Get on,” Rafael repeated.
 “Okay,” Polly said, bringing the knife up and stabbing it into Jenny’s carotid artery, “my sister is a vile, backstabbing whore who deserves far worse than the feat she’s received—” as she pulled the knife back – with difficulty, the skin of Jenny’s neck sucking on the blade – blood began to fountain from the wound like water from a punctured hose, and her relatives sat pinned in their seats as if frozen in time by the shock, “—I have deceived you as to my reasons for bringing you here – there will be no peace, no reconciliation, because I am going to fucking end you all—”
 She kicked Jenny out of her chair and onto the floor, blood blossoming in dark blooms across her legs, across her shirt. Polly stepped sideways from Jenny’s now-vacant chair to the one in which Rafael sat rigid and bewildered, his stump soiled with the grease of his meal.
 “And most of all,” Polly said, extending her arms like the crucified Christ himself, as Jenny’s corpse twitched and bucked, spraying her pants with what was left of the arterial blood, “I want you to know that you have been dining on the butchered remains of Seth Oakes’s mother—” she pointed at the pie dish, “—and the inexpertly grated body parts of my dear cousin Mark, my late sister here at my feet—” Polly pretended to kick at Jenny’s body, but knew she would fall if her foot made contact, “and the incapacitated pervert liar it is my extreme displeasure to call my brother—” here she bowed extravagantly at Rafael whose half-face had fallen to match its immobile drooping twin, “—I hope your hand tasted good, oh my dear brother.”
 The silence in the hall began to pall; soon enough, Polly knew, they would unfreeze themselves from their all-enveloping shock and turn on her with more strength than she could defend herself from, even in this strange and over-detached state where her whole body felt as if it was burning from the inside.
 Their faces – the faces she knew from so many years ago, knew and hated or was indifferent to, it hardly mattered now – were barely distinct from each other, just a selection of shocked features hanging in a furious smear across her consciousness, the way they had emerged at every quiet moment not filled by Suchin’s presence since…
 The knife handle had sunk into the flesh of her palm with being gripped so tightly, but though she could see the indentations no sensation travelled through her arm, not even when she smacked the base of the knife into Rafael’s nose.
 Grabbing a handful of his unwashed, unkempt hair in her free hand, Polly bent to her brother’s ear.
 “I know you’re not sorry,” she said, in the most even and quiet voice she could, with something singing in her ear like the aftermath of a mortar shell, “and I know you will never feel the way I felt. But at least I can rest easy knowing you’re dead, too.”
 The knife almost protested at being driven with such force into the side of his neck, snagging hopelessly on his skin and resisting the taut muscles in Rafael’s neck as if trying to slide to one side, as if trying to save his life.
 Polly thrust her elbow toward him and the knife shot forward, parting veins and sinews and bursting its tip forth from the skin on the opposite side. A tiny red metal mountain peeped through as blood flowed freely from the side of entry, and Polly found her chest was heaving again.
 “Bye,” she said, in a voice that was too quiet for anyone to hear.
 The moments of grace between shock and retribution were slipping fast away; Polly saw bodies scrambling to their feet, but in the golden haze that sunk through her mind could not identify a single face; she jerked the knife handle to no avail, as Rafael’s throat clutched greedily at the blade.
 “POLLYANNA,” a voice very close by shrieked at her, but it seemed muted, muffled by something as likely to be in her head as in the screamer’s mouth.
 Polly jiggled the handle manically and tried to keep an eye on everyone in the room at once. There wasn’t time. There wasn’t time at all to face off the entire unusually united front of her family, not time to take down the whole rotted and foul congregation, not even time to plunge the blade into Sheriff Bob’s fat corrupt lying face.
 She pulled her arm back so violently, so desperately that the knife blade snapped, jerking at least some of it from Rafael’s body on the third try and swooping around the back of his twitching form as Seth stumbled from his seat.
 It was an admirable display of self-preservation instinct, she had to admit, and no less than she expected from the backstabbing oil-slick in his now-ruined suit, but even with the hesitating buzz of panic and rage behind her, Polly had no intention of letting him escape. Maybe they would think she had betrayed them in his favour, and kill him as well as her, and maybe they would be swayed by rhetoric.
 Maybe not.
 Polly staggered after him, feeling absurdly like a staged reenactment of the events taking place, the snapped blade raised like the dagger in some old drama.
 “Stand still and let me kill you,” she snapped, her voice fluctuating uncontrollably between a giggle and the rasp of a forty-anhour smoker. “Seth, you unconscionable asshole, just stand still and die, goddamnit.”
 “You’re as insane as your entire fucking family,” Seth panted, stepping backward with surprisingly even, measured paces, not checking over his shoulder but instead keeping his eyes – still redrimmed but now wide and full-pupilled – on her as steadily as a trained sniper. “Completely – fucking – crazy—”
 “Hey, I’m not the one who just ate my own mother,” Polly said lightly, advancing on him as quickly as her drunk-feeling feet would allow her.
 “You just killed your sister,” Seth pointed out in tones of great forbearance and calm reason, as if Polly might not be aware of this, “And your brother. And you’re still holding a knife.”
 “What is this, a fucking commentary for retards?” Polly scoffed, making a feint at him.
 Seth stumbled over the inch-high rise between the main hall and the annex in his haste to elude a blow which would never have reached him.
 “Idiot,” Polly said serenely, and she jabbed the broken stub of the kitchen knife through the roof of Seth’s mouth with such force that her elbow dislocated.
 “Polly,” Lucius said, from what sounded like a thousand miles behind her.
 “Fuck,” Polly said, trying to jam her radius back into place with hands so slippery with blood that she couldn’t even keep a firm hold on her own skin. “Fuck, fuck, fucking fuck, fuck.”
 “Polly,” Lucius repeated, as she leaned back on the doorframe to steady herself and tried again to thrust the bones back into place sufficiently for her to be able to pick the damn knife up again. There was no pain. There was no sensation, just the shape of her forearm outlined in uneven coverage of blood, her fingerprints smearing through the mess as she tried to scrabble for purchase. “What are you doing?”
 Even in the face of her injured and inoperable arm, the oncoming horde of her maddened relations, and the absence of any weapon to defend herself with, now, Polly found a flood of responses came to mind: big heroic moment responses like what someone should have done long ago, or statements of the obvious, killing everyone because you all deserve it, or even sarcastic ones, even now: trying to redecorate, what do you think I’m doing.
 But all she could say was, “For fuck’s sake, Lucius.”
 “Why—?”
 “Oh God,” Polly growled, squeezing her arm so hard that she was sure she could hear the bones grinding off each other. It occurred to her that perhaps this whole return from the dead thing wasn’t the best idea she’d ever had. “Just…go.”
 For a moment the horrifically loud bang registered as something else – a falling table, a slamming door – even though she’d heard hundreds, thousands of them, at almost every range, for most of her adult life. The absence of any feeling in her body didn’t hurry her realisation exactly, and when she saw Lucius staring at her with a bucket-mix of every emotion she had ever seen him express painted across his beautiful, closed-down features it was too late to check if her assumption was correct by looking down.
 There was, after all, a gun in his hand.
 * * * For the second time in her personal experience, Polly woke with a cold shudder and a feeling of rising from the bottom of a very deep and icy ocean; this time, however, her heart was at last thundering in her chest like a very agitated herd, and in the total darkness in which she lay there was a hollow scratching coming from over her head.

Polly tried to bring her fingers up to her chest to clutch at the gris-gris, just in case it was a protective charm as well as a life-preserving one, and instead smacked her knuckles against something wooden.

She sighed and lay very still as the scratching grew louder. There was a lot of pain, which was probably a good thing in the balance, and it was coming from her leg seam and her chest and even from the gash in her stomach; pain, and a kind of infuriating itch like a half-healed scab. Or lice.
 There was a mumbling voice somewhere on the other side of the wooden surface. “HEY,” Polly called, not sure of the wisdom of this. She beat her knuckles against the wood, knocking on a door.
 The lid of the coffin fell away upwards, dragged by what the increasing light revealed to be dirty golden fingers.
 “Awake already?” Suchin had mud on her clothes, and motor oil, and light rain was hanging indecisively in the air, too heavy for mist but not heavy enough to make drops. Suchin was clearly trying to sound blasé but the wideness of her eyes, trapped in the shadow of her hair, betrayed her as Polly sat up stiffly; she wasn’t expecting this either. “Someone’s impatient, alright.”
 Polly looked down at her vest, and her neck moved more smoothly than it ever had before, more effortlessly. The vest was filthy with soil and blood and soot (from where, she had no idea) and grease, but as she peeled it away from her chest and peered down inside there was no sign of the bullet wound ever having been there. Just softish, unmarked flesh and the odd freckle here and there against typically pale skin. “Whoa.”
 “A sentiment your tits frequently provoke from me,” Suchin agreed dryly, flicking her hair over one shoulder. It was tangled. It looked like she’d been twisting and untwisting it. “Stop touching yourself up and tell me you’re okay.”
 Polly squinted up at her and blinked once or twice in surprise. She was in perfect focus against the wet, fishlike bark of the huge oak trunk behind her. Given that Polly’s glasses were definitely not on her face and probably burnt and smashed somewhere in the remains of the town hall, this was more than a little…strange.
 “I’m better than okay,” Polly murmured, passing one hand over her face. It felt like being drunk, but with more control. More control than being sober, too. “You…really have no idea what you’re doing here, do you?”
 Sim and Bi’s sniggers were immediately recognisable outside her field of vision, the gleeful cries of crows who have just found a murder victim lying warm in the long grass by the side of a deserted road. Suchin shrugged. “I’ve been making it up as I go along for ages. Resurrection’s not exactly a well-documented and precise science.” She closed one eye. “Want a hand up?”
 “Yes, but from you, not them.”
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