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Endorsements

 

“Philip Fracassi is a master craftsman of the dark tale, and like a true craftsman he constructs his stories with cunning and care. Each of his creations is unique; he never writes the same story twice. Yet each shares certain commendable traits: believable characters, perfectly-drawn settings and situations. These are living, breathing people with relatable lives. We know them. We ARE them. Then he adds that Fracassi magic, a sense of discomfort, unease, and mounting tension that pervades every paragraph, every line of his stories. Even when all appears well, there is trouble brewing quietly beneath the surface, building steadily until the pages positively drip with menace. Read the stories and see for yourself. Your grip on the book will tighten. Your breath will come faster. Your heartbeat will quicken. After a while you may even want to put the book aside, afraid to keep reading, terrified to know what’s next. But you’ll have no choice. You’re in the master’s grasp, and he won’t let go until you’ve seen every last horrifying thing he wants to show you. Philip Fracassi is a rare talent, and this book is a marvel. We are lucky indeed to have both of them.”

—Paul F. Olson, author of Whispered Echoes

 

 

"This is it—a collection of dark tales that will not only chill you to the bone but will immerse you in a world of eerie atmosphere, poignant prose, and characters who are just a tweak off-center. Fracassi's BEHOLD THE VOID is the perfect read for horror fans who expect authors to raise the bar and redefine what horror fiction means. A royal treat!" 

—Ronald Malfi, author of The Night Parade

 

 

"Phillip Fracassi confirms his genius for genre writing with the release of his first collection, BEHOLD THE VOID. At a time when so many stories are slight on substance, providing more of a shrug than a shudder, Fracassi's tales are strong, complex, satisfying, fully-developed narratives with beginnings, middles and ends; and characters developed with enough detail that you'd recognize them if you saw them on the street. His stories stay in your head. There's a great deal of truly unsettling horror in this collection, and page-turning tension, but unexpected moments of poignancy as well. As in the best collections, certain themes, particularly the idea of transformation, thread through many of the stories, giving the collection a "the parts are greater than the whole" boost. Philip Fracassi is one of the most exciting new voices I've read, and I am certainly looking forward to seeing what he does next. BEHOLD THE VOID should be on the shelf of every horror reader. It's that good. Highly recommended."

—Ralph Robert Moore, author of You Can Never Spit It All Out

 


 

Introduction

 

By

Laird Barron

 

 

Chisel this into the metaphorical tombstone of some luckless character starring in Behold the Void: Nobody is safe in a Philip Fracassi story. I warned the world with that very jacket copy quote for his limited-edition chapbook, Altar (the novelette is reprinted herein).

What does that mean—nobody is safe? It means Fracassi is a student of modern roots horror in the mold of Stephen King, Richard Matheson, and Norman Partridge, a trio of heavyweights who typify a gloriously ruthless approach to storytelling. Guys unafraid to kill the kid, destroy the world, or at least peel aside the façade to reveal the real, festering darkness. The kind of guys who lace readers into the track shoes of everyday Joes and say, the big bad is on its way. You gonna run, or are you gonna fight? Don’t count on a happily ever after, fool. Modern horror covers a wide range in terms of theme, mood, and affect; Fracassi’s bailiwick at this point in his career is physical and emotional confrontation with a dose of the surreal; and of violence and shock made almost palpable.

Behold the Void features a dirge of murder ballads fit to put Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds on notice; community swimming pool portals to the outer dark; a horse thief traveling a midnight highway to damnation; revenants borne up from oceanic depths; a timeout room cum killing jar for when mama’s dark side overcomes her maternal instincts; and a hell of a lot more. Nine stories anchored in tradition, yet all the stranger as each inevitably drifts from well-traveled byways into an increasingly hostile wilderness. Horror tropes slip and twist in Fracassi’s hand, like bloodied knife hilts. The results are jagged and often transfiguring.

To come to grips with a Philip Fracassi joint, you must cast your glance backward toward the 1970s and 1980s and the heyday of North American category horror. Think tragedy in benighted suburbia. Think of bad, bad things (supernaturally bad things, more often than not) happening to good people (and some not so good people, and a few people in the exactly the right place at the wrong time). Think Cujo, Thinner, I Am Legend, and Rosemary’s Baby. Think Robert R. McCammon and Rex Miller, both of whom freely navigated the fringes of splatter punk and hardcore noir. Now, jump ahead three decades and imagine golden age traditional horror merged with the mind-bending visons of contemporary/postmodern weirdmongers such as Gemma Files, Kaaron Warren, and Brian Evenson.

Horror and weird fiction are ascendant a decade and a half into the 21st Century; an abundance of market opportunity and artistic talent has inspired a surge of creativity unrivaled in the modern days of the genre. As readers, we’re relatively spoiled by the consistency of what’s on offer. However, I predict Fracassi will hit the unsuspecting field like a left hook when this collection arrives in early 2017.

Fracassi is new on the scene, although if you’re a savvy fan with an ear to the ground, you’ve heard the rumblings. The audience at large is in for a revelation. Despite the fact it’s a powerful book by an accomplished author, Behold the Void hasn’t been presaged by numerous short fiction sales over the past five or six years as per the usual gestation period of a debut collection. Only a few of us behind the scenes have seen this coming and it’s prime to set unsuspecting fans and critics back on their heels.

Publishing tends to move at a glacial pace, from conception to execution, from sale to publication, and, as a rule, from distribution to audience awareness. Fans and critics deal with ever-increasing backlogs. As a consequence, an author might struggle for several years to achieve anything close to a readership.

An industry constant you can set your watch by: writers who break into professional genre publishing via the short fiction route usually hone their chops in magazines and anthologies. These are the proving grounds where tyros solidify narrative mechanics, establish relationships with editors and publishers, and develop an audience along the way. Eventually, if all goes well, a writer will accumulate enough quality stories to form a collection, picking and choosing a coherent theme or genre niche. That’s the basic formula and a proven, if conservative method young writers should be inclined to follow.

Meanwhile, Fracassi paid his dues in the Hollywood salt mines as a screenwriter. Conventions are made to be upended, and this book is Exhibit A evidence of why this is so. Most of the stories between these pages are, in fact, the result of a white heat development cycle. I know this for a fact because I’ve observed Phil’s progress closely over the past several years and was in contact with him as he wrote the disparate elements of this book and eventually forged them into a dark and symphonic whole.

The transformation has been remarkable to watch and a particular joy to this jaded old heart. Of the many supremely talented horror writers working today, few possess a skillset this complete. Fracassi is tough, dedicated to his craft, and is far cleverer than the average bear. He knows exactly how to construct a story—how to open it, pace it, and see it off the final page. He understands how to ground narrative in the quotidian before springing the horrific twist or launching a supernatural intrusion for maximum effect. Indeed, Fracassi’s literary punch will land seemingly from nowhere--but don’t be fooled. He’s been winding up for a long time.

When you open this collection, you’re headed down a dark alley within the precincts of the Twilight Zone. It’s the kind of place where the wrong people get hurt; hazard is everywhere and it doesn’t play favorites. The complacent won’t find refuge here on the threshold of the void. Nobody is safe and nothing is sacred. Enjoy the ride.

 

--Laird Barron

Stone Ridge, NY

December 18, 2016
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“There is, in every event, whether lived or told, always a hole or a gap, often more than one. If we allow ourselves to get caught in it, we find it opening onto a void that, once we have slipped into it, we can never escape.”

 

―Brian Evenson, Fugue State

 


 

Soft Construction of a Sunset

 

In the dream he is sitting on a thin red blanket atop grass that’s dark as green shade. The sun is setting behind the soft slope of a hilltop in the distance, the earth’s smooth texture like the tender skin on a woman’s thigh, the hilltop spangled gold like a honeyed leg dewed with moist sun. He imagines the rest of her body lying across the horizon, the head a distant mountain, her hair waterfalls flickering in the dying light, as if infused with diamonds. He imagines the curve of her shoulder, the slopes of her breasts, the dip and rise of her earthen hips. He wishes she would shrink and join him on the blanket, a green meadow of woman curled around him, nibbling his neck and ears with teeth made from buried emeralds, eyes blue fire of a perfect sky, molten lips melting into his. He closes his eyes on the dusk and allows his imagination full control of the vision; he smells her, the fresh scent of minerals and low-flying breezes. He inhales as he kisses her, then opens his mind’s eye to see those pools of blue sky staring back, the fine hairs of her skin lifted and waving, rippling against him like a field of blonde heather, her waterfall hair falling, falling into his fingers as he clutches at her, wetting them, his face burning against hers and, when their bodies intertwine, he roots to her, and they become one.

Cold air prickles his neck and he opens his eyes, sees the sun has almost set; the horizon of her sinks into shadow, ready to sleep. She bleeds into the night, her essence coating the dark heavens. He lies on the blanket, joining her as part of the dark, and feels her stars rush into his nose and mouth, filling him. He sighs and sleeps forever… finally at peace, finally one with love.

The stretched black canvas of night gives a thrum; the stars vibrate on its surface. Crashing thunder fills the dark, the sound of a god-like beast fighting to break through the sky.

His eyes jerk open and she rushes out of him. He looks up at the stars falling away, exploding in the atmosphere as the sound comes again, earth-shattering. He stands, fingers curled into fists as the earth crumbles and she blasts away into meteoric bits.

The sorrow he feels is unreal. He wants to scream but the shattering sound comes again, a pounding herd of elephants the size of planets, a thunderstorm of horses trampling the heavens. Lightning crashes, blinding white.

He wakes, gasping. His body wracked with spasms, his skin melting with sweat. He looks to the windows. Still night. The sound?

It comes again. A piercing rattle… a ringing. He takes a deep breath, looks around his small bedroom. The phone jangles on the nightstand and he rips the receiver from the hook.

“My god, yes, hello?” he says, almost gasping the words in his alarm and confusion.

A voice screams into his ear and he holds the receiver away, wincing. “Tom! You have to help me!”

“Who is it?” His eyes find the digital clock. It’s just shy of dawn.

“Tom? Oh god, you… oh Jesus, this can’t be real! Please, Tom, oh fucking hell, Tom. You have to help me, man!”

Tom’s brain slowly fills in the blanks as his consciousness becomes more alert. The dream is fading, but he makes an effort to hold on to pieces, fragments of the torn canvas, rips of color torn from the painting like snatches of words from a book. He tries desparately to hold on… the way she wrapped around him, the way her stars flooded his mouth…

“Help me, Tom! I’m in hell, man… oh, god, my brain!”

The last whispers of her fall away and Tom’s attention is forced back to the call, to the hysterics, to reality. But what reality is this? Pieces begin to fall into place. He swings his legs out of the bed, forces himself to sit up, to think. He knows the voice.

“Marcus?”

“Yes, yes…” Marcus says, sobbing now, his voice hitched and broken by great swells of despair, of fear.

He sounds insane, Tom thinks. A spear of terror pierces his guts. Oh no, oh no, oh please no…

“Marcus, what happened? What the hell is wrong?”

Marcus is breathing heavily. Tom can picture his best friend’s face, twisted and snarled in savage despair, smeared and wet with tears and snot and sweat, his black hair matted down from his running a hand over it, the way he always did when he was upset.

“It took me three tries to dial your number,” he says absently, as if talking to someone else in the room, someone at the other end of their connection. “I can’t see the phone, the numbers… I don’t dare look. Not again. Oh god, Tom, please…” He’s sobbing again. “You have to help me. You have to come over here!”

“Over? It’s… Marcus, it’s five in the morning.”

“You don’t understand, please, man, this… this… oh, god, this can’t be happening!” He nearly screams the last few words.

Tom feels that stab of fear once more.

“Marcus, tell me what’s going on. For god’s sake, stop blubbering and take a breath. Tell me what’s happened. Are you okay? Have you hurt yourself?” And then, keeping his voice steady, “Is it Christine?”

“What?” Marcus says, as if surprised, or confused. “Oh man, look, you need to get over here right now. I’m fine, everything will be fine, right? But you need to listen to me. You need to get up, get in your car, and get fucking over here right now.”

Tom holds his breath. Marcus sounds terrified. But of what? He wipes a hand over his mouth, rubs his eyes, tries to think. His hand caresses the pillow next to his own. Thoughtlessly, he bends over, lifts a corner, smells it, the smell of her.

“Tom?” Marcus says, his voice desperate again, shrill and scared. Much like he sounded when they were kids—scared of bumps in the night during a sleepover, of a strange rustling in the nearby trees when they would camp in the thicket edging Tom’s backyard. Scared that a girl might leave him. That begging quality. Tom hates it.

“All right,” Tom says quietly, almost relieved now that he’s decided to face whatever this was, whatever horrible thing had happened. “I’ll come by. When should I come? It’s still dark for chrissake…”

“NOW!” Marcus screams, the word vicious and spiked with horror. “I need you here right fucking now, man!” Marcus takes a few deep, gasping breaths. “I don’t know how to fix this. I’m afraid, Tom, really afraid. I don’t want to open my eyes. I don’t want to ever open my eyes again, man. When I do…”

“Marcus?”

“When I do, bad shit happens, man. Bad shit.”

 

 

Tom drives along the winding black road that twines between the southern edge of the Apollyon Forest and the tip of Sabbath Lake, high up on a ridge that drops into the distant lights of downtown and Marcus’s apartment.

Marcus and Christine had opted out of buying property for a few years, hoping to rent a while and gather funds for a nicer place off the lake. Tom, meanwhile, lived in his parent’s house, thirteen acres of undesirable land that didn’t get enough water, but offered a nice view and a large, sturdy ranch house his father had built himself. His parents were gone now, both dying younger than they should have, within a year of each other, as was so often the case with couples who were truly, deeply in love.

Tom smiles, watches the pickup truck’s beams dissipate as he drives beneath the dome of ever-lightening sky, the black a feverish purple now, the stars faded to pinpricks, soon to extinguish altogether in the sun’s all-encompassing gaze. The dream flickers like drifting embers, then vanishes, and he reaches for it one last time, forcing his mind to drift away from the panic of his friend, back to his dream of her. His smile broadens and he nearly laughs out loud inside the cab, happiness surging through his chest like the rising of a warm tide; a gentle tingling in his hands, feet, the nape of his neck. To find true love, isn’t that what life was? Isn’t that its entire purpose? What was the world created for if not to harbor timeless lovers? He thinks about the house, about some fixing-up he’d want to do before… yes, it will happen… before she came to live with him.

But first this.

This… whatever this was. This panic. This situation with Marcus. Always so dramatic, he thinks hatefully, his smile sinking into a grimace, lines digging into the skin at the corners of his mouth and eyes. Marcus was an odd boy, all right. Odd when they were growing up as children, right here in town, and even odder as an adult. But they were both in their late-30s now, and a man had to grow out of such behavior. Besides, Marcus was married. Had been for nearly five years. A married man needed to be stable, to protect what was his. To care for what was his.

Tom shakes his head, presses down the gas pedal, the truck accelerating around a last bend cut into low hills leading to the main road below. He looks down at the town of Sabbath as dawn breaks over the far horizon, igniting the buildings with smeared shades of umber. The heavy shadows on the land turn blue, then soften into hazy grays. The treetops of Lewis Park catch fire.

His stomach is grumbling and sour, and he wishes he’d eaten something, or at least had a cup of coffee. But Marcus had frightened him and he’d all but run from the house, his mind churning with terrible possibilities.

Now, as the sun breaks free of the earth, those terrors abate and reality settles in. It didn’t matter—whatever it was that Marcus was up to—it just didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was the future, a future that would soon belong to him and the woman he loved.

 

 

Tom parks in front of Marcus’s building. He gets out and looks up at the second-story windows of the squat four-unit, knowing full well they looked out from the main living room area. The bedroom and master bathroom windows are in the rear of the building; a rickety black fire escape leads up to them from resident parking off the alley. Tom knows it well.

Any good vibes Tom has been holding onto vanish when he looks up at those windows. Perhaps it’s a trick of shadows cast against the dusty yellow glow of the rising sun, but the windows appear… misshapen, elongated, the white frames strangely curved.

Tom takes a step back into the two-lane avenue, still empty so early in the morning, and studies the roofline above the windows. It seems straight as ever. He scratches his head, thinks that his lack of sleep combined with the lack of his usual morning coffee is catching up to him. He must be more tired than he realized.

Laughing at himself, he walks inside, through the small white-tiled foyer and up the chipped wooden stairs, taking them two at a time. The second-story hallway is quiet and empty, filled with sleepy shadows that twist up walls and lay smeared along the floor; the light from the small dingy window at the end of the hall casts strange golden geometries into the white passageway.

Tom feels the slightest chill go through him as he approaches 2B. He’s walking softy, almost tiptoeing in his worn boots, not realizing that he’s holding his breath until he stands before the warped wooden door. He feels his face grow hot.

“Glory be, I’m a fool,” he mutters, and lets out the hostage breath.

He knocks on the door.

“Yes!” The voice comes from deep inside the room, so harsh and invasive in the soft morning that Tom jumps a bit. “It’s open, Tom.”

Tom squeezes the knob and twists, pushes the door open, and steps inside.

 

 

The room is smoky dawn gray, the lights off; the only illumination the daylight shooting through narrow blinds, steeping the gray room in soupy mustard yellow. It takes Tom a moment to adjust to the dim, but when he does his jaw falls open, his knees buckle and he nearly collapses in a heap to the floor, falls backward instead.

“What…?” he gasps, not registering the door clicking shut as his back collapses into it, one hand already reaching for the knob, his face twisted into the ugly shock of seeing something unreal, something impossible.

The large living room is a canvas of madness, as if Dali had run amok with his paintbrush and made the real world as surreal as those inhabited by his bizarre mercury creatures. Instead of drooping clocks and flaming stallions, however, these are real things, real things that could not possibly appear as they do.

He looks around the room with jerky glances, trying to take it all in, trying to understand so his mind can stop skipping along the fragile surface of sanity, each taut bounce threatening to pop that protective bubble and send him reeling downward into broken psychosis.

Everything in the room is… changed. Distorted. Warped. The dining room table, made of solid oak, is twisted like a pretzel, a knotted rope of wood eight feet long. The sturdy chairs sit recklessly on either side of its length, their legs bent into smooth U’s and V’s, chair backs faced skyward and downward and slant-wise like a still-picture of dying soldiers on a hardwood battlefield. Along the wall, picture frames and canvases are stretched into elongated forms, melting into one another to create distorted, amoeba-shaped art. One large gilt-framed painting of a horse that Christine owned as a child is pulled vertically, as if it had melted down the wall and settled into a puddle along the floor, giving the horse the look of a brown giraffe, its head separated from its body by three feet of neck, its legs lost in a pile of liquefied wax limbs. The couch, a brown suede monster that takes up an entire wall, is arched upward like a tunnel entrance, the leather dripping off its frame, frozen in mid-ooze to create the illusion of hanging ivy.

But what throws Tom’s brain into a real fit are the windows.

He’d been right about what he’d seen outside. The window frames had shifted into quadrangles, the one on the right shaped like a slanted diamond. Perhaps more amazing is that the glass panes aren’t cracked. They’re smeared flawlessly into their new shapes, as if custom-made to fit the window frames of a funhouse.

“I told you I was in trouble,” the voice says from the other side of the room.

Tom tries to ignore the bizarre surroundings, focus on the voice. He can see a dark shape huddled in the far corner, beyond the pretzel-shaped table, hiding in the dark. Tom steps deeper into the room, moving slowly toward the slouched figure he now recognizes as Marcus.

“Marcus? What… god, what happened?” Tom says, trying to keep the shaking out of his voice. But lord, he’s scared, and he has half a mind to turn and run and never come back, to get in his truck and drive, drive fast and far and forget this madness forever. But… But.

“You sound a little freaked out, man,” Marcus says quietly, sounding slightly amused. “Well,” he says with a heavy sigh, “I suppose you have every right to be. I mean, I’m barely holding it together myself, you know?”

Tom is a few feet from Marcus now, can see him plainly. He’s hunched into a corner, his legs sprawled out from his body in a V, his chin sunk against his chest, his arms splayed at his sides, palms up.

He looks like a dead man, Tom thinks. Like a man who’d been shot in a cowboy movie, stumbled back into a corner and slid down a wall, leaving a smear of blood to mark his downward path; but Tom doesn’t see blood on the wall, and Marcus’s chest is rising and falling, the phone on the floor next to him. It was the one he had called from, screaming and hysterical, begging him to come, come now, something terrible…

“Place looks crazy, right?” Marcus says, and Tom nearly jumps out of his alligator-skin boots. Marcus lifts his head, nose pointed slightly away from where Tom is standing. His eyes are closed. Tightly. “Where are you?”

“I’m right in front of you, Marcus,” Tom says, eyes twitching around the room, the outlines of the distorted furniture beginning to glow warm with the incoming morning light. “Why don’t you open your eyes?”

Marcus laughs at that. Laughs, but not with any real humor, like a man who’s been told a joke while standing on the gallows, the coarse burlap death sack scratching his cheeks, waiting for the floor to drop out.

“Oh, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Tom,” Marcus says quietly, and nods his head toward the room. “I managed to turn off all the lights, so I could at least sit in the dark, keep from changing anything. But it’s getting light out, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Tom says, keeping his eyes on Marcus, trying to figure out what the hell is going on. His worry, his fear, is near a boiling point. “Listen, are we alone or…”

“Oh, we’re alone,” Marcus says quickly, his lips curling into a tight smirk, a look Tom knows well and doesn’t much care for. “Christine’s long gone, man. See, we had the fight to end all fights last night, I’m talking a real door-slammer. A fight you don’t come back from. The kind of fight that ends things, you know what I mean?”

Tom does but doesn’t say so. What the hell was this? He turns to look down the dark hallway that leads to the master bedroom, debates checking it out. As he turns to do so Marcus’s hand clamps tightly around the denim of one shin. Tom yelps and kicks, and Marcus draws his hand back, laughing for real this time. An old laugh.

“Sorry, sorry!” he says, lifting his hands defensively, closed eyes looking up at Tom eagerly, like a blind beggar might look at a rich man jingling a purse of coins. “I was just trying to find you, man. I’m… I’m so glad you came. I really appreciate it. Things aren’t, uh, aren’t going too well.”

“No shit,” Tom says, catching his breath. “Besides, I didn’t have much choice, you were screaming bloody murder, crying like a baby. Scared the hell out of me.”

“Well, as you can see,” Marcus waves his hands toward the large room of grotesque objects, “I had reason to be upset. This ain’t exactly normal, is it, Tom?”

Tom bends his knees, comes face to face with his friend. “Marcus, tell me what’s going on here. Where’s Christine?”

Marcus settles back into the corner, lets out another heavy sigh. “I told you, man, we fought. It’s over between us. But that’s beside the point. What matters is the fight itself. That’s what matters.”

“I don’t understand…”

“Sit down, man. Just sit down a second and let me tell you something. Then everything will make more sense… at least to some degree. Cool?”

Tom takes another stabbing look toward the dark, silent hallway, then sits slowly down on the floor, crosses his legs, rubs his face with his hands. The weariness and stress are seeping in now. His bones feel rubbery, his thoughts thick as black treacle. The strangeness of the room makes things impossible to wrap his head around, and all he can do is sit and listen to whatever his friend has to say. Sit and wait for things to make some kind of sense.

 

 

“Okay, remember that old television show we used to watch when we were kids? The one where something really strange happened every episode? Sometimes there were monsters, sometimes devils, puppets would come to life, or a ghost would haunt an old lady, whatever it was. Remember that show?”

Tom did. He and Marcus used to sit in his basement and watch his crappy television, foil-wrapped antennas enhancing the picture just enough to make it watchable. He never cared much for those shows, found them odd and often silly, but Tom never did have a taste for the supernatural. He preferred cowboys and bank robbers to ghosts and goblins. But Marcus had been crazy for them, and Tom hadn’t minded sitting with his friend while the strange stories unfolded in black and white.

“Yes,” is all he says, hoping Marcus will start making sense of things.

“They were the best shows ever, the very best,” Marcus says with a grin that makes Tom think of him as a twelve-year-old again. “I was nuts for that stuff.”

“What’s your point, Marcus?” Tom says, getting more and more creeped out listening to his friend talk while his eyes stay shut, giving his pale face a ghastly, mask-like appearance. “And why don’t you open your eyes?”

“Just wait, I’m getting there,” he says, like he’s setting up a punchline. “Okay, well there was one episode of that show, one of the first ones we saw. I can’t remember what it was called, or really what happened in the story, but it was about a guy who had telekinetic powers. You remember? In one part of the show, he used the powers to bend a spoon, right in front of his wife, to prove, you know, that he could do it? And then, I think, he went insane or something. The rest is a little blurry...

“Anyway, ever since that episode, including that very night, I wanted to have those powers, just like the guy in the show. It was an obsession, man, a real obsession with me. Every night and every morning, religiously, I would… hell, it’d almost be embarrassing if not for… anyway, I would spend a few minutes, twice a day, just staring at a spoon, trying like hell to bend it with my mind.”

Tom studies his friend. Something tickles in the back of his brain, some distant memory. He can visualize Marcus’s bedroom, and wasn’t there always a spoon on his nightstand? There was, but Tom had never thought anything of it. So he had a spoon in his room, so what? But now that Marcus is telling him… yes, it was there, all right. Every time he was in that room, that spoon was right there by his bed.

“What are you saying?” Tom says, nibbling worms of horror writhing in his guts. “You learned to bend spoons?”

“No! That’s just it, man! I never did it. It never worked, not one time,” Marcus howls, his face unmistakably happy, gleeful almost, and Tom wonders what happened to the hysterical, terrified Marcus from the phone call. Had that been an act? Or was this the act?

“Okay,” is all Tom can think to say. “So what then?”

“Right, so the spoon thing, okay? It became, like I said, an obsession. But then, as I got older, it was more… hell, it was more like a ritual. Like a form of meditation. It was just something I did, you know? Like I couldn’t sleep unless I spent a few minutes at night working on it, couldn’t really start my day unless I did the same thing in the morning. I suppose it sounds stupid, but I guess it was sort of my equivalent to morning and evening prayers. Except instead of praying to an almighty god, I was praying to this stupid metal spoon. Dumb, right? But it was so calming… I guess what meditation must be like. And that’s why… shit, man.” He stops a moment, swallows, and his voice comes back hoarse. “Here’s where things get bad.”

Marcus reaches a hand toward Tom, and Tom finds himself pulling back, pulling away from that touch. “You there, Tom?” he says, almost whispering now, a ghoul in the dark. “You listening?”

Tom rubs his stubbled chin with trembling fingers, his mind racing. “Okay, so you tried to bend this spoon, twice a day, every day… since you were twelve years old.”

Marcus nods. “Been doing it almost twenty-five years.”

“And it never worked.”

Marcus shakes his head. “Never. Not a once.” Marcus’s head goes still, his closed eyes fall to the floor, and Tom thinks he is seeing that smirk again. “Not until last night.”

Tom feels chilled fingers crawl up his spine. Suddenly, he doesn’t want Marcus to open his eyes. Suddenly, he has a bad feeling about all of this—beyond strange, beyond impossible. Dangerous.

“And so we come to it,” Tom says finally, trying to sound… what? Stable. Tough. In control. He’s none of these things. His eyes fall to the twisted table, the light pouring in through the funhouse-shaped windows, and he considers the power it must have taken to do what had been done. The table is eight feet of wide, thick oak, twisted and gnarled as if by a giant from a fairy tale, but worse. Worse because there are no splinters, no breaks in the wood, no violence. The wood is curved and seamless in its new form, as if the molecules had been rearranged into something new. Monstrous.

“And so we do,” Marcus agrees, talking at the floor now, as if ashamed. “Like I said, Christine and I had a fight. A horrible, horrible fight. We screamed and yelled and cried. I cried.” He sits up, faces Tom. “She said she was gonna leave me, Tom. Can you believe that? Divorce me, she said.”

Tom swallows, says nothing.

“I got so angry, so fucking hysterical. I saw red, you know? Like… totally out of my mind. I hit her, Tom. I admit it. I slapped her in the head so hard she went sprawling. I’d never hit a woman, but she was screaming, yelling at me… saying awful things. Insults. She was mocking me, man.”

“Okay, so you fought,” Tom says, inching away from Marcus. “Then what?”

“Then, nothing. She went storming off to the bedroom, locked me out. I opened up the liquor cabinet, called open bar, and started drinking. Must have gone through, oh hell, a fifth of whiskey before I finally passed out. I think… I think I tried to talk to her. Through the door, like. But she wasn’t having it, especially after I’d started drinking, started putting it all away for safe keeping, you know?”

A joke between the two of them. A phrase they liked to pull out in good times, when they’d find a bottle in someone’s house, in a parent’s liquor cabinet; they’d drink it and throw that line around. Safe keeping.

“Fine, then what? C’mon,” Tom says, impatient with the story and impatient to know the truth. The room is lightening steadily, the morning fully awake. Tom tries to avoid the misshapen windows with his eyes, tries to focus on the shadow of the man slumped a few feet away from him, focus on something he understands, or thought he did.

“Okay, hold your horses,” Marcus says, raising his head, smiling openly now, the terrified man who’d called Tom on the phone that morning gone, vanished, tucked-away. Away for safe keeping, Tom thinks.

“So I wake up on the couch,” he continues. “It’s like two in the morning, and I gotta piss. So I do my business, and I come out here, turn on the lights, sit at the table there. I was still pretty drunk, I guess. I suppose I still am even now. I sat at the table and thought about what she’d said, what she’d done, and all that anger came rushing back. Tearing away at my insides, a thrashing beast in my chest wanting to rip through my flesh, jump out into the world and destroy everything it could get its claws into. I was scared, to be honest, scared of the thoughts in my head, scared of that hot rage boiling inside me. You ever get angry like that, Tom?”

“I guess,” Tom says lamely.

Marcus nods, then pauses, lifts a finger into the air, as if testing for a breeze.

“Then it strikes me, what I gotta do.”

“The spoon,” Tom says.

Marcus nods eagerly. “The spoon. I think, that’ll calm me down. That’ll settle my nerves. So I get a spoon out of the kitchen, sit at the table, and I do what I always do. I concentrate. I stare at that spoon and I will that motherfucker to bend.”

Marcus throws his hands in the air with such veracity that Tom recoils, slides back another foot, out of reach.

“And then it happened, Tom!” he says loudly, like a man who’d found God. “It was like a spotlight got turned on inside my head and all that anger, all that frustration and disappointment, all the shame and horror of my life—that bitch’s deceit—it all came pouring out, man, like a tidal wave it burst outward from right here.”

Marcus points to the middle of his forehead, pokes it like his finger might slip inside, into the vortex of whatever mystical power he’d tapped into. “And my god, Tom, that spoon lifted right off the table, up into the air! I couldn’t believe it! It just… hovered there, like it was awaiting further instruction. So I thought about shapes, you know? Shapes it could take. And when I did, the spoon, in mid-air still, it just started stretching and bending and twisting like you wouldn’t believe.” Marcus twines his fingers together, mashing them into a writhing ball. “It was the most amazing moment of my life.”

Tom nods, but doesn’t know what to say. Normally, he’d be laughing at Marcus, or, perhaps, in awe of what he’d done. But he looks around at the surreal destruction, the madness that has reshaped the windows and furniture, the dripping frames on the stucco walls, and knows there is more to the story. Knows there is a reason Marcus won’t open his eyes. Why he’d turned out the lights.

“And then?” Tom says, almost whispering now.

Marcus scrambles forward quickly, like a spider, his face catching the full light of day for the first time. He clamps a strong hand around Tom’s ankle before he can pull back. His face is stretched in agony, and Tom can see red splotches on his cheekbones, the grizzled beard lining his jaw, the deep-set lines of his years. Tom has a feeling this is what an insane person looks like. This is the embodiment of madness, and he prays Marcus will keep his eyes closed, closed tight, because he does not want to see the eyes that are part of such a face—the eyes of a demon crawling toward him across the floor, clutching at his worn boot.

Marcus opens his mouth as if to wail, or to cry and moan, but only words escape. “I couldn’t stop it,” he says, sobbing, the tears spilling from beneath his closed lids. Snot runs from his nose and Tom wants to be free of his friend, wants his pale, clawed hand off his leg. He feels again that strong desire to run, to run and never look back.

“What do you mean?” Tom says, and jerks his boot from Marcus’s clutch, not caring what the man thinks.

Marcus doesn’t seem to notice, or care, but simply crawls closer, palms smacking against dusty hardwood, trying to find Tom’s face with blinded eyes. “I mean just that!” he yells, spittle flying through sunbeams. “I couldn’t stop it! The spoon, it fell away. I looked at the table, started imagining more shapes in my head, and the great thing lifted from the floor, Tom! Lifted up and began re-forming itself in the air! New and violent shapes, twisting and pulsing with the energy pouring from my mind. I looked away, horrified, willed my mind to stop, to STOP! But it wouldn’t stop. And wherever my eyes fell, things began to take new shapes, to bend, to melt. Wood ran like water, metal bubbled and stretched, the damned windows started moving around like they were floating in hot oil and I made myself look away, away! God, the chairs… they warped and danced. The walls bellowed like goddamn sails… it was incredible, Tom. Incredible and terrifying, because I’d lost control. It was awful… so awful. And yet, amazing. So I, well, I turned off all the lights, turned them all off, so it was dark, so I wouldn’t see anymore. If I couldn’t see anything, I couldn’t hurt anything, right? Right?”

Marcus stops, breathing heavy, a line of drool runs from his hung head to the floor. His body sags, his forehead lowers until he’s almost lying flat on his face. His fingers are splayed, white-knuckled. A creature waiting to pounce, Tom thinks.

“Marcus?”

He’s crying again, lightly now, and when his voice comes, it’s nothing but a harsh whisper in the morning light, echoing off the dusty hardwood. “There was so much noise, Tom. The way things sound when they bend like that, it’s louder than you’d think. Like a dying animal. The furniture would moan and scream, like it was in pain, like I was hurting it… Anyway, she must have woken up…”

“Jesus god,” Tom spits, scrambling to his feet.

“You have to believe me, Tom! I wanted it to stop, I did! I tried, I tried…” Marcus pushes himself back into his corner, back into the shadows, as if afraid for his very life. “We fought,” he said, crying into his hands. “We fought! She was gonna leave me, Tom. She was gonna divorce me…”

Tom’s skin turns ice-cold. He steps back, spins and looks to the hallway. “Marcus, where’s Christine?”

Marcus doesn’t answer, just cries quietly in the corner, and Tom feels more fear than he’s ever felt before. Christine.

“Marcus!” he yells, ready to yank the man off the floor and beat him, stop him from his goddamned blubbering. “Where is she!”

But he isn’t blubbering anymore, Tom realizes. As he watches Marcus’s body shake, hears the choking sounds coming from his mouth… Oh god no, he thinks.

The son-of-a-bitch… he’s laughing.

Tom turns away as if in a dream, walks down the hallway, away from the bellowing laughter, away from the mad ghoul in the living room.

The bedroom door is at the end of the hall. He notices right away that the frame is stretched, the doorway almost seven feet high and alarmingly bowed. The knob still works, so Tom twists it and pushes the door inward.

The bedroom has red walls. She called it rose, he thinks. The bedframe, dark, heavy teak is pulled like taffy, reaching nearly to the opposite wall, fifteen feet or more end-to-end. The nightstand is a mound of lapped wood spread across the ground like a lumpy mountain range in miniature. The bureau where she hangs her dresses is flattened against the far wall, the top of it curling downward like a cresting wave flowing back into itself. One wall, Tom couldn’t help but notice, is cratered with large potholes, like it had been struck with meteors. The bathroom door is open and the toilet is springing water like a fountain, soaking the carpet, the porcelain bowl’s maw lengthened to the height of the ceiling, big enough for a man to walk into. A gateway.

On the bed, on the mattress, is a brown comforter and a humped tangle of bedding. The thing underneath is lumpy and large, like a bag of playground balls with a sheet tossed over them. Tom walks to the bed, clutches the sheet in one sweating fist.

He thinks, for a moment, that he’ll throw it back and reveal the prank, the joke. The hoax they’d pulled over on him. She’d run from the closet screaming, “We got you! We got you!” and Marcus would slap his back and it would be like it was, before they had fallen in love, before the deceit, before the promise of a future. For two of them at least.

He jerks the sheet away and screams. His sanity leaps from him like a burned animal, his mind snaps like kindling and he screams and screams. His throat is raw with it and the screams continue, ripping his vocal chords. He claws at his face, his neck, pulls his eyes wide, absorbing the horror.

We argued. She was gonna leave me, Tom.

The words ring through his head, and the revulsion gives way to the sharp pang of fear, of self-preservation. He turns in a panic, bolts for the bedroom door, runs down the hall toward the living room, not stopping, not thinking of anything at all but run! Run!

He slips around the corner, falls to a knee, springs back up and sprints for the front door. He sees a shadow in his peripheral vision coming from the kitchen but he doesn’t wait to see, just throws himself toward the door, reaches for the doorknob…

…and it lifts away. Like a balloon shooting into the sky, it lifts higher and higher. Tom feels like jumping for it, almost giggling at the image, and watches in stupid awe as the entire wall stretches upward, upward, the building itself taking on a new shape, bending to the will of the man he’d betrayed, the man who’d been empowered by rage and had gone insane with it.

“Tom,” a steady voice says from behind him, dark and unforgiving. “I can see you.”

Tom closes his eyes, tries to think of the dream. Tries to think of the earth wrapping itself around him, of his lips melting in a kiss.

There is harsh laughter, the laughter of the devil.

Tom turns, opens his eyes, and looks into the red-rimmed, bulging eyes of madness staring back. He feels a jolt of pain in his spine as the ceiling rushes toward him and he thinks, perhaps lastly, of her body as a golden horizon, and he the setting sun.

 


 

Altar

 

Gary stared anxiously through the humidity-smeared rear window of the station wagon. The grill of the white Cadillac trailing behind them twinkled in the heat, the chrome glinting like a metal mouth bearing down on the rear bumper every time the brakes squealed them to a stop. Gary stared absently at two shadowy figures, blackened and hazy, hovering behind the Caddy’s sloping windshield like strange voyeurs from another world, a world in which things like air conditioning and tinted windows proliferated.

Martha had a tendency to brake hard and turn hard, forcing Gary to use the palms of his hands to balance himself against the hot plastic of the car interior with every change in direction, digging the heels of his bare feet into the rough fabric of the wagon’s rear bed at every all-too-brief red light. To make things worse, Gary wore nothing but a swimsuit, and the sun coming through the large wagon windows was sliding across his skin in slanted white quadrangles, smearing like hot butter across his small frame with every twist of the road. He felt like a bug trapped under the concentrated bright eye of a magnifying glass.

Despite the front windows being down there was little ventilation in the rear, and though the ride was short his skin was already moist with sweat. Particularly annoying was the purple sugar spilled across his chest and the back of his hand from the ripped-open pouch of Lik-M-Aid Fun Dip, which had coughed out a puff of powder when Martha barreled over a particularly large pothole. The crashing bump had briefly levitated him before slamming him down against the wide floor of the wagon’s rear hold, making him bite his tongue while simultaneously creating the Fun Dip fiasco he was currently saddled with.

“Sorry!” Martha said, floating a hand in the air without turning her head. Then to herself, “Been more and more of those lately... damn roads.”

“Mom, god,” snapped Abby, her voice chiding but her eyes never leaving the notebook where she scribbled love letters in bright green ink to Timmy Northrup, her teenage crush. “You made me mess up,” she mumbled.

“Sorry,” Martha repeated, her tone more weary than sorrowful. “Didn’t see it.”

Abby turned her head absently toward the rear of the wagon and caught Gary’s eye. She smiled, her expression one of amused surprise, as if he had just now come into existence.

She lifted a hand to her mouth, pantomiming a cup, and pretended to drink from it. She followed this with a cross-eyed look and a wobbling of her head. Gary knew she was pretending to be drunk, and almost laughed, but when he shifted his eyes to the back of his mom’s head his smile disappeared. His mother did drink. He knew that sometimes she drank a lot. It was one of the reasons their father had left them, at least according to Abby.

He looked back at the still-smiling Abby, and as the sun hit her face, he thought for the millionth time how very pretty she was. She had black hair and blue eyes like he did, like their mother, but her complexion was more olive, like their father’s. Gary knew boys thought she was cute—enough of his friends had told him so—and he certainly held no argument with it. He wished he was more like her, and often imitated her expressions, her mannerisms, in the hopes of being thought of as highly as she was by other kids. But he was small, he knew, and thin, and paler than she. He was skinny and boney like his mother, who they called Martha at her request but never felt right about it. Martha was quite pale, quite thin, having become more so since their father left. But she, also, was quite beautiful. He knew that. He knew she had been.

Abby snapped her fingers, bringing Gary back. He looked into her eyes, tried to smile. She returned his smile and then she gave him “the Wink.” The Wink wasn’t a quick, darting wink, but a heavy, prolonged wink—the kind where her whole face got into the act—a snarl of her lips and a crease in her cheek and forehead, her eyelids squeezed together in a passionate, overlapping embrace of lashes.

Gary loved that wink, and it always made him smile. It was the one Abby gave him when things seemed bad but always ended up okay. The one that said: “Don’t forget, don’t worry. We’re in this together.”

 

 

They arrived at the pool.

Martha dropped the rear gate of the wagon and grabbed a large canvas bag filled with towels, sunscreen, snacks, and water bottles. Gary clutched his own towel and his blue swimming goggles tightly to his chest, waiting for Martha to hurry it up so he could slide out the back.

“Do you want your sandals?” Martha asked, grabbing a smaller mesh bag that carried Gary’s sandals, t-shirt and the tattered paperback she’d been reading for the last month. He saw a flash of something monstrous on the cover of the thick little book, its hateful black eyes staring out at him from within the dirty white crisscrossed plastic mesh of the bag. He hated that book and didn’t understand why his mother was reading it. He preferred Encyclopedia Brown himself, or his books about the nice fat lady, Ms. Piggle Wiggle, who always knew the right things to do about bad, nasty children. In the last one he read she had made a boy stay locked inside his dirty room until, one day, the room was piled so high with filth and garbage that the boy was trapped, and he couldn’t eat or sleep or get out of the room and he likely would have died had he not realized, at the very end, that in order to survive he must be clean. So the boy cleaned everything up and never dirtied his room again. Gary thought that was a book worth reading.

“Gary?” she said again, now holding his small flip-flops between her fingers, jostling them for his attention. “The pavement’s hot.”

“Okay,” he said, just to keep things moving; anything to get out of the hot, stuffy wagon and into the cool, clear water. He slid his bottom onto the hard plastic shell of the dropped gate, sat patiently while Martha slipped the blue plastic sandals onto his feet. He could hear laughter and joyous screams coming from just over the high brown-brick wall that separated the pool from the parking lot.

His mother finally took a step back and allowed Gary to slip to the ground. Abby walked ahead, weaving carelessly between parked cars toward the black-glassed double doors below the entry sign reading Akheron Community Center, a low slung beige-bricked building that served as a portal to the recreation center sprawled beyond. He clutched his towel tightly and ran to catch up with her.

“Watch for cars, please!” Martha yelled at his heels. “Even parked cars move sometimes, you know!”

Abby turned, hearing the slaps of the sandals on pavement. She smiled vaguely, then turned back and kept walking. Gary could see the straps of her bikini through the sunlit white-and-green-striped cotton dress she had pulled over it. She also had on flip-flops, silly ones with sparkly stones all over them, and carried her own bag with things Gary couldn’t imagine needing at a pool. He knew what was in there because he snuck a look when they were waiting for her that morning.

Sunscreen and a magazine made sense, but she also brought makeup and a hair brush, plus a couple other “girl” things he didn’t understand. A paper-wrapped tube, weird clips that he supposed were for her hair, and a small canister filled with pills he didn’t think were aspirin.

He also thought it was a fake canister, that the pills were hidden. But he loved Abby, and would never tattle on her.

When he caught up to her she absently dropped a hand down and grabbed his. He had to shuffle his goggles to his other hand quickly so as not to drop them, but he didn’t mind.

“Stay with me and you’ll be safe,” she said, not looking down at him. He nodded and looked down to watch his feet cross the black asphalt of the parking lot, only looking up when they reached the dark double doors.

They passed through together, hand-in-hand.

 

 

Tyler Lippon hated his wings. He was almost eight years old now and he told his mother again and again that he could swim just fine. She knew he could because she’d come to see him do the classes at the YMCA. He didn’t even use the float board for the kick exercises because he didn’t need it, not really. Plus, he knew how to hold his breath for a really, really long time.

“You’re still too small, and there’s a hundred crazy kids in the pool bigger than you,” his mother said, pushing one tight blue inflated ring over his narrow bicep, the rubbery surface irritating his skin.

“This is ridiculous,” he said, working hard to pronounce the last word, recently learned, filled with its host of syllables and mysterious angry meaning.

His mother smiled and kissed him on the forehead and he knew he’d lost.

“Next year, old man,” she said, tapping his nose lightly with the tip of her finger, her red nail polish matching her one-piece suit and lush ginger hair. Tyler hated the nickname, something his parents called him as a tease because he was smarter than a lot of kids, and had what his Grandpa Sam referred to as an “old soul.” But he didn’t think his soul was old at all. He figured it was right around eight, just like he was.

Escaping his mother’s warm hands, Tyler spun, checked once for oncoming kids, then made a running jump into the pool’s shallow end. Kids splashed mercilessly around him but he didn’t mind, part of him actually grateful now for the wings that kept him easily aloft, although he’d never admit it to his mother. As he was prone to do, he put his face down into the water and opened his eyes, ignoring the dull sting of the chlorine.

The underworld of the pool was beautiful. It was cloudy and blue, filled with hips and legs of kids jumping, spinning, walking and kicking, all of it in a dreamy slow-motion. When the water overlapped his ears the sounds of the surrounding children became muffled and far away and he felt alone, like an angel floating around heaven looking at the saved ones fighting their way up, up through the clouds. He smiled under the water and kicked his legs. As he swam out of the shallow end, he spread his buoyed arms wide to either side and watched gracefully as the coarse white concrete bottom of the pool dropped further and further away from the surface, giving him the delicious impression he was spreading his angel wings and flying higher and higher into the sky toward God.

 

 

Martha watched her children enter the recreation center and sighed. It was so fucking hot. She wondered if she had time for a cigarette, then remembered the pool passes were in her purse. She pictured the kids standing by the bored clerk, Gary’s feet parading up and down in a frenzy of impatience while Abby sulked gracefully, one hip jutting out, her lips in a pout and her wide blue eyes batting mercilessly as she waited for her poor, sad, old mother to arrive with the passes so the kids could go play.

Normally Martha just dumped the kids off, went and met up with Suzanne for an afternoon martini at the Chi-Chi’s by the mall, but today she’d decided to join the little monsters, get some much needed sun. She felt run down, pale and out of shape. She wanted to go out more, to work out more, but she was always so damned tired. It had been a long week with work and the kids, who were always a handful in the summer without the time suck of school. The late night drinking had kept her from sleeping well, and on top of everything she had the weekend to contend with. She dreaded the thought of seeing Dan and his stupid, smug, smiling, benevolent face walking up her driveway in some combination of khakis and Brooks Brothers oxford—his typical lawyer weekend wear.

She and Dan were still thick in the middle of the legalities, and even though he’d blamed her drinking for his leaving, it was his affair with Abby’s eighth-grade teacher of all fucking things that gave her primary custody of the children. Small blessings, she thought to herself, then smiled. Mr. Clean. Mr. Holy. Mr. Better-than-fucking-thou was caught red-handed bopping Ms. Kulowsky, formerly of Middlemarch Middle School, now full time fuck-buddy to a civil lawyer on the wrong side of forty in the middle of a nasty divorce. Who was balding, she couldn’t help but notice the last time he had come for his weekend with the kids.

Fuck ‘em both, she thought. They deserved what they got, and she’d be more than happy to spend his hard-earned money for the next ten years or so until the kids were out of school. And then... well, yes, and then.

And then you’ll figure it out, she thought, and smiled even wider as she opened the door to the rec center. Her skin collided with the chilled burst of air-conditioning and she nearly gasped with the shock of it. She removed her sunglasses in the darkened interior, saw the kids waiting impatiently by the clerk, and reached into her purse for the pool passes, silently thanking Holy Dan for the money he provided to pay for them.

“Coming,” she said, thinking once more about stepping out for a smoke once the kids were set up by the pool. Hell, she thought to herself cheerfully, if it stayed this hot she might even take a dip herself.

 

 

Gary split up from his mother and sister, detouring into the boys’ locker room—a wet, steamy, germ-infused abyss where he would have to pass through a gauntlet of naked and half-naked men and boys, through the communal shower room, past the bathrooms and finally out into the bright, golden nirvana of the pool deck. He always went through the locker room with his eyes lowered and pointed straight ahead, not wanting to see more than he was forced to, and always traveled to the pool in his suit so he would only have to spend a few dashing moments traversing the locker room area.

When he was younger he would come with his dad, who always changed in the locker room and always made Gary wait with him while he did. It was a torturous, horrifying passage of time, especially when his father would see someone he knew and, always a chatterbox, stop in mid-dress to talk about things Gary neither understood or cared about, all the while keeping him from his time at the pool. But now his father didn’t take him swimming anymore, because now his father lived in a different town that had no pool, and despite the sadness caused by his parent’s breakup, this was one of a few small blessings for which Gary was grateful.

Finally making it through the hellish, flesh-writhing, overly-heated swamp of the shower room and the adjoining, foul-smelling toilets, Gary stepped out onto the white concrete pool deck, the fresh chlorine-scented air and sounds of laughing children washing away the grim experience of his passage.

He turned to his left and saw his mother and Abby stepping out as well, apparently in some sort of heated discussion. Abby looked at Gary and rolled her eyes, and Gary waited until he felt the worst of the interaction had passed before approaching them.

“Martha,” he asked, “can we camp by a wall?”

Gary greatly preferred to set up their “towel camp,” as his mother called it, against one of the high brick walls, so while the afternoon wore on they had a better chance of being overtaken by the elongating slice of shade the wall would provide, assuming they picked the proper position.

“Sure,” she said curtly, already scanning the perimeter for a clear patch of concrete.

Gary looked out over the pool, gauging his eventual position in the water, weighing his options for entry, figuring the best course of travel once submerged. The pool was a large blue rectangle with a buoy-filled rope separating the deep end where the diving boards were stationed, the moderately deep section and, beyond that, the shallow end. If you scanned all the way to the left, you could see a circular set of stairs traipsing down from a curved corner that designated entry for the very shallow end, no more than two feet deep, for children who might not be able to swim. Gary remembered the day he first ventured out of that safety zone. He and his friend Jerry had, under mutual agreement, ventured deeper, letting the rough pool bottom separate from their heels, then their tip-toes, and then, in a rush of adrenaline-fueled buoyancy, they were floating. Jerry had swum a few strokes out, but the heavy splashing of some teenagers had sent him back to where he could stand on his toes and, at the least, lift his mouth just above the surface of the water. He had turned to Gary, who had not swum out with him, and smiled, water slipping past his lips and into his mouth with each passing ripple as he spoke. “I think this is deep enough,” he said, sputtering the words through quick breaths. Gary nodded and they had both stood in that spot, bouncing on their toes, smiling like fools, their heads tilted upwards to avoid swallowing water, the sun bright and warm on their faces as kids pranced around them like malicious merfolk.

“Gary,” his mother said sharply, catching him “dazing,” as she called it. Startled, Gary saw his mother was already moving through prone bodies toward a clearing.

Abby, waiting for him, rolled her eyes—playfully this time—and ruffled his short black hair. “You are such an airhead,” she said, and put her arm around his shoulders.

Gary knew a lot of kids would be embarrassed by this, and he also knew most siblings hated each other. He’d heard enough war stories from his own friends to realize this was the norm. But even though Gary was only twelve and Abby three solid years and two grades older, he loved her very much, and he was always careful never to be an annoying little brother. When Martha was out and Abby snuck a boy over, Gary was always diligent about staying out of the way, finding a book and huddling in his room while giggles and thick silences permeated from the living room. He had even discovered (he wouldn’t use the word “caught,” because he wasn’t sneaking or anything) Abby and a boy named Jackson sipping from Martha’s bottle of vodka once. But she had just shooed him away with her hand and he had gone quietly, never saying a word about it. Because in this world, if he didn’t have Abby as an ally, he didn’t have anyone. His parents were too worried about their divorce, and his friends had their own problems. So Gary stuck by Abby, and together they could float above the broken house, the disjointed parenting, the drunken mother. Together they could pull through.

Side-by-side the kids followed their mother, navigating to a clear patch on the far side of the pool, near the deep end.

 

 

Tyler lifted his face from the water and waded, his legs cycling beneath him, his arms splayed outward. He looked around to get his bearings. He was closer to the deep end divider than he’d realized. He twisted his body, turning to look for his mother, who he was certain would be nervously scanning the pool for his whereabouts.

He couldn’t see her. There were too many heads between him and where they had lain down their towels and one of the lifeguard towers was blocking his view. He wondered how deep he was and felt a snake-like cold squirming in his guts he didn’t recognize—being just a little kid—as the first signs of true panic.

Something brushed his leg. He looked down and kicked, a small cry escaping his mouth. Water leapt inside and he coughed, spat. A slithering dark-skinned creature had swum by, a creature he recognized, after a beat, as a boy swimming the width of the pool underwater. Tyler smiled, thinking he was being—what was it—ridiculous. He looked again for his mother and was heartened to see a flash of the familiar red swimsuit.

He began kicking his legs in that direction but stopped short when a large kid jumped in the pool just a few inches away. The splash covered his face and the wave from the impact tossed him off-balance.

Thank god for the wings, he thought.

He turned his head in time to see the big kid emerge. He was thick, pimply and ugly. He had long black hair, beady dark eyes and a thick eyebrow that ran from above one eye to the other with only the slightest thinning at the bridge of his nose. Tyler stared at him without realizing it.

“The fuck you looking at?” the big kid said, his mouth carved into a scowl.

“Nothing,” Tyler replied lamely. He looked around. None of the other kids were paying any attention.

Before he could look back, something wet and flat and hard smacked him in the side of the face. Stunned, Tyler looked back at the big kid, who was smiling now, and touched his cheek gently with his own wet fingertips. Tyler realized, with no small amount of shock, that the big kid had slapped him. Tyler had never been hit before—not ever—and his mind could barely process what had happened. After a moment of staring at the kid’s snarling, poisonous face, he felt something shift. Deep down inside him, something had... dislodged, had slid out of place, passing through his stomach, his legs, and then... out of his body, into the water. Gone.

What it was no longer mattered. Where it had lived, deep inside of him, was empty.

The pain in his cheek flowered, distracting him from his shock. Tyler felt the heat of his face and knew it must be reddening. Tears burned at the back of his eyes and his bottom lip began to tremor, but Tyler held the wave of emotion back, knowing that crying now would be something he would regret for a very long time.

The big kid looked even more amused.

“Gonna cry, baby? Gonna cry?” He squealed and grunted like a pig, then tried imitating Tyler’s shocked face before finally transforming his ugly visage into that of a weeping child, rubbing at his eyes with fat-fingered fists.

Tyler turned away, praying the kid would be done with him, that one of the many other kids and adults around them would notice, would scare him off. He dipped his face into the pool and kicked with his legs, pushing this time with his arms as well to create distance between himself and the bully. After a few moments, he stopped, lifted his head, looked back. The kid was gone. Tyler jerked his head left and right, waiting to be flanked, to be attacked once more, but saw no danger. Just more kids—so many kids—swimming around him. Laughing. Yelling. Oblivious.

Tyler felt himself relax, the threat of tears now well put away. He looked toward the shallow end, saw his mother sitting on her towel, her face in a book. He looked up to the lifeguard sitting at the top of the tower and noticed he was staring right down at Tyler. Unflinchingly so, Tyler thought.

Feeling safer, watched, Tyler sighed, knowing it was going to be okay.

Not wanting to feel like he was running back to his mother after the bully had scared him, he just floated a while, kicking slowly. He tilted his face up toward the sun and closed his eyes.

Beneath him, less than a foot from his dangling feet, a thin, crooked black crack drew itself along the pool’s bottom, stretching, within seconds, from one end to the other, length-wise, passing effortlessly through the tiled demarcations that lined the surface every five yards. Tiny fragments of old plaster along the length of the crack rose into the water and danced.

Because Tyler was a practical boy, if he had seen the crack develop, he might have wondered if it was something the people responsible for such things should be concerned about, or whether he himself should be worried.

 

 

As Martha, Abby and Gary settled onto their towels, Gary made a point of scanning the pool area, identifying as many kids as he could. The concrete deck was packed with families and small, tight groups, usually all-boys or all-girls. The girls, Gary noticed, tended to be placid, sunning themselves with little interest in their surroundings. The boys, especially the ones in packs, seemed very aware of everything around them. Like Gary himself, they were constantly studying faces, hoping to identify targets for potential companionship or just to satisfy their own curiosity as to who was about. Perhaps to compare themselves. Most likely to compare themselves.

Gary saw a few kids from his grade, but no real friends. He knew he would not see Jerry, who had been forced to go to summer camp, something Gary knew he hated. Last year had been Jerry’s first summer away. He had written Gary a few times, scribbled notes on the backs of dingy postcards, the fronts typically showing nature photographs, like a dense tree-line or a frigid-looking lake. One had shown a girl shooting a bow and arrow, a feather stuck into her headband as if part of the camp ritual was having the kids play Cowboys and Indians, killing each other ritualistically until only one group survived, the group that got to return home to their parents, to civility.

He noticed his friend Billy Marks on the far side sitting with his parents. A couple groups over from him was his best friend from first grade, Sam Beck. They weren’t so close anymore, but still saw each other around, and Gary wouldn’t mind saying hello, maybe seeing if he wanted to buddy up for the day. He kept scouting, but didn’t see any other kids he really knew. He recognized many, if not most of them, but they were either younger than Gary or much older, and those social circles didn’t overlap.

For now, Gary decided to play it solo. “Mom,” he said, “I’m gonna go in.”

His mother was in her suit and sitting on her towel, rubbing lotion on her legs. “Okay, hon. You have sunscreen on, yeah?”

“Yeah, we did it at home.” He turned to Abby, who seemed engaged in Gary’s previous activity of scanning the pool deck for accomplices. “You wanna go in, Abby?”

Abby didn’t look at Gary, but stood and began walking toward what he assumed was someone she had recognized. “I’ll catch you later, Gary,” she said over her shoulder, and was gone.

Gary didn’t like that they had camped by the deep end. He would now have to walk across the hot concrete the entire length of the pool to get to the shallower end where he liked to swim, at least to start. He sighed deeply, touched the goggles strapped to his forehead to make sure he hadn’t forgotten them, and began the long walk.

By the time he made it past the 4 ½-foot marker the bottoms of his feet were feeling the heat. He pulled his goggles over his eyes in preparation for his entry, transforming the world into brilliant blue hues, and, with joyous relief, did a two-step leap over the pool edge and plunged down into the cool water.

Submerged, Gary let himself sink, deciding to stay under a few moments, relishing the feeling of his skin temperature dropping, the heat of his insides settling, cooling, relaxing his mind and muscles. After a few more moments, he pushed against the bottom and surged upwards, breaking the surface in a rush and sucking in a deep gulping breath of warm air. He wiped wet hair from his vision and surveyed the area. A multitude of heads and arms broke through the surface of the water as if detached from any particular body, wiggling and laughing or gliding atop the water like dancing zombie limbs pushed through the sod above their graves. Gary shook off the image and began to swim, exhilarated by the exertion of each fervent stroke.

He’d made it all the way to the other side when, breathing heavily, he broke upward and clung to the pool’s pocked concrete ledge. He secretly hoped Martha or Abby might have noticed his heroic crossing, and looked for them in the throng of sunning bodies along the wall.

He saw Abby. She was talking to two other girls by the locker room doors, next to a play area designated for small children who weren’t yet ready for the large pool. A yellow, rust-tinged metal sign that read Kid Zone! in sun-faded red letters was bolted above a small gate that led into the cordoned-off toddler-friendly space.

Gary had spent many hot days in the Kid Zone! and thought of it, for the most part, quite fondly. The fenced-off grid had a soft, plush flooring and harbored three large creatures that children could climb on top of or crawl beneath. There was the elephant, who shot water from a fountain in its trunk straight up into the air, a turtle that trickled water from its belly so that when you crawled beneath it you were given a light shower of warm water, and a giant frog who squirted a limp stream of water from a small hole set within its closed mouth. Gary loved the elephant and the turtle, but didn’t care for the frog. Likely because it was the frog he had slipped off of when he was small, hitting his mouth on one of its hard feet and chipping a baby tooth. It wasn’t that big of a deal, he knew that now, but at the time the pain and the blood had sent his innocent senses screaming through his brain. He recalled looking at the frog’s dumb mouth with its stupid stream of warm water and would have sworn the creature was smiling at him while he bled and cried. At the time, Gary was convinced the frog had enjoyed his getting hurt, relished the smear of watery blood that soaked into its porous wet webbed foot. For months afterward he dreamed of that accident, and every time the frog was there, impossibly turning its giant green concrete head, the water squirting from its mouth transformed into a black, saliva-dripping tongue. And it was always, in every dream, smiling.

He turned away from his sister and the bad memory and swam back toward the middle of the pool. He almost knocked into a little kid with blue floaty wings on his arms but was able to quickly adjust his path and swim around him at the last second. He silently cursed the kid for being so oblivious to the others, noticing his face was stuck down into the water like a snorkeler, but then dismissed it.

He floated, treading water a moment, then noticed Sam jumping into the deep end. Invigorated with decision, he lowered his head and swam toward his old friend.

 

 

Martha tried to relax. The towel was a poor buffer between the prickly concrete and her bare skin, but she was enjoying the warmth of the sun and desperately needed a little tanning. Looking down at her old black one-piece and skinny white thighs she cursed herself for not wearing a bikini, and promised she’d buy herself something a smidge sexier before their next public outing. If she didn’t tone-up and tan a bit she’d never get laid, something that hadn’t happened since well before Dan left...

She shook her head, took a few deep breaths and closed her eyes behind her large dark sunglasses, trying to empty her mind. She didn’t want to think about her asshole husband, or her kids, or a drink. A drink.

She forced the thought away and took another deep breath, let it out. She tried to zone out the sound of children screaming, splashing. The warm sun caressed her skin, and she let it.

Unbidden, thoughts of Dan came rushing into her mind like a cold wave. Thoughts of Dan with her. Martha shuddered and tried to block the onslaught of imaginary visuals that flipped through her mind’s eyes like a scrapbook of sex. The two of them together—in a motel; in the teacher’s house; in the teacher’s classroom, the kids watching... in her own house, her own bed, she being forced to watch...

“Fuck it,” she said, rubbing her eyes beneath the sunglasses, forcefully ripping the thoughts from her brain. Her breathing quickened, her mouth instantly devoid of saliva, her dry tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth, her teeth feeling loose, brittle. She sat up, found the can of Coke she had stashed in her basket. She pulled the tab, took a long swallow.

She kicked herself for not bringing a shot of something. An airplane bottle of rum would really hit the spot with the warm soda. She looked for the kids, but couldn’t spot them. Well, the lifeguards were on duty, weren’t they? That was their job, to watch out for all the brats in the pool, right? Martha sighed, put down the can and laid back down, closing her eyes once more.

It was her damned imagination. Always percolating unwanted images and ideas into her mind, creating nonexistent worries and delusional situations for her to fret over. Dan had called her—what was it—“touched with fire.” A mad artist. Except she wasn’t an artist. She was a housewife on the aging curve bending downward toward forty, a failed writer; a lazy piece of shit was what she was.

So she drank, and forgot. Then he forgot her, and her world became one of forgetfulness, a misty blanket of malaise that covered everything around her. The opposite of rose-colored glasses, she thought. Blood-colored more like it, a bit of black mixed in...

“Jesus,” she said out loud, and laughed at herself. She forced herself to “zero-out,” as her therapist put it, to create a white page in her mind on which no writing was allowed. She breathed deeper, slowed her mind, closed her eyes. After a few moments the screams became static, the images slowed their hectic pace, the mist in her mind thickened into a comforting blanket, and she drifted away.

 

 

Gary splashed toward Sam, who was now sitting on the edge of the pool, looking off toward something that had captured his interest.

Gary grasped the rounded edge and pulled himself out far enough from the water so that his elbows rested on the warm concrete.

“Hey,” he said, lifting his goggles onto his forehead. Sam continued to look away from Gary, distracted. “Sam,” Gary said, a little more loudly.

Sam turned, looked down at Gary, a strange look on his face.

“What’s up?” Gary continued awkwardly.

Sam looked away, then back. For reasons Gary did not yet understand, Sam looked... nervous. “Gary,” he said. “Ain’t that your sister? Ain’t that Abby?”

Gary lifted himself a little higher to peer over Sam’s legs toward the locker room entry doors where he had last seen Abby.

He saw her standing with just one of her friends now, a brunette girl named Sarah who was wearing a white bikini. Gary knew Sarah, she was the one that would always tell Gary how cute he was when she came by the house. She’d pinch his cheek and pretend to kiss him, but slide her own hand between their mouths before making contact. He knew she would never really do it, but he still enjoyed the game. It excited him being so close to a girl’s mouth, to smell her skin.

Gary focused his attention on Abby. She was still wearing her cotton pullover, so she hadn’t gone swimming yet. Sarah, he noticed, looked angry, but Abby was smiling. Not a normal smile, though, a sort of mean smile. It was then that Gary finally registered the two boys standing in their dripping swimsuits next to his sister. One of them was very fat and pale, but tall, and Gary thought his eyes looked dull, stupid. Gary didn’t recognize him at all.

The other boy he did recognize. The one with the long black hair, small black eyes and menacing eyebrows that met and arched downward above his nose, a malicious V that gave his face a pointed, serpentine look. That was Ted Mattola, a senior at Abby’s high school who even Gary knew was an A-plus asshole. Ted had a reputation for terrorizing the younger, smaller students at the school, and last year things had turned ugly when he had been arrested for stalking one of the sophomore girls in Abby’s class. The girl—Betty or Betsy, Gary couldn’t remember—had accused Ted of some horrible things. There was a restraining order, which he had violated by following her and her sister into a mall and harassing her at the food court. After that, Ted had been held by the police for a couple days and the school had suspended him. The girl – Betty he thought it was now – had moved away. Some thought because of Ted, others said it had to do with her father’s job. Either way, everyone went from thinking Ted was a bully to thinking he might be something far worse.

Gary watched him as he stepped closer to Abby. He saw Sarah say something, really pissed now. The other kid, the big fat kid, put a hand on her shoulder and she slapped it away.

“Geez...” Sam said, watching the scene play out along with Gary.

Gary pushed himself out of the pool, stood and watched, his body tensing, shaking from the chill of the cool water dripping off his skin and suit, ignoring the slow heat pushing up through the concrete to tingle the pads of his bare feet.

Sarah, in a rage, stuck her finger in Ted’s face, said something, then stormed away from Abby and the boys. Going for help? Gary thought, hoped. Abby watched Sarah leaving, a glimmer of concern on her face, followed quickly by a frown, a widening of her eyes. Ted’s hand was on her hip, another, like a striking snake, went to her chest. Ted was saying something to her and she paled...

The other kid, the big fat kid, looked around, as if making sure no one was paying too much attention to them. Abby took a step backward toward the boys’ locker room. The kids in the small water park area were laughing, running, their mothers transfixed by their activities, not seeing what was happening behind them.

Gary felt a spasm wrack his body when Ted grabbed his sister’s arm, hard enough for Abby to wince, to spit something at him, her face filled with fury and hate. Ted pushed her back through the locker room door. She disappeared and the big fat kid followed. The door smoothly settled shut.

Sam was suddenly standing next to Gary, and Gary noticed his small hands were clenched into fists, and, despite the horror of the situation, felt a surge of affection for his old friend.

“What should we do?” Sam said, his voice shaky. Gary tilted his head toward the sky. Far off in the distance, dark gray clouds were pushing their way toward them. It was strange, Gary mused, that the day would be turning, quite suddenly, into a storm.

“It’s okay,” he heard himself saying quietly, calmly. He touched Sam’s arm lightly. “I’ll check.”

Sam nodded, but stayed tight with anticipation, wired with a young boy’s fear of violence.

Gary walked toward the locker room, not caring about the day’s dimming sun.

 

 

Tyler felt something rising from underneath the water to meet him.

It pushed him upward—a firm, rising pressure.

He stopped kicking, lifted his head from the water, turned in time to see a bubble break the surface. A bubble as big as a beach ball. It swelled and burst, spraying him in the face with water. He saw that another boy, a much older boy, was also looking at where the bubble had surfaced and popped. Their eyes met for a moment, neither of them smiling.

The air became pungent. A sour waft of something earthy filled Tyler’s nostrils, as if the pool had passed gas and he was the lucky recipient of its foul discharge.

He shook his head with surprise and disgust, as if the smell were a mosquito that had flown up his nose and settled.

Curious as to what could have caused such a thing, he pushed his head under the water and opened his eyes.

 

 

Gary pushed open the door of the locker room. As he turned toward the bathrooms, two kids—one younger, one a little older, likely brothers—walked past him quickly, saying nothing but obviously hurried.

Otherwise the bathroom appeared empty.

Gary heard the showers going, just a little bit further back into the locker room area, even heard the low mumbling of voices, as if two adults were discussing a baseball game or the stock market while drying themselves with colorful beach towels.

There was a loud bang followed by a grunt Gary recognized as coming from his sister. He walked toward the sound, past the urinals on his right, the sinks with the scratched metal plates that served as mirrors on his left. To the stalls.

He saw the fat kid standing in front of a stall, his hands limp at his sides. He spun on Gary, his cow eyes screwing to find purchase on how to deal with the tiny intruder.

Behind the fat kid Gary saw two sets of bare feet under the stall door. There was another bang—someone had hit one of the walls hard enough to shake the entire row of connected metal stalls.

The fat kid looked behind him, toward the stall, then back at Gary.

“Fuck off,” he said lightly, in a toneless, high-pitched voice.

“Abby?” Gary said.

The shuffling feet within the stall stopped. Gary realized, with some surprise, that he was crying. There was a loud, muffled sound from inside the stall. Then a loud thump and the walls shook once more.

“I’m going to tell!” he yelled suddenly, spitting out the words, bracing himself to attack, or flee.

Someone mumbled something through the closed door, and the big fat kid took a bored, lumbering step toward Gary.

He fled.

 

 

Martha woke from a dream. She had been running... somewhere. Toward something. Dan was there. They were young, happy. He said something to her while they ran and although he was smiling it seemed to her a strained smile.

The children, he said, save them. She tried to see where they were running but could see nothing because it was dark, so dark. You always hated the children, he said. Martha started to say something back, but then Dan was gone, pulled away from her. She started to laugh at the whole thing being so preposterous when something reached out from the dark and grabbed her, something slick, wet and firm with taut muscle, rough skin. It sprang at her...

She jerked awake, raindrops hitting her legs, her stomach, spotting the wide dark lenses of her sunglasses with small wet dots. The dots made her think insanely of stars. Were there stars in the dark she had been running through? She didn’t think so.

A young boy could be heard yelling over the din of the people around her. One of the lifeguards was blowing his whistle.

 

 

Gary ran outside and through his tears and panic he was shocked at how gray everything was. And it was—yes—it was raining. Only lightly, but he saw the spots dotting the white concrete, slowly filling in the lighter color with the quick-spreading dark wet acne of rain drops.

He didn’t think to look for Martha, but ran to the first person he could see who symbolized authority—represented safety, normalcy, help.

He ran to the lifeguard.

“Please!” he yelled up at the guard, a skinny white man with short-cropped, frizzy yellow hair and a deep tan. The guard looked down at Gary over the edge of his platform, his large hazel eyes seeming almost predatory, as if he were ready to pounce from his perch rather than help.

Gary took a step backward.

“What’s up, little man?” the lifeguard said.

Gary pointed to the locker room door. He smelled something funny, but didn’t have time to process the cause. “My sister,” he said, talking loudly over the screams, loud screams, of children. “They took her in there and now they’re hurting her!”

The lifeguard looked from Gary to the locker room door. Gary looked with him and saw a very normal-looking man walk out, holding his son’s hand. They seemed happy, laughing about something. There didn’t seem to be violence from where they had come from, there didn’t seem to be horror on the other side of that door.

“Your sister’s in the boys’ locker room, huh?” the lifeguard said, a small smile creeping onto his lips. “That isn’t allowed, is it?”

Gary looked up at the guard, his mouth hanging open in disbelief. What was happening here? Why wasn’t this man leaping down and running into the locker room to help his sister? He pointed with accusation.

“They’re hurting her, god damn it!”

The lifeguard’s smile vanished, replaced by a flash of anger and then, perhaps, uncertainty. His eyes flicked to the door again.

“Well, I can’t leave my post,” he said stubbornly, but his eyes now lingered on the door, the concern more apparent.

“Please!” Gary wailed, beside himself with terror, his feet dancing up and down in frustration. Other people were watching him now, a few kids holding frozen drinks had stopped to check out the kid making a scene. “He was hitting her!”

At those words the lifeguard’s amusement disappeared completely. He looked from the locker room to Gary. His eyes brewed like the storm clouds that were filling the sky above him. He shook his finger at Gary, angry now.

“Are you shitting me? No lies now, kid,” he said. Gary shook his head, crying in relief and frustration and guilt. He had no more words, he just whimpered and pointed and prayed it wasn’t too late.

The lifeguard nodded and stood up decisively. He put the whistle hanging around his neck to his lips and blew, loudly, twice. A signal, Gary realized through the haze of his distress.

He was so relieved he didn’t notice that the lifeguard hadn’t leapt down, hadn’t run to the locker room to save his sister.

He had also not heard the lifeguard speak, so great was the distraction of his sister’s danger. He never heard the words, “Sweet Jesus,” come out of the lifeguard’s mouth, right before the world opened and hell broke free.

 

 

Under the water, young Tyler saw something his brain simply could not process.

There was a hole. A hole in the bottom of the pool. And now, now that he saw it, he noticed long, jagged black cracks running from each side of the hole, like thin tentacles, racing to the far-off pool edges.

As he stared at the hole, currently no bigger than a softball, it fell inward upon itself, widening its mouth to over a foot across. Tyler could actually feel the suction of the water as it raced downward... down to where? he thought.

With his arms and legs he pushed away from the ever-widening darkness, but not so far that he couldn’t see, not so far that he would miss whatever was going to happen next.

 

 

Martha sat upright when she heard the whistle blow. Once. Twice. Quick, staccato bursts. She took off her sunglasses, looked toward the sound.

My god, she thought, when did it get so dark? She looked up and saw the gray, ominous storm clouds above, resurfacing the sky. A cumulonimbus cloud city, as if seen from the bow of an approaching ship, she recalled, a fragment from a story she read long ago, in a different life. She shook when she heard a low, deep rumbling coming from the clouds... thunder?

She rose to her feet, suddenly anxious, suddenly wary. She searched and spotted the young lifeguard who had blown his whistle. She waited to see if he was going to dive into the pool, save someone.

Gary, she thought with a stabbing panic. She took two steps but then saw Gary standing under the lifeguard stand—a small frail boy looking up at the blond lifeguard who wasn’t looking back at him. Gary was crying, she saw that. Had he fallen? No, he was scared. Terrified. A mother knows.

Abby. She tensed again. What the hell was going on? The lifeguard was staring at the pool, his eyes wide in shock. She looked at the water, expecting to see a floating body, a cloud of blood, something horrible, something to give her nightmares.

“Gary,” she said out loud to no one. “Abby,” she said as weakly, as inconsequentially.

She saw that a few of the children were screaming, splashing away from... something. Something in the middle of the pool, she couldn’t see. Other parents were yelling now, waving for their kids. Another lifeguard, this one much closer to her, blew her whistle and yelled something, the panic obvious.

Martha watched with wonder, stupefied, senseless. The children in the water were flowing in a circle, their arms thrown out toward their screaming parents, flailing to swim to the edges of the pool.

How are they moving like that? she thought. A few adults were running and then—at that moment—instinct took over, and she darted toward her son, not noticing when she knocked down another woman who was kneeling and tugging at her hair; not hearing the new screams, the screams of terror that were replacing the sounds of life like a spreading fungus, like the way the clouds had stretched across the once-sapphire sky, a gray-fisted storm consuming the sun.

 

 

Gary turned toward the water, saw only twisted shapes of peach and brown stuck within a smeared pallet of blue. The world was blurred with his tears.

 

 

Tyler was spinning now, dizzily so, along with eight or nine other kids. A couple of them, he noticed as he spiraled around, were laughing. He tried to turn his body away from the whirlpool as the water drained, but was suddenly jerked backward, as if a giant invisible hand had grabbed him around the midsection and tugged.

His body twisted and he was underwater. He clamped his mouth shut, saving breath. There was a chaos of limbs and bodies. He noticed with no sense of wonder or shame that one boy’s suit had come off, the bright yellow cloth sucked down into the hole like the last inch of spaghetti when you sucked it into your mouth, something he used to do as a game when his parents took him to the Olive Garden on the occasional Saturday night outing.

The swirling current held him tight as he circled and he couldn’t breathe but was holding his breath okay, for now. He saw the water wasn’t all that blue anymore, not by the hole, not by the funnel. It was dirtier, like parts of what was below were mixing with the water. He saw a large boy, likely trying to impress his friends, actually swim toward the hole. He was within a foot when he went headfirst into it as if yanked on a rope. The suction was tremendous but it abated as the boy’s large body got wedged in the gash, his legs kicking, his torso beyond sight. Blood spat upward from the jagged edges of the hole, mixing with water and dirt as the boy thrashed wildly, as if he were being eaten alive by something down below.

Tyler, feeling the pull of the current lessening, ripped off one of the blue wings keeping him afloat, then the other. He let them go, watched them swirl away, then kicked as hard as he could for the surface.

He broke free and the world exploded into his senses. Rain poured from the dark sky and it seemed the air itself was screaming, the cries of kids and parents reaching a crescendo of terror. As he gulped in oxygen he saw kneeling bodies lining the pool, arms reaching inward. One lifeguard dove into the water, began swimming toward them.

Tyler began kicking for the edge, hoping the body of the boy jammed into the crevice would hold a few moments longer.

 

 

Gary heard laughter behind him. He turned and saw Ted and the fat kid leaving the locker room. They were alone. Ted was tying the string of his suit, a giant smile on his face. Both of them walked to the edge of the pool and looked in. Ted, not realizing who Gary was in relation to the violence of what he had just done, nodded toward him.

“The fuck’s going on?” Ted said.

Gary looked at the swirling water, then at the two kids. The big fat kid with the cow eyes looked nervous now as he stared at the siphoning water. No, he looks scared, Gary thought. Scared enough to shit himself.

“Not sure, you should check it out,” he replied evenly, raising his voice over the screaming of children and the parents ringing the pool, some of whom had dove in, frantic to reach their own. “Unless you’re scared,” he said.

Ted looked stunned for a moment, then laughed loudly. But the big dumb kid backed away, his eyes never leaving the dark funnel of water in the middle of the pool. Without a word, he turned and walked. After a few steps, he was running.

“Pussy!” Ted roared after him, then took a step toward Gary, meeting his eyes. His smile was gone, and for a moment Gary thought he was going to say something to him. But then he just smiled that dangerous smile, and jumped in. Gary watched calmly as Ted waded deeper into the pool, then began swimming hurriedly toward the center.

The wind was picking up, whipping Gary’s hair. The rain fell harder. Thunder rumbled overhead, high above in the pulsing deep of the gray heartless sky.

Gary heard the locker room door open and close behind him. He did not turn around.

 

 

Tyler swam harder than he’d ever swam in his life. The effort seemed impossible. He reached for the edge, now only a few feet away. The pull at his legs was strong once more, and he felt as if he were kicking in thick, heavy syrup. It had nearly exhausted him. He looked up, panting, saw a man he didn’t recognize. A stranger. The man was wearing sunglasses with yellow-tinted lenses. He was bearded and had a large, black head of hair streaked with gray. He stretched a hand toward Tyler.

“C’mon kid!” the stranger yelled. “Grab my hand!” Tyler lifted an arm out of the water, reaching.

Behind him came a sound like a crack of thunder followed by a whoosh sound, as if all the life and energy around him had been snatched away by God's hand. The world went mute.

Tyler spun around one last time, hoping to see a glimpse of his mother’s red suit, her face...

He didn’t see her, he couldn’t see anything but water and terror and chaos. He tried to scream but water filled his lungs and he was sucked backward and down.

The hole had opened.

 

 

Gary watched blankly as the funnel in the pool fell open into a black abyss. He saw the willowy underwater forms of two kids get simultaneously sucked through the dark drain of the whirlpool and disappear. He looked up at the lifeguard, who stood rigid, motionless, his mouth slack and open.

What had only moments ago been slowly drawing children toward it, creating a whirlpool effect, had torn completely open, like someone had punched a hole in a bag of grain, emptying its contents in one great vacuous, volcanic downward expulsion.

Gary could only look on in numb horror as a pretty blonde girl held tightly to the buoy-lined dividing rope. The rope—as old as the pool itself, Gary imagined—frayed, then snapped. The pretty girl yelled something to someone, a last torrent of words he could not hear, as she and the end of the rope vanished. The rest of the long rope quickly followed, the buoys slipping down into the funnel like a long centipede burrowing with naked speed through a hole into the earth.

The air filled with the smell of thick, rancid sulfur, and Gary could not turn away as several more bodies struggling in the swirling water were simply sucked away. Down, down into nothing.

The waterline was getting noticeably lower. The opening was now the size of a small car. Gary heard horrible cries from around him and someone knocked him down. He hit his head on a step of the hard white metal pole that held the lifeguard stand aloft and a flashbulb popped like a pistol-shot in his brain.

Lying on the ground, he forced his eyes open. Blood from a cut in his forehead slid into one of his eyes, turning the world a blurry crimson as he tried to blink it away.

A wave of nausea swept over him and it felt like some invisible force was squeezing down on his chest. His eyes rolled back into his head and he felt his body lift off the ground, rising into the air, higher and higher, shooting like an arrow into the sky. Or was he falling? The earth and the sky had switched places, and Gary wasn’t sure which direction he was looking anymore. Up at the pool, now so very far away? Or down at the stormy, dark gray clouds, rushing up at him from below?

He tried to tilt his perspective, look down at the pool. He saw it now as a bird would, the entire blue rectangle, a cancerous hungry sphincter wide and open in its middle, sucking everything down into it. He watched tiny bodies disappearing into the dark. In the next instant, the hole doubled in size, devouring everything within its reach, including Ted Mattola, who went down screaming.

Gary continued to watch from high above and, as the mouth widened, his vision sharpened. He could see, miles below the surface, a large stone slab, rough and stained. The bodies of children were splattering against it, and crouched down in that darkness was a creature, a large black beast with stiff limbs, each long and bent but quick. The creature’s elongated, twitching head danced atop its insectoid torso as it skittered from one end of the slab to the other, gathering the broken bodies of the children as fast as they were falling, enwrapping them, keeping them alive, keeping them for its own sake.

Some of the bodies the thing caught before they struck, some he caught as pieces. Others, Gary felt sure, it was somehow pulling down from the surface, ethereal tentacles reaching miles upward to claim fragile souls.

Gary’s stomach lurched and bile roiled into the back of his throat. He felt cold rain on his skin and felt something shaking him savagely.

He heard his name, “Gary!” and tried desperately to open his eyes, to focus.

His mother’s drawn face filled his vision, her expression a mask of terror and pain, madness. She clutched him to her, and he was limp in her hard, bony arms. Over her shoulder he could see the hole had doubled yet again, the waterline of the pool visibly lower as the water was swallowed, suctioned down and down into the earth. He watched as two more bodies slid away down the funnel. Some of the kids, those in the shallow end especially, were now standing on dry ground, their parents or the parents of other children holding them, clutching them tightly, lifting them out of the pool.

Gary’s mother pushed him to arm’s length, looked at his face.

“My god, you’re bleeding!”

Before Gary could respond, she shook him, her eyes wide, her hair falling wildly. He noticed her suit had broken at the strap and one of her breasts was exposed. He wanted to be back in the sky.

“Gary, where’s Abby? Where’s Abby?” his mother yelled, right into his face, shaking him again.

Remembering his sister and the events that had transpired prior to this new madness, he turned and looked toward the locker rooms.

Abby was walking toward them.

Her dress was gone, but her suit was still intact. She limped slightly, Gary noticed, and had a large smear of blood on her leg and a cut on her face that leaked even more blood down her cheek and neck.

“Abby!” Martha screamed. But Abby kept walking, calmly, her head held high. Gary thought she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. The rain spattered against her skin, the wind rippled her hair. She continued on straight, determined, taking no notice of her family or the chaos around her.

She walked until she reached the pool. At the edge she paused, took in a deep breath. She looked downward into the maelstrom. Then, softly, she turned her head and looked right at Gary. Met his eyes.

“Abby,” he said.

She smiled crookedly, and gave him the Wink. Then she jumped headfirst into the pool.

Gary heard Martha’s scream but couldn’t see if Abby had actually made it to the hole or just hit the bottom.

He yanked himself free of his hysterical mother and, kneeling, looked down into the hole. Abby was gone.

A few feet of water remained, and now many of the kids still moving around inside the basin had stopped, breathing heavily where they sat or stood, their parents yelling, beckoning.

One younger boy dangling at the edge, who had been desperately holding on to his mother’s hand, appeared to simply... let go. As the churning water carried him, he turned to face the hole as he slid toward it, and then he lifted his arms. Like a waterslide, Gary thought.

The boy disappeared feet first.

Gary looked up in time to see his friend Billy Marks, whose birthday party was next week, the invitation for which was taped to the fridge at Gary’s house, run to the edge of the pool and leap. He didn’t quite make it to the opening, smacking against the concrete a few feet from the jagged slurping edge. There was a loud snap as one, or both, of his legs broke beneath him. The water, racing downward, acted as a lubricant for Billy, who crawled toward it, dragging a bleeding, bent leg behind him. Finally, mercifully, the water built up around him and carried him down.

Gary felt light as air, his vision turned hazy. In his decaying vision he saw other kids jumping, diving, running for the hole. Some lay unmoving where they landed, having hit wrong, the water now so shallow. Others were caught in the remaining current and taken down. Insane mothers and fathers clutched at their children, no longer protecting them, but subduing them, holding them back, keeping them from following the others down into the abyss.

The sounds of the world sharpened and condensed to a high-pitched throbbing tone, and Gary could now hear what the other children were hearing—that ancient voice—and he knew what lurked in the deep, gloomy below, where the voice kept house, waiting for them. He knew he was already gone, already broken, but it was sweet. So very sweet...

Martha wrapped Gary in her arms and he jolted against her, writhing. Desperate to follow, his arms reached for the edge, for purchase, his feet kicking, the pads of his feet and bones of his ankles scraping and pushing against the concrete, smears of blood from his ripped skin mixing with the gray rain, snaking out in crimson rivulets.

Martha screamed and held him. With everything that remained inside of her she squeezed his wet thrashing body to her naked chest and wailed into the driving wind for all that had been lost as the rain fell in torrents and the children strived for escape. The pool swallowed all those willing.

The living knelt along the edge, their arms frantically reaching, screaming prayers.

 


 

The Horse Thief

 

PART ONE

Widowmaker

 

Gabino the horse thief stumbled through the large arena’s ankle-high waves of soft earth. He picked his way toward the long barn, the only light coming from a low-slung moon the color of a blood orange, sagging in the night sky as if hung from a string knotted in heaven. His steel-toe boots twinkled and the turquoise rhinestones of his broad belt buckle glittered in the half-light, otherwise he was a desolate shadow, half a mile from the two-lane road and a quarter mile from the Marshall home, where owner Will Marshall, his wife, and their teenage equestrian daughter slept soundly.

Gabino was a short barrel of a man, with a large moustache, a bright smile, and bushy black eyebrows that his darling Mariana—God rest her soul—referred to affectionately as his caterpillars—the same caterpillars that were now slick with sweat as he huffed the last hundred yards of what had already been a considerable middle-of-the-night walk through windless, humid, Floridian air. Gabino thought of Florida as a pale, fat, sweaty old woman, baring her leg to the world like a bar dancer, her broad head crawling with the lice of her inhabitants—the old and young, poor and very wealthy, desperate, drunken and exotic. A land stripped of itself and re-laid with the locales of its patriots, every one of them creating their own tightly-woven version of the blank wet state.

Gabino’s version of Floridian days were choked with heartbreak, heat and dust, and he damned the nights for being more of the same.

Deep in his heart, he knew he was getting too old for thieving, but ranch work near Naples was hard to find, and the black market had boomed in recent years. He could make five hundred dollars on a mare that was of no more use than a sack of old grain, and more than two thousand on a good-sized warmblood. The nicer ones were tricky, of course—better accommodations, better security. But Gabino was careful, and he studied his targets, worked out everything beforehand. He always found horses that were stabled far from any major road and far from their owners. The large Florida ranches, like this one, a private barn that did not rent space or give lessons to rich white girls, were especially easy.

He had met the Marshalls before, of course. In his many years as a stable hand, he’d met practically every rancher, barn-owner and breeder from Tampa to Ocala and, in a different life, across the state in Jacksonville up to Yulee. So many barns, so many horses. So many indifferent, low-paying owners and too many potential ranch hands, all of them reaching, all of them desperate. He’d been desperate, as well.

As a young man, raising a small boy and having a beautiful wife to look after, he had taken whatever he could get, regardless of hours or pay. He’d worked hard, and he knew horses. Knew how to talk to them, to steady them, to prepare them for the privileged daughters and weekend businessmen with the itch for riding. It was a gift he’d had since he was a kid, working a ranch in Sonora with his father, before the family had moved to the states, to an uncle who had work waiting for them in Florida. They had crossed the border, like so many then, illegally. His sister Theresa’s body was left behind after dying from exposure in the Sonoran wasteland just north of Sásabe. She’d been only six, he nine, and there was not enough water for the long weeks they walked, exposed to the heat. After they reached Nogales, they rode huddled and frail atop a freight train—known as la bestia for the way it chewed up those who dared straddle its metal back—to the border in silence, his papa wary for bandits, his mother inconsolable. Eventually, after many weeks of hardship, they made it through the southern American states to their uncle in Jacksonville, the small family broke and forever broken.

Fifty years he’d worked horses, fifty years of shoveling estiércol, repairing barns, building stables in the wet heat. Long days, hard days, making less than minimum wage, barely surviving, eating little, sleeping less.

Now that he was making real money, he had no one left to provide for, no need for it. He did it because he could. He felt, somewhere deep, it was owed to him. Besides, what had horses ever done for him? Shit and eat, wait to be brushed, wait to be shoed, stare at him with their devil-god eyes.

Gabino took off his worn Stetson, wiped his forehead, ran a hand through his short-cropped graying hair. The night was hot, and he was in a bad state, he knew. It annoyed him. He was a man who enjoyed laughing, enjoyed cold cerveza and tequila with his friends. This horse business was a bad one, and he prayed his Mariana was in heaven forgiving him; his Luis, killed when just nine years old, standing with her, waiting for him to come join them.

He put the Stetson back on his head, continued his prowl through the arena. He reached the rails, deftly climbed them, lost his footing, fell, whisper-cursed. “Me lleva la chingada,” he said, rubbing his bad knee as he stood, dusted himself, then stopped, listening.

It was quiet. He knew no one would be here. The Marshalls had no security. No alarms. No staff that worked past midnight. No boarders. Only their half-dozen warmbloods, two of them retired champion grand prix jumpers. The wife’s, Far North, was an older mare well past her competing age. Mrs. Marshall liked riding her, training her, keeping her own aging body in form, an old equestrian herself. The daughter, Lilly, a savage teenager with an ugly face and a mean temperament, rode the diamond of the bunch, Widowmaker. The brat and Widowmaker competed around the world, often placing, sometimes winning. She was a beautiful, black mare, as slick as midnight and strong as two bulls. When she ran her black coat rippled with underlying muscle like a wind-blown lake in Hell. The girl, in her helmet, lambskin gloves and hunt coat, looked like an appendage of the great beast while she sat atop him, a tumor sticking from its back as it cantered and leapt like Arion.

Tonight Gabino would take that horse and sell it, likely kill it with his own hands, if that is what Fat Ted wanted. Sometimes Gabino would bring men with him, and they’d take the horse to a nearby field, strike a tent with work lights hooked to truck batteries, kill it, butcher it, then burn the remains. Or bury them if there was time, especially if a fire might attract attention. The horses stank when they burned, thick and rancid, hundreds of pounds of skin and blood boiling to ash, innards crackling, the fire petrifying the bones in black chalk for the authorities to find days later.

All but the heads.

The heads, for reasons he did not understand or want to think about, never fully burned. The eyes liquefied, popping and spitting like firecrackers, and the fat tongue, the long mane, all burned away, every time. But the great flesh and skull of the head, the giant teeth, always remained. A blessing of the gods, perhaps a warning to those who dared defile the creatures. Gabino rubbed his mouth, huffed away the thought, felt a chill despite the night’s smothering warmth. No, he did not like to think about it.

He gripped the cutters in one hand, the worn halter in the other. He waited a moment before continuing toward the barn, heard no sound save the horses inside. He looked at the sagging blood moon, which made him think of a witch’s orange-tinted tit slipping through a black lace gown. He winced from the sting of sweat running into his eyes, said a prayer of St. Michael to protect him from devils.

Finally he approached the large main door, his bad knee aching. There was a job to do, and tonight would pay very well. Perhaps he would buy a new knee if he did not drink it all away with that pinche Jose and the boys.

Reaching the barn, he was able to relax, let down his guard. He found his humor, thinking of his friends, the good things he still had in his life. He smiled as he studied the old lock on the door. Strong white teeth glinted beneath the heavy moustache and the shadowy curve of the thief’s wide-brimmed hat.

He put the bolt-cutters to the lock and squeezed, his hands rough and strong as the tool itself. There was a satisfying snip, and the lock fell away. Gabino smiled more widely, his dark thoughts exorcised for the moment, and pulled open the large door, its rusted hinges squealing with minimal protest.

Widowmaker waited for him inside, in the dark, only minutes away from freedom and death.

The interior of the barn was darker than the night, the horses each a blurred shadow, hovering on either side of the wide dirt path splitting the barn’s interior.

Gabino dug into his back pocket, pulled out a palm-sized Maglite, twisted it alive. With the aid of the light and steady adjustment of his own eyes, he was able to make out the individual stalls. They were large, enough room for three horses nose-to-tail, and each chest-high door carried a stenciled white plaque bearing the animal’s name.

He walked past Jubilee and Kenya—a broodmare and a stallion—two former champions Mr. Marshall kept for breeding, although those requests had been coming few and far-between lately, Gabino knew. He supposed the man kept them for sentimental reasons, and he owned the barn, owned the land, so why not?

Gabino turned to his left, let the light’s beam slide across Far North, a beautiful speckled mare that was the lady’s pride and joy. He went over, patted her on the neck, whispered into her ear. She stamped a foot, playfully nudged his hat, nearly knocking it off his head. He tutted, rubbed her muzzle and moved on.

As he continued further inside, he closed his eyes for a moment, breathed in deeply. He had always loved the smell of a horse barn, even as a child. The mustiness of the trodden hay, the old worn wood of the barn itself, the well-used stall doors and pock-marked walls, the sickly sweet stink of horse dung, and the rich aroma of the horses, so intoxicating. There was such depth of life in the scent of a horse.

His boy, Luis, had not lived long enough to ride, but had visited a few ranches with his father, playing in the hay or going stall-to-stall, talking to the horses, pointing up at them while their great heads looked down quizzically, snorting blasts of hot air from their nostrils into his small face, passing their strength, their spirit. When Luis was gone, Gabino often thought of him when working the horses; he would look into their large glassy eyes and see a reflection of his boy in another world, a world filled with running and nobility. He’d see him, a distant shadow, waving, searching for his papa, running with spirits.

But deep down, he knew such a world did not exist. He knew those glassy eyes were dumb and helpless, like his own. When he cut off their heads, he relished the moment their eyes went dead and those fabricated worlds disappeared. All that remained was the blood and the shit and the meat.

A loud whinny came from a few yards ahead, deep within the last stall. Gabino moved the light over the sign, read WIDOWMAKER in square black letters, and clucked his tongue. It was time to get it done. Fat Ted would be waiting at the farm, a good forty-minute drive, and that was after he led the mare all the way back to his truck, which sat a mile down the road, out of sight, shadowed by a copse of over-ripe Guava trees.

He unlatched the stable door, kept the light’s beam aimed low so as not to frighten the horse. Widowmaker stood at the far end of the stall. She was ink spilled on a black canvas, shining dark. Strength came off her in waves, as if she could buck and destroy the world. He stepped cautiously closer and she turned her great neck, rolled one eye at him, then lifted her head high in profile, making damn sure he knew whose presence he stood in.

Gabino slung the halter over his shoulder and tutted at the massive horse, lifting one hand, palm up, as he walked toward her. His boots squelched through a large pile of dung, but he didn’t notice, or care. His eyes were on the beauty now, he entreated her welcome, silently requested her complete supplication. The horse whinnied, blew out a breath, and stomped her hooves. Not a warning, but not a welcome, either.

“Relájate, relájate, lady,” he cooed gently, his fingers now inches from her black, flaring nostrils. “Relájate...”

He reached into his pocket with his other hand, pulled out a handful of clumpy, broken oat treats, held them up to her mouth. She snorted again, one great black eye rolling down to him in stately fear, the look a queen might give the executioner as she was pushed into the guillotine.

Then Widowmaker’s lids lowered as she smelled the treats. Hesitantly, she dipped her mouth to his hand, her thick lips flapped noisily, the crumbled oats sticking to his palm, the horse chomping and licking and snorting as she devoured the rest. He had to stand on his tiptoes, even with her head bent, to reach the crest of her mane, which he scratched roughly, letting the horse relax.

“Good. Good, lady,” he said soothingly, rubbing his hand between her eyes, stroking her long nose. He tucked the flashlight into his pocket. He would need both hands now.

Smoothly, he flexed open the halter and pushed it up over her head. He adjusted her large pointed ears so they slid through the slots, then secured the buckle beneath the mare’s muscular neck, letting the lead dangle for now. He whispered to her the whole time, soothing her as she huffed and stamped.

After waiting a few quiet moments to let her acclimate to the gear, he clenched the lead and pulled her gently toward the open stable door. He prayed she would not startle when he put her into the unfamiliar trailer hitched to his truck, but he kept a large sack of feed waiting to distract her. She’d settle, and eat, and together they would drive back to Fat Ted, and to the farm where she would die.

 

 

PART TWO

The Dark Road

 

The F150 slid down the dark two-lane highway, cloisters of oak and mangroves edging each shoulder like children pushing to be first in line to see a fight. The headlights flared from the shining truck, two wide yellow eyes staring down the passing pavement, a chrome grimace for a bumper, the dented Florida plate tapping lightly against its bolts. The truck was dotted with running lights along its fender and bed, a wavering CB antenna whistling through the wind, and custom fog lights hard-used due to the state’s moist climate. Behind, hooked up and humming along in tow, was the two-horse trailer housing Widowmaker. The wind curved around the horseshoe-shaped carriage, the oblivious beast inside nose-deep in a hanging basket of oats, unbothered by the midnight transport to destinations unknown.

Inside the air-conditioned cab, Gabino sat hatless. He was tired from the miles of walking, from leading the damned horse along the road toward his truck. His muscles and guts were tight from nerves, his eyes jumped up and down the road as he paced it with the black mare, praying no cars would come. He knew it was almost an impossibility, as the road was essentially private, shared by just three ranches, the only three properties for miles around. But still, he was happy to be on his way, the hardest part of the night’s business behind him.

He took a deep breath, tried to relax. Once he was on the highway, it was a short drive to Fat Ted’s farm, and then he would collect his money and be done. That dumb lard-ass would likely make Gabino slaughter the beast, which was fine. Part of the job.

It was rare to bring them in alive, all the years he had been thieving he had done it only one other time. The buyer had wanted to see the beast slaughtered, see the flesh cut from the corpse, assured he was getting the most prime cuts, the freshest meat. Gabino could certainly understand the scrutiny. Swindlers ran rampant in the meat market. They’d sell you meat that had turned, or would turn before you could prepare it. So he didn’t blame the man, but he charged extra for the risk.

Still, it was all the same to him. Once he had the horse off the land, it didn’t matter where the butchering occurred. In many ways he preferred doing it outside, tented off in some field somewhere. The night breezes kept the air clean while they cut and bagged. What was not kept for the buyer would be thrown in a pile, gasoline-drenched and burned. There was something very sacred about it, Gabino thought, crossing himself. Sacrificial.

The thief turned on the radio, found a Mexican station playing norteña, hummed along. The trees dissipated as he drew nearer to the highway. Soon, he travelled through a vast open plain, the tires gripping the single black strand of road slithering through its broad grass belly as he curved his way north.

A fog bank fell upon him, and the road disappeared. He cursed, reached for the fog lights, but the cloud lifted before he could even toggle the switch, the road once more filling his moisture-specked windshield. He grunted in surprise to be clear of it so quickly. Not unusual, he figured, with the amount of moisture in the air. But not common, either, and he muttered a quick prayer.

The radio hissed static, the sounds of singing strained and gasped for coherency. Gabino frowned at the radio’s glowing green face, pressed a button to switch to another station, and heard only more static. White noise, faint strands of voices filtering through. He tried another station, then another. He clicked it off, looked back to the road, keeping a close eye.

The fog was gone, but the darkness surrounding his truck was complete, the headlights only barely illuminating the pavement and white dashes of the black road, the fringes of tough earth on the shoulder, and nothing else. He looked to the horizon but could make out only blurry geographies, the moon hidden behind charcoal-smear clouds.

Gabino strained to spot signs for the upcoming highway, desperate now to be off this road and on his way to the farm. Some part of him was becoming alarmed with the night, with this road. The way the darkness crowded in seemed… unnatural. Frustrated, he clicked on his high beams.

Perched along the side of the road, far ahead, was a tall, slightly bent, black shaft. It stuck upward from the shoulder, weighted at its peak. It was slightly misshapen, like the branchless trunk of a burnt-up tree with a clustered nest at the top. Gabino let off the accelerator, squinting to see what the hell it could be. He remembered nothing like it when travelling this road before, and he had done so many, many times.

The truck slowed and the headlight beams brushed up against the bizarre marker, a ten-foot stake in the earth, its shadow jetting along the barely-visible plain, a pointer to nowhere. Gabino brought the truck to a crawl, holding his breath.

He pulled within ten feet of the thing, and stopped.

His heart accelerated and his mouth went dry. He sat still a moment, staring, listening to the muffled rumble of the idling engine, sweating inside the ominous quiet of the cab, trying to decide what to do. He could see it clearly now, probed his mind for what it might be. Something tickled at his memory, stories of a curse, mythical warnings.

He opened his door and stepped down, left the engine running. For a quick exit, perhaps. He looked nervously into the dark, beyond the stretched rectangle of light, watchful of anything else that seemed off. As he neared the strange totem he realized, with growing dismay, that it was much taller than he’d first thought.

The thief stood, gawking upward, the headlights from his truck flooding the scene, the stars winking, the fat red hunter’s moon leaking into view slowly from behind ashen clouds, ready to drip from the sky.

It was the head of a horse. It was mounted, ten-feet high, spiked upon a thick, charred pole which had been driven fast into the hard ground. The horse’s head was badly burned, the remaining coat dusted and coarse as coal. The large teeth flexed, as if biting, reaching. The eyes were blackened hollows, the ears pointed and blistered, crisp and still. What remained of the mane slid down the back of its neck, dangled in the night air in wispy burnt strands. The charred muzzle was tilted slightly downward, the blind, black pools that were once eyes looked directly into Gabino’s.

Breathing fast, he again searched the opaque night, as if expecting pranksters, or some other explanation as to why this cursed thing was here. He walked forward uneasily, put a hand around the hard post, looked up at the bottom of the head, grateful it did not tilt down to follow his approach. He pushed his weight against the post, thinking to knock the vile thing to the earth, but it would not budge. It was hard as concrete, petrified to the spot as if rooted. He wrapped both hands around it, tried to shake it, dislodge the head at least, but it was immovable. The perched head quavered only slightly, a tremor, despite his most aggressive throttling.

He gave up, sweating, breathing heavily, looking up at the beast’s head. He spun away from it to face the truck’s headlights, looked at his hands, saw they were covered in black soot. He wiped them on his jeans, annoyed and frightened. “Hijo de puta,” he cursed under his breath. He stepped back into the road then turned back once more, saw those heavy teeth straining for him, the haunted hollows beneath the melted eyelids seemed to search his soul. He licked his lips, turned and walked back to the truck, muttering more broken prayers.

As he neared the open driver-side door, he glanced instinctively to check the trailer, a rancher’s habit of making sure all was secure before pulling away.

A small hand, the hand of a child, was reaching through one of the ventilation slots along the trailer’s side. The hand waved around, fingers reaching, as if feeling for purchase. Gabino froze, eyes wide. He cursed loudly, almost a sob, then took three quick steps toward the hand.

“Who’s there!” he shouted, his voice dying on the moist air. The hand slipped away, back inside the dark, silent trailer. Gabino ran to where the hand had been, smacked his palm hard against the side.

“Get out now or I’ll kill you!” he screamed, his words sounding muffled in his own ears, as if he were yelling from inside a tomb.

Not waiting for his nerves to turn against him, he ran to the back of the trailer, saw Widowmaker’s hind-end above the half-gate, her tail swishing carelessly. Gabino dropped the gate, the metal smashing down onto pavement with a crash. He pulled the Maglite from his pocket, darted the beam into the corners and along the walls of the confined space.

Widowmaker dropped her head, turned her neck, one bulbous eye catching the reflection of the light, the orb staring back at him with empty contempt.

Seeing nothing unusual, Gabino climbed up and double-checked both sides of the animal. Ridiculous, of course, the trailer was completely enclosed, only big enough for two horses. There was no piled-up hay, no place for a child to hide.

There was no one.

“Who is it?” Gabino said foolishly. The only response coming from the mare, who blew through her lips, scraped a hoof along the metal floor in tired exasperation.

Gabino looked to the horse, his good cheer vanished, his heart cold as a winter night, his eyes hard and empty as the horse’s. “I’ll be dealing with you soon, princess,” he said. “I’ll cut you open and bleed you. Then butcher you and burn you, yegua pendeja.” He lifted a fisted hand, sweat running down his strained face, meaning to punch the terrible beast in the eye. He held it there, pulled back, his lips pressed, nostrils flaring.

Widowmaker just watched Gabino carelessly, as if weighing his worth in flesh. Gabino, hands shaking, heart pounding, lowered his fist. Shame flooded him as he walked back out without another glance, lifted the gate, and slammed it shut.

Moments later, the truck drove off in a roar of exhaust. Gabino looked into the side mirror as he drove further and further away from the strange totem, watched as the black pole and the charred head stuck atop it were swallowed once more by the infinite, ravenous night.

He looked at his hands on the wheel, noticed the whites of his knuckles, and forced himself to take a deep breath, then another. As the minutes peeled by, he tried to relax, to focus on the job at hand.

Ten minutes later, however, he had still seen no sign for the turn-off, and his nerves began to fray once more. His heart beat hard in his chest, his stomach cramped from the strain on his nerves. Something was wrong.

Maldita sea, where was the highway? he thought angrily. It was taking too long, and he cursed himself for stopping to look at the bizarre horse head. He was behind schedule now, and the client would be waiting. His frustrated, fear-soaked rage was rising and he pressed down on the gas, eager to get off the cursed road. He looked down to the radio, clicked it on again, hoping for the reception to have returned, some music to fill the emptiness. Still he heard nothing but static and whispers of a distant broadcast. A chill coursed through his spine and his temples throbbed as he bit down panic. Those are voices, he thought, then turned off the radio in revulsion, lifted his eyes to the road.

A small boy stood twenty yards ahead, straddling the white-dashed divider.

“Qué chingados!” he screamed and slammed down on the brakes, the truck skidding, the weight of the trailer pushing it forward and sideways, jack-knifing on skid-hopping tires. The heavy thud from the massive weight of the horse, its body slamming horribly into the side of the trailer, reverberated in his ears. He turned the wheel as the truck’s tires bit into the asphalt, savagely trying to straighten out the trailer without tipping it and still miss the boy, who stood dead-eyed and motionless in the path of the onrushing headlights. For a few perilous seconds, Gabino thought he’d lose control and tip the trailer. He caught a glimpse of its broad side filling his driver-side mirror. Worse yet, he would kill the child. At the very last moment, he was able to bring the truck under control, braking hard and twisting the wheel just enough to keep the fishtailing trailer from flipping.

The truck came to a skidding stop three feet from the boy, corkscrewed and steaming. Gabino squinted through the windshield, his hands glued with sweat to the leather-wrapped steering wheel. He sat back hard, took in a deep breath, not believing what was happening. He wiped sweat from his brow and screwed up his eyes, stared past the truck’s hood into the light-clouded darkness. Part of him expected to see nothing, as if a shadowy corner of his brain, already stressed and taxed to its limits, had created the child in an anxiety-fueled hallucinogenic burst.

But the boy was there, standing calmly in the bright headlights, his brown eyes barely visible just over the hood, and Gabino thought he could not be more than ten years old. What the hell was he doing out here in the middle of nowhere? In the middle of the night?

Gabino opened his door, seething. He walked to the front of the truck, towering over the small, frail boy, who looked up at the thief with wide, patient eyes. The boy was dark-skinned, his hair black and choppy. He wore a large, ratty t-shirt and soiled brown pants. As Gabino looked him over, he saw the child was barefoot.

“What are you doing? I almost killed you!” Gabino screamed at him, grabbing the child’s thin bicep and tugging him away from the front of the truck, as if he were still in danger of being crushed. “You probably hurt my horse, you bastard!”

The boy stared mutely, as if not hearing him, not seeing him. Then, as if a switch had flipped inside his head, his eyes focused, the faint trace of a smile cresting at the ends of his mouth.

“Señor,” he said, his voice thin and melodic, “may I have a ride?”

Gabino stared, eyes wide and blazing. He huffed and looked around into the inky void surrounding them, his hand still clamped to the boy’s arm, as if expecting a parent to come from behind a tree and claim the child, scolding him as they dragged him off into the dark.

“Aye, what is this night?” he said to himself. He released the boy, rubbed his eyes with his dry, rough fingertips. He turned, walked a few steps away, his fists clenching and unclenching as he tried to think, to clear his head.

The boy said nothing.

Gabino sighed, turned, then dipped his head toward the truck. “Get in, child,” he said, then walked shakily back to the cab. “Come on, vámonos!”

He climbed inside, punched the power lock on the door. Across from him, the passenger door opened and the shoeless boy climbed in. Gabino shook his head, put the truck into gear, and slowly pulled out, the trailer straightening behind them. He revved the engine quickly to speed, his primary concern now being his arrival time at Fat Ted’s. Ted would have his hide for being late, and Gabino’s disconnected mindset of uncertainty and nervousness was melting into feelings of deep fear.

He did not dare check on the horse. What was done was done. If the damned thing had broken its neck, so be it. He could not fool with it now.

“Put on your seatbelt,” he said to the boy, more out of annoyance at the truck’s beeping reminder than concern for the boy’s safety. “I’m dropping you at the first gas station, once we get on the highway.”

The boy did as he asked, but said nothing, just looked out the window. The truck passed through a light mist, translucent as a shadow, and the night cleared. Stars speckled the sky, the red moon had turned plump and white as chalk.

Gabino turned to ask the child why he was so stupidly, and strangely, in the road at night, when he saw a flash of green square go by, marking the 301 highway as five miles ahead. He let out a sigh of relief, released the breath he had been holding, clutched, deep inside his chest. Finally, the highway. What was wrong with him anyway? A scared old man, frightened by pagan posts, likely placed by rancher kids as a joke, and small ten-year old boys in ratty clothes wandering the fields. What a man he’d become! He laughed at himself, feeling the tension release, knowing he would make the scheduled time to meet the client, almost giddy with the idea of dumping the child at the first opportunity.

“Almost there now,” he said, spirits rising. The boy turned to him, dark eyes searching, glittering in the dark interior of the cab.

“Señor, have you heard the story of the seventh son?” the boy asked. “If you please, I will tell you.”

Gabino spared a long look at the child, considered his wet eyes, then shook his head and looked back at the road, anxiously awaiting the freeway entrance ramp.

“Where I am from, there was a boy,” he began, his voice a silky ribbon, high and confident, “who was the seventh son of a seventh son. The people in our village thought he was a devil, but he was only a boy, just ten years old.”

Gabino said nothing. His hands tightened on the wheel.

“One day, the villagers invaded the boy’s small home. They beat his mother and dragged his father, kicking and clawing and screaming, to the village square. They hung the father from a tent pole. At the top of the pole was the Mexican flag.”

Gabino cleared his throat roughly, part of him listening to the boy’s lilting voice, the other listening for signs that Widowmaker was still alive in the trailer. The road continued to pass beneath them. “I had a son...” he said under his breath, as if it explained things. “His name was Luis.”

His young passenger continued, unwavering. “The boy was taken to a small hut, one that had not been used for many, many years. Inside that hut they dug out a dirt pit, filled it with chopped wood, put a large metal cauldron on top of the wood, lit a fire, and boiled the water while the boy watched. He never stopped screaming for his mother and siblings, who were bound at the feet and wrists with leather straps, secured in their own hut, but not so far off that they did not hear his pleas.”

The mysterious child took a breath, rested a hand on the seat between them, and continued. “After a while, when the water in the cauldron boiled, the villagers dropped the boy into it. He screamed, fighting to escape, even as the water melted the skin from his bones, even as his insides bubbled and boiled. They hit him in the face and head with long sticks, keeping him inside until he finally stopped screaming and crying, until he was dead.

“When the deed was done, the villagers released the other members of the family, then went to the church. While the water cooled, the entire village prayed, and the mother and her living children ran away, fearing for their own lives.

“After their prayers, the villagers pulled the boy’s body from the cauldron. They cut what remained of his eyes out and buried them in a field. They cut out his tongue and threw it into a thin river that ran through the village. They cut off his hands and feet and buried them in a patch of ground by the church where they had prayed. What was left of his body they burned to ash in the town square.

“His father’s body still hung from the flag post, the same strong wind that pushed the dead man’s body also blew his youngest child’s ashes into the air.”

Gabino saw the ramp ahead, a large green sign marking the entrance.

“That’s just a story,” he said, easing the truck onto the ramp.

“They say nothing ever grew there,” the boy continued, trance-like, ignoring Gabino’s remark. “The ground around the church turned to poison, killing trees and bushes. The river turned bitter and carried disease. The fields withered, and where his ashes blew, all around the village, death came, killing old and young alike. A plague. Now, no one lives in that village. It’s dead earth, forever cursed.”

Gabino pushed the truck to eighty, cruising easily on the freeway now, the traffic flowing. He spotted a gas station almost immediately, and indicated with his blinker that he was getting over.

“Okay, time to go,” he said, exiting. He pulled into the gas station parking lot, stopped the truck, not daring to glance toward the child.

There was a long pause, the cab filled with the child’s light breathing. Gabino, staring straight ahead, heard the door open and close.

He drove away, and did not look back.

 

 

PART THREE

Fat Ted and the Chinaman

 

Fat Ted stood in the kitchen looking out the small window as the shining black sedan pulled up the long driveway. He flipped a switch by the door and two giant spotlights, mounted to the house and facing the yard, frazzled to life, lighting up the entirety of the land in front of the house—the patchy, weathered grass, the thin dirt driveway, the massive black cypress trees that blockaded his habitat from the road and, more importantly, outside view. Anyone wanting to see Ted’s land had to drive up a private quarter-mile road while underneath a canopy of trees that extended nearly its entire length, and then into his spotlighted yard. There was a large barn out back, and behind that a dense mile of tree-line, where his property separated from the state-owned land. Set back into those trees he’d erected a ten-foot high fence, coiled with barb wire, that wrapped completely around the property.

The only folks coming to see Fat Ted were the folks Fat Ted wanted to see.

The man in the black sedan fit the latter category, and Ted licked his lips as the luxury car pulled to a stop. Ted turned to check the cheap plastic-faced clock mounted to the opposite wall, and cursed Gabino for being late.

He would just have to stall. Show the man around, make him a drink. Small talk and all that jazz. Then he’d walk him out back, show him some of the other merchandise that had been brought in, maybe interest him in some pre-cut meat he had frozen. Perhaps he would show his client the bone pit. A man like this one might like to see something like that. Fat Ted thought he might enjoy that quite a bit.

The car door slammed and Ted gathered himself. He glanced in the mirror, started to fix his clumped hair, then just plucked a broad, sweat-grimed ball cap from a nearby shelf and pushed it on. He grabbed his black duster, threw it on over his sagging sweat pants and Dolphins jersey, size XXXL.

He picked the .38 up off the round white kitchen table, shoved it into one duster pocket. He grabbed his knife holster, fastened it to his wide thigh, just managing to squeeze the buckle closed on the last punch hole of the worn strap. He opened the door, stepped outside, all smiles, and waved at the man waiting patiently outside the car, arms folded across his black suit coat, hair tidy, shoes shining.

“Howdy,” Fat Ted said, wobbling into the night.

The man looked down, as if thinking, then uncrossed his arms.

“The horse?”

“Coming, coming,” Ted said. “A little behind is all, but no trouble. My man Gabino just called, he’s five minutes out,” he lied, huffing like a buffalo. “All good.”

The man, who looked partly Asian, and partly something else, just glared. Fat Ted wondered if he was even an American.

“You Hawaiian? You didn’t sound Hawaiian on the phone.”

Ted stopped a few feet from the man, slipped a hand into the duster pocket, let his fingers tap the butt of the .38. “You Hawaiian?” he repeated, his eyes scrunched up, his voice sounding nasally, even to his own ears.

“Five minutes,” the man said.

Ted felt a clock ticking in his head, and he didn’t like it. “All right, all right,” he said, hands up and out now, palms pushing the air. “I said he’s coming, right? So he’s coming. Look, you want a drink or something? I got bourbon in the house.”

The man shook his head. Ted noticed he had a small, trim ponytail flapping around back there, like a thin black snake curled up at the base of his skinny Hawaiian neck.

“The horse,” he repeated.

Fat Ted stared at him a moment, wondering if the man was dense or just plain retarded. He chuckled, then patted his bulbous sides with his arms, unsure how to proceed with this strange, but well-paying, individual. He tried to remind himself there was a lot of money at stake, and ten large was ten large was ten large, and if the guy wanted to sit out here and act like some sort of maniac, that was just hey-ho-dandy with Fat Ted.

“Lookie, that horse gonna be here in five minutes. Why don’t we head to the back, and I’ll show you where we’ll do the slaughter.”

The man looked up as if seeing Ted for the first time. He had large brown eyes, a trim mustache riding the curl of his lip. He stared, and did not move.

After a minute of this act, Ted got a little uncomfortable. Then he got nervous. “Hey man, you gotta relax, you know? I mean, look,” he said, his tone darkening slightly, “do you even have the money?”

The Hawaiian spun to the car, abruptly, impatiently, and opened the rear door. He pulled out a briefcase, took two quick steps, and handed it to Fat Ted like he was giving him a bag of shit. “Here,” he said, his nose wrinkled.

“Well, all right,” Ted said warily, without pleasure. He plucked the case from the man, kneeled down, set it flat on the brown grass, punched the two clips and lifted it open.

It was full of money, neatly-stacked. Small bills, just like he’d asked.

“Well, all right,” he repeated, his tone more jubilant now, and closed the briefcase, sealing its clasps tight. “You know, in all them movies and TV shows, the money always comes in a briefcase, and I’m always thinking, well that’s a nice bonus. I mean, they get the cash, and they also get a nice briefcase. I always thought that would be pretty cool, like an unexpected small pleasure, and I like small pleasures, yes sir. And now look at me.” Ted held the briefcase to his massive gut, and smiled. “Me with my money and a new briefcase to boot. I think this is going fine, yes I do.”

The Hawaiian said nothing, simply looked to his feet, arms folded at his chest. Fat Ted was about to try and convince the Hawaiian to come back to the barn with him one more time, the silence becoming quite unbearable, when he heard the distant rumble of an engine.

Thank the ever-lovin’ lord, he thought.

The man also turned, and they both listened to the clattering of the truck and the squeaking struts of the trailer as it came slowly up the driveway. Soon, headlights were flittering through the trees, and a few moments after that the big F150 pulled past them, headed back toward the barn.

Fat Ted watched it go by and lifted a pudgy white palm toward the driver. But Gabino, eyes forward, did not spare him a glance, a nod or a wave. All business, Ted thought. I suppose it’s that kind of a night.

“Well, that’s my boy, and that’s your horse.”

The man nodded and started to follow the truck’s exhaust toward the rear of the house, toward the barn.

“All right then,” Ted said, and followed as best he could, holding the briefcase in one hand, the other palming his balls through his moist sweatpants.

“Let’s get ‘er done.”

Gabino stepped from the truck, the night air much cooler than he expected. He was still shaken by the series of odd events on the road, but he didn’t believe in spirits, or curses, or mystics or any of the other garbage you saw on television. He was a Catholic, and Catholics believed in saints, gods and angels, demons and devils. The ward from which was prayers and symbolic ritual steeped in the teachings of the Bible and Jesus Christ. There was no need to ward against angry spirits, pagan curses and the like.

And yet…

He shook his head, lowered the brim of his Stetson, and pushed the large barn door along its rails, creating room for his truck and trailer to fit through comfortably. The inside of the cavernous space was a rich black that swallowed his headlights, a vaporous veil opaque as a grandmother’s funeral dress.

He could hear the stranger approaching from behind, his footsteps light on the loose gravel of the makeshift driveway that led around the house to the barn. He could also hear Fat Ted puffing like a blowfish beyond that. Never mind them, it was time to get this done, get his money and get out. Maybe get out for good.

He closed his eyes, laid a hand on the rough wood of the barn, bowed his head quickly, before the others could reach him. “Cúbreme con Tu sangre redentora y me llene de su Espíritu Santo. Sanar y transformar a mí de ser la oscuridad a la luz siendo...” he recited. Then lifted his palm, pushing away from the barn, opening his eyes to the empty darkness looming before him, a swallowing void. Yes, this would be the last, he decided.

He got briskly back into the cab and drove forward, waiting for the truck’s heavy yellow beams to split open the dark, but the dark only engulfed him.

Fat Ted caught up to the Hawaiian, who stood at the open entrance, staring dumbly like it was a mystery to behold. The demon eyes of the truck’s red taillights lurked deep within. Ted smiled and walked past the Hawaiian without breaking stride.

His trained hand found the power box easily in the gloom and he rammed the rusty switch upward. Rows of massive overhead cage lights flickered, then popped on throughout the interior.

The barn was two stories in height. There were stalls lining two walls on the bottom floor, and the second-story, a wraparound loft, held supplies, feed, tools and other garbage Fat Ted had accumulated over the years. A lot of it had been left over from when his daddy owned the farm and ran it as such. But Fat Ted had found other ways of doing business that were much more profitable, and much easier on his constitution. He greatly preferred handling the occasional stash of illegal guns, drugs or other such contraband, and hiring one of the many illegal immigrants he could lay hands on who would transport said contraband for pennies on his dollars.

The horse meat trend fell into his lap like a Christmas gift that had been found behind the tree, hidden behind wads of used-up paper and an ill-placed nativity scene. He couldn’t believe how easy it was to find buyers for something he could get hold of as easily as snapping his pudgy fingers. Horse meat, of all things. He didn’t know how many he’d slaughtered over the years, despite the ill-kept laws against such things. He preferred to buy stock cheap and turn it for a profit on the black market, but he realized how much more lucrative it could be for “special orders,” the men and women who paid top dollar for the higher breeds of equine, as if it made the quality of the meat that much more enticing. He laughed to himself as he thought about the kind of money folks would pay for a hundred pounds of flesh, or eight pounds of heart. Hell, his family had been slaughtering pigs for generations, and his daddy had left the world indebted to two banks and sporting a sour liver, a delightful parting gift courtesy of the cheap liquor he swilled by the bottle to compensate for all his many failures. Fat Ted, however, was mortgage-free, on his third Jaguar, and had a flat screen TV, with satellite, hooked up in the shitter. His daddy might have worked hard, but Ted worked smart, and if this particular client maybe rubbed him the wrong way, perhaps made the hump of his taint shrivel inward a smidge, or the back of his neck crawl with the feeblest tingling of concern, well hell, that was the price of doing business, and he wasn’t going to let it impede the transaction’s completion. At least, not if he could help it.

He turned to the Hawaiian, who still stood pensively at the door, and tried to put on his very best smile of reassurance. “Well, c’mon, friend. Aloha and all that.”

The man looked at Ted with dark soulless eyes, gathered himself, and strode defiantly inside. He gave Ted a quick glance...

“I’m Chinese.”

...and continued toward the rear of the barn. Ted laughed and pulled the wide sliding door closed, sealing them all inside with a clang.

“Friend, as long as your money’s American,” Ted crooned, laughing as he followed, “I really don’t give a fuck.”

Gabino held his breath while dropping the gate on the trailer, fearing the worst. But Widowmaker stood still and strong as when he had loaded her in, even craned her neck to give him that one-eyed glare she seemed to have perfected, that brown orb glossy as an all-knowing crystal ball. He sighed in relief and stepped into the trailer to unhitch her.

“Easy, lady,” he said, turning her around in the tight space and pulling her out by the lead. She pushed her muzzle against his chin, looked down at him wonderingly. “I have no more treats, lady. No tengo más caramelos.”

Gabino led the horse out of the trailer, down the dropped gate, and presented her to the client, holding tightly to the lead.

“All right all right!” Ted bellowed. “Let’s get to business.” He put a hand on the Chinaman’s shoulder. “That, good sir, is the famous Widowmaker. A Dutch warmblood of great descent, her daddy being Chancellor, who placed in the World Cup.” He made a fat fleshy V with his fingers, held it a foot from the client’s nose. “Twice.”

The Chinaman nodded, staring awe-struck at the massive black mare.

Fat Ted waited for a further response, got none, and nodded to Gabino, who stood clutching the mare’s harness like a mute. “Well, good. Shall we get to it? Gabino, let’s take her to the back there.”

Gabino nodded and led the mare to the rear of the barn, past the other half-filled stalls—some containing worn-out horses, one holding three milking goats—to where the butchering tools were. There was a large “stage” of broad wooden planks, a slaughter platform that could be easily hosed-down after the fact. A pegged wall held an array of scythes, knives, and sledges for the killing, plus an array of finer implements, as needed, for the cutting.

Widowmaker’s hooves beat a staccato against the planks. Gabino wrapped her lead over and around a heavy iron rail mounted into the rear wall of the barn.

She dropped her head into his chest, and without thought he patted her neck. He stepped back and she nudged him. He turned and looked into her eyes, so clear in the bright lights of the building’s interior. She did not shy away from his hand as he ran his thick fingers over her muzzle. He felt bad about using all the treats now, he would have liked to have given her one more pleasure before death.

As he rubbed the horse, Gabino felt something heavy shifting around, deep down in his chest. A rough-edged tumor of hate, a charred lump of misery and loss. He looked at the horse as it nudged against him and knew that things could have been different. In another life, a horse like this would be like one of his own children. In this life, horses like her were just money and meat and guilt, an abyss of despair that he would steal and murder and burn until the end of days, until there was no more hate to butcher.

The Chinaman, slick as oil in his black suit, stepped up onto the stage, ran a hand over the horse’s side, her neck, his expression one of open amazement.

“Gorgeous,” he said quietly. He looked at Gabino, his eyes as wide and pupilless as the mare’s. “You did very well. She is perfect.”

Gabino nodded awkwardly, not one to enjoy talking to the clients, and scuffed his boots against the planks. The stage creaked as Fat Ted joined them, smacking his palm against the horse’s haunch with good humor.

“Yep, she’s a beauty, all right. Of course, once she’s gutted and crispy she’ll look just like the others in the ditch out back.” Ted set the briefcase down gently, tucked his hands into the deep pockets of the duster, swayed back on his heels, happy and confident as a pig in a pile of corn. “So, if we’re all settled here, maybe we can...”

The man in the black suit raised one hand sharply, cutting him off. He looked only at Gabino, making the thief meet his eyes.

“You will kill it?” he asked.

Gabino looked to Ted, who nodded. Gabino in turn gave a small nod to the client. The strange man put a hand on Gabino’s shoulder, moved close to him so he could speak quietly. Gabino did not like to be touched, and the man’s breath smelled like garlic, sharp and pungent. He tried not to pull away as he spoke.

“However you are going to kill it, it’s very important...” His eyes darted away, and he licked his curling lips. “Please understand, I need the horse to continue living, for many minutes, while it is also bleeding out.” The man let this sit for a moment. “So... can you kill it slow?”

Gabino didn’t pretend to understand the reason for the request, but he knew many ways to kill a horse, and so he just nodded.

The man patted Gabino’s shoulder once, then, without preamble, stepped briskly off the platform. Gabino and Ted met eyes, and Gabino knew Fat Ted did not like this client. But he liked his money, so all would be well. He hoped.

“Hey...” Fat Ted said, as the man walked a few feet away and began to undress.

The client took off his suit coat, laid it over a dusty barrel. He began to unbutton his shirt, eagerly, excitedly.

Ted gawped, and Gabino fidgeted. Ted gave Gabino a wide-eyed glare, his pudgy white face broadened in a baffled expression. He took a step toward the edge of the platform.

“Hey man, just what the hell are you doing?”

The client ignored him, removed his shirt, laid it atop his suit coat and, bare-chested, stepped back onto the platform. His chest was covered with a massive red tattoo of a snaking dragon that crawled over one shoulder and across his pecs, the darting tongue of the creature slithering downward over his muscled belly. With Gabino and Fat Ted still at a loss for words, the man deftly bent, reached to his ankle, pulled up a pant leg, and slid a folded straight-razor from a black leather holster laid along his muscular calf. He showed the folded razor to Fat Ted, the shining metal of it gleaming in the light. Fat Ted threw up his hands instinctively, his mouth a tight O of surprise.

“I am not here for the meat,” the client said. “Where I am from, I cannot return.”

Gabino and Ted waited, the air heavy with tension.

“When the time is right,” the client continued, “I will cut my own throat, and die lying with the horse. Once we are dead, you will burn our bodies. You will bury our bones, and our ashes, together in your pit.” The Chinaman then nodded with some finality, as if the matter were settled, and activities, as laid out, could commence.

Fat Ted could only stare at the man stupidly, his flabby mouth hanging open, his lower lip wet with saliva, his chins folded into his neck. Gabino’s expression was more placid, but he took a step away from the man toward the horse, almost protectively. He did not know this man, but he seemed very dangerous, and Gabino was suddenly quite sure there were demons hiding inside him.

Ted closed his mouth, swallowed, spared the retreating Gabino one more glance, then turned back to the man, the jocular Fat Ted now folded away, somewhere deep within all that flesh, and a different, much more threatening Ted, appearing in his stead, a Ted with hard eyes and a set jaw, whose rubbery white cheeks were glowing a raw crimson.

“Now, listen here,” Ted said slowly. “I don’t know what you think this is, but we are not some Satanic ritual center for the fucked-up and lonely, you understand? This is a business, like any other. You give me money for the meat, I provide the meat. You say you want the meat fresh, you want to watch the butcher, I say jim-dandy, come on along. It’ll cost you extra, but I got no problem with a little quality control if it helps you sleep at night.”

Ted took a menacing step toward the man, one hand sliding into the bulging pocket of his duster. He had a foot and a good hundred-fifty pounds on the sinewy Asian, and he loomed over him like a heavyweight fighter ready to stomp a misplaced featherweight. Gabino noticed, to the smaller man’s credit, that he did not back away. Ted’s voice was rising.

“But you tell me you wanna strip off your clothes and slit your own throat, in my barn... in my place of business... well, mister, you might as well be telling me you wanna howl at the moon and stick your little yellow Don Ho into the horse’s behind, bathe yourself in blood and chant some ritualistic bullshit in an ancient tongue. Because all these scenarios have a problem, see, and that problem is that it leaves me with the mess. The mess and the heat. So, you see, sir, that we abso-fuckin-lutely have ourselves a teensy-weensy problem, all right?”

Ted was sweating, his eyes bulging, his cheeks trembling with rage. “Shit, man,” he said, barking out a hard laugh, “I’d go as far to say that we have ourselves an impasse.” His heated face was only a few inches from the man’s now, the corner of his lips white with drying spittle, his voice dangerous and grating as a meat grinder. “Yes sir, that’s exactly what I’d say we have. A motherfucking impasse!”

Gabino waited, breath held, hand resting lightly on the tied lead of the giant horse, who seemed ironically indifferent to the strange conversation happening a few feet away, every word of it about her fate.

The man did not retreat from the imposing figure, brewing like a fattening black storm cloud, glaring down at him. Gabino thought he looked almost bored, Zen-like. His eyes flicked to Gabino, as if making a split-second determination, then slid back to Ted’s red face.

“I’ve paid you for the horse,” he said calmly.

“That you have, that you have,” Ted spit back, “but that fee does not cover human corpse-disposal. No sir, it don’t. And you know what else it don’t cover? It don’t cover weird occult shit in my barn! No, it don’t that either, you see what I’m saying?” He poked the man’s bare, tattooed chest with one fat finger. “You feeling me, bro?”

The Chinaman seemed to think a moment, then nodded. “You want more money.”

Ted’s eyes bulged impossibly wide, his lips pressed together so tightly as to make them pale. And then, in a mountainous eruption, he lifted his head and laughed, bellowing loud and deep enough that the sound seemed to roll upwards and across the A-frame of the barn’s ceiling like thunder.

“More money!” he yelled to the heavens, turning to look at Gabino with death in his eyes, a sick smile on his face.

Gabino, who had already moved one hand from the lead to curl it into Widowmaker’s halter, let his other hand float to the wall. His fingers brushed a hand-scythe hanging neatly from two pegs he had built in himself. He waited to see what Fat Ted would do next.

“More money,” he repeated, looking hard again at the bare-chested man. “Yeah, you know, more money might be just the thing. You get me more money, boy, and I’ll let you hari-kari yourself on my kitchen floor if you want to.” He took a small step back, creating space between himself and the man, his hand never leaving his pocket. He stared wildly at the client, waiting for a response. The tattooed man said nothing.

“Well,” he said, huffing. “Since you’re the silent type, I see I must solicit the terms. Okay, then, how much money, exactly, are you willing to offer to do this,” he flapped his non-pocketed hand behind him, nonchalantly indicating Gabino and Widowmaker, “ritualistic, mutual-suicide deal?”

The man thought a second, closed his eyes, then slowly opened them.

“Twenty thousand more. I can wire it to you immediately.”

Ted whistled. It was an ugly, spittle-flecked, high-pitched thing. “Twenty thousand. Well well...” He walked around the stage in a small circle, as if internally debating.

Gabino gripped the handle of the scythe.

Ted stopped pacing. “Nah,” he said, flatly, almost in a whisper. “You know what I think?” The bulge in his coat pocket grew as his fist tightened around metal. “I think you’re a weirdo. They got a Chinese word for that, chung-fuck? Weir-do?” Ted’s voice grew quiet and cold. He spread his feet apart with delicate ease, as if preparing to duel.

The Chinaman said nothing.

“No? Because, you see mister, that’s exactly what I think you are.” His gun hand wiggled, his brows narrowed. “And I do not like fucking weirdos.”

It happened so fast Gabino could hardly keep the movements straight. Ted pulled the gun from his pocket. The Asian man flicked his wrist, the blade released from its cold metal sheath with a soft click, and he ran at Ted, covering the short distance between them in a split-second. Ted’s face contorted into a sneer as he raised and fired the gun. The Chinaman’s shoulder exploded, a chunk of meat flung away from it in a spray of blood.

Then the man was on him.

He swiped his wrist over and down and Ted’s face opened up like a split melon, left eye to left molar, his cheek dangling like a broken car door, hot blood spraying outward, dousing his duster and the floorboards.

Snarling and bloody, Ted grabbed the man’s neck and brought the fist of metal around to shoot him in the face, but the man swung his other arm upward in a blur, deflecting the gun as it fired. Ted’s wrist bent awkwardly and the gun shot wild, striking Widowmaker high in the throat. The horse screamed like a devil, jerked her massive head upward, nearly lifting Gabino, who still had a hand curled into her halter, from the floor. Gabino let go as the horse convulsed, her eyes wide and glossy as black chrome plates, rolling to the whites in shock.

Gabino loosed the scythe from the wall and leapt toward the bare-chested man, noticing in the fraction of a second as he moved that the man’s back was covered in the remainder of the red dragon figure which lay across his front.

Gabino swung the scythe downward at the back of the man’s head, but Fat Ted’s shocked, infuriated eyes must have warned him. He jerked sideways at the last second. The scythe caught the already-injured shoulder instead and sunk deeply into the meat, nearly separating the arm from the torso. The man screamed and simultaneously slid his razor across Fat Ted’s throat. Gabino had visions of a whale’s blowhole as a thick spray of blood erupted from Ted’s neck, dousing the Asian man and everything else within ten feet of him.

Gabino was too stunned to attack again, and as he stood there watching Fat Ted die, the tattooed man pried the gun from Ted’s meaty hand, spun around, and calmly shot Gabino in the belly. The roar of the shot was so tremendous that Gabino winced from the sound before he felt the punch in his guts.

Stunned, Gabino dropped to his knees. The man forgot Fat Ted and focused on Gabino, who knew a demon when he saw one.

The man was coated in fresh blood, the red dragon on his skin seeming to fly through the steaming fluid, blowing fire. One entire arm dangled by a thick jerky-strip of flesh, flopping and useless, and his own blood spurted outward from the wound. His face, however, was undaunted, almost calm. The grimacing, blood-drenched mask of Satan himself. Gabino could only whimper as the client lifted the razor high into the air and flung himself forward. Gabino tried vainly to raise the scythe, hoping to deflect the blow as it came down.

The madman was still raising his arm in a death-stroke when Widowmaker, frenzied and screaming in great throaty cries, kicked out wildly with her hind legs and struck the man in the ribs with the brutal force of a head-on highway collision. The Chinaman was flung from the platform as if tugged by a rope, hurtled through the air twenty feet before he smacked sickly into the grill of the F150. There was a jarring crunch as the man’s back snapped, and a whimpering thud as his broken corpse flopped lifelessly onto the hard-packed dirt, blood pooling.

Panting, his guts burning, Gabino looked around at the destruction. Fat Ted had stopped moving, one out-flung pudgy hand had been crushed beneath Widowmaker’s death-throe stomps. He looked down at his stomach, saw the hand holding the wound covered in gore. He winced, his heartbeat a pounding bass drum in his ears.

Part of him wondered if he could drive himself to a hospital, live with whatever legal consequences that might arise. He tried to stand, got as far as one knee, and collapsed back down onto his side, blood leaking from him in a bubbling flow. He looked up at Widowmaker, whose stomping had slowed. She blew air past her lips, shook her head. Her knees buckled. She tried to right herself but, like Gabino, lacked the life force to do so.

She tumbled onto the platform, snapping wood planks beneath the crushing weight as she fell, hooves pointed toward the dying thief. Her chin jutted upward, the lead of the harness still clinging to the iron rail. Gabino watched her great stomach rise and fall, but her limbs and head lay motionless.

Hot tears squeezing from his eyes, Gabino pushed himself up onto his elbows, screaming a curse at the pain. Gasping, with everything he had left, he crawled across the wooden planks to the horse. He slumped his body against her belly, placed a bloody hand on her fine black coat. Then, with the last effort of his sad, unfortunate life, he climbed, pulling himself onto and over her, pressing his bleeding wound to her side. He reached out with trembling fingers to stroke her head, her eyes still wild but fading, her lids heavy and pressing downward, a slowly closing veil. He lay still, his face wet with sweat and tears. He let his blood seep into her coat, took comfort from the rise and fall of her exhalations.

“I am sorry, lady,” he whispered soothingly, touching his fingertips to her mouth, her face, caressing her. “We go together, okay?” He closed his eyes, hot tears spilled down his cheeks, and he rasped, “Ya nos vamos a encontrar con los ángeles del Señor.”

Things grew quiet, and Gabino’s vision grew dark. He lifted his head one last time, looked around at the world he was leaving, saw his blood-spattered Stetson lying near the edge of the platform. He ran an absent hand over his own sweaty head, his hair plastered down, his moustache wet with sweat and saliva. He grimaced at a shock of pain in his guts, his white teeth shining.

He shifted his weight upward, his body pushing gracelessly to the mare’s great neck, wrapped his arm around it. His brow nudged up next to Widowmaker’s face, and he rested his forehead gently against her cheek, inhaled her smell. The smell of nobility, he thought, remembering how much pleasure it brought him as a boy, how much he always loved that smell. To him, it was the scent of greatness, of vast plains and speed, of strength, of vitality, of life itself. He wanted to cry for the pain and the beauty, but it was too late.

The thief breathed his last. His skin split at every pore and his muscles writhed, coiling and bulging through his torn external tissue, which had broken out in dense black bristles.

The bones of both corpses, man and horse, buckled and snapped like cracking stones, ropes of sinew twined like writhing snakes between them as their flesh conjoined. Gabino’s pupils melted and his eyes turned wide and brown. His hands and feet hardened, his mind expanded as wide as the great earth; the horizon a golden sea of flowing heather.

For a moment they lay dormant; dying passengers.

Then a surge of strength flooded through them and they stood, triumphantly, to their feet. They blew out a breath, whinnied, and with a twist of their great neck snapped the tether from the iron as if it were string.

Lunging, smashing all that lay beneath them, they turned and sprang from the platform, muscles singing, heart pounding with life, head bowed. Racing. Racing away, back into the darkness.

The world outside was an infinity, and they ran through it. Flying, sprinting faster than wind, their great pounding hooves shaking the crust of the new world, scorching across the plain like hellfire, their eyes forward toward the great horizon as they fled toward it, rejoicing.

In the great distance, a boy separated from a guarding shadow and ran toward them, waving his arms, leaping, laughing. They increased their pace, impatient to bask in that total love, be consumed by it, become reborn in its white light.

They were God’s creature, and His power surged through them. They were kings. They were racing mountains flexing with the power of exploding suns, flooding across the great plain beneath an eternal blanket of falling stars.

Running, forever running, to the light.

 


 

Coffin

 

Sylvia hated the smell of flowers. The stink was pungent and thick; it burned her eyes and made her delicate skin itch, like it was crawling. They smelled like death. Or life, she supposed. If, like her, you thought of life as a slow decay. Like flowers, people bloomed and grew, shiny and bright, blossoming with promise, then crescendoed before the slow, inevitable death.

The Browning. The Bruising. The Withering.

Sylvia had just turned sixteen, and already she could feel her own growth slowing to a grinding, creaking halt. Her bones increasingly stagnant within layers of earthy flesh and muscle that would soon begin to degenerate, the microcosmic ballet of cells becoming clumsy as each fleeting day, each passing second, the feet of the dancers falter and stumble evermore; the once-vibrant performers drying up, flaking, falling and dying upon the great stage of her body, whisking it away toward its dusty end, toward the smell of flowers, toward the final curtain of death.

Then there was the funeral parlor—a disgusting place in itself, Sylvia thought—housing that perfect storm of death fragrances. You had the overwhelming stench of flowers, the perspiration, tears, belches, farts and stink of the mourners in crappy suits and ugly dresses, and, of course, the underlying, crisp stagnant scent of the star of this limited-run, one-person show: The Corpse.

In this case, the corpse was near and not-so-dear to the heart of young Sylvia—for it was her own, her precious, nana. Dead dead dead at the age of eighty-something, pruned and powdered as a man’s rat sack, wrapped up to the neck in what was likely a Victorian-era dress, white and lacy as the homespun tablecloth covering the endtable of Mrs. Abraham Lincoln, a massive doily replicated as evening wear or, in this case, coffin-wear. Sylvia thought it the most hideous thing she’d ever seen, especially when shoved into the puffy red silk of Nana’s coffin, like a splinter of bone in a blanket of blood. And Nana’s face. Horrifying. Smeared with more grease paint than a dustbowl circus clown, the eyebrows drawn on with black pencil, the interior of the mouth sewn shut too tightly so that the mortician-applied lipstick was smeared half on her sucked-in lips and half on her face, like a drunken hooker who couldn’t be bothered to find a mirror when dolling herself up for a night walking the streets and pounding Johns.

Sylvia was disgusted with the whole song-and-dance that her nana’s funeral, that all funerals, entailed, from the oversized book all the guests were forced to sign which, she was quite sure, would never be looked at again, to the crowd of irregulars—those cast-off relatives and thousand-year-old former dance partners. The whole scene was fake teeth, bad black and the most tenuously-clinging leaves on the shakiest limbs of their family tree.

Luckily, she’d seen her cousin Terry with a flask and followed him out to the dumpsters. She’d had to show him her tits but desperate times and all that. She needed a couple hits of bourbon to make it through the rest of this nightmare. The remainder of the afternoon she sat hunched near the back, huddled in a cheap folding chair and wishing she’d had her cell phone to keep her company, to let her at least text with Patti and Jill while she rotted in the small, brown-carpeted, puke-papered corpse-room while the mourners murmured and sneezed, told fabricated stories and half-baked memories to each other; like any of them really cared, like any of them really knew what Nana was all about, what the truth of her was.

But Sylvia knew. The old crone had made sure of that. Nana and her secrets, Nana and her tall tales, her mystic bullshit, Nana and her wanna-be witch hard-on. Oddly, even now, after everything, Sylvia didn’t hate the woman, but she was glad the wicked old bird was dead. There was bad blood, bad history between them. Things her parents never knew about, that this room full of phony acolytes could never even dream about. The real truth of who Nana was; not the doting grandmother who always brought her special honeyed ham to Christmas dinner, not the sweet old woman who enjoyed dancing with the ancient crustaceans from the church or having a night of cards with the fat old flappy-armed bats who all looked up to her, the queen bee, the grand mistress of Minnetonka’s frail and infirm. If they knew who she really was they would have never stepped foot into the same room, wouldn’t have had a single lick of her famous glazed holiday ham or clasped her bony old hand on the dance floor. Because they didn’t know the truth of it. Only Sylvia was privy to that, and boy oh boy, didn’t that just make her the luckiest cuckoo bird of them all. She had played Nana’s games, and paid dearly for her failures when she lost.

 

* * *

 

Minnetonka, where Sylvia lived, is named after the Dakota Indian mni tanka, meaning “great water.” Minnesota, the state surrounding the glorious city of Minnetonka (in case the root etymology wasn’t enough of a giveaway), uses the phrase “Land of 10,000 Lakes” as its slogan of choice. Sylvia wasn’t sure if there were really ten thousand lakes in her state, but if there were she figured about half of them were in Minnetonka. Lakes and trees, she liked to quip when her Facebook friends asked her what living in Minnesota was like, which wasn’t all that often, but when your social media net extended to places like China and Denmark, shit like that came up.

Sylvia’s home, specifically, was in a more rural area of Minnetonka, a stately old colonial that still utilized some of the original turn-of-the-century fixtures, which was hilarious for Sylvia because growing up she just assumed everyone’s toilet was the size of a thimble and that rust was just something you did. The “estate,” as her father called it, was perched on a hill, planted at the end of a twisting driveway that took you through a quarter acre of trees and wild rabbits before your safe arrival to sheltered, relative modernity. Behind the house, facing west toward great Lake Minnetonka itself, or Lake Minny as the locals called it, was more trees – acres and acres of green-topped forest.

Nana called it the Old Wood.

Of course both Sylvia and her younger brother, Jamie, were forbidden to go into the Old Wood at night, or by themselves, yada yada, but Sylvia still went for the occasional stroll just to kill time. Sometimes she’d take a camera and pretend she was a nature photographer. She enjoyed the animals that were out there, even the bugs were pretty cool. Spiders the size of thumbs, black-shelled beetles and pinky-sized caterpillars were prevalent. She’d once photographed a baby mountain lion, and had been so proud that she printed it out to show her parents, only to be grounded as an outcome. Sylvia hadn’t taken her own safety into consideration, apparently. Regardless, she’d hung the photo above her bed in defiant pride.

Her nana was raised in New Zealand, but had moved to the United States when she was a teenager. She’d been married three times and all of her husbands were dead. Nana came to live with Sylvia and her family when her most recent and last husband, Freddie, died a few days after a major stroke had turned his muscles to Play-Doh and his brain to oatmeal. He drooled for a while and when Sylvia finally got the guts to visit him he was only able to roll one broken eye in her direction, the white of it spider-webbed with red veins and the eyelid flickering like a window shade in a high wind. She touched his hand briefly, said, “goodbye,” and left feeling sick.

Freddie’s funeral hadn’t been too bad because Sylvia was only eight years old at the time and didn’t know enough to be distraught at having to hang out with a corpse all day long. She just ran around with the other kids she’d never met (and would never see again), getting scolded and asking for food and all the usual bull kids do at corpse-parties.

After Freddie’s funeral, Nana, old and alone, decided to move in with her son and his family. Ergo, only weeks after Freddy’s bones were buried, Nana was part of their everyday lives.

 

* * *

 

At first, Sylvia had viewed Nana as an invader. Not that she didn’t love and adore her nana, as any eight-year-old girl would, but she had to admit that Nana’s presence was... disruptive. She was one more person to schedule the television with, one more person in their upstairs bathroom that she already shared with Jamie—just a baby then—who had dumb stuff everywhere: rubber duck dead in an empty tub, a safety-lid on the toilet, bright sparkly tubes of tear-free soap and shampoo and cartoon-themed toothpaste clogging up her nice girl things, contaminating everything. And now Nana. Compared to Nana’s takeover, Jamie’s stuff was next to nothing. Suddenly there were curling irons and perfumes, powders and pill bottles, a weird glass where she bathed her teeth at night, all filmy and coated with a dry rim of powder where the denture detergent had dissolved and crystalized. There were foreign towels and big robes on the cute hook her mother had installed on the back of the door, the one with two ceramic balls, pink flowers painted on their smooth white surfaces. She had loved flowers then. Thought them pretty. Thought them life-affirming.

She would soon learn, however, that nature was not about giving life. Nature was a hot greedy monster that had abilities humans couldn’t begin to fathom. Nature had secrets. Nature could kill you as easily as brushing an ant from the palm of your hand.

Nature, Sylvia was taught, beginning that first day in the Old Wood with Nana, was also power. If you knew the secrets that Nana did, then nature was as much your parent as your flesh-and-blood was, maybe even more so. Because while Sylvia’s mother and father loved her and tried to protect her, bathed her and fed her and clothed her, nature could do things to her that were unseen, make changes to her on the inside. Give her the power to protect herself, power to give back to nature what mankind had taken so rudely, so forcefully. And, like Nana, Sylvia loved the idea of all that power.

At first.

She loved it right up until the day of her twelfth birthday, when she had shared nature’s secrets with someone she loved.

Things were never the same again.

 

* * *

 

The summer after Nana was firmly settled in, Sylvia was introduced to the Old Wood for the first time. That was when Nana told her about nature’s mysteries, about what would happen if that mysterious, sacred knowledge were to ever get out, or get into the wrong hands. Sylvia, still just a child, had been thrilled, enraptured with the idea of keeping a secret with her nana, something only they shared.

Something tied to the thing that now lived in the Old Wood.

He came to live there when Nana moved into their house, came to live there so he could watch Nana and not be seen. Watch all of them, especially Sylvia.

When they went together, that first time, they walked for what felt like hours through bramble and soft earth and cobwebs, through sticky branches and the false-bottoms of dead leaf puddles, filled with bugs that leapt onto Sylvia’s bare legs when her shoes plowed through them. Other insects landed on the back of her small hands and exposed arms, sucking blood or eating invisible flakes of dead skin. She slapped and swiped, but they were everywhere, and they were fearless.

“Where are we going?” she’d asked Nana’s back, growing tired and scared of the darkening woods as they went deeper and deeper into the forest’s belly, further and further from the safety and familiar comfort of her home.

 

* * *

 

On the day Sylvia turned twelve, she and Beth walked the very same path through the woods. As they went, Sylvia looked up at the sentinel trees, the broad leaves, the beams of early-afternoon sunlight piercing the canopies. The ground was dry, it hadn’t rained much that summer, and there was the pleasant crunch and snip of twigs and dried leaves beneath their feet as they walked.

Toadstools and moss pointed the way, even the lower branches seemed oddly bent to guide the girls toward the cavern, keeping them on the path.

Why do so many scary stories take place in the woods? Sylvia thought as they walked, brushing the tips of her small fingers against the bark of nearby trees, enjoying the smell of nature, the familiar scent of him. What is so deadly about the energy of the trees?

Beth had grown weary of the walk and was constantly slowing them down, distracted by a black butterfly, a coiling ball of worms—some only dried husks, others wet and feeding. A particularly large leaf.

“Come on, Beth, we’re almost there,” Sylvia said. She could see the dark mouth of the entrance through the trees ahead, open and waiting.

“When does the party start?” Beth asked in her high-pitched, pert little voice, her knees bent, pigtails sticking up into the air as she eyeballed a large beetle crawling through the dirt.

“Not for a whole hour,” Sylvia replied, anxious to show her best friend what lay within the rocks. Despite what Nana said, despite what he wanted. “Now c’mon. I want to show you something.”

 

* * *

 

Nana had been bringing Sylvia into the woods the last few years, sharing with her the musk and flex of nature. The first time they had gone to the cavern, Nana had told her she might not be coming out.

“Why?” Sylvia asked, not scared, only curious. “Are there bears?”

Nana had laughed, her hands lifting the hem of Sylvia’s pink dress, tugging it up and over her head. Sylvia remembered that first time, that first touch. She had thought it a game then, but she was older now and could better understand what had been happening to her. She was learning how to keep secrets.

“Nature has many things to share with us, Sylvia. He has many desires, and often requires companionship.”

“He?” she said. “Don’t you mean she? Mother? She’s Mother Nature.”

Nana laughed again, as if they were chatting before bedtime, and knelt to slip off her shoes. The ground had been so wet and cold beneath her bare feet. “What is gender, hmm?” Nana said. “What is sex?”

Sylvia, still so young, did not know how to respond. She’d heard things, seen pictures, but she’d feel funny talking about it with Nana. She didn’t care, anyway. It was boring. “I dunno,” she said, shrugging her white bony shoulders, bared to the surrounding trees.

“You see how beautiful you are,” her nana said, brushing her cheek, “without the burden of clothes. This is pure. That is what matters. He, she, it, they...” she waved her hands dismissively, “all creations of a feeble-minded race.”

Nana smoothed Sylvia’s dress over one hooked arm, held the soles of her sneakers in the claw of her fingers. “Now, you must go. I have brought him close, I have prepared him for you. Do not disappoint me.”

But she did.

That first time, she most certainly did.

Nana had left her naked, cold and alone, at the mouth of that rocky opening. Nothing more than a cut into the side of a tumble of stone at the base of a small rise. The wind from Lake Minny whispered through the trees and raised bumps on her skin. She did not want to disappoint her nana, so she went inside, to meet with what waited.

It was so cold, so very dark. The air was moist, and her hair stuck to her shoulders, her cheeks. Her toes dug deep into soft, wet earth. Bugs crawled across the knobs of her ankles, but she absently brushed them away when they’d skitter up her legs.

Nature waited. Nature and his dark secrets. He tried to tell her so much that first time, show her so much. Like a coarse dark blanket he covered her, all muscle and sinew, harsh rough skin, monstrous teeth like stubborn roots, ivy eyes. She screamed, escaped from him.

She’d run.

She’d run as fast as she could, shooting out the mouth of the cavern like a naked arrow of flesh and fear. The trees swept branches at her, slowing her down, cutting her skin. Roots pushed up, tripping her, but she was light, and fast. He followed, bellowing like a storm cloud, keeping pace parallel with her, his stomping feet shaking the earth, his panting breath flexing the air around her, suffocating her, squeezing her lungs as she gasped for more oxygen, more energy, more speed.

She burst from the edge of the trees screaming, crying. Wet with mud and bits of leaves, covered head-to-toe in red-lined scratches, one eye filled with blood from something that went wrong inside her head, where her veins had ruptured at his touch, her heart swelling wildly at his need.

She ran to the large glass door of the rear deck as the great lake and the dark forest watched carelessly. She pounded against the glass, knowing her parents were traveling, that only her nana was home to help her. She spun to look for him, but saw nothing come from the forest. He didn’t dare.

She slapped her hands hard against the glass, ashamed at her nakedness, cold and wet and frightened. She heard his rumbling laugh on the wind, carried to her like a promise. When she turned back around, tears streaming down her face, Nana stood on the other side of the glass, frowning down at her granddaughter’s small naked body, hand clenched tightly to her stomach, hatred in her gray eyes.

Nana did not make her go back that day. Or the next. But eventually, she did coerce Sylvia back to the Old Wood. To the cavern, and to him.

As time and Nana’s efforts wore her down, Sylvia finally relented. She thought she finally understood.

She was wrong.

 

* * *

 

Now Sylvia wanted to share her secret with Beth, her best friend. Even though she’d been warned. Even though she knew Nana would be angry, that he would be angry. It was her birthday, she was almost a woman, and part of her didn’t want the burden, didn’t want to hold onto the great weight of the not telling, the stone of truth hiding in her shoe.

“Look, it’s right there. I want to show you something just inside.”

“My gosh, okay,” Beth said, exasperated but giggling, too. But when they got closer, she hesitated, held back. “It looks scary.”

Sylvia took Beth’s hand in hers and smiled, all teeth and bright eyes. “It is.”

After, Beth tried to run, just as Sylvia had.

She tore past Sylvia, who gave chase. Sylvia screamed when the trees kneeled, wrapped themselves around Beth’s small body, plucked her from the path and lifted her high into the air. Sylvia leapt for her hand, brushed only fingers. Beth’s shocked, screaming face looked down at her as it was lifted higher and higher. Sylvia yelled for him to stop as Beth’s glasses were violently shaken from her head, hitting Sylvia in the face when they fell from up high. She looked away, for just a moment, and in doing so missed seeing her friend’s body torn apart. She felt the hot spray of blood shower onto her head, saw it pattern her new white birthday dress.

When she looked upwards once more, they were devouring her. Stringy bits and tiny limbs being swallowed by the swelling trunks, long twisted branches mashing pieces of her into the orifices of other trees. A shoe fell to the ground and was swallowed by the earth. The tip of Beth’s dotted yellow dress was sucked in between two shards of bark at the height of a woodpecker’s perch.

When Sylvia bent to retrieve Beth’s glasses, they too were gone.

Silently, dazedly, she returned home. Rescue teams were called in. Police and dogs flooded the woods. Spotlights attached to small generators; screaming parents arrived, tearing at the rough grass at the forest’s edge. Countless questions were hammered at her while they took her birthday dress away for analysis.

The entire time Nana frowned at her, and Sylvia knew it had been all her fault. But she could not cry, could not seem to find the part of her that should care, that should have been horrified. Someone said she was in shock.

The party was cancelled.

 

* * *

 

Sylvia never went back to the forest. Her nana spoke to her only once more in her lifetime, something her parents hardly noticed, as Nana had stopped speaking to anyone. She ate little, drank whiskey, went for long walks. She often arrived home in the middle of the night, her dress torn, her breath reeking of booze and filth, her hair matted, her eyes bright and wild.

Sylvia’s parents thought about putting her in a home, worried she was going mad.

One night, over a year after Beth’s disappearance, Sylvia confronted her nana while she napped in her father’s favorite reclining chair. The television was on but muted. A garden show.

“Nana,” she said, standing well away from the woman, out of reach. “Nana, why do you hate me now?”

The old woman, decaying more each day, opened her rheumy eyes and turned to look at her granddaughter.

“I don’t hate you,” she said in a whisper. “I despise your weakness.”

Sylvia thought many times of returning to the forest, but never made it as far as the first line of trees. She remembered the speed and strength of them, the way they chewed and swallowed flesh.

She thought of him, lying deep within, no longer waiting for her. Through with her. Disappointed, like Nana. Disgusted with her shallow, weak mind.

A few years later Nana was dead. Over the last year of her life she wilted slowly, living on IV fluids, wasting away toward death because she didn’t care enough to live. Sylvia thought the woman might have killed herself long ago, likely right after the disaster of her twelfth birthday, but something told her it was forbidden. That whatever belief system her nana held, whatever power she prayed to, would be sorely dissatisfied at her for doing so.

Instead she let herself die, like an exposed root drying in the sun, or a diseased tree rotting from the inside out, her hair falling out like dead leaves.

Nana passed away on Sylvia’s sixteenth birthday.

The party was cancelled.

 

* * *

 

Sylvia woke up, but could see nothing.

She lifted her head, groaned at the effort. It was so dark, so dark... she couldn’t remember...

Then she did.

Cousin Terry. The large closet they’d found in one of the funeral home’s empty parlors. Only one funeral that day, lots of room to explore.

He’d torn her dress, she remembered that now. She could still taste him in her mouth and nearly gagged. They’d finished the flask, then the rest of the pint he’d had in the car under his driver’s seat, warm and pungent from sitting in the heat.

She kicked out with one bare foot, knocked the accordion door outward, exposed the gray room beyond.

Where the hell is everyone? she thought clumsily, her head aching.

She crawled from the closet on hands and knees, found a folding chair, used it to stand. She was barefoot, but she didn’t care. Her bra was horribly dislodged, and she felt the broken strap of her dress flapping like dead skin against her back as she moved.

“Unbelievable,” she said, adjusting her clothes, looking around at the quiet building filled with long shadows.

Everyone was gone. They’d left her. Not too surprising, she had to admit. She tended to wander off, find alternate rides home from gatherings without bothering to inform her parents. Sometimes coming home late, sometimes coming home the next day.

Her parents knew they’d lost their innocent little girl years ago. By the time she’d turned fifteen, she could feel their having given up on her, could sense the palpable withdrawal of love for their wayward daughter—the slut, the troublemaker, the defiant teenager who made their lives hell.

“She’s completely out of control,” her mother had said more than once to her father, hoping to convince him that another firm talking-to might do the trick.

It hadn’t.

Sylvia was as lost and damaged as a girl could be. As uncaring about herself and those around her as was humanly possible. He’d taken everything from her, he and her nana, conspiring forces of ancestry and nature combining to ruin her, degrade her, defile her.

Secrets, they’d whispered. Truth.

Bullshit, she thought, grimacing sourly.

She found her way to the front doors, the night stale and flat beyond the glass, a curtain of black starless sky, a veil of nothing hovering outside the parlor. She pushed half-heartedly at the metal rod, shoved her meager weight against the cold glass, and laughed out loud when it held firm. There was no bolt to slide open, no lock she could turn. Just an empty keyhole, staring back at her with cold defiance. With disgust.

“Whatever,” she said, and turned around, resting her back against the glass.

Outside, the gray parking lot was still and empty. Nothing moved, no wind blew. Her partially-bared back was a white smear against the glass door of the entryway. The surrounding brown brick structure swallowed her as she stepped away, back into shadow.

She walked into the parlor where her nana lay. She found a series of light switches, flipped one, left the rest for dead. The room spit out light from three standing lamps. A yellow dusk settled on the room. Nana’s coffin—closed now on a table up front surrounded by heaps of flowers—glistened softly, the glossy stain of the wood reflecting the meager, broken light.

“Hey, Nana,” Sylvia said, lifting a hand in greeting.

She walked to the coffin, laid her hands on its surface. She looked around at the many bouquets filling the parlor, the massive white sympathy spray of snapdragons and mums and hideous carnations next to the coffin. She ran a hand through the cream roses and blood lilies that lined the dark wood table supporting the corpse.

The fragrance of the flowers filled her nostrils, made her dizzy. She closed her eyes, her fingers found the groove of the lid.

She opened her eyes wide and heaved the split-lid of the coffin open, exposing the body. Her nana. A spill of white in red, a stoic face, concrete fingers folded for eternity.

“You bitch,” she said, not feeling enough to cry, nothing left in her heart to mourn. She poked a finger into the dead woman’s cheek, was surprised when the indentation lingered. “I kept your secrets, you filthy thing,” she said, leaning over to breathe liquor-tainted fumes into the dead face. “You should have trusted me. You should have loved me, Nana.”

Sylvia was surprised when a tear spilled onto one of Nana’s closed eyelids.

“I could have been special,” she said, caressing a cold cheek with her warm fingers. “You could have let me have what he gave to you. You should have let me have him.”

The stitches holding Nana’s lips closed stretched taut when her mouth pulled apart.

Sylvia gasped, stumbled back. Her legs hit a chair and she fell to the floor, her dress riding up her bare legs. She looked up in time to see her nana sit up inside the coffin, mouth agape. Bones clicked as the head turned, stitched eyes aimed down at her splayed granddaughter.

Sylvia stood, started to run, but he was there.

“No!” she said, terror freezing her blood. “You can’t be...”

He laughed, the sound of splintering wood, but she saw the pity on his face, felt the shame of her failure.

He waved a hand and petals erupted from the flowers of the room, filling the air like a cloud of butterflies driven to madness. Spinning, Sylvia raised her arms and screamed. She looked past the storm of whipping petals, saw the door, and ran for it as the first one stuck to her bare shoulder. She stopped and a sob escaped her as she tried to wipe it away. She could feel the pinch as it bit into her flesh. She cried out as another, and another, stuck to her dress, her skin.

She stumbled and tripped, fell to her knees as petals slapped down onto her face, over her eyes, into her mouth. She gagged, hands pulling them away, tearing them apart. Everywhere they touched flesh burned like fire. Her tongue dissolved in her mouth. The flooding stench of them, of him, filled her. She collapsed to the floor, a writhing form, covered in a thick blanket of petals as she fought, clawing rotten flesh, begging for forgiveness.

The pulsing, twisted shape of fluttering petals rose into the air, what was left of Sylvia squirming inside, screaming as the cocoon of shifting colors drifted toward the open coffin, where her nana waited, arms open wide.

 

* * *

 

A few more moments of pain, of fear… and it is warm. Quiet. In the dark, she hears a beating heart. Her own, perhaps.

How much time has passed, and where will she run to now?

A scratchy voice whispers into her ear.

Behind the words, she hears the hollow sound of dirt spattering against the coffin’s outer shell. There’s a clank, and a jerk, and she feels them being lowered into the cold earth. Back to him.

Her nana continues to prattle. Dry sour breath warms her cheek, comforting her, putting her at ease. The coffin hits bottom, comes to rest. Sylvia listens to the heavy thumps of shoveled earth cover them. After a few minutes, the sounds fade as they are buried ever more deeply.

The old crone whispers furiously, stiff icy hands clutch Sylvia’s own, loving her now. Finally loving her.

Telling her secrets to keep.

 


 

The Baby Farmer

 

Mama had typhus from the lice most likely, she was a God fearing woman a went to church twice a week a prayed every day three times, once in the morning on her knees all of us on our knees, once at supper at the table a once at bedtime, me a my sisters in white nighties like kneeling angels in our dark cold room beside our bug-ridden bed. The men a boys still at chores other than Willy who was to small just a baby. This was before the accident with Sarah Ann mind you so there was still the three of us sisters not including little unborn Sarah Ann who we called Annie so that she was put apart from her dead sister, who was just a babe when we took her spirit, Mama a I made her an angel but not for the Cause she wasn’t the devil come back mind ye she was a saint I believe but Mama was mad by then with the typhus a needed show me the way. I don’t blame no one not Mama or Papa who worked hard to support all of us children, no I blame no one but me it is on me that it fell to a me who will answer to the Maker in Heaven. But I’m no monster a it all served a great purpose one that ignorant folk will never know or understand due to its higher nature God given nature. The Cause to hold back the flood of evil the second coming of the Tyrant from the flames when he wakes from his bed of fire, but I wish not to speak no more on that now in this text, but the Devil the Devil oh God he come back with vengeance upon the earth a we crusaders must slay the angels of the sinners to keep him stayed oh God witness my burden O Lord. My soul may be cursed it is for God to judge in Heaven but there are those that say it was for money that I did so much harm but there were other reasons real reasons behind it all, reasons behind me putting them babes in the cold water after tying their necks tight a those who bear witness to this journal in my hand Amelia Dyer, will know the truth of it. I will speak no more on it now, praise Him, so it will be to the past I write of and my childhood home, quaint, poor but loving, my father a shoemaker was well-known through Pyle Marsh a Bristol but he sold all through England even to gentlemen. He was kind to us children a to Mama even after she fell ill a was not herself. She would scream a lot all the time really a not eat or use the privy properly a I would be the one to clean after her a care for her a feed her. She was a God fearing woman as I said but she cursed at me in her fits of rage a tear her clothes a run naked through the house a Thomas would bar the door a tackle her to keep her inside a she cut him once a called me a devil a wicked a crafty bitch a she called Thomas a cocksucker if you believe it, a Christian woman! But she was mad a I found out later that I’d be mad as she without the typhus a got locked up twice for killing the children a makin them angels protecting all of us protecting the world while waiting for Jesus a I KILLED them with my hands, how I did it is I would strangle them with sewing tape I purchased in great amounts, before I put them in the river. This is my confession so I will say it because no one will read these words other than the priest who sees me every day who I will give these books to so there you want it fine I killed them all. That is between me a God in Heaven a the priest but my soul is not damned for I have a higher calling although there were times when I looked into their eyes as I murdered them knotted that tape around their tiny necks a watch them go cold that I confess now I found fascinating perhaps enjoyed it perhaps enjoyed it too much when I saw their eyes bulge a they would try to scream once I smiled...

There was a knock at the door.

Catherine jumped in surprise, put a hand to her chest, felt the rapid pounding of her heart. She heard loud thunder outside and felt a surge of triumph. She threw the useless confessional pages down on the coffee table where they splayed atop the well-worn black leather cover of her study Bible. She closed her eyes, steadied her breath. She wasn’t used to visitors, though this one was rather expected. She prepared herself.

The knock came again.

She stood gracefully and cocked her blonde head, waiting to hear a baby’s cry, silently cursing the priest for being so voracious in his announcement.

Catherine moved quickly through the cottage, stopping only once to put an ear to the nursery door. Satisfied all was silent, as it must be, she continued to the entrance, threw the bolt, and opened the door to a sheet of heavy rain and the tall, dark hooded figure of Father Samuel Ramsey, dripping and breathing heavily.

“Father Ramsey, please come in,” she said, and stepped back from the threshold.

The priest entered, pushed the hood off his bald head, wiped rain from his ruddy cheeks. “Miss Holbrook,” he said in a breath while passing by her into the house.

“Well, make yourself at home,” she said, joking but unnerved by his aggressive demeanour.

He was a problem, to be sure, but one she felt confident was under control. And besides, Catherine had to admit he was a handsome man, although nearly a decade her senior. Tall and well-built, powerful and housing a rich voice that caused great anguish to the sinners he lectured during service at their local parish. His head was clean of hair and nicely domed in a masculine way, his brows prominent and near black, matching the dark of his bold eyes and olive complexion. He was Sicilian by birth but raised in Reading, and aside from their current living proximity and mutual affections he contrasted her in every way; with her pale hair and bleached-looking skin, her light blue eyes, short stature and dainty frame, she may have been his ghost, or he her shadow.

And yet they fit so well together when desire struck, as human bodies, even the most contrasting, will occasionally do.

For his part, Samuel felt no special guilt for his sexual relationship with the young, and quite single, Miss Holbrook. Yes, of course, he had vowed a life of celibacy, but he had prayed on it and, as his conscience weighed so clearly on every other front of priestly vice—drinking, smoking, gambling, or worse, far worse—he allowed himself the occasional tryst with a responsible, consenting adult. Of what he considered the far greater of this world’s many temptations he was, quite thankfully, guilt-free. He consoled himself in the knowledge that he had done much good in this small village on the outskirts of Bristol—encouraged the locals to church, helped the needy and infirm, volunteered his free time to the betterment of the community. His flock loved him, he knew it to be true, and he loved them. Every child, every family, every widow. What happened with Catherine was worrisome to him at first, and looking back he still wasn’t certain how he’d fallen in with her. But he had the feeling, for reasons he could not articulate—for suspicions possibly unwarranted, for fear of a growing malice—that his relationship with the lovely Catherine Holbrook was coming near to an abrupt end.

It started when she had invited him, many times, for tea, to discuss an idea for an orphanage she wanted to open under the church’s name, right there in Kingsbury at the top of Ashley Hill. It was also during this time that his suspicions were first aroused.

The old abandoned cottage on Ashley Hill once belonged to a matron named Stoke and several of her sisters, the eldest of which was left at the altar by a villainous man who absconded with the dowry the sister’s father had put forth. The father, now a penniless widower, left the cottage to his daughters and died of pneumonia soon thereafter. Ever since the incident, and the untimely death of their beloved father, the sisters never left the large cottage other than for supplies or the occasional morning stroll. There was rumour of a distant uncle, a brother of the mother who had sadly perished giving birth to the youngest. This uncle, it was said, sent them a small fortune on which to live comfortably. There was further rumour that this same uncle had tracked down the dowry bandit, cut off his fingers and toes and fed them to the man one by one until the altar dasher finally succumbed to gagging on his digits, choking to death, quite painfully, on his big toe. The sisters, meanwhile—Samuel thought there were four or them, or perhaps five—had grown old in seclusion and with a profound distrust of the greater world. When the last elderly sister finally passed away, the cottage was willed to the church, more for tax shelter purposes, Samuel thought, than goodwill, for the building was near uninhabitable.

But here, two decades later, Miss Holbrook had taken the new priest by the elbow and whispered to him of her plans for the orphanage.

“Really more of a nursery,” she’d said, “a place for the unfortunate to raise their babies in peace and safety, knowing they are well-cared for.”

During their third meeting in as many weeks about the plans for the would-be Stoke orphanage, while emphasising a particularly passionate point, she placed a hand on his knee. When he showed no resistance, she moved in closer, their breath mingling, eyes locked. She slid her hand up to his crotch, squeezed his response, and laid her mouth on his. After a three-second internal debate, he allowed himself to be seduced.

And so it went, two or three times a week he would visit under pretence of creating plans for the orphanage, and they would succumb to every lustful human desire they could dream up. When enough of his parishioners were whispering about the relationship, he decided they had best come to some action terms as it pertained to the Stoke place, or suspicions would arise with even more fervour. For if there was no orphanage, how, then, had the two been spending all that time?

Over the next several months, many changes occurred. For one, most noticeably, they began having far less sex. It seemed the lustful priest’s timing was consistently off, catching her at her bad time of month, or recovering from a mild illness, or lain flat with an aching head. Still, he would sit with her and discuss their plans for the orphanage, promises of more physical future rendezvous inferred, if unspoken.

It was during these times of abstinence that Catherine first introduced her desire to know more about his predecessor, Father Henry.

Samuel had come by for afternoon tea and was disappointed when tea is exactly what he was served—tea, and nothing more. They’d sat on her sun-dappled patio and eaten cakes while she buzzed about her recent discovery in regards to the elderly, and recently retired, parish priest.

“Sorry,” he’d said, irritated at being once again stood up for entrance to her bedroom, “but what’s so damn interesting about him?” Father Henry was retired after all, and well into his nineties. He had only a year prior moved off to live in his childhood home, now abandoned and in need of a great amount of repairs, really just an old farmhouse with a dead orchard and empty stables that the old man planned on converting to a library. The house was on a remote patch of land owned by his family for generations, well past the outskirts of London. It was no secret that Father Henry had hardly been well-received in the community when he was present, so what interest could she—could anyone—possibly have in the old priest?

“I heard the most fascinating story about his, let’s see, his grandfather I think. Did you know,” she said, leaning absently toward him, brushing one long finger over his bared, bald head and down his cheek, in a most sedating fashion, before tucking it between the firm skin of his neck and the contiguous white collar, “that his grandfather, also a priest, was the man who heard the confession of the most notorious serial killer in all of England?”

“Who?” he said, baffled by the strange turn of topic. “Jack the Ripper?”

“Okay, fine,” she said, smiling, removing her hand from his neck to pick up a cake and nibble at its edge with her perfect white teeth, “the second most notorious.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, setting the scalding tea down, suddenly uncomfortable.

“The Ogress of Reading, of course,” she blurted, gaping at him as if she had informed him of the Prime Minister’s death and he was the last to know. “The Angel Maker, they called her.”

“Called who?” he said, the sun causing the back of his neck to perspire. “You’ve lost me.”

“Amelia Dyer, of course.”

Samuel racked his brain, then quickly remembered the ghoul of which she spoke. “The baby farmer?” he said, and she smiled.

“The very one.”

He paused, thinking. “They say she killed, what, four hundred babies,” he said, and remembered, at that moment, two things simultaneously:

Firstly, he remembered hearing about Amelia Dyer when he was in primary school back in Monreale. One of the children had chosen her as his topic for an essay on Historical Figures of England. The teacher was so aghast that the boy in question was suspended and his parents brought in for counsel. None of the children, he included, would have paid it a lick of thought but for all the trouble the boy got into. Once that happened, well, of course they simply had to know what all the fuss was on about. He and several other of his mates found the information easily enough in the public library where they read a short passage about her accompanied by a most hideous, most terrifying, mugshot. He remembered, conjuring the image again after all the years, how haunting her face had been. Ghastly. A true face of evil, he’d thought at the time, staring at her doughy skin, her sunken dark eyes, her creased frown. The black Victorian lace tight at her neck gave her oval visage a phantom appearance, as if it were coming at him, manifesting from the dark itself. For several weeks he imagined her face in the shadows of his childhood bedroom, lurking in the corner as a patch of moonlight, or a reflection, waiting for him to close his eyes so she could fully form and approach, a white line of sewing tape spread like thin rope between her extended hands, ready to wind around his neck while he slept.

The second thing he remembered was in-line with the topic of Father Henry. He recalled, as a fragment, a conversation he’d once had with the old man, having just announced his intention to retire near London—back to his roots, he’d said. Samuel inquired about any remaining family he might have there and the withered priest had become sullen, commenting that his family—or rather, the family’s history—was the one thing keeping him from going back at all.

“You see,” he’d said, sherry in both their glasses as they sat in Henry’s office, soon to be given over to Samuel, “my family has a long history in the London area. My father was a priest for many years, but fell from grace. Became a drunkard, a womanizer. He left the church, got married to a fine, kind woman. My mother, of course.”

“Well,” said Samuel, “surely it’s a positive remembrance? It sounds as if he turned things around, eh? You turned out quite well, sir.”

Father Henry had chuckled, slurped at his sherry. “Yes, well, it wasn’t so bad except the same thing happened to his father before him!” Henry laughed at that, a cruel joke seeking levity amongst the ruins of his ancestral tree. He stared into his glass. “A line of failures, you see, Father Ramsey. My grandfather... well, he had a very hard job, and he lived in a hard time. It wears on a man. Even though we are men of God, we are still men.”

“How so?” Samuel asked. “I mean, how was his job... so very hard?”

Father Henry set down his glass, leaned forward so his voice might be softer though still audible. Samuel stared intently at the old man’s glossy blue eyes, the bushy white eyebrows, the thin hair, the sagging jowls.

“My grandfather,” said Henry, quietly now, “had a parish on the west side of London near St. Paul’s Cathedral, along with a quaint church he pastored named St. Sepulchre. Within his community, his province of responsibility as ordained to him by the bishop, lay... a darkness. A small spot of hell on earth.”

Samuel swallowed the sweet sherry, set down his glass. “What kind of a hell are we speaking of, Father?”

Henry tilted his own glass quickly to his mouth, finished the liquor in one swallow. He smacked his lips, set the glass on the leather blotter atop his fine old oaken desk, and whispered the word, “Newgate.”

Samuel thought a moment, then came up with it, his eyes wide. “The prison? But that was shut down...”

Henry nodded, poured more sherry from the decanter into his glass, then topped off Samuel’s as well. “That’s right, in 1902. Of course, by then they had jailed and killed more men and women, and yes, children, than you or I could fathom. Hangings by the dozens with mobs watching, screaming for blood, for vengeance... for entertainment, I suppose. They must have executed well over a thousand souls in those bloody yards.”

Father Henry trailed off, but Samuel was beyond intrigued. “And this was your... grandfather’s... what? You were saying, his responsibility? As part of his parish? His congregation?”

Henry nodded. “It was his jurisdiction. Newgate fell to him. He’d been the one brought in to hear the confessions, the final words of the damned, before they were strung up like pigs for the slaughter. Some claimed their innocence, of course, begged him for help, pleaded with him for their souls. Some did not beg, or feel remorse, or bear wishes for repentance. These were the worst of the worst. Pure evil on earth. Killers, rapists... and this was at the end of the century, mind you. Some of the most gruesome killers in history were running around in London at the time, and my grandfather, well, he got to meet quite a few of them. Got to hear their deeds, see? It finally broke him, I think. He couldn’t take it anymore. He left the church, turned his back on helping souls, revoked his oath, took a wife, just like my father did.” Henry chuckled. “Two generations of failed priests, and now me. It seems I’m made of holier stuff than my ancestors.”

“There’s still time, you could ruin it yet,” Samuel said, raising his glass.

“Third time lucky, I suppose,” Father Henry said and gave a dry chuckle as the two men of God toasted to Father Henry’s presumably thwarted fall from grace.

Remembering this conversation, the priest’s disposition changed toward Catherine, his senses became more alert, his attention focused.

“Yes,” he said cautiously, “I know of her.”

“Then you know of Father Henry’s relationship to her of course,” she said, sipping her tea silently.

Samuel allowed himself the slightest of nods, wondering where this was going.

“Don’t you see?” she said, setting her cup down and leaning close to him, her soft golden hair fallen over one brow, her white smile dazzling. “Father Henry’s grandfather, as far as I’ve been able to discover, is the only person on this entire earth who knows Amelia Dyer’s confession. She wrote it all down, Samuel. He was given books by her. Books that she wrote while imprisoned, awaiting her death!”

“Books?” he said, sitting back from her, his fingertips tapping the cool porcelain tiles of the table. “What books, Catherine? Look, I don’t see...”

“Her journals!” she exclaimed, standing up and pacing before him as if they were scheming the heist of the century. She spun on him, fingers flexed outward. “She wrote several journals in prison. Her entire confession, hand-written, for the eyes of her confessor only. No other person, aside from maybe your Father Henry, has seen them or read them.”

Catherine strode across the floor to the priest, her eyes wide and wet. She hiked up her skirt, straddled his lap and the chair beneath him. She leaned into him, lifted his face to hers, now shining with anticipation. She kissed his lower lip, licked his top lip with the tip of her tongue. He groaned as she pushed into him. “Until now, my dearest. Until now.”

 

* * *

 

Hell on earth if it ain’t it oughta be. Never have I or any human with God’s breath been subjected to the level of filth a degradation as is habit within the walls of Newgate Prison. The smell of it is so bad you can taste it and whats worse is I been put in a stone cell with six other women all criminals one a murderer one believe it or not a killer of children but not part of my belief just a plain out demon, I suppose God makes them to, but the rest of them thieves a whores who stolen or killed or one who attacked a gentlemen when he squelched on payment maiming him forever she says carving his cheek with a small blade she kept hidden for safety slicing him while he laughed a dressed a her still dripping she cut him, well she is going to hang for it now just like me we will swing a swing may God have mercy on our souls a those we have taken. The floors here are crunchy with bugs a lice a half the women are naked, some raped in front of us by guards or male inmates who pay the guards how I don’t know or with what. Mostly the whores but there was one woman a beautiful young woman whose daughter was with us a nine year old lass a the mum was raped a had her head caved in by an inmate don’t know what became of him the guards took the corpse a the daughter away I thank the Lord for times such as these that I am a large woman going on in years, plus they are all afraid of me some call me a witch others insane they may all be right. To be thought of as disturbed a violent in a cage filled with killers is not a role I cherish but one I suppose I fill. I will tell you now of the Marmon baby since that is the one they stopped me on maybe I wanted to stop God knows I done my work for His will a as I mentioned things were changing inside me squirming pleasure almost sexual when I choked them a that is not God’s plan that is the devil’s plan, his way of laughing at the Servants of the Light when in their efforts of thwarting him so maybe I wanted it to end, I don’t much care now as long as they don’t hurt Polly or that silly husband of hers although Polly is not as innocent as she says or I say but Alfred her husband my Lord he knew nothing don’t know how but there it is. The Marmon baby was brought to me a I swear I thought this was the one I do not know why it was a feeling a look it had in its eyes. I remember looking at while she held the worm a I smiled a told her all the lies about how well I would take care of it but me eyes kept drifting to the child to the child’s head which was thick with fine baby hair but I was looking for the Mark while she spoke. She caught me a I smiled a told the same lie I told hundreds more, What a beautiful child. So I took it a the fool woman the unmarried woman the sullied woman gave it to me for care while she whored or drank or who knows what the women born outside of God do when their burdens are released a I took it to Polly’s house because I KNEW this was HIM although a girl makes little sense but the devil is that way a I knew it in my bones this was the avenger the spawn of the fallen angel a I did not want to take it home to Reading as Polly was in Willesden a the fewer that saw me with the child the better, so that is what I did a Polly was there caring for another child herself but of course this was an appropriate relationship as a paid hire a as I stated Polly was not with the Order, so I went there with the child a girl named Doris a went to the sitting room while Polly left to put her charge to sleep. I lay little Doris down a searched its head combing through the hair while it wiggled but saw nothing but still I knew a besides we can never be sure for He is a deceiver the greatest of them all. So I opened my carpet bag where I had a spool of sewing tape a wrapped it three times around the child’s neck a waited for it to stop its breath while I watched. When it went from blue to black a dead I left the tape on as I always do in case the demon tries to raise his army but that is why they go in the river. See, I BAPTISE them Father, understand? Tied a torn from life a breath I baptise them a give them to the Thames a this one would be the same to ensure its spirit went to Heaven as an Angel I make sure they are all angels in Heaven to live in His glory, a so I put the girl in my bag a shoved the bag beneath my feet under the couch so my daughter would not be suspicious of my doings. She came back a wondered of course where the child got to but I had my answer all planned because I know how to fool people by God’s grace a I told her that Doris had gone home a I smiled a wanted to scream SHE’S IN THE BAG AT MY FEET DO YOU NOT SEE IN THE BAG LIES THE BEAST’S DEAD FLESH but also Father because it was Gods home the child bore off to a not the home of the sinners PRAISE BE TO GOD IN HEAVEN IT WAS GODS HOME GODS HOME IT WENT TO FATHER GODS HOME A THAT IS WHY THEY SAY ARIGHTLY SO I AM THE ANGEL MAKER.

 

* * *

 

“What is it that you seek, my son?”

Father Henry was dubious but also interested in Samuel’s request to see the papers, the confession of Amelia Dyer. On pretext of checking on his health and new house, Samuel had traveled to London and visited Father Henry’s new farm, helped him with some repairs needed to a stairwell and a rickety landing that led to the dead orchard, one that Henry hoped to revive with the endless hours the retired hold in such supply as it lasts, and much prayer to Holy God for divine crop intervention.

They sat in the orchard, at a dark wood table torn from the very trees that surrounded it, their withered arms clawed the insipid sky in prayer for fruit, their veins and rough skin dried, aged and dying as their master’s. Premature sour apples, the offspring of the orchard, lay ripened to brown beneath their feet, scattered among dense patches of long dark grass, the rest dirt, all confined by a deteriorated, broken comb of a jagged clay wall no higher than a meter at its crumbly peaks. They drank red wine and Samuel gave his friend the reason he had come up with on the drive, the lie he had conjured.

“A thesis,” he said, sipping the rich red wine from a stout glass, the carafe between them already half-drained. “A history of confessionals.”

Father Henry nodded, looked toward the withered globes of low-hanging fruit absently.

“Your grandfather heard so many,” Samuel continued, “and from the evilest of humanity. I’d like to make him a chapter.”

“Well,” Father Henry said, scratching the coarse white hairs under his chin with long, spotted fingers, “that is a worthy scholastic pursuit. Something to do in your leisure time, eh?”

“Yes,” was all Samuel could say in reply, the lie catching awkwardly in his throat. He swallowed the rest of his wine, his face burning from the heat of the sun, his labours with the house, the shame of his deceit.

“I see,” the old man said. “It’s true my father passed these books on to me, and at some point in his life, I don’t know the when or the why of it, he had them reproduced. I will lend you these reproductions, and you can write your chapter. The books, I’m afraid, I must keep here.”

Samuel nodded, let his eyes fall. “Thank you, Father.”

Father Henry cleared his throat, twisted his body toward the younger man, put two hands around his glass. “Onto another subject, then,” he said. “There are rumours, my son. And they are not flattering ones, not that rumours ever are.”

Samuel paled. “Rumours?”

“Yes,” he replied, drawing it out in several small nods, “rumours of you and a woman in your parish. Someone you visit quite often; someone you visit quite alone.” He drew this last word out in a low arc, raised one bushy eyebrow and lifted his eyes up to meet Samuel’s. “Word has reached me through some of the elders in the church, who, in turn as gossip goes, heard whispers from members of your congregation...”

“A woman?” Samuel said with a sneer, as if the word were bitter.

“Do you deny it? Do you not know, immediately, of whom I speak?”

Samuel feigned thought, going so far as to pinch his chin and narrow his eyes to the ground. He found himself studying the rotten skin of a particularly well-aged apple. As he watched, a black spot caved inward and a wiggling white worm slithered out, bending to taste the air. Samuel’s stomach swayed as if he were on a ship, and his head grew light. He closed his eyes, prayed for a breeze to cool his sweat-spotted pate. None came.

“Are you alright, my son?” Father Henry said with concern.

“The wine, and the heat, I fear. Just light-headed, Father,” Samuel said, trying to smile. “And yes, of course, I know the woman in question. She is a friend, which is an obvious statement. I actually intended to discuss her with you. Today, in fact.”

The old man sat back, surprise stretching the wrinkled skin of his face. “Oh?”

“Yes, you see, she, Miss Holbrook, that is, seeks to take on the Stokes’ cottage; to refashion it as an orphanage, in the church’s name of course.”

Father Henry eyes widened. “I see,” he said, caught off guard and quickly forgetting the nature of his original inquiry. “Using our means, is that it?”

“Partly,” Samuel admitted, “and partly her own. She was left money from her parents, both deceased for many years. She has a love for children, for...”

Samuel felt that shift again in his guts. This time, however, it produced a rush of bile that nipped at the back of his throat like acid. He swallowed, thought of sipping more wine, but his stomach lurched and gurgled at the thought.

“I’m sorry...” was all he could say, and considered standing. He heard Father Henry asking after him from a thousand miles distant as his brain swelled and his eyes watered. A sudden, maddening thought had struck him, a thunderbolt in his brain. How did he not make the connection before?

Babies, he thought. Why would someone wanting to work with infants make an inquiry into a demon such as this woman, this insane killer of children?

He placed a hand on his brow and breathed in deeply. Father Henry reached across the splintered table and put a hand on his wrist, squeezed it. “Father Ramsey?”

Samuel felt the warm, rocking ocean within him steady, his pulse slow, his mind clear. He let out a breath, inhaled, then let out another. “Fine,” he said, a weak smile on his face. “Fine now. It’s the heat.”

“Yes, this is the hottest time of year here. Well, let us go inside, and I will see if I can find those papers for you. While I do, you will sit in the shade for a spell.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Henry stood up, arched his spine, knotty hands rolled into his lower back. “As for the orphanage, on principle, I have no complaints, per se. But keep me informed of the plans, and I can help you with the bishop when it comes time.”

Samuel also stood, began to follow Henry inside.

The older man paused, turned his head.

“And perhaps it would be wise,” he said, mumbling quietly over his shoulder, “that you hold your future strategy sessions with Miss Holbrook at the church, hmm?”

“Yes, Father.”

Father Henry reached out and gripped Samuel’s elbow tightly, as one would clutch a walking stick, as they continued slowly toward the house. “And might I suggest, for your book, that you explore the martyrs. It might be interesting to reconnoiter the tales of confessors who used force, against God’s will, to extrapolate information from those who died rather than refuse their saviour?”

Samuel winced as they strode out from under the scant shade of a tree and into the direct path of the hot sun. In the far distance, the city was clearly defined by the layer of smog that rose above it, like a second city in the sky that held the labourers of weather—the makers of thunder, the pourers of rain. Painters brushing only with grey.

“Yes, it is quite interesting,” Father Henry continued. “In the century after Christ, emperors and kings would find the most creative, ingenious ways to kill a man. Let’s see, there was the pulley, the cross of course, the wheel, the wooden horse. They even crafted special instruments designed to tear the flesh off a man of God, like iron claws, while still keeping him alive to suffer it. Can you imagine? And, let’s see, there were many instruments of fire, as well. The gridiron, iron shoes and the like. They even had a helmet and tunic that would melt a man’s flesh off his bones while he wore it! It was a hard time for those of the Faith, to say the least.”

Henry’s clutch was tightened as they neared the main house, the rickety building waiting to welcome them into the cool shade. Samuel was sweating profusely now, his backside coated like a silk sheet of perspiration that stuck resolutely to his black clothes. Father Henry droned on, the sun behind him a searing halo that put dark hollows on his face where his eyes and sunken cheeks absorbed shadows like sugar in a sticky palm. Samuel tried not to visualize the scenes the old man described but he knew them well enough, pictures from old texts showing rubbery pen-and-ink skeletons of men being pulled like toffee and burnt like wood.

“Sometimes,” Father Henry continued, warming to the subject, “they would lay a man down on broken pottery and pour boiling oil and quicklime over him. The man would squirm like mad and inevitably cut his flesh to ribbons. Ah! But my favourite, I think, was the press.”

“Hmm,” was all Samuel could think to say.

“Yes, yes, the press was where they would lay a man between two large slabs of wood, or stone, then slowly rotate a pole attached to a centreing screw that lowered the top slab onto the bottom, see? If the man would not confess his sin against the state and renounce God, they would squeeze him until his sack of flesh popped open like a swollen grape.”

The old priest stomped down on a rotten apple to illustrate his point, the white and brown meat spewing out from beneath his black shoe.

“I see,” Samuel said, desperate to be indoors. “Well, my book is more a study of priestly confessors, men of God who comforted those in desperate times of need, warfare and the like.”

“Of course, of course, much more uplifting, that. No one wants to hear the stories of martyrs anyway, and do you know why?”

Father Henry stopped feet from the desirous shade of the home. The old man appeared to Samuel as cool and serene as if they were on a late-night stroll under the stars, a sea breeze pushing lightly against their skin.

“Why, Father Henry?”

The old man smiled, his small grey teeth a row of accusations shouted from his grinning mouth. “Because they’re all dead, my son. Every last one of them.”

Father Henry removed his hand from Samuel’s arm and walked inside, laughing to himself.

Samuel did not reply, but followed the old man into the dank interior of the house, scowling at his own dark thoughts, cursing the tongues of gossips. The question of their being right did nothing to qualm his feeling of holy righteousness against them.

Inside the cool dark house, Samuel sat down and poured a glass of water from an earthenware pitcher. Father Henry excused himself and moments later returned with a leather satchel. He handed it to Father Ramsey.

“I have read the pages, some passages many times over,” he said. “She thought herself a crusader, you know. A finger of God. She makes references to certain secrets that a liar would not know of.”

“Secrets?” Samuel said, taking the satchel, his weariness fleeting now that he was out from under the blasted sun, his interest newly peaked. “What kind of secrets?”

Father Henry sat down across from Samuel, crossed his long skinny legs under his coarse robe. “There are many ancient orders, some older than the birth of Jesus himself. What she describes, well, let us say there are references to certain facts she should not know, and my father believed the same.” The old man crossed himself, mumbled a prayer. “She talks of the Anti-Christ, and a sacred order.”

“Sacred order?” he asked, gripping the soft leather of the satchel unconsciously. “Was she truly mad then? What, was this serial killer a member of the Masons, the Illuminati? Please, Father Henry...”

“No, no, of course not,” he said. Then with a leer, added, “For one thing, I would know if she were.”

Samuel said nothing to this, not wanting to go further down this particular road of thought. I’d rather go back to martyrs and torture, he thought dryly, but said only, “I see.”

“That is yet to be determined, my son. But, you have her confession. Read it and make your own judgment.” The old man sighed, and Samuel could see he was tired. “There are many bodies of belief in this world, Samuel, and we are on the edge of a precipice, the history that is behind us will always be thought of as ancient, the history before us always a renaissance. That is what it means to be at a crossroads, I suppose. But there are many factions—Cabalists, Masons, Brahmans, Buddhists, Jews... all believe in Christ, all believe in what He represents. The Bible speaks of miracles and teaches us the virtues of holiness, but it also warns of symbols, pretences of things to come, end of days. My point,” he said, sounding more and more weary and confused to Samuel’s ears, “is that history is more than bygone facts. It is also a warning for an unseeable future, hmm?”

“Of course,” Samuel said, then paused. “Please excuse my thick-headedness, but I don’t see what any of this has to do with Amelia Dyer.”

Father Henry coughed roughly, grabbed a goblet from a nearby windowsill and spat into it. “Everything, my son. Everything. Now, I must rest. And you must return to those who rely upon your most excellent and revered judgment.”

 

* * *

 

Upon the long return journey, Samuel decided, once the papers were delivered, that he would begin to distance himself from Catherine, and, hopefully, from the unwanted gossip attached to their relationship. He decided he would not see her, or visit her, for two or three weeks at the least, hoping to assuage the rumour mill amongst his congregation and the members of his parish. He momentarily considered not giving her the confession at all, could not see the point of it. But she was brash, and he feared a wrathful reaction or worse, for him, a potentially damaging reaction. Besides, he thought, where was the harm?

Shortly after his arrival in Kingsbury, he went directly to her house, eager to be rid of the confession that weighed heavier and heavier within the satchel he carried.

When he handed the papers over to the delighted Catherine, she inquired if he’d bothered to read them at all, to which he confessed, without fully realising why, that he hadn’t looked at a single page.

Amidst her unusual excitement, he went on to inform her of his plan of taking “a break” from one another, until the gossip mills cooled down, at least. Catherine, to his surprise and slight chagrin, seemed not only to approve, but enthusiastically so. “My dearest, this is perfect! Can’t you see? Some time apart will do us both good, and you have so much work to do and the last thing either of us need is to be part of some dreadful gossip circle!”

She had taken the satchel from him and all but pushed him through her small home and toward the front door.

“But Catherine, it’s only temporary. And I’ll see you at church, I hope.”

“Of course, of course.”

As she hurried him through a small hallway, one he had rarely passed through before, he thought he heard a strange, oddly familiar sound from behind one thick wooden door.

“What was that?” he said, attempting to pause but guided steadily forward by her hand on his back.

“Nothing my sweet, a neighbour perhaps,” she said lightly. “Now, you go and take care of your business and I will see you at church for services, like any proper young lady would.”

“Very well,” he said, and bent to give her one last kiss on the lips. She turned and gave him her cheek instead, the satchel of pages clutched tightly to her bosom.

“Goodbye, Samuel,” she said quickly, and closed the door on him, the sound of the bolt being thrust home followed abruptly thereafter.

But it wasn’t goodbye, for the priest found, upon his return to his small room in the church annex, that he was fidgety and out of sorts. He paced and drank wine, and thought of all Father Henry had told him while his tortured mind ran along the naked curves of Catherine’s body, his lust overwhelming. I will see her soon, he thought stubbornly. Tomorrow perhaps, just to see how things are going with her study of Dyer’s confession. Or, at the least, the day after that.

Feeling angry, shamefully licentious and tormented, Samuel opened his Bible atop the small mahogany writing desk and tried desperately to read, to lose himself.

There was one item, however, that would not allow him peace, that would not flee his mind no matter how hard he sank his thoughts into the Word of God.

It was that sound.

The odd sound he’d heard while being thrust from Catherine’s house. He knew better, of course, because it was impossible. A neighbour’s, perhaps. Yes, it must have been. Anything else would be preposterous, he knew, because the sound he heard—had thought he’d heard—was the small, happy, hiccupping sound... of a baby.

He recalled the dread he’d felt when speaking with Father Henry, wondered again why she would be so interested in a killer’s confession.

Simply not possible, he thought.

Still, only three days passed before he decided to go to her uninvited, to discuss her strange interest in the pages, and to listen closely for whatever it was making sounds on the other side of that mysterious door.

The morning of his decided visit he said his prayers and heard confession for those few of the congregation who were not at work on a weekday. He took a light lunch, prayed feverishly for guidance and self-control, and set to leave.

It was raining outside. Light for now, but the skies were darkened to slate; rolling clouds ashen as a rotten corpse were sucking at the sky, preparing to release their burdens on the humanity far below.

Samuel made the brief walk under a hooded cloak, not minding the numerous puddles he stepped in, so deep was his concentration, his concern. The sky snapped distant thunder like a cracking boulder, the throaty echo carried on each drop of rain that struck him, whispering God’s wrath into his ears.

He reached Catherine’s house and knocked heavily on the door. He heard her inside, coming to greet him, likely not surprised at his lack of resolve. His fingers curled into his palms and he knocked again out of shame and quickly rising fear. The bolt slid and the door opened, Catherine looked at him with a knowing smile and a face innocent as a babe’s.

“Father Ramsey, please come in,” she said, and stepped back from the threshold.

And here we are.

 

* * *

 

Tomorrow I hang. Is certain now although I suppose part of me thought maybe there would be some divine intervention as they say but now I think not, what is it Christ said on the Cross? THOU HAST FORSAKEN ME. But I blaspheme a there will be time for prayer a asking of forgiveness later when I lay my head on the mildewed blanket for the last time in this damned world but I done me duty a have no shame in that I did what needed to be done a there will be others after me who continue to do the good work of the Order who continue to defeat the creature of Hades keep him burning in his lake of fire for all eternity, or at the least delay the prophecy I suppose, it is all a wretch of a servant such as I can hope for. It can always be worse praise the Lord for I watched a woman die in front of me today a felt nothing. She starved to death, her jaw broken her cheek smashed by the swing of a jailer’s cudgel when she begged for mercy I guess she thought him a priest probably insane like the rest of us but she grabbed at his boot one too many times a clutched at him naked, her breasts scraped against the floor her eyes wild a he swung down at her once than again a once more after she stopped wiggling a when she died two days later a I watched her spirit pass I felt numb a I knew than that God hath forsaken me here on this earth a it was time for me to leave, a so it is I’ll hang tomorrow a say nothing of this except for what’s written here. I go to my Maker knowing that I done my part in killing all those children a was His grace that had me caught after I began to enjoy it more than I should so God bless the sinner I suppose because I am one just like you. As for the Order there are many more of us a there are surely as many against us I know that as well a one side must victor in the end as it is written in the Good Book one side will bathe in glory but I’ve done my part a God Bless the angels I send him for they will need to fight when the day comes the day of judgment. I’m tired now a I’m ready to die a I won’t say nothing more here about it in case these words become known outside my confession to keep the others safe to keep the other Angel Makers safe the ones who destroy life to preserve grace that is our calling us of the Order of the Light that is our calling a we heed it a we DO OUR DUTY a be we damned for it then so be it I’m ready to hang goddamn this world I’m ready to die for what I done a I’d do it again a again a again I’d kill a THOUSAND children to keep evil at bay gladly I would STRANGLE THE LIFE from every babe on earth if needed praise God beware of the return there are many there are many of us. Save us save us save us O Lord keep us safe O Lord for He comes a I am so very tired, I am so very wasted. Amen.

Samuel went straight to the door.

“What are you doing?” Catherine said, trailing after him. “Samuel!”

He spun on her, his anger kept at bay with greater and greater effort. “Why did you want her journals? Why do you care about Amelia Dyer?”

Catherine stopped, looked downward, then lifted her eyes to his, lip curling. “What did that old fool tell you?”

“I’ve been blind!” he yelled, his voice vibrating off the walls. He stepped to the wooden door, tried the handle, found it locked. “Open this!”

“And why would I do that?” she said, her voice slipping from her lips like moist black silk, each word the flickering end of a snake’s tail.

He could hear the rain now, the rush of drops hammering the roof as the clouds opened. A rumble of thunder set his nerves on edge.

“What’s in this room?” he demanded.

“My children, of course,” she said, stepping closer to him. “They were asleep, but I’m sure by now you’ve woken them up.”

He stared at her, eyes wide, mouth open. “Children?” he sputtered. “What children?”

“My babes,” she said, putting her hands onto his chest. “My little angels.”

Samuel recoiled from her touch. What had he been thinking? What manner of dark seduction was this woman using against him? He shook his head, stared at her as if for the first time. Her eyes were not the perfectly knit icy azure he’d imagined, but a sickly, muddy blue the colour of a shallow creek bed. Her teeth, what he once thought of as pearly white, looked browned and slightly crooked. Her pale skin was sallow and dried to flaking in places around her lips and temples. Her gold-spun hair was merely a dirty blond, speckles of lice dotting the roots, shifting in and out of sight.

“What manner of evil are you?” he said under his breath, bile burning his constricted throat.

“Oh,” she cooed, and laughed, “are we not friends anymore, Father?”

“Open this door,” he said through numb lips.

She smiled at him, then spun herself in a circle, speaking gaily as she did so. “I’ve read the pages, there are some missing but that’s all right. Likely the old bastard was holding back. But we’ve taken care of him now so that’s no longer a problem, no longer a problem and now part of the greater solution. We have the books and our sacrifice now.”

“What are you talking about?” Samuel spat, his mind reeling.

Outside the rain hardened, thunder rolled like empty barrels across the sky, wind shook the windowpanes and doors as the sound of a marching army tramped across the rooftop.

She stopped her spinning, stumbled, looked at him dazedly, her eyes absent. “Three circles we made with his blood, right there on the oaken floor of the empty stable. Three circles intertwined, to open the door. We let him bleed into the roots of the trees, hung his body so the blood flowed down,” she mumbled, pulled at his robes, at his belt. She reached up and put her cold, callous hands on his cheeks. “We had to be sure, Samuel. We had to be sure they didn’t know, don’t you see? That any secrets died with her. Oh, you don’t understand how they’ve been hunting, always hunting.”

Samuel was stunned, speechless. The woman was insane, clearly, but if she was insane and murderous then he must see that any children were removed from the house, from her demented clutches. He could not begin to fathom the horror... he nearly moaned aloud. A killer of babies in his parish! An orphanage, by God! The very thought of his collusion in the prospect sent his mind stumbling. He clutched one of her hands, plucked it from his robe and squeezed it fiercely in his own. Outside, just above them, thunder shattered the sky with a deafening bellow, the force of it vibrating the walls of the small house, and the rain fell harder.

“Open this door,” he ordered, speaking up over the growing sounds of the storm. “Or I will break the damned thing down.”

“No,” she said, fear flooding her eyes. “You can’t! You must not!”

He grunted a reply, pushed her away and, gritting his teeth, threw his massive bulk at the door. It held once.

“NO!” she screamed, and flew at him, but his shoulder was already moving toward the door a second time.

The door burst from its hinges and collapsed to the floor. The priest stumbled into the room, nearly fell but caught his balance at the last moment. Catherine pushed past him, screaming hysterics, lunging toward a baby’s crib in the corner of the room. Samuel gained his feet and looked around, eyes wide. A large lumpy sack, spotted with stains, lay heaved into one corner, and he could smell it now, could smell the rot and decay. God help me, he thought as he saw the other cribs—barren, strewn against the walls. He spun on her, saw her reach into the one distant crib.

“Do not harm that child!” he screamed in fury, meaning to take it from her by force if necessary. To hurt her if necessary.

She pulled a wrapped blanket from the crib.

Another baby, he thought, remembering the weeks he was pleasuring himself with her in this very house, that smell now so evident, the decay all around him so plain, now that his eyes were open. My Lord my God, what have I done?

She held the swaddled baby in her arms, her eyes white and spotted by roving black orbs, her teeth slick splinters of burnt ivory. She held the bundle toward him, and a fold fell away exposing the head of the infant. Its eyes were miraculously closed as it lay in her shaking hands, peacefully asleep as hell broke loose around him.

“Harm? Never!” she said and laughed, the baby swaying as she spasmed in wrought ecstasy. “Don’t you see, Samuel? It’s over! It’s over now and we have won! See his glory, he’s come, Father! Look upon the new king!”

Blood ran from her eyes. He looked away only a moment and noticed the etchings covering the walls, the floors, the shapes all writhing as the raging storm attacked the house. The shutters tore clear from the lone window and a blast of wind shattered the panes like a fist. Glass and rain howled through the room, soaking the madwoman and the baby she held.

“Give him to me!” he bellowed over the crashing thunder, the shrieking wind a hundred screaming souls.

She lifted the baby toward him.

“Look upon him!” she screeched, her dress soaked through and clinging to her nakedness, her wet hair streaked across her face, soaking in the blood that caressed her cheeks. “Look upon the mark!”

Samuel took a few steps closer, raising his arm against the stinging rain, then stopped, knowing he could go no further. A shape hunched in the corner, black as death and twice the height of a man, twice the width, its head bowed and watching. Samuel did not look upon it but kept his eyes on the baby, the tiny skull. He saw now the smudge beneath the fine dark hairs that were wet and matted to the babe’s head. The child’s eyes opened, craning its neck to gaze upon him with wide eyes. Samuel felt his heart burst and fell back, yelling to God as his spirit left him and with an arm stretched out to heaven he crumpled.

“We’ve done it!” she screamed. “We beat her, we beat the murderous, crazy bitch! That wicked old jade! Outsmarted them all and brought him forth!” She stood over the priest as the ceiling of the nursery darkened and swirled, ripped away into the abyss of the great storm as she put a naked wet foot into the priest’s mouth and turned his empty gaze upward toward the world’s imminent annihilation. She shoved the thing toward his face, and the lurking shadow moved and the room burst open to a spinning pitch sky.

“We’ve won, damn them!” she cried. “See the mark, Father, see it now. For He is risen! See the great angel the world hath made!”

 


 

Surfer Girl

 

Adolf’s father melted the day after he became a man.

In life, Frank Politzcki had been a good person and didn’t deserve to die, although he courted it regularly with too much fried food and too much alcohol. He drank every day, usually all day, and never exercised or worked to better himself. But Frank was a content man. He loved his wife and his young—albeit a trifle slow—son, liked his job just fine and the guys, well hell, they loved Frankie. There wasn’t much not to like. There wasn’t much there at all.

But when Frankie went to work at the San Ramos Steel Mill, where “Steel is the Deal,” on the early duotone morning of February 27th, death found a way.

That same afternoon, the day after his 13th birthday, Adolf was building a wide, knee-high mud fortress in the backyard of the Politzckis’ tiny, rundown home just outside San Ramos, California. Frankie liked to call it “Politzcki’s Palace,” but the glorifying moniker didn’t keep the city from passing code violations due to the sagging roof and the ’73 Chevy Nova junker Frankie kept half-built in the front yard, its innards rusted through and the engine parts he had so meticulously removed one aspiring day strewn about the weed-speckled dirt like meteorite remnants, half-planted in the earth as if driven there from space by the force of the earth’s gravity.

When Adolf heard his mother, Agnes, scream from inside the house, he left his fort and the small animal traps set up to capture the fort’s future inhabitants—squirrels with snapped necks, perhaps a paw-trapped raccoon king—and ran inside, his over-taxed heart beating a staccato rhythm behind his flabby boy-tits.

“Mama!” he screamed, bursting through the screen door, his bare knees caked in mud beneath grimy cargo shorts, his red t-shirt stuck to him by the sweat of his exertions with the fort. “Mama, Mama!” he yelled as he ran, huffing his way through the kitchen and into the living room where he saw his mama standing with her back to him, talking on the phone. She turned, her eyes glazed with shock and grief. One hand held the phone receiver, the other lifted toward him palm-up—a halt signal—warning him to stay back. As if to say, “No, son, don’t come a step closer. Death has arrived.”

His mother sat with him in those first hours, holding his large head, stroking his greasy, dandruff-speckled hair, blowing hot, cigarette-scented breaths over his cheek. “He’s dead, baby,” she said. “Your daddy is dead.” Her wet lips tickled his ear, the words buzzed his eardrum. She whispered, like a secret, “He’s dead forever.”

Adolf didn’t know much, but he knew what “dead” meant, and he knew what “forever” meant. He had slaughtered enough vermin to know that dead meant bloody and without breath, empty, motionless. He knew that forever meant as long a time as there ever was, more than a thousand days put together.

 

* * *

 

Frankie’s death was an accident. It occurred while he was working the remote control of the ladle belt, a heavy-chain conveyer suspended twenty feet above the foundry floor. The ladle belt transferred large tubs of molten steel from the melting furnace at one end of the plant to the holding furnace at the opposite end thirty yards away. Subsequent insurance reports state that at approximately three p.m., a pressure valve malfunction caused the holding furnace to explode. The explosion sent finger-thick slivers of red-hot steel bursting outward in a cloud of death, the fragments packed within a tremendous gust of hot air strong enough to unhinge one of the deteriorating ladle clamps which secured the transporting buckets of liquid metal. High above the exact spot where Frankie stood, the unhinged ladle tipped heavily sideways, dutifully dumping all 300 tons of molten steel onto his head with the precision of a giant, well-targeted water balloon.

A co-worker testified he heard Frankie cry out at the last second, looking up as if hearing Jesus, but instead finding death spilling down on him from above to erase him from this life, hard hat and all. Once workers were able to get to the cooling pool of spill, what remained was more a lump of steaming metal than a human being.

The coroner later explained, to a grieving, horrified Agnes, that while Frankie was melting at 450 degrees, the liquid steel had destroyed every nerve near the skin instantly. A silver lining, he surmised, was that Frankie didn’t feel much after the initial coat.

After a series of decisions made in behind-door meetings (involving corporate executives, the coroner, a smelter and a priest), what they eventually buried one gloomy March morning was a smooth rectangle—a five-foot, ten-inch, 200 lb. bar of metal settled neatly within the plush white silk of a steel coffin.

After the closed-casket ceremony, Frankie’s molten remains were lowered into the wet, dark earth under young Adolf’s watchful, questioning, disappointed stare, while Agnes wept loudly amidst a spattering of co-workers and mysterious cousins.

Watching his father’s coffin lower into the ground was the first moment—perhaps a sign of his new adulthood—that Adolf was able to find a name for the strange, black slate of emotions he had felt his whole life, a swirling ethereal mass now localized, centered, condensed and crystallized.

That nameless dark was hate; and on that cold, damp March morning his skin prickled with the heat of it.

 

* * *

 

Adolf grew. What he lacked in wits his body made up for in physical stature, shooting him past six-feet before the age of seventeen. He had a tremendous gut and a wealth of coarse black hair spread out over his back, cheeks and shoulders. But for all his girth, or perhaps because of it, Adolf had numerous physical ailments.

After failing his driver’s test for the third time, it was determined Adolf’s vision was no more than a stone’s throw from legally blind, a diagnosis of amblyopia, or lazy eye. Because of the condition, Adolf was forced to wear thick glasses with heavy black frames, chosen not for style but because they were the least expensive, Frankie’s life insurance policy barely keeping the family afloat as it was. Wearing the glasses gave Adolf a mad-scientist look, his bulbous dark brown eyes swam behind the lenses, creating the effect that the boy was ever-watchful and slightly amphibian.

As his broad, lop-sided frame continued to add weight, pushing his overall girth past the 250 lb. mark, Adolf developed a mysterious gait, a sort of giddy-up in his step that was somewhere between a limp and a hop. Further physicals determined one of Adolf’s legs was an inch shorter than the other. There was nothing to be done for the physical abnormality, so he worked through it as best he could, wearing thick-soled black leather biker boots with the heel on the right foot sawed flat. This evened things out well enough, but running or jogging were out of the question, which, all things being equal, was just fine with Adolf.

Despite his large size and bludgeoned-by-God physiology, Adolf was amazingly adept at working with animals. More precisely, animal corpses. In his younger years, he established himself as an expert at the science of bug collecting—suffocating beetles, roaches and butterflies in jars before mounting them within small wooden frames that covered an entire wall of his bedroom. His love of insect trapping quickly dovetailed with something more in line with his somewhat baleful nature.

Adolf learned to hunt.

Living in the poor suburbs of San Ramos, the only hunting Adolf could do is what he termed “nailing the vermin out back,” and consisted primarily of killing squirrels, chipmunks and the occasional ignorant bird with his Daisy BB Air Rifle, purchased for him on his 16th birthday at the local Wal-Mart along with a frozen ice cream cake and a comic book filled with illustrated ghost stories.

Once killed or captured, he would studiously slice his victims open with one of the cooking knives from his mother’s kitchen and scrutinize the insides of each creature with great care, often making notes and drawing crude illustrations in a soiled spiral notebook he’d had since third grade. Afterword he would bury the gore somewhere in the backyard, the pieces of intestine and flesh often brought back up by a bird or a stray cat, Adolf not being much of a digger.

As Adolf distracted himself from his sorrow through hobbies, Agnes—recovering from the shock of losing her husband—became bored at home with no job and a stagnant son. She began to itch for companionship, but her prospects were marginal as she was not the most handsome of women. Agnes was pudgy and lumpy, with drab brown hair that fell in messy curls around her fleshy, pumpkin-like head. She was pigeon-toed and pasty and stank heavily of perfume saturated with the thick, chemically-enhanced sting of wild flowers. But she was a woman full of vitality, which could attract a more diffident man looking for a spark in his life. And so it did for Steve Orosco, an insurance salesman who worked for a small company called Global Financial and Life.

It was Steve who had consulted with Agnes after Frank’s death and then, once every month, personally stopped by to deliver an insurance check drawn from Frank’s policy. After a few months, Steve added flowers and small gifts to the check delivery, and within a year Steve was staying the night, and other nights, as well. Steve had become a straight-up VIP guest at the now infamous Politzcki’s Palace.

Steve was a slight man, bald and tidy with a trim brown moustache that coordinated uncertainly with small, muddy, hazel eyes. When put into a portrait with Agnes, Steve’s features and size became more pronounced. Even the moderately-sized (if bulbously-shaped) Agnes had an inch and twenty pounds on Steve. When he inevitably stood next to a specimen such as Adolf he looked downright impish, a do-gooding leprechaun with a black pleather briefcase rather than a pot of gold. His small bald head could have been easily encompassed within one of Adolf’s grimy, fingernail-chewed paws, should the boy ever feel obliged to cup the man’s pate.

Steve put up with Adolf’s quirks using the same serene scrutiny with which he analyzed any situation. It was with a small amount of reserve, however, that Steve actually spent time with the son of his lovely Agnes. The boy frightened him with his overwhelming size, his slowness of thought, his odd, shuffling gait and his black, rambling eyes. For his part, Adolf simply thought of Steve as a shadow, something that slipped in and out of his world without impact. A random voice in the hall, an extra balled-up napkin on the dinner table. Steve created the same buzz of awareness in Adolf’s mind as a television left on in an adjacent room, or a flitter at the corners of his vision. To Adolf, Steve Orosco existed only as an abstract attachment hovering near his mother, as if he were an accessory of hers—like a handbag or a walking stick.

 

* * *

 

“Adolf!” his mother bellowed from the living room. “Our show is on!”

Adolf stuffed the porn magazine he’d been thumbing through under his mattress and shambled into the hallway.

“Hurry, baby! You’re missing the start!”

Adolf and his mother always spent an hour or two every night watching a couple select shows. He would lie his heavy head in her lap and she would rest her hands on his enormous shoulders, sometimes humming softly as they watched police hunt down killers in the big city, or the beautiful doctors and nurses who found drama in the emergency room as well as in their personal lives.

Adolf didn’t really care about these stories, but his mama liked them so he liked them. When alone, Adolf mostly enjoyed nature programs, the ones that showed animals in their natural habitats—the way they lived, how they killed, the things they needed to do to survive. He often dreamed of being one of the ferocious, wild beasts he saw on television—a lion attacking a limping gazelle, a spider stabbing its webbed prey, or a shark ripping apart a baby sea lion, its shredded blubber dissolving in the vastness of the dark, cold sea.

On this night, Adolf entered the living room and saw his mother cradling a large plastic bowl of buttered popcorn. Steve sat next to her, tilting toward her slightly, the weight of her giving the couch a slight U shape, as if the gravity of her, like a planet, pulled the objects of the room toward her dominant mass. This included the twig-shaped, shiny-headed Steve, her orbiting moon.

“Hiya, Adolf,” Steve said.

Adolf grunted and dropped next to his mother, causing Steve to nearly fall into her lap as the couch sagged hard left under Adolf’s substantial weight.

Adolf watched the television blankly, his mind wandering. He was thinking about a program he had watched recently where a crazy Australian explorer had put his head inside a crocodile’s widely-stretched mouth, just to show how big of a bite the croc could take out of a person were the jaws not locked open, as they were in the show, by a strong iron harness. Adolf thought he could probably fit Steve’s whole head into his own mouth, like the Australian guy did with the alligator, or like a circus trainer would do with a lion.

Hearing his mother gasp and Steve “tut-tut” and giggle in the same breath, Adolf brought his focus back to the television show. He absently watched the cops chase down a suspect and concluded that—yeah—he could definitely eat Steve’s head. He could do it in one giant bite.

 

* * *

 

The trip was Steve’s idea.

He and Agnes had been together a few years now and had never ventured outside the San Ramos area. It had been a strong year of sales for Steve, and with his year-end bonus he wanted to treat Agnes and Adolf to a real vacation.

Agnes was thrilled, shedding tears of joy as she and Steve stumbled arm-in-arm like a couple of drunks into the living room where Adolf watched TV.

“Adolf!” Agnes cried, as if he were two rooms away instead of lying prone on the couch directly in front of her. Steve stood at her side, smiling but embarrassed by the enthusiasm. “Steve is going to take you and me on a trip! Oh my god, baby, we’re all going to Mexico!”

Steve nodded. “That’s right, champ. Acapulco.”

“You hear that, Adolf? Apaculco!”

“Aca-pulco,” corrected Steve.

“How exotic! I don’t know a word of Mexican,” Agnes cried, her powdered, splotchy face lit up with enthusiasm, brushed with a sheen of moisture from her joyous tears and the sweat of anticipation. “You say thank you to Steve, Adolf. Can you believe it? He’s taking us away!”

On hearing those last words Adolf’s dead eyes came alive. He looked at Steve as if seeing him for the first time. The first time ever.

“Thank you, Steve,” Adolf said in his quiet, high-pitched voice.

Steve shifted from one foot to another, uncomfortable with Adolf’s sudden awareness. Those eyes, he thought. “Of course, Adolf. I want you and your mother to be happy. I’m pleased to do it. It’s been a good year,” he added lamely.

Adolf stood from the couch, took a step toward Steve and his mother, looked down on them, his normally dull-eyed stare now alert, sliding from one smiling head to the other.

“Where will we stay?” he finally said.

“That’s the best part,” his mother said. “There’s a fancy resort right on the beach where we’re all gonna be sleeping at night. And there’s snorkeling and hiking and a bar right by the pool! You can drink Mai-Tai’s while soaking in the hot tub, Steve said. Didn’t you, Steve?”

“Uh-huh,” Steve responded, his tight smile unmoving, his eyes never leaving the massive boy towering before him.

Adolf picked up the remote control, muted the television. He looked at his mother. It was deathly quiet in the room. For a moment, no one moved.

“When?” Adolf said, his face unreadable.

Steve cleared his throat. “Well, in about a month, when the weather down there isn’t too hot. We don’t want to melt,” he finished, chuckling without moving his lips, a bead of sweat fingering down his temple.

“Oh my god, I’m just gonna scream!” Agnes cried, breaking apart the tension. She smacked the top of Steve’s head with a wet kiss, her lipstick leaving a birthmark smear above his brow.

“Thank you, Steve,” Adolf repeated, then turned his back on them and went to his room. He shut the door quietly, sealing off the shrill screams of his mother’s delight.

Sealed away in the sanctuary of his room, Adolf sunk down into the balled-up blankets of his bed with a sigh. He stared dumbly at the ceiling, studied the familiar cracks and stains that decorated the old white paint. He thought about Steve. For the first time, Adolf took a moment to try and understand who Steve really was.

Steve suddenly seemed alive to Adolf. A new presence in his home that needed to be dissected. With a spurt of alarm, Adolf realized that Steve had power. Power over his mother, power over him. He could make things happen, he could change things. Because of Steve, they were all going to go away. To Acapulco.

Adolf looked deep within, wondering if he also had this strange power. After a few minutes of reflection he sensed nothing, and that worried him. Would Steve ever consider using this power against him? Against his mother? With a pang of fear in his gut, Adolf wondered just how powerful Steve was. If he could take them on this trip, what’s to say he couldn’t take her forever? Leave old Adolf behind. Alone.

Pushing these thoughts away, he found the remote and turned the television to his favorite cable channel, the one that always showed animals, currently playing a special about lions. While his mind tinkered and tested and searched for answers to his new-found Steve problem, the television glowed with the bright desert wilds of Africa. The screen showed a female lion laying quietly with her cub. Within moments a male lion appeared, wanting to take leadership of the small pride. Adolf watched with increasing interest. He sat up, grabbed the remote control and turned up the volume. He hung on every deep, silky, British-accented word the narrator spoke.

…the lioness, although appearing submissive, will put her life at risk to protect her cub from the intruding lion, whose objective is to kill the cub from the previous male in order to put the lioness into heat. Once done, the male can create his own offspring for his newfound pride…

Adolf stood up, watched with amazed and frightened eyes as the lion tried to kill the helpless cub again and again, the mother ferociously defending, her teeth bared, her muscles shining and tense. Finally, seemingly from exhaustion, the intruding lion stalked away, snarling at the protective mother over his shoulder as he disappeared into the tall grass.

…she has saved her cub this time, but the lion will be back, and he will keep coming back, until the cub is dead, and the pride is his…

A tear swelled in the corner of Adolf’s lazy eye, rolled down his cheek. He removed his thick glasses and brushed it away. He laid down heavily onto his bed, a sob escaping his lips like a wet cough.

For the first time since he was a small child, Adolf hugged his pillow to his face and wept.

 

* * *

 

The first thought to enter Adolf’s brain after stepping off the plane was that it was fucking hot.

He wasn’t sure what to expect when they disembarked onto the asphalt airstrip at the Acapulco International Airport, but the thick, humid ninety-degree air was not it. Wearing an all-black ensemble of jeans, biker boots and a t-shirt, Adolf immediately broke into a full-body sweat, his pores opening up and exhaling salty, sticky liquid that mixed with the rampant bacteria of his unwashed skin to leave him standing, within seconds, wrapped in a pungent pool of his own body’s waste.

He hoisted his backpack higher onto his shoulder and followed Steve and his mother through the non-air-conditioned terminal. He eyed the snack stands and fruit drink vendors, warily watched the native Mexicans, disheveled tourists, crying children and pushy drivers-for-hire, one of whom repeatedly tried to take Adolf’s backpack off his shoulder while Steve came to a quickly-spoken agreement for his services.

Somehow, the outside of the airport was even hotter and muggier than the inside. Adolf felt sweat running down the inside of his legs, his long hair matting to his forehead and the back of his neck, his shirt clinging, his thick eyeglasses fogging up, the frames sliding down his slick, porous nose.

The stubby Mexican driver showed them to a green Volkswagen Bug with one missing hubcap and a lilting rear chrome bumper. Adolf knew instantly there was no possible way the three of them, the driver, their three large suitcases and other smaller bags would ever fit inside.

He watched with curdling dismay and a small amount of wonderment as Agnes and Steve squeezed into the backseat, one suitcase on their lap and two tossed into the hood of the Bug. The driver opened the front door and indicated for Adolf to hop in.

“Vamos!” the driver snapped at Adolf, pointing at the cramped, frayed gray seat. Adolf shook his head but somehow, some way, squeezed himself into the vehicle. He felt the car lower, tilting to the right with his weight, and wondered if the entire drive to the hotel would be trailed by a shower of sparks as his side of the car’s undercarriage ground against the pavement.

“Gigante!” the driver said happily as he climbed into the car, turning with small, abrupt movements to Steve and Agnes in the back. “Where to?” he said in English.

Steve gave him the name of the resort.

“Si, si, very nice. Muchos touristos estancia alli. You like.”

The driver hit the gas and the small car jerked away from the airport, offering Adolf his first Mexican breeze as the smell of foreign land and surf streamed through the window. He closed his eyes and inhaled, felt himself relax for the first time since they had gotten on the plane. Settling deep into the seat as the car jerked and whined up a ramp and onto a narrow freeway, he found himself wondering what kind of food real Mexican people ate, and whether there was any good hunting to do in the area.

The resort was all it was cracked up to be. Even Adolf had to admit having a pool to soak in was a decent way to spend an afternoon. His mother and Steve enjoyed the poolside bar, and Steve bought Adolf his first alcoholic drink—a thick red daiquiri Adolf sucked through a green paper straw, a small yellow umbrella perched on the side of the glass to shield the crushed ice from the blazing sun.

“I hope that’s virgin,” Agnes said, not opening her eyes as she laid in her deck chair.

“The boy’s practically eighteen, and we’re on vacation,” Steve replied, giving Adolf a sly wink. “Let’s let the lad loosen up, huh? Be good for him.”

Agnes turned her head far enough to shoot Adolf a nervous glance, but Adolf played dumb, pretending not to absorb their conversation or let on at the rush he was getting from the icy strawberry, alcohol-filled concoction. The syrupy slush sent a chill up the back of his neck, pleasantly so, and the alcohol swirled upward into the center of his large head like black liquid smoke, spinning things around inside, his brain turning into a sweet, mushy spiral of dulled senses and blustering new emotions.

He pressed his back against the side of the pool, his body immersed, his long wet hair stuck to his skin in black tentacle strands. He spared a look for his mother and Steve, watched as Steve rubbed suntan lotion on his mother’s soft white shoulders, her bikini of bright red flowers on black fabric a sharp contrast against her flabby pale skin. Her folds of stomach fat became even more accentuated as she leaned forward so Steve could apply the creamy white paste of 50 SPF lotion to all her exposed areas. When Steve got to her jiggling monstrous thighs, Adolf had to look away.

Through the haze of sunshine and alcohol, Adolf felt that pang again, that stinging sensation he had when first told about the vacation. He looked over at the two of them once more, wondered where he fit into that picture. He wondered if Steve, who was nothing but nice to him, was planning something sinister. Was all of this a ploy to deprive Adolf of his mother? To build him up, give him the strength of independence, so that in a year Steve could sit him down and explain that he and Agnes were leaving without him. That he was a big boy now, an adult. That he could take care of himself?

Adolf had a vision. He saw his father’s coffin lowering into the ground, pictured himself inside, cuddled against the large rectangle of cold steel that was his father’s remains. Down, down into the earth he sank, the chill of the metal growing colder and colder. And in that cold darkness Adolf knew what he feared.

He feared the day he would also lose his mother. He pictured her old, withered and dying in her bed. He would sit with her, holding her hand. They would be together in her last moments, and in the fantasy Adolf was there—watching—as she died. He imagined how her eyes would flicker, then go blank. The soul departing, the muscles atrophying, the skin becoming inflexible and gray. He had missed watching his father die, missed seeing the body, saying goodbye. Holding him one last time.

He could not allow the same thing to happen again. He would be there at the end. Her body would be his, and there would be no more mystery of death.

Adolf waded deeper into the pool, away from his mother and Steve. He sipped on his cold daiquiri as he went, enjoying the contrast of the warm water on his skin and the chilling feeling inside, growing deeper as he sipped and slipped further and further into the water.

 

* * *

 

“What do you mean you don’t wanna go?” Agnes wailed. “What are you gonna do?”

Adolf shrugged. His skin was red and painful from sunburn. Despite his constant smearing of sunscreen, there were large patches along his shoulders and back that were bright red. Ghostly fingerprints that frayed the edges of crimson splotches where his reach had failed him. His front was the worst. He had failed to properly coat within the folds of flesh, so when he laid full-out on the lounge chair the hot Mexican sun had ripped into his epidermal layer, creating a striping pattern along his broad stomach and in the sallower pits of his chest.

Now Steve and his mother wanted him to go scuba diving. An all-day trip that would leave him unprotected against the harsh rays of the sun for nearly eight hours while he paddled around the top of the ocean, staring at coral and fish. It was too passive for Adolf’s tastes. If he was going to swim for fish, it would be to catch them, study their insides. Not float around like a dumb raft and gawk at their underwater homes. No, all he wanted to do was sit inside the air-conditioned room—a ground-floor suite with sliding doors opening pool-side—and find something to watch on television, praying that the resort had satellite.

“If the boy isn’t feeling up to it, Agnes, maybe we give him the day to himself. Let him explore on his own for a while,” Steve said, his bald head already bronzed, his hazel irises glittering gold spheres against the cue-ball white eyeballs and tanned skin. The wrinkles around his eyes and lips were more noticeable now, aging him. “I think Adolf has earned a little independence, don’t you? A big boy like that. And let’s not forget, this is his vacation, too.”

Adolf watched Steve closely as he talked. Saw the light blond frizz patches on his tanned head, the luminous eyes, the curling lips. He listened to his tainted words, his hidden meanings. Independence. Big boy. Explore on his own. Adolf looked to his mother, her brown curly hair pulled back from her head with a cheap yellow scarf, her pudgy fingers fidgeting with each other like fat white worms, each trying to fight off the other, agitated with the sudden knowledge of their close proximity.

“Adolf, is that really what you want?” his mother asked. “I heard there are big turtles out there, and I know how much you love animals.”

Adolf shrugged, nodded. “Yeah, Mama. I’d rather just rest.”

Adolf skulked to the small brown couch the suite provided, laid his massive bulk down onto it, and punched the television remote. He was quickly lost amid an old rerun of I Love Lucy, all of Lucy’s dialogue coming through in dubbed Spanish as she explained feverishly about something she had done to a large cake while Ricky’s hateful eyes bored into her, his fury growing with each foreign word that came out of her flapping mouth.

“Well, if you’re sure,” Agnes said, looking anxiously at Steve’s nodding, re-assuring head. “Then, well, I guess we’ll see you later. We should be back around six and we can all get some dinner.”

“There’s lunch meat in the fridge, champ,” Steve added, all but pushing Agnes toward the door. “Bread and mustard in the cupboard, and a bunch of cold Cokes in there, too. You take it easy.”

“All right,” Adolf mumbled, not bothering to wave goodbye, his face not leaving the coarse tweed of the couch’s small dusty pillow.

Adolf fell asleep. Fell into a dream.

In his dream, the house in San Ramos had been inexplicably moved to Acapulco, and now sat lonely on the beach. The incoming ocean waves lapped against its porch, against the rotting baseboard, the incoming tide pulling its peeling white paint away with every salty lick.

Adolf stood in the frame of the open front door, staring out at the ocean. He could see Steve, far off in the blue waves, swinging his arms through the air, as if he were drowning, as if he needed help.

Behind Adolf, in the living room, lay his mother. He wiped at his mouth, saw blood on the back of his hand. He had been feeding. He turned, looked at her corpse without emotion. She was opened from neck to crotch, naked and startled. Her insides had been devoured, and Adolf felt great comfort and a sense of nourishment. He wondered if he had killed her. Or had it been Steve, who now cried for help so far out in the ocean? He wasn’t sure. Couldn’t remember. Maybe he had been hungry—starving even—and she had offered herself.

Adolf didn’t know. All he did know was that his stomach was growling, and that he missed his mother. With a last look at Steve, a small black dot in the wide expanse of the ocean, Adolf stepped inside and closed the door behind him. Steve’s last cries as something yanked him down under the water were dampened. Adolf ignored the distant screams and, ravenous once more, went back to feed.

He woke with a jerk and a gasping breath. His eyeballs roamed the room, informed his conscious brain where he was and what was real. His clothes were damp with sweat, his face embedded with the ridges from the pillow. He sat up groggily and thought immediately of the Cokes. He stood, creakily, rubbing his lazy eye, and made his way to the fridge. He grabbed a Coke, opened it with shaking hands, and downed the whole thing in one breath, washing down the thick residue of bacteria that coated the inside of his dry mouth. He belched loudly enough for his vision to vibrate.

The room was stuffy, the tile floor warm, the yellow walls pulsing with heat. Steve must have turned the air-conditioning off when they left.

Adolf found the control, flicked the switch to COLD and turned the knob all the way to the left. He walked over to the television, now showing local news, switched it off, then opened the door to the poolside patio. Outside was a small metal-mesh table, large enough for two people to sit and sip cocktails and not much else. Adolf plopped down into one of the chairs, looked toward the pool, catching up to his thoughts.

The dream had been strange, and he searched for the flittering tendrils of it that were even now slipping back into the dark world of his subconscious. What remained, images mainly, was enough for him to retrieve the overall horror of it.

He forced himself to think of other things and watched the people laying around the pool, the kids swimming, screaming, splashing around inside of it.

His eye fell on a young girl, a child. She was blond and pretty and wore a bright blue bikini. She had a loud smile and wide eyes. She was running around the pool, chasing her shadow most likely, when she slipped on the slick surface. Her knee skidded and her shoulder smacked against the wet pavement.

Adolf shot up, looked around, waited for the running parent, the concerned mother, the overreaction of her protectors. He waited a moment, then another, watching as the girl sat up, crying loudly, her scraped skin already red and tinged with the blood rushing to the surface.

Nobody came.

Adolf walked off his patio, across the narrow strip of grass, and over to the girl. He looked around, still expecting someone to notice the injured, crying child.

“You okay?” Adolf said, kneeling his bulky frame down to be closer to her.

The little girl looked at Adolf, studied him between sobs, her eyes roaming his face, his large body, his odd black clothes. She nodded.

“Where’s your mom?” he asked.

The girl looked around, as if she were as surprised as anyone that her mother wasn’t within sight. “I don’t know,” she said quietly, her small voice filled with sadness and confusion. “She was talking to a man. She told me I could play.”

Adolf felt blood rush to his face, the old swirling hate clouding his features. A rush of words flew through his mind—bitch whore slut—but he kept those words inside, not wanting to frighten away the timid thing.

“What’s your name?” Adolf asked.

The little girl, holding her leg, looked at him closely, as if deciding.

“Mary,” she said.

Adolf nodded, then looked around in disbelief. Nobody was coming, nobody was looking at them. Nobody cared.

Mary stood. A doe just-born on wobbly legs, thought Adolf. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said.

Mary looked at him, her eyes wondering. She nodded.

Adolf walked back to his patio in thoughtful silence. When he turned back to find her, she was gone.

It grew late and there was still no sign of Steve or Agnes. His stomach growling, Adolf plowed through the cold cuts from the fridge, slapping them between warm slices of white bread smeared with squirts of the Mexican-branded yellow mostaza his mother had picked up at a nearby grocery.

After dinner, Adolf flipped through the television channels offered to him, scoffing at the Mexican soaps and moving quickly past the roaring sounds of the televised football matches. He missed the animal channels he watched at home, missed the crime shows he and Agnes would watch in the evenings. Annoyed, bored and uncomfortable in his sunburnt skin, he finally turned off the television and went back outside to see what he could find to occupy himself.

He strode over the pebble path at the end of his patio and onto the grass. He looked westward, scratched his inflamed skin. The sky was purple, the settling sun a blazing blood-orange smear against the ocean’s horizon.

He heard voices and turned back toward the public recreation area. He scanned the pool. The underwater lights had clicked on, creating a ghostly luminescence shivering across the surface. The warm evening air carried the high-pitched, distant-sounding screams of playing children. Adolf noticed that, along with the splashing kids, bored parents now stood around the pool as well, most of them holding thick drinks, their bodies wrapped in touristy, overly-vibrant blouses and shorts. Tiki torches had been lit and flickered in a broken star pattern around the manicured grass periphery.

Adolf’s dark eyes ticked from one face to the next, to the next, to the next. He grimaced and watched the dying sun bleed out.

It was well past eight o’clock now. His mother should have been home hours ago. His agitation grew when he thought of her out there with Steve, laughing it up, not sparing him a second thought. He imagined her white bulbous form hovering like a fleshy moon over the giant turtles, felt a pang of regret he had not ventured out with them on the trip.

Filled with self-pity and anxious with boredom, Adolf started back toward the suite, determined to find something on television to pass the time until his mother arrived. As he turned, he gave a nonchalant look toward the beach, a minor debate gathering steam in his brain as to whether the shore might be worth investigating for beached ocean critters or sand-based insects.

There was a giggle and a flash of a tiny blue bikini against pink flesh. He could actually make out the deep-red rash on one skinned knee.

He strolled to the beach at a leisurely pace, not looking around him, only forward. He angled around the low hedges that separated the beach from the grass-covered recreation area, stepped onto the sand.

He was careful not to seem eager. He looked again toward the ocean, let his eyes ride the tips of three separate waves, sensing her approach.

“Hey,” a small voice said.

Adolf, wide-eyed with feigned surprise, looked down at her.

“Hey yourself,” Adolf said, his thick lenses reflecting the dying light.

Mary said nothing, only toyed with a strand of hair while twisting one toe deeper into the sand. She was a wet silhouette against the darkening sky.

They stood in silence. No one called out. No one approached. He felt warm sweat slither down his back.

“It’s hot,” he said, “even at night.”

“Yeah,” Mary replied.

Adolf looked behind him, then once more to the great water, building courage.

“Hey, Mary,” Adolf said, “you want a Coke?”

The air conditioning had cooled the room considerably. Adolf and Mary sat comfortably inside, the tinted patio door closed to keep out the moist heat.

Mary sat on a blue lounge chair, a cold can of Coke in her tiny hands. Adolf sat on the couch opposite her, awkwardly looking around the room for topics of conversation.

“So, how old are you?” Adolf asked.

“Nine. I’ll be ten in August,” Mary replied.

“Cool,” he replied. “I’m gonna be eighteen in June.”

Mary studied him a moment, an odd smile creeping on her face, her scraped knee forgotten. “What’s wrong with your eye?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. It doesn’t work right, is all,” Adolf said.

Mary giggled. “It’s kinda funny.”

Adolf ignored the childish slight and continued searching the room. His eyes fell on the vinyl CD case his mother had brought. Beach Music, she had called it. Adolf went over, thumbed through the plastic sleeves.

“You like music?” he asked from across the room.

Mary shrugged, an adult expression on her face, the look a woman has when she’s feigning boredom while fully aware that every aspect of her person is under close scrutiny. “Sure,” she said, lifting the can to her lips.

Adolf slipped one of the discs out, popped open the tray on the narrow white CD player that Steve had so proudly purchased for the trip, dropped in the disc and hit Play.

After a moment, the soft melodies of the Beach Boys filled the air. The slow, drunken lullaby of Surfer Girl changed the energy of the room—opening the walls, widening the space, giving awareness and electricity to the molecules in the air.

Adolf waded back through the charged atmosphere to his seat opposite Mary. The Beach Boys chimed out the chorus.

He sat down, watched the girl closely. He felt himself grow inexplicably anxious, his muscles twitching and tense. He wanted to forever capture an image of the creature sitting in his room, the frail thing that had wandered into his imaginary fort.

Adolf shifted his bulk. “I miss my dad,” he said, one finger tracing a line on the couch fabric before jumping to his lower lip, his eye. He sniffed, then let his hand drop back to the couch armrest. “I loved him, but he died.” He sighed, resigned. “He left us exposed, and a cunt came in.”

Mary froze mid-swallow and stared. Her eyes darted from left to right, as if having woken up in a strange place and trying to understand her surroundings, to locate the direction leading home. Adolf wondered if she only just now realized it was a mistake to come into a stranger’s room alone.

“Do you think your mother loves you?” Adolf said, his body rigid, his sweaty palms now flattened against the cushioned seat of the couch.

Mary didn’t answer at first, but her eyes twisted oddly, as if her thoughts were caught between confusion, fear, and sadness. “I think so,” she said quietly. Her words were flittering butterflies caught in a fast wind.

Adolf continued to watch her, wondering what would become of her. Without protection, without the love of our mothers, we were helpless, alone. Open to any threat. “If she loved you, she would never leave you,” he said, his high, cracking voice quivered with emotion. “She would be here right now, protecting you. Taking care of you.”

Mary didn’t reply this time, but looked down and away, her sun-kissed skin prickling unpleasantly in the overly-cool air, her face flushed and pale. “I want to go,” she said, not meeting his stare. Not understanding.

“Go where, Mary?” Adolf said. “I just said nobody wants you. There’s nobody out there to take care of you. Your mother is just another whore who doesn’t care about her child. Right now, when you need her the most, she’s left you alone.”

The Beach Boys crooned softly, the drowning melody seeping into the furniture, the slurring chorus an old, deadly warning.

Mary began to cry, the Coke forgotten in her cold hand. She looked to the patio door, where the last wilting rays of light burned away.

Adolf stood, took a small step toward her, his looming frame monstrous, his reflection on the shaded patio doors a black, shimmering pool. “There’s nowhere for us to go, Mary, because nobody wants us.” Adolf tried to smile, but realized he couldn’t. There was nothing further he could do to comfort her. “I’m sorry, but it’s just you and me now. We’re on our own.”

Mary started to stand.

With alarming quickness Adolf strode across the room, his hands already reaching for Mary’s head. He stuck two large fingers into her mouth with his right hand while he squeezed her head with his left, his thumb pressing down and into the socket that once held a bright blue eye. He felt her biting down on his fingers. Perhaps an attempt to scream. He grunted and something snapped. He opened his mouth as wide as he could.

As wide as a crocodile.

 

* * *

 

Steve was giggling while digging through his sandy backpack for the room key.

“Did you lose it again?” Agnes teased.

“No, damn it, it’s here somewhere. So much sand!” he said, laughing. “Ah, here it is.”

Steve jammed the keycard into the door’s entry slot and the mechanism above the handle flickered from red to green. Steve pushed the door open, extended a chivalrous arm. “After you, my lady.”

Agnes snickered and shuffled into the ice-cold suite. “My lord, Adolf must have the air-conditioning put on arctic mode.”

Steve followed her inside, closed the door behind him. His eyes darted around the room. He saw one of the chairs had been shoved against a wall. A spilled can of Coke lay on the carpet, a dark stain emanating from its top. He saw all this, then tried to smile, his voice steady. “Where is the old boy?”

“Oh, he must be by the pool,” Agnes said, the slightest warbling of worry in her voice. “Adolf!” she yelled, as if he were hiding in one of the adjacent bedrooms.

Steve and Agnes checked the suite, then the pool. They called the front desk and walked through the two restaurants, gift shop and three bars the resort offered.

No Adolf.

“Why, of all the things. Where did the boy go?” Agnes asked.

“I have no idea. Think he might have gone to the ocean? Maybe a walk along the beach?” Steve said, his tone sounding careless to Agnes’s ears. “Maybe he took up surfing,” he said with a bitter little laugh.

Agnes turned her head quickly to catch the face behind that laugh. She saw the feigned innocence of his eyes and the sneaky upticks of his mouth, as if he were fighting off a smile.

“You knew this would happen!” she wailed, her voice cracking. “You made us take that late boat. You said Adolf would be okay. But he’s not okay, he’s gone. Why did you make us so late! You did this on purpose!”

Steve looked at Agnes sharply, his mouth agape. “What are you talking about, Agnes? I didn’t think we should cut our fun short because of Adolf. After all, he’s the one that didn’t want to go snorkeling. How did I know he’d disappear?”

Agnes shook her head, tears flowing down her sunburnt cheeks. Steve rested a hand on her shoulder reassuringly. She held back a sob and looked at him. His hazel eyes were twinkling, his temperament calming, his arms offering protection.

She gave an apologetic smile. “Oh, ignore me. I’m just...”

“Don’t worry, we’ll find him,” Steve said, again noticing the disturbed furniture, the spilled soda, the dark spots in the fabric of the chair. “I’m sure he’ll come back soon from his walk or whatever it is he’s off doing. He’s a big boy, Agnes. You don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

He kissed her broad bare shoulder, licked the salt of her from his lips. “He knows what to do.”

 


 

Mother

 

I know Julie loved me once. I know it as fact, like the warmth of sunshine on my skin.

We met at our university’s freshman mixer, and afterward became lovers. I’ll never forget the first time I saw her. Such an innocent, pale face. Her dress, simple and used, was patterned with brown leaves that matched her wide hazel eyes, so large and hopeful you wondered how something so fragile had survived so much of life, traveled this far without being scarred by one of the hard stories the fates wrote so carelessly. In time we discovered each other’s hidden scars, old wounds buried beneath the skin, embedded near the heart.

Julie’s parents were tragically killed when she was a baby. It was her grandmother—an herbalist of some kind—who raised her.

My father left when I was a teenager. I became reckless and bitter during those formative years. The only piece of him I kept was a watch he gave me on my tenth birthday. It had a scratched glass face and a worn leather strap that left a two-inch gap of air around my thin wrist, even when tightened to the last bolt hole. I wore it every day until the day he left.

My mother raised me strict, home-schooled me during my elementary years, using antiquarian tomes as textbooks. When I turned fourteen, she reluctantly sent me to the public high school. Left too long without peers, I struggled in the school system, a misfit. Meanwhile my body sang the deep, hitching song of puberty, an anti-cancer changing me from the inside out. I hated her for making me different, and as my cells rearranged that hatred became a deep part of me, growing along with my bones, and just as permanent.

Mother wasn’t a doting person. Her favorite recitation was along the lines of how I was “just like my father.” She had different versions of the same phrase, some loud and brash, some whispered and private, but always meant as an insult, and always taken as such. When I finally left home, I was sure to throw the line back at her before she could open her twitching lips. I gave her the watch with the worn leather strap as a token of my thanks.

Yet somehow Julie and I persevered through our difficult childhoods, making it to that moment, that night, huddled in the corner of the university cafeteria, perched on the edges of two plastic folding chairs like chittering parakeets, talking for hours while staring into each other’s eyes, as if the secrets of the universe lay within.

Three years later I proposed, planning it around an annual carnival that came into town at the end of each school term. Julie loved carnivals, loved the escape into daring and magic they offered. Her favorite ride was the Merry-Go-Round, twirling in soft, lazy circles with a concordance of decorative beasts, their hollow bodies rammed through by twisting unicorn shafts into the dimpled steel floors, the baroque mirrored ceilings. We sat in a carriage, staring at the plastic ass of a particularly bright blue steed while sitting on the coarse wool of a Navajo blanket her granny had knitted. When I showed her the ring, she laughed and cried, and we said all the usual things. I was happy, and still remember the blur of the carnival surrounding us, the hovering black sky dotted with silent stars creating a perfect backdrop to the swirling colors and sounds.

When the ride stopped, she ran to tell the first person she saw: the Merry-Go-Round operator. He was a frail old carnie in a frayed ball cap, his long gray hair resting in a twice-bound loose ponytail forgotten down the middle of his back. He smiled and hugged her. Frankly, it was unsettling for me, standing there watching the hysterics. It was the first time doubt crept into my mind about the decision. But Julie didn’t notice my trepidation, and when the old man invited her for a spin on the makeshift dance floor the carnival had laid out, complete with bordering haystacks and a four-piece hick band playing forgotten cowboy songs, she barely spared me a glance before agreeing.

So she danced with the old man, a surrogate father perhaps, while I watched. That gold-toothed old timer even smiled and winked at me once, and I hated her for it. Standing there like an idiot, I gave the occasional wave and smile. After a few moments, however, I became far more interested in the stars. I was wondering if it would burn your fingers to touch them.

And so I stood on aching feet and stared into the infinite, holding the homespun blanket and an empty ring box while smiling Julie danced in circles with the damnable Merry-Go-Round man.

We married the day after graduation, exchanging vows in the campus church and holding the reception in the shadowy back room of a local pitcher-and-pizza place called The Piper, the offered buffet being the house special stacked in warm boxes atop a tattered pool table. All of our friends attended. It is a day I will never forget, because it was the happiest we ever were. The happiest we would ever be.

 

* * *

 

After the wedding we moved to my hometown in West Virginia, a small city near Charleston. In hindsight, this was a mistake. I knew she missed her grandmother, and moving to the South with me was a sacrifice. But the reality was I had a job waiting—a teaching position at a community college—and, being newlyweds, a job meant security. It would cover the costs of a small apartment while Julie finalized her own career path, already an uphill climb. Julie had received her degree in history, but it was the art world that held her captive and would not let go, oblivious to the pain it would eventually cause.

Believing herself a painter, but also relatively pragmatic, Julie hoped to find work at a gallery, possibly as a curator, where she could learn the business aspects of the trade while still furthering her own talents. Her skills were imperfect, but it was an idea she treasured, a world she believed in, and she hoped to improve with time and study. To be truthful, I never fully understood her desire. It seemed naïve. Whimsical. Daydreams are nice when you are a bored child, but for a married adult it is an impractical pursuit.

Our happiness wilted as those first years of marriage fell away like petals off a dying rose. Much of our conjugal tension had to do with my upward career trajectory, compared (as it inevitably had to be) to Julie’s own stagnant professional life. Cocktail parties became sour affairs, reunions where everyone compared the thickness of their wallets and readied profiles of their success. Ours was slim on both counts, filled solely with my own contributions. Julie had yet to find her niche, or even a temporary job to fill the time. When there were no galleries left to leave resumes with, she looked for work as a teacher, then as a volunteer. Anything to keep her in the field of arts she adored. As time passed, however, even she realized those wishes were conceived in the bright dreams of daytime after all, dreams that became bitter pills she swallowed more and more of every day, poisoning her while steadily increasing the rancor between us.

I remember one evening vividly.

I had come home late from a long day of conferences and wanted nothing but a hot meal and a warm brandy. I entered our apartment and was surprised at the silence. The silence and the dark. I called out for Julie, thinking she must have gone out (with whom I have no idea). Her thin voice came from so nearby that I jumped. Following her voice, I found her murky outline lying prone and silent on our stiff rattan couch, sunken in the shadows like a thing in wait for prey.

“What are you doing?” I said, flipping on the light. Her eyes squinted momentarily, her pupils adjusting, stung by the stark contrast. Despite the light, she remained as motionless as a corpse.

“I’m lying down, Howard,” she muttered. “Why?”

“Because it’s a bit odd,” I said, adding a hint of anger to hide a cold thread of discomfort. “How long have you been lying there? You frightened me.”

She looked at me. A subtle tilting of her oval head, so round and frail beneath her brown hair. I shuddered at that empty glance. It was a dead thing.

I turned my back to her and closed the door, chiding myself for creating tension. I took a breath, tried on a docile smile, and went to her. I kneeled down, put my hands on her head, kissed her dry, still lips.

“What is it, Jules?” I said, using my most affectionate tone. “What’s the matter?”

“It’s nothing,” she said, looking past me to the ceiling. Then her eyes slid to mine, dilated, as if just now aware of my presence. She sat up quickly, waking from the trance, ran a hand through her hair, sticking the end of one strand into her mouth, something she used to do when studying. A tick I used to love. “I was just realizing I’ve made some poor decisions, and now I’m afraid it’s too late. Too late to repair the damage.”

I was stunned. Stunned and—to be frank—annoyed as hell. A buzzing filled my head. I drew away from her.

“What decisions are those, Jules?” I asked, reddening. “To move here? To marry me?”

“Please, Howard, you’re overreacting,” she said dismissively. “I was just reflecting.”

“Well, that’s fine,” I kept up, still tacky with venom, “and while you’ve been reflecting I’ve been working. Working to keep this apartment, working to put food on the table—or in this case, the freezer, as I doubt you’ve thought to prepare a thing for my dinner.”

And then (and this detail I’ll never forget, even in these last moments of my life) she smiled at me. It was an ugly thing, filled with mockery and scorn, something she dragged from a dark closet of her mind I had never seen open before. Had never known existed.

“I’m sorry,” she said, still wearing that dreadful look. Then she stood and went to the kitchen.

I went to the bathroom and when I returned she handed me a brandy, her horrible mask now put away, returned to the web-strewn cellar of her mind she had released it from.

 

* * *

 

I began spending long hours at the college, going to events and intellectual gatherings with students and peers. I had little interest in spending time at home with Julie, who was becoming more reclusive and sluggishly despondent.

Truth be told, she was a bore. It was one thing to try and fail, but to just give up, to allow her lost dreams to devour her insides, leaving only the reflection of hollow lethargy in her once-sparkling hazel eyes, was more than I could bear. It was depressing for both of us, and I began to avoid her. Sad—maybe cruel—but the truth.

And yet I still held hope for our institution. I made every effort to hold up my end of the bargain as it pertained to our vows, unrelenting in my desire to mend what had torn between us. We needed a change.

When my career made the funds viable, I purchased a proper home—a place nestled deep in the country. It was nothing fancy, a two-story colonial with faded yellow siding and peeling bone-white trim. The house was pressed up against a dense patch of yellow poplars that chased an army of long grey-barked oaks up a rising hill, their acorn droppings littering a worn wooden deck that spawned off the French doors of the upstairs master bedroom. In the mornings I would stand at the moist, pockmarked railing and look out upon the acres of thick, tangled growth, land we owned but would never use. There was a spindly blue creek that trickled deep within the throat of the forest, an afterthought to the wild swath of vegetation, a varicose vein in Mother Nature’s swollen green thigh, creeping its way beneath the coarse hairy thatch of leafy trees. But the air itself was fresh and cool, and overall the surroundings were peaceful. I prayed the serenity would lift Julie’s spirits.

I went so far as to donate one of the rooms to be utilized as a painting studio. It was the attic, true, but it had been remodeled. The exposed beams now covered in birch sheeting, the porous wooden floors sanded down and glazed smooth. There was a small window for light and an inspiring forest view. It had all the privacy a young artist could hope for while developing their ideas of fancy.

When she returned from a short trip to visit her grandmother, I surprised her with the remodel. “Oh, Howard!” she exclaimed. “It’s lovely, it really is.”

She looked at me like the Julie of old, with love and a sparkle of affection in her eyes. I was proud to have pleased her, and a gush of satisfaction released inside me, punching through a wall that had been dammed for many years. She kissed me on the cheek and asked if she could drive to town and buy new supplies. I withdrew my billfold and happily gave her what she needed.

For many nights thereafter I’d come home and hear Julie up in the studio, scurrying around like a beastly-sized rodent. I was so pleased that I didn’t even bother her to make my dinner.

There were other nights, however, when I’d come home and Julie would be sitting in the dark at the kitchen table, the room glowing numbly with the pale, fading sunlight stealing in through the curtained windows.

She would be waiting for me. Sitting there like a scolded child, pots unused on the stove behind her, the house untidy. I’d try to talk to her. To reason with her. She would just cry, spewing nonsense about wanting a job, that she needed to work outside the house, that it stifled her, as if I were a jailer arriving with the key to a damp prison cell.

“Julie,” I said once, getting words in between her sobs and tears, “it’s what you wanted. Freedom to follow your dream.”

“But, Howard...”

“No.” I cut her off firmly. “This is what you wanted. I’ve given it to you. The studio, the supplies, the time to create. You must assert yourself, Jules. You must always be conscious of finishing what you start.”

I stepped toward her, put my hand on her chin, raised her face to see me. Holding it there.

“Do you agree? Or not.”

“Yes,” she said, looking down, away from my judging eyes, but not daring to pull her head from my patient hand.

“So there it is,” I said, leaving to make myself a drink. With my bourbon poured I sat at the table, watched her over my glass. I felt small writhing worms of disgust in my belly as she stood in a pouting stance and, sometime later, flat-footedly brought out plates of food, served stiffly like a sacrifice. I let it go for the sake of peace and took another drink, not even seeing what she had prepared. Most likely a pasta.

 

* * *

 

I had miscalculated my effort. Julie, having no excuse to not work at her art, began to lay a blanket of guilt on top of what was already a considerable stack of emotional bedding.

Guilt for not working. Guilt for not being successful, for not achieving her dreams. She was getting no younger and our marriage, forged in the hot fires of young love as a life partnership, was becoming a cold iron albatross around her thin white neck, weighing her down, wearing her out. Her own passions were mocking her, and our marriage was an echo chamber for those cruel jabs. They surrounded her, filling her head with her failures as an artist, a wife, a person of any interest to the world.

To my credit I tried repeatedly to assimilate her with my group of associates. But she had become so withdrawn, so empty, that my friends thought her odd, and even whispered about what I was doing with her in the first place. Granted, I am not as charismatic or entertaining as some, but compared with my tiresome bride I might as well have been Harry Houdini and P.T. Barnum rolled into one.

Her attitude went beyond depression. Past apathy. Her loss of intellectual appetite seemed to reverse itself, turn inward, to feed in places I could not see.

And then something strange happened. As weeks passed her interest in things seemed to... perk up. But this new enthusiasm did not stem from banal curiosity or social kindness. Certainly not marital warmth. No, it was something else. Something private. She had a sudden desire to understand the motivations of the things surrounding her. People, geographies, the science of leaves and trees, the trajectory of the mosquito, the coloring of the sky when suppressing an inevitable cloudburst. She was curious as a young student.

And yet I could not fathom what subject she pursued. What weaved through her distracted mind in those affection-starved years? A stark need to fill the emptiness within herself? Some sort of enriching philosophy? A desperate quest for universal answers? How dark were her thoughts even then? How far down the slippery, shadowy road of damnation had she already traveled?

 

* * *

 

“Julie!” I cried out, my voice shivering in the cold damp, the dark, insect-chewed wood of the back deck chilling the soles of my bare feet, the surface slick with oily morning dew.

I looked desperately into the trees, toward the creek and the nothingness. A dangerous, alien world. Not once had I stepped foot into that dank formation of trees and wet brush. The vanguard of poplars, turning now as autumn approached, were wide yellow stains smeared across the forest’s thick green pallet.

In the early morning the landscape was especially sinister. A broad expanse of leafy canopies, the aprons of a hundred towering witches hiding what lay nestled deep within the rotten crotch of Mother Nature. The creeping, crawling things. The slithering, deformed underbelly of God’s creations. My mouth turned distastefully knowing Julie had run out there, her feet bare, her face wet with tears, her pale cheeks reddening from both the crisp air and, one more so than the other, the collapse of my fortitude.

She had pushed me too far.

 

* * *

 

I had woken early that Saturday morning and found her gone from the bed, the lumpy roll of twisted sheets typically enshrouding her body now a long empty knot, one as welcoming as the other.

I assumed she had absconded to her studio to study the blank canvas and await the inspiration of the meek and sick-hearted while I hunted for grounds to make a pot of coffee, a task she had never once failed to complete, in our five years of marriage, prior to my awakening.

Completing the morning coffee, and still hearing nothing from the floors above, I decided to go upstairs to see the fair princess in her tower.

The hallway leading to the attic door was silent and shadowed. I searched for fortitude within my cup, taking a hot sip to stabilize me and banish the chill creeping up my spine, the result of precognition or the hall’s damp air I don’t know. Steeled, I walked to the narrow door at the end of the hall and, finding it slightly ajar, slipped silently through.

I quietly padded up the firm oak steps, turning at the switchback in the staircase, hoping to spend a minute or two spying on my young wife engorged by the creative process.

I turned on the final step, and I saw her.

She was not studying a canvas. Her head was not cocked slightly to the side in deep creative thought, the early morning sun shining through the arched window at the end of the room framing her, turning her figure into a sinewy shadow, one hand poised with the brush, the other holding a tray of smeared oils. The canvas was not dashed with color, did not show the first pink strokes of a flower’s petals, the vase it protruded from still in her imagination, waiting to be created, giving the trembling flower’s stem a vessel in which to repose.

I did not see this.

I saw my wife—my naïve, innocent, sheltered young bride—standing naked in the middle of the cold empty studio. The painting tubes, brushes and other supplies were piled in the corner like windblown trash. The canvas and its supporting easel were turned away, faced against the wall, a punished child. On the floor at Julie’s feet was a large book, its cover sprawled open before her, the thick brown oversized pages split in the middle. A welcoming womb.

As I breathlessly recorded every detail, what struck me most was her body. The tense, alert way in which every muscle seemed to be straining against the skin, as if she were a high diver preparing to leap—not into a warm pool twenty feet below, but into the vulva of the tomb nestled by her toes, its thick smile spread wide, the withered ends of the puckered pages a paper mouth, straining for an open kiss.

Surrounding the book and my wife’s nakedness—dotting the floor like weeds—were black candles, their waxen cylinders burned down nearly to the polished floorboards. They were arranged in such a way that their overall design formed a wide, dented circle around her.

I left the stairs and approached her from behind, her rear end taut and twitching, as tense and shapely as the day I met her. As I grew closer I noticed the other things. The patterns.

Across the surface of the floor she had painted symbols. I know now they were occult in nature, but at the time they seemed more like designs, a spiraling congregation of bizarre shapes, forms and symbols painted in all the colors of her kit. The kit my money had so agreeably purchased.

Moving to within a few inches I could hear her breathing, smell the sweat and soap of her glistening skin. Her head moved ever so slightly, and I heard whispering. Staring at the back of her head I knew, though I could not see her face I somehow knew, without doubt, that her eyes were wide open. I listened more carefully to her whispers, the jabbering words I doubt even she understood. They were inhuman sounds, guttural and slick, foreign, broken words drooling from her mouth like ashen saliva.

I spoke her name with a despairing breath. Nearly a sob. “Julie?”

The word was a breaker of spells, a slithering thing that pierced an unseen bubble surrounding her, a shell of membrane I could neither see nor touch but could sense (and perhaps smell—for the room seemed thick with decay).

She spun at me with a twisting jerk, her eyes wide as I had imagined, but not in surprise. It was more like fascination, as if I were the most amusing thing in the world. She smiled and it was something far worse than the sardonic twist of malice I saw years ago in our small apartment. It was foul and slutty. Her lips were wet with spit, her white teeth bared in primal desire. It was hunger, the same look of gleeful amazement a predator might wear when woken from a dream, stricken with malnourishment, to find a roomful of docile prey awaiting ingestion.

She stepped toward me and I flinched backward. I was repulsed, frightened. Without thinking, and purely from self-defense, I swung my hand out and hit her. I slapped her so hard that her head snapped to the side and her body sagged, as if dangling from an invisible thread. I took two steps back and stood poised, ready to give her worse if she turned to me with those damnable eyes again.

But Julie did not leap at me, her jaws gaping, her fingers hooked into claws. She looked at me... and I saw nothing but a shamed, naked girl standing cold and alone in an empty room, filled with a knowledge of her own impropriety. An Eve caught with a mouthful of apple.

Before I could speak she ran past me, a trailing groan escaping her. She reached down to snatch a blue cotton gown from the floor as she went, and hurtled herself down the stairs.

After a moment or two to regain my senses, I followed her down and, just as I reached the hallway, heard the rear screen door burst open and snap back shut on its rusted hinges and powerful spring. I ran to the bedroom, pushed open the glass door leading to the deck and watched for her as she ran away from me one floor below. I saw only a glimpse, a flash of cornflower blue from the gown which draped her frail, fleeing form. Her weeping carried to me on the thick atmosphere of the moist morning air, the heartbreaking and mystical sound of a dying nymph. I yelled for her once, weakly, my breath transforming to frost.

I called out again, more loudly this time, fearing for her wellbeing in the harsh morning cold, but she had already run deep into the forest, likely to be alone and reflect. Perhaps to be away from me, from the life I represented. I didn’t know.

Even now, when I know everything there is, I’m still ignorant of so much.

 

* * *

 

Several hours later she returned. I sat at the kitchen table sipping my third cup of black coffee. I hadn’t dared go back up the stairs, hadn’t crossed my mind for a second to intrude a second time into the attic, where a different world than the one I knew resided.

Julie came in, dirty and shaking, staring at me with wounded eyes. Her hair was flecked with bits of dead leaves, her feet stained with streams of moist earth. I could say nothing, had no idea how to begin. It was she who broke the breathless silence.

“I’m sorry for that. For what you saw,” she said. “It was a playful experiment, nothing more. Something I read in a magazine.”

Her words came from her mouth like a transcription, a dictation as toneless and placid as her lost dreams.

I nodded and asked if she wanted coffee.

“After a shower,” she said. “Later, I’ll clean up. I’ll clean the attic, I mean.”

I nodded again and she went upstairs to shower, leaving me alone to think about the early morning’s bizarre events.

 

* * *

 

I never found anything strange in the attic after that morning. The strange book disappeared as mysteriously as it appeared, and the arcane symbols were removed by an afternoon’s scrubbing. The incident, however, continued to nag at me. I finally gave in to my curiosity and asked a university associate of mine—a professor of ancient religions, the occult and other such nonsense—what some of the symbols I’d seen might be derived from.

One midafternoon I went to his classroom and sketched out the images as best I could. He looked over my shoulder, his white bread and ham sandwich disappearing in large sloppy bites, the stinging tang of the yellow mustard infiltrating my nostrils as he bent closer to study my scrawling.

With a mouthful of mushy processed meat and fattening dough my associate pointed with a crumb-laden finger at the page and almost gasped with delight, nearly inhaling a lump of ham down his gullet as he exclaimed, “It’s Wicca crap, Howard. Book of Shadows nonsense.”

He pointed at one symbol I had likely not drawn correctly, a circle with two moons facing outward on either side.

“That’s pretty basic stuff. Triple goddess, et cetera. This one,” he moved his finger to a spiraling image, “is the symbol of rebirth.”

“Wait a moment,” I said, “what do you mean, Wicca? And what’s the Book of Shadows?”

He scoffed, waved his sandwich in the air as if swatting a gnat. “The most basic of witchcraft, Howard. Stuff you could pick up in any corner bookstore.”

“Or a magazine?” I inquired hopefully.

“Sure, I suppose,” he answered. “What is all this? Some kid got you spooked?” He smiled and nudged me with an elbow. “Some young cut leaving love spells on your chalkboard?”

“No, no. Nothing like that.”

I thought for a moment. There was one other symbol, drawn under my naked wife’s feet, seemingly the center—the focus—of her drawings.

“Wait,” I said, scribbling the symbol as best I could remember it. “What about this one?”

My associate looked at the new drawing. His smile faded. He looked closer, squinting, and then quietly, almost trance-like, set down his sandwich. He pulled a gnawed, stubby pencil from behind his ear and proceeded to complement my design, thoughtfully drawing a few lines, then sketching in some detail at the middle. He stood up straight, studying his work. Then he turned his attention to me, his widening eyes no longer playful.

“Where did you see this, Howard? Seriously.”

I shrugged, not wanting to tell the truth, not unless I wanted my wife to be known as the Great Witch of West Virginia.

“It was scrawled on the back of a paper turned in by one of my students. I thought it fascinating and couldn’t understand what it was about. I suppose I was just curious.”

I didn’t look him in the eye, but down at the symbol, the culmination of our combined process. “Why?” I said, feigning flippancy, “isn’t this more of that Wicca nonsense?”

He looked at me for a long moment, his eyes searching mine, saying nothing. Then, abruptly, he shrugged and picked up the sandwich.

“No, Howard,” he said, walking back to his desk, leaving the doodles behind, as if they never existed in the first place, “that’s not a Wicca symbol.”

I picked up the paper, studied it. The drawing was a large circle with a triangle within. Inside the triangle was a snaking branch with three smaller circles attached. He had added a large, encompassing exterior circle, filling in some more detail along its border, strange lettering I did not recognize. There were many smaller symbols scattered within and a pentagram crisscrossing the entire design. Much more detailed than what my wife had crudely drawn on our attic floor, but certainly similar in most attributes.

“So what is it?”

He picked up a newspaper from his desk, as if he was discussing the score of last night’s baseball game.

“Demonic, of course. Can’t be a hundred percent, but it appears to be a symbol you would use, if one were practicing the arts of black magic, to create a pact.”

I stared at him, then back at the symbol. I tried to laugh, but only managed a weak smile. “A pact? Like what? A deal with the devil?”

He scoffed and stuffed the last bite of sandwich into his mouth.

“Probably not that direct,” he said, swallowing. “The seal of Lucifer being a bit more, uh, intricate.” He belched, then continued. “No, what you have there is a ritualistic symbol. Something used during a sacrifice—blood of a bat, that kind of shit. Whoever the kid was who drew that, whether they knew what they were doing or not, had at least done their homework. And based on some of the other symbols you showed me, I’d guess they’re attempting a pact with one of the lesser gods. It’s a little all over the place... you’d have to know if there were a totem, uh, creature...” He put down his paper and unapologetically gathered his things to leave, now mumbling more to himself than talking to me.

“The descending hierarchy, the three-faced goddess, spirits of manifestation... who knows? They could have seen it in the Grimorium or some such text. Could be chance, random, or taught. Although...”

He stopped for a moment, thinking. His eyes found me, and he started to speak, then shrugged, dismissing the thought.

He sidled past, patting me on the shoulder as he made his way to the door.

“I’ll tell you this, Howard” he said, putting a faded, logo-free baseball cap on his big head and pulling the door open, the distant sounds of student voices saturating the room, “whoever the student was, I hope you gave them an ‘A’ on that paper.”

I shook my head, trying to keep up with him. “And why is that?”

He gave me a sickly smile, pointing to the sketch clutched in my hand. “Because that’s not someone you want pissed off at you.”

 

* * *

 

At home things were tranquil, and I didn’t invite trouble where there was none to be found. I kept my mouth shut about the incident in the attic. Julie seemed happy, energized. She bustled about doing small projects, even building a birdhouse on our rear patio—a white wooden A-frame on a tall pole with plastic feeders set neatly on either side, the trim a royal blue.

She began painting again. Soft, subtle images that focused on our natural surroundings. A typical landscape showed tall, dark trees surrounding a clearing brightened by a burst of light, inside a nestling of wild flowers flowed, their petals dusted with the pink of dusk, and above it all a hovering sky filled with a Turner-esque rolling of blood-red froth streaked with gold.

She formed other new habits, as well. She took long walks every day, saying how much she loved to stroll the trails of the forest. It was calming, she said. She also found a renewed interest in food preparation, even cultivating a small garden on the edge of the forest to grow her own fresh ingredients—basil, rosemary, sage, oregano, even garlic and other exotic herbs I was not familiar with. I do not have a culinary mind.

I suppose it was the peace those autumnal months brought that led to the discussion, and ultimate decision, to procreate. The timing was a bit starling, however, and the way it was broached puzzling at best, suspicious at worst.

We had been fighting, having just arrived home from an uncomfortable dinner party with some of my closest work associates.

“I don’t understand what you’re so upset about, Jules,” I said, pouring a bourbon without the ice, not my first of the evening.

“It’s those people you work with,” she said, “those egotistical, tight-assed vultures you call friends! They’re despicable! If you’re not wearing your goddamned Ivy League degree on a gold chain around your neck they treat you like the family dog.”

“Hold on, Julie, now it’s you who’s being judgmental,” I said, my thoughts thick with drink. “First of all, only a few of my associates graduated from ivy league schools. Granted, it’s true many of them did their Master’s work at the more well-known east coast universities, but it’s no reason…”

“Oh, shut up!” she screamed, and plucked a picture frame off a table and threw it at me from across the room. It smashed to bits against the wooden banister of our staircase and fell in pieces to the floor. I looked down to see our previously nestled visages lying bent and lost, the image distorted by triangular shards of glass. I looked back at her and my mouth went slack at the rage in her eyes. A darkness seemed to surround her, as if ink were seeping from her pores and spreading outward, shrouding her pale face in a monstrous mask of hate. I put my drink down and rubbed my eyes, trying to erase the twisted image of her the liquor and uncertainty had formed in my brain.

“You don’t understand,” I said, a trifle defensively. “You’ll never understand the people I work with. The world I live in.”

I picked up my drink and turned to look through the patio window at the darkness beyond.

“That,” I continued, addressing her ghostly reflection within the glass, the lamp beside her frying her edges with light, “is why I gave you the attic, a place to call your own. And now, when I let you out, when I allow you a chance to better yourself, this is what happens.”

I swung back to her, my voice rising, my words slurred with liquid courage. “You screw it all up! And I am the one who must live with you, turning my back on my true nature, crawling back into this damned hole we’ve dug.”

I exhaled theatrically and finished my drink in a swallow. I set the glass down and stared at her, waiting for the cloudburst swelling behind that dark, stormy gaze, to break open.

Julie did not look back at me with anger, or resentment, but with complete tranquility. A mother’s pity. She seemed somehow pleased with me, as if I’d just said that her dress (completely out of fashion) was the second most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and she the first.

She walked toward me slowly, wearing placidity like armor. I shuffled my feet, looked down, then back at her, drunken and awkward. Her eyes—those large, depthless brown eyes of hers—were positively dancing, as if fire flickered behind them instead of her guileless brain. She lifted her small white hands to my chest and there was a small part of me—a part deep beneath my skin, settled alongside my most sensitive nerve endings—repulsed by that grinning countenance. By that touch. When her fingers brushed my sweater it sent a flash of electricity up the back of my neck, tingling my innards in the same way one might be tickled by the slick cold brushing of a snake were it to slither over your bare foot in the night.

She must have sensed my repugnance, for her smile only widened, as if in humor, or triumph.

“Howard,” she purred, her hands spreading over me now, sliding to my shoulders. She leaned into me, her uplifted eyes holding mine, her breasts pressed against my chest with firm intention, her hair smelling sweet and tart, like one of her damned herbs.

“Howard,” she repeated, “let’s have a baby.”

 

* * *

 

For all the reasons I could have said no to Julie at that time, or stalled, or talked her out of the idea, there were just as many reasons to say yes, and do so immediately, with full support.

It was a Hail Mary, a last ditch attempt to reclaim the marriage I once envisioned. That made it hard to argue against, especially when things seemed to be going so well—on the surface, anyway. My salary was higher than ever. I had a young, beautiful (if somewhat eccentric) wife and a glorious home nestled in my native part of the country. Plus, our ages were at the point that to hold off would exponentially increase the odds of irreparable failure.

So I agreed, and the paradigm of this new venture was given seed that very night. The creature had begun germinating within my wife’s womb, the future fetus an embodiment of all I would pass on to this world.

Julie took to motherhood (or at least that sloppy, cumbersome precursor—pregnancy) with gusto and greatly improved spirits. She was beautiful in the early months, her skin radiant, her modest bump barely pressing against the fabric of her simple dresses, her drab sweaters. I would hear her on the weekends, reading out loud from a book on the deck, or singing sweetly to the unborn child while rocking in the half-finished nursery. She would sing softly on her walks, as well. Her voice would trail back to me as she’d venture deeper into the woods, a slim tendril of melody that pierced through me like a long, cold thread, disorienting my senses, as if the mystery of her was more than my mind could absorb.

Her change in personality was most reflected in her renewed appetite. My god, how she cooked! Her vigor in the kitchen was so successful I easily matched her pound for pound in our mutual fattening. Most meals would leave me sunken into my leather club chair without an inch to spare for bourbon. Julie, a sparse little nymph who had always been nothing more than skin, bones and taut muscles trapped within a slight, doll-like frame, had begun to swell. Her hips broadened, her breasts rounded pleasantly, her ass and thighs curved where before they lay flat and shapeless. Her figure aroused me as it hadn’t since our college days, and we made love with a passion I’m sure we had not imagined still resided within the strengthening cocoon of our marriage.

There was a peace. Perhaps not joy, but at the least, a truce.

 

* * *

 

When the child’s birth came it was almost anticlimactic. After all those months of preparation and worry, the baby—a boy—was born within an hour of our arrival at the emergency room.

He was healthy, if slightly undersized. When I first held him, he looked at me as if I were the bearer of all the knowledge and warmth in the world. I lightly traced my fingers over his head, his tiny face. I brushed his lips and his moist puckered mouth found my thumb and immediately began sucking on the tip of it, as if it contained the mother’s milk he already craved. His eyes opened, they were glassy and dark, and held such depth that I could not help but stare into them. As his face contorted with his efforts to suck nutrition from my thumb, I felt something like awe, or worship, in his existence.

Moments later, however, I abruptly found myself wanting free from the tiny burden. Perhaps sensing my anxiety, he wormed in my arms like something alien and aggressive. The orifice laying claim to my thumb became intensely disconcerting, and I wondered if the strength of the newborn should be as it was. His strong firm lips were sucking my entire digit into its maw, as if hoping to swallow it whole before continuing with the rest. I saw myself then through his eyes—not as a loving guardian, but as a pulsing carcass of flesh, plump with blood and marrow. A potential feast he had apparently found a taste for.

Julie said my name and I looked at her. She was fatigued but smiling, as one does when completely spent by the efforts of creating something, of achieving something, wonderful. I went to her and (can I say gladly?) handed her the newborn.

The boy’s eyes slid off my own. He squawked once before Julie opened her hospital blouse and guided his mouth to her breast, where he hungrily suckled, as if he would extinguish were he not immediately filled with her body’s victuals.

I looked at them and tried to soften my vision, to blur my focus so I could see them as things I loved, force my expression into a mask of the loving husband, extend an aura of safety, compassion, and pride.

But I felt none of those things. I felt horror. Horror of the frail, bloodied, pale-limbed thing in the bed, and the pulpy, bulbous succubus of flesh that clung to it so ardently. The sounds of its feeding brought bile from my stomach in a bubbling wave, my constricting throat scratchy with the acids it fought to keep down, an activity hidden behind gritted teeth and a tight-lipped smile.

A few days later we were home, the baby tucked away into the nursery Julie had so painstakingly decorated. It was freshly painted and installed within were a brand-new crib with all the most up-to-date safety features and a rocking chair for late night feedings, now ready to claim its long-awaited occupants.

The first night back I suggested the child’s name be Howard, a junior. Julie, to my surprise, simply shrugged as if it were the most insignificant point in the world. She acquiesced with nothing more than a nod and a murmur, her fingertip drawing invisible lines along the infant’s forehead, cheeks and chin.

 

* * *

 

Days went by like the flitting pages of a storybook. The baby grew stronger and Julie settled back into her pre-pregnancy routines. I was working more and more hours at the university, and at the end of most days I was reluctant to leave my office. What should have been the happiest days of our marriage became an invasion I had no means to repel. Nothing obvious or overtly sinister, but there was a sort of fantastical air to my home life, a dreamy falsehood. My home had become a candy-covered hut from a fairy tale, where underneath the gingerbread façade and sticky gumdrops huddled a fat cannibalistic witch, waiting to rip apart the flesh of children between her sharp teeth, devour them in large gnashing bites, not even taking time to heat the proverbial oven.

Inevitably, I stumbled awkwardly into an affair with a solemn student. It was a joyless, physical concoction, more of a chance intrusion upon my state of being than a manifestation of some buried need, fulfilled sacrificially by young flesh and naiveté. It was a distraction, a delay to my inevitable entrance to that house of strangers—the doting wife I felt neither love or compassion for, and the son I was repulsed by. To me he was not the spawn of my seed, an extension of my being, but a growth within my home, a tumor manifested as a sly, ravenous cancer that demanded my touch and protection.

In the darkest moments of the night the startling cry of the infant would carry from the hallway and into our bedroom. It would lift Julie from her slumber, the heft of weight releasing from the bed as she emerged from the sheets like a wraith, slipping through the dark toward the screaming thing. To feed it.

It was on those nights I realized the full extent of my building terror of this new world, this fairytale cabin in the woods I had found myself trapped within.

 

* * *

 

It was a cold, misty morning. Julie had disappeared with little Howard, strapping him to her and walking into those deep woods, finding her path, humming her mystical tunes. I watched her leave, and moments later found myself standing, once more, outside the door that led to the attic.

I climbed the stairs quietly, as if the walls themselves were against me, protectors of the secrets of wives and offspring.

At the top of the stairs was the studio. It was dark. Shadows stained the walls. I took a few steps and then paused, my breath catching. The room seemed… alive. The air had a vibrating energy. I saw the space as through a warped window pane, the geometry of the floors and walls bent, somehow off. A cold draft prickled my feet and the hair on the back of my neck bristled, like a cold force urging me forward from behind. I wiped my mouth with a shaky hand and stepped into the tense bubble of energy, looking around urgently for warped passages to hell, remnants of pagan sacrifice, or strange symbols smeared in dark blood.

I stood there, frustrated, looking for some demonic disruption, but I could see nothing sinister. It was just a feeling, the kind one gets when they turn out the last light in an unfamiliar room and wonder what might lay waiting in the dark. Common sense assures us of the invalidity of demons and sharp-clawed creatures of the night, but we still can’t help wonder if there is something there, waiting to drag itself toward us and slide its cold wet claws around our neck, empowered because we gave it what it needed. We gave it the dark.

My inspection of the attic was brief, for it contained only one item, and aside from that was bare.

It was an easel with an odd painting set upon it. Coloring the large canvas was a single, cycloptic image, a haggard, monstrous eye created by a smear of grotesque colors swirling upward from a black point. I approached the painting slowly, felt the thing pull me toward it with a force I could not resist. It was an erupting black hole, a succubus of all the good energy remaining in my world.

At first glance the painting was nothing recognizable. Then, slowly, it took form in my mind, and I could soon make out an open cavity deep within a dark forest, a balding pate on Pan’s great head, the dark surrounding leaves as twisted as the mad god’s curly locks. Like a swirling cloud reaching a dark funnel, the circle of green directed my eyes round and round toward the dark center which, as I focused more deeply, seemed to levitate from the canvas. My plane of reality turned and dipped so that my eyes dropped from a bird’s-eye view to the sightline of a creature stumbling into that dark core from the level of brush and tree. As I moved downward into the world I could feel the cold black earth between my toes and hear the rustling of the wind in the leaves all around me.

Looking around I saw sparsely-set objects within the clearing, their application beyond my imagination’s capabilities: a stone slab, smeared dark with the blood and gore of animals, a smoldering fire that stank of dead flesh, fouling the air with pungent, poisonous fumes, and vertical bails of sharpened sticks puncturing the black earth.

I looked upward, into the trees, and saw thick webbing, the sticky silk extrusions from what must have been a noble arthropod of considerable size. The prey it had trapped—the small, squirming, tightly wound bundles hoisted throughout its web—were not moth-sized, but the size of large bats, or possibly ground creatures, like a chipmunk or squirrel. As I looked more closely, I could see small tufts of brown fur protruding from within the hastily spun cocoons, and couldn’t help wonder what manner of brute could capture and feast on something of such size.

I became lost in imagining such a creature. I wouldn’t hear the silent, slippery thread being released from the abdomen of an unseen beast were it to lower itself from a high branch behind me, its stinger poised and dripping.

Something hard brushed the back of my neck.

I heard the slam of the rear screen door from my own distant world, my family returning from their morning sojourn. I twisted and saw a flash of hairy forelegs and black eyes.

I screamed and stumbled backward, but instead of staggering along roots and filth, there was a sickening shift of reality, and I landed with a tailbone-jarring thump onto my posterior on the dry, sane, wooden floor of the attic. I jumped to my feet, spun to look behind me in fear the creature had traveled, even now reaching for my flesh with its horrid stinger.

There was nothing. I staggered backward toward the stairs, my eyes never leaving the painting, a knuckle jammed between my teeth. I felt maddeningly overexposed, despite the room being devoid of any creatures, big or small.

I leapt for the stairs which led back to normality. I dropped down them by twos, flung myself around the final turn, pushed through the door to the hallway only to nearly run crashing into Julie, little Howard strapped to her bosom. Her face was unreadable, as if tensing to either fight or fly. I jerked to a stop, stifled a scream and, after catching a breath, forced a wan smile, trying desperately to slow my racing heart.

“Darling,” I said, swallowing, letting myself recover, not wanting to seem a scared fool. “How was your walk?”

A moment passed. Then Julie, perhaps feeling this was not the right time for a confrontation, smiled back coldly, her eyes untouched by leering lips.

“It was fine,” she said. “It’s good for Howard, all the fresh air.”

“Yes, yes,” I agreed. “Well. I think I’ll take a shower and get the day started.”

Julie nodded and, turning, walked toward the nursery at the far end of the hall. Over her shoulder, so that I could not see her face (although I would swear there was a sly, vicious joviality in her tone), she jibed, “Perhaps next time you’d like to come with us,” she said, disappearing through the nursery door, “into the forest.”

A chill ran through my body at the thought, and I winced like a pinched child at the playful, stabbing tone in which the offer had been delivered.

I made my way to the bedroom and a hot shower, not daring to look behind me for fear I would see muddy footsteps on the cold wood of the hallway floor.

 

* * *

 

“I won’t be gone long,” Julie said. “Two days at the most.”

We were having an early dinner. Julie spoke while feeding the baby mashed greens from her private garden. She swore to its nutritional values, and scorned the thought of using jarred foods from the supermarket.

“I see,” I said stupidly, deep down reveling in the idea of being alone for a few days. “Is she unwell?”

“Oh, no, I don’t think so. I spoke with her on the phone and she sounded bright and cheerful. She just gets lonely. She wants so much to see the baby.”

Yes, I recalled a recent phone conversation between Julie and her bizarre grandmother. I had walked by the living room when I heard Jules’s hushed and hurried voice, as if relaying the most private entries from a hidden diary to a co-conspirator. But it was just one more secret between the two of them, and I had long grown weary of concerning myself with the weight of their hidden messages.

“Sounds like a great idea,” I said, stabbing at a hefty helping of pork roast and mashed potatoes. I shoved the meat in my mouth, and said through muffled chews, “Please give her my best.”

“I will, Howard,” she said, then added quietly, “she asks about you often.”

I nodded at this, stared at my food, felt a tightening in my throat. I wished the vermin would leave that very second, and not in a day. I listened to the slurping and smacking of the child, the cooing of the mother, and wanted nothing more in the world than to be free of them both.

At that moment I was overcome by an alien desire, something so forceful, dark and evil that it was wholly unrecognizable to me. It was murder I thought of, the idea spreading like molten venom through my blood. I realized, with surprise, that I wanted them both dead. For the first time in my life my mind contained the needed mixture of repugnance, fear and volatility to make myself capable of the damnable act. I looked at them and imagined how I would do it.

She would die first. I would crush the black life out of her. I would clinch my hands onto that skinny white neck and squeeze as hard as I could, crushing her supple throat shut until she expired.

The boy I would smother. I would use a cushion, or his own bedding if need be. Perhaps a plush toy. I would rather feel him die via proxy—for flesh of my flesh should not be killed directly by my bare hand. I didn’t think, despite my misgivings of his nature, I would want to feel his skin turn cold against my own. He was, after all, my only child.

I was lost in these reveries when I snapped back to reality. I focused on my family across the table and saw with a chill that the child stared at me, his endlessly deep brown eyes as strange and empty as a rotting calf. I wanted to lunge for him right then, but knew the mother would have to be first. I could not be so cruel and devoid of humanity as to make a mother witness the slow, suffocating death of her child.

With a force of will I met Howard’s eyes, daring him to change my stance. Praying he would do something to make me feel compassion toward him. But he only stared, then looked to his mother, impeaching her attention. She glanced my way abruptly, as if my innermost thoughts had been revealed. I smiled and went back to my dinner. I knew there would be time to rid myself of them upon their return. There was no sense in having a scene.

They left the next day.

 

* * *

 

While they were away, I had spent most of my free time lounging around the house, reading in my study and organizing notes for an article I was to publish in the coming weeks. My nights I spent away in the arms of the young student, and the reprieve allowed me to forget my worries and dark thoughts for a time.

Given a bit of space to think, it was with embarrassment and a degree of self-loathing that I reflected on my murderous thoughts. I surmised that the strain of fatherhood and my career were creating unjust stressors on my psyche and had polluted my perspective of the things most important in my life. I researched whether postpartum depression could affect the male in the relationship and was both relieved and astonished to find it not only feasible but common. A few nights of reprieve had me feeling much like my old self again, and I was resolved to try harder with Julie and little Howard in an effort to regain the family bond which had slipped away like frayed strips of silk through my fingers.

I had not, however, expected them back until the following morning, and was momentarily alarmed when I felt a weight settling onto the bed next to me.

Julie had returned in the middle of the night.

“Jules?” I said sleepily, groping for her.

She moaned something incoherent. My hand wove itself through tangled sheets to find her skin. I found the meat of her upper arm, and as I touched her I nearly cried out in alarm. Her flesh was scalding hot.

“Jules?” I said anxiously, feeling more of her, her breasts, her belly. “You’re burning up.”

“Yes, Howard, I’m afraid I’m a little sick, so we came back early. Little Howard is sleeping, and I desperately need to sleep as well.”

“Should I care for the baby in the morning, feed him or change him?” I asked quietly, although this is something I had never done, or been asked to do. With my newfound surge of conviviality, I thought it the smallest of sacrifices.

“No, please don’t,” she said, her voice tinged with alarm. “I’d rather he not be disturbed. He didn’t sleep well coming home and he needs a day to rest. If he cries, please wake me. Otherwise, he was just fed and should sleep through. Now please, Howard, I must sleep. Goodnight.”

I was confused but not overly concerned, and relieved to have been availed of my offer. I looked at the clock. It was not yet close to dawn. Feeling mischievous despite my wife’s ailing, I pressed my body toward her, reaching again for the feel of her heated flesh. I made it so far as a fingertip when she pulled from me with obvious rejection. She yanked the sheets around her like she always did when I was disallowed from affection, swaddling herself and leaving me nary a scrap to cover with.

With the determination of a short-armed hangman I leaned toward her again, desperate for her to feel my newfound sense of family loyalty and husbandly love. She recoiled, turned only briefly and said sharply, “Please don’t.”

Her breath, I smelled, was foul. The same sickness that was frying her skin was likely boiling her insides and poisoning her intestines, the diseased secretions making their way through her nasal passages, coating her mouth and throat with rank bacteria.

Having just enough bedding to cover myself, and the press of the night pushing me toward sleep once more, I pulled myself away, closed my eyes, and left Julie to her healing slumber.

I don’t know what time it was when I woke. It may have been a noise, a sudden movement, or something else altogether, but something had shaken me loose from my dreams.

I opened my eyes and knew it was still night. Drowsy, my senses came to me one-by-one. The room was warm, moist, and filled with a sharp animal odor. Although I was no longer covered by sheet or blanket, my skin was sticky with the pungent air, as if my body lay in a heated coffin with only browning fruit and the worms for companions.

I was about to rise when I heard strange sounds beside me. Slowly, I turned my head toward Julie, my body stiff with tension beneath the grimy, slick excretions of my flesh. It was dark, so horribly dark, and yet I could see the sheets rolled around her as to form a womb. It encompassed her from head to toe, not a bit of flesh visible. No moonlight came through the blinds, no ambient light from the hallway. The bedroom door gaped open to an even deeper darkness beyond.

It must have been the smell that woke me, but it was the odd sounds coming from within the roll of sheets, where Julie lay, that made me alert. It was a shuffling sort of sound, the kind one might make fighting a straightjacket—a disjointed, struggling, sliding, jerking noise. The muffled, panicked exertions of escape. For a moment I wondered if Julie were being smothered in her sleep, much as I had imagined doing to little Howard. I moved to help her but was held back by an internal force, a kernel of inherent knowledge that stayed my hand, petrified my limbs, and kept me from making any movement whatsoever.

I noticed a respiratory rising and falling movement within the bulbous shape of the bedding, as if the twined ball of sheets themselves were swelling with the inhalations and exhalations of life. I held my breath.

I saw the first leg slip through the fabric.

It was thick as a wrist, but blacker than night. I could see the smooth pointed tip, the long coarse hairs flowing along the bent-angled limb.

I was too horrified to scream when the mass of bedding beside me slackened, the thing inside sliding heavily to the floor with a loud, meaty thump.

After a heartbeat I heard the hesitant clicking of stiff legs against hardwood, like sticks being tapped in rhythmic unison along the floor beside the bed. The clattering quickened and, with a heavy shifting sound, the thing slid itself beneath me. I wondered if it was momentarily sheltering, instinctually gathering itself in safety before venturing out into the larger world.

Perhaps it was—she was—just a little frightened, at first, of what she had become. Curious despite my horror, I fought the urge to look beneath my bed at the creature. I did not look, but heard the slightest drumming of a rapid heartbeat and the wet, prolonged squelching of her slick black jaws flexing open for the first time.

A moment later the heavy tapping on the floorboards resumed, much more assured now. The sounds moved away from beneath me, toward the far wall, then up along it. It finally settled high in the corner, presumably looking down at me. Presumably judging.

 

* * *

 

So I wait. Here, paralyzed in my bed, my prone flesh a sacrifice to the monster.

It moves. Its stiff legs tapping higher up along the wall, then, yes, across the ceiling, warily, as if cautious to my impossible flight. I close my eyes tightly—so tightly—not wanting, not daring, for the sake of the sanity left to me, to witness the demon. The drumming taps of its legs continue and I know the thing is moving right above me...

And now the legs are silent. Has it stopped? Or, like the beast in the wood, is it lowering itself even now?

No longer sparing my mind, I force my eyes open to see it hovering just above me, its body bulbous and gleaming despite being covered in stiff, coarse hair. Its twitching legs, extended from its body, are as wide as the bed. Her jaws are wet, and her eyes—oh lord the thing’s eyes—are Julie’s, but multiplied!

I open my mouth to speak, to reason, to cry out, but the beast moves quickly—too quickly to counter—and lands on top of me, heavier than I’d imagined, its prickly weight settling onto my bared chest. There is a moment of reprieve, perhaps consideration.

Tears stream down my face as I look into its glassy eyes, searching for traces of my wife. I want to speak her name. I want to touch her.

I slowly lift a hand toward the hairy bulk. I feel a deep surge of love mixed with my fear. My Julie, I think, and almost smile.

Before my fingertips reach her, she shifts her weight and makes a quick, jerking movement.

Something sharp and long punctures through my skin, punching through my abdomen and pushing upward, deep into my stomach. I feel the barb moving inside me, sinking deeper, piercing some inner membrane. I gasp as a rush of cold fluid fills my insides, the chill spreading from my stomach to my chest, my groin, my legs. The venom rushes to my heart. My muscles atrophy, my jaw tightens. I weep like a scared child in quick, gasping heaves. I look into her black eyes and cry, streaks of hot tears flow from my eyes, drool leaks from my agape lips, moistens my chin. She shifts again, the weight of her pressing numbly on my groin, and she rolls to one side, then the other. I feel her silk twine around me. First my feet and quickly, oh so quickly, up my legs.

Things are softening now, my head grows quiet, and I only wish it to be done, for my life to be over. It’s possible, I pray, that a new life waits beyond the void, beyond the dark sacrifice of this world. I feel no hate, not even now, and I pray it was compassion, perhaps forgiveness, I saw in the multitude of her alien eyes. I hope so.

They say the function of hearing is the last thing to go before the spirit departs. And so it is, in the numbing darkness, the womb now taking over my face, that I hear sounds from the dark hallway—a soft clattering along the wooden floor growing louder. Something coming from the nursery with quick, clumsy taps.

As the world disappears I take solace in my dying moments knowing that, like his mother, I will contribute to the sustenance of my child.

Little Howard will feed on me after all.

 


 

Fail-Safe

 

The door was thick. The room, well-made. I knew. I’d seen. Every step.

I never heard Mother screaming in the night. I knew she was, it was obvious. I’d seen her with the cameras. Father had made me watch when I was young. Father had worried I didn’t fully understand. Fully believe.

But I did.

My favorite days were when it was over and Mother was allowed to return. Mine and hers both, I imagine. She was never happier than after. She would hold me and squeeze me tight, and I’d laugh and she’d pepper my cheek, neck and forehead with kisses.

Father would stand by, watching, smiling, looking haggard and wistful. After giving us time to reshape our natural bond, he would join as well, hugging us both. Kissing us greedily.

I loved my parents. Loved them dearly.

 

* * *

 

Deep down, secretly, I worried I would wake up one morning and find myself alone. That the room would take them from me. I’m only a boy still, sure, only twelve. But I’m growing. Learning.

When Father first built the room I had watched. Had helped, even. In those days, Mother had been held elsewhere. By men I did not know. By friends of my father’s. But she always came back, happy and healthy, hugging and kissing, just like it was after the room was built. I liked it better, having the room here. Liked her being home, with me and Father.

The room is not large, but it’s well built. It has many fail-safes. Father explained these to me as he built them into the room’s design. The walls are steel. Thick, slick, impenetrable from the inside. The door also, steel. One foot thick of it. Handle-less. Released by internal bolts that are hidden behind the metal-plated walls.

There is one light. A pair of fluorescent tubes behind a cage in the ceiling. Impossible to reach. That’s what we thought.

The restraints, however, are really impressive.

Crafted to hold, but not hurt. That’s what Father said. To keep her, and us, safe. I nodded when he told me these things. I felt I was learning, getting older, wiser. Helping.

“Then there’s the gas,” Father said, showing me the vents high in the walls, just below the ceiling. Far above where even her unnaturally-lengthened hands could reach them. “That’s our last line of defense,” he said, ruffling my hair, messy as always. “That’s if all else goes to hell.”

I nodded, but Father could see I didn’t fully understand. He knelt down, took my arm, pressed kinda hard, looked into my eyes.

“If she gets free of the restraints,” he pointed to them lying listless on the smooth concrete floor, “she still can’t leave the room, see?”

I nodded, growing.

“If she gets to the door, does some damage, then I hit a button, and whoosh!” He expanded his hands in a circle to show the spreading affect. “She gets the gas.”

“Then what? She goes to sleep?”

Father nodded, dropped his eyes a moment, then found mine again. “She’ll be dead.”

I thought about this. “And we’ll know she’s dead because of the cameras.”

Father smiled broadly, eyes sparkling with pride. “That’s right, Son. The cameras.”

We were standing in the half-constructed room at the time, and Father pointed to high corners where reflective orbs were tucked. I waved, saw a distorted reflection of another boy—a smeared, tiny boy—waving back.

“We’ll watch her and make sure she’s dead before we come in,” he said, then put a firm hand on my shoulder. “She’d want us to be sure.”

I knew this was true, because she’d told me so a hundred times herself. She told me to always be sure, if something were to go wrong, to always be sure we’d killed her. “I might lie,” she said. “I might pretend.”

“Like a game,” I said.

Mother smiled and nodded, stroked my hair away from my forehead. “Like a game you must always win.”

When Father and I left the room, now deemed ready, Father stopped by the heavy steel door, the shining heads of the sliding bolts poking inch-high from the edges of its frame.

“One last thing,” Father said, taking off his lab coat and hanging it on a bent steel nail next to a mask and a tarnished yellow rubber suit. “And this is the most important thing of all. There’s always a chance, a very, very slim chance, that Mother won’t keep turning. That she’ll turn once, and stay that way. Forever. You understand?”

I nodded.

“If that happens… or, if anything goes wrong. If I’m not here, for whatever reason...” He paused, because there were too many wrongs to think about. “Well. There’s one last fail-safe.”

I waited, thinking it silly, knowing Father would always be around, but willing to hear him out, to learn.

“It’s a timer, see?” he said. “I start it every time your mother goes into the room. If for any reason, any reason at all, I don’t stop or reset that timer in twenty-four hours, the room fills with gas.”

“Whoosh!” I said, mimicking Father’s hand gesture.

“That’s right,” he said. “That way, if something, well... if something goes amiss, then all you have to do, see, is wait it out. You don’t have to do a thing. Just wait twenty-four hours, and that timer will tick off, and things will be handled inside. The gas will go off, and the gas is poison. Poison that kills. You got that?”

I nodded, then remembered something from my lessons. “Like the cat.”

Father’s eyebrows came together in confusion.

“Schroeder’s cat.”

Father thought a second, then laughed out loud, a wonderful laugh that filled the steel and concrete room he and his friends had just completed.

“Schrodinger!” Father bellowed, still laughing. Laughing so hard he was wiping tears from his eyes. “Schrodinger’s cat. Not Schroeder. He’s from Peanuts.”

Father continued laughing, wiped his eyes once more, and rested a hand on my shoulder, pushed me gently from the room.

“But yeah. Sure, I guess. Like that.”

 

* * *

 

We tested the room many times. Mother inspected every inch of the walls, the floors, the vents, the cameras. Inspected the restraints, the heavy steel cuffs, the chains and cables that held them, the clasps that bound them fast to the wall.

The first night we were all a bit nervous.

Mother had always been with Father’s friends on these nights. They were infrequent, yes, but regular. But Father seemed calm, and we both helped secure her to the new restraints. She smiled at me as I locked her wrist tight. She watched our work closely, studied the clamps around her wrists, tested them. She yanked her arms against them hard, making them clink. I took an unthinking step away from her.

“Not that testing them now matters,” she said that first time, smiling sadly at Father. “I’m half the strength.”

“If that,” Father agreed, but nodded. “They’ll hold. They could hold a mad gorilla.”

Later, Father and I sat outside the room. Father watched the monitors closely. I sat on a stiff, dusty-smelling couch behind him, reading a comic book.

“There,” Father said.

I set down my comic, walked over to the monitors. I watched in grainy color, like a television, as my mother turned.

Her eyes, then her skin. She looked up at the cameras, watching us watching her. As I looked on in fascination, she went still. Sort of... slumped. I held my breath. A trick, I thought.

Then she went mad. A whipping tornado wrapped in flesh, all teeth and nails, venom and fire. Her mouth spread open, chin dropping impossibly, eyes bulbous, her muscles doubling in size, squeezing against the inside of the restraints. She screamed at the pain. Pure fury. She looked so strong. She thrashed and kicked like a pale-skinned monster.

“Holding just fine,” Father said, sounding relieved, and a bit proud. “Holding just fine.” He turned to me and smiled.

“She won’t be getting us tonight.”

 

* * *

 

In the months after Mother’s first night in the new room, things went perfectly. I enjoyed having Mother home more, even though some nights I couldn’t see her. It comforted me because she was still there. Still home. Even if she was locked away.

Father’s friends came over and watched the first few times, assuring themselves of the safety and security of the room. I sat nearby and listened while Father explained the fail-safes to them. He patiently explained the gas, and the timer.

The men watched, some shifted their feet. A few turned away from the monitors.

When they were all there, crowded around, I could not see Mother on the screens, but I knew she had already turned. They called it turning because she turned a little and she was one thing. But then she kept turning, and was herself again. Turning and turning forever. The Great Fear was that she would turn and not turn back. It had happened to others. I always prayed it would never happen to her.

“Here,” Father said, and flipped a switch.

The room filled with screams. Mother’s screams. They were terrible. They reminded me of a screeching eagle I had seen on television. Screeching so loud it echoed in the room around us, swirled around our heads.

“She could talk if she wanted,” Father said, raising his voice to be heard. “She could sound just like herself. But not when she’s angry like this.” He watched her writhe a moment, as if considering. “Not when she’s hungry.”

“Turn it off,” one of the men said, the biggest one.

Father flipped the switch and the screeching stopped, leaving the room so thick with silence no one dared speak.

“Should he be here?” one man said, tilting his head toward me. Another man turned around to look at me, eyes narrowed, but by doing so exposed the small screen on the desk. I could see Mother, naked and twisting, bleeding from the wrists, teeth large and snapping, black tongue whipping across her lips.

Father looked at me, then back to the man, holding his eyes. The man seemed nervous and swallowed, and said nothing more.

After a while they all seemed satisfied. They waited until the morning, waited until Mother was okay to be let out. Father went in, dressed her, treated her wounds. After a few minutes they came out. As always, Mother seemed tired, her skin slick with sweat and covered in a hot rash, but pleased to have it behind her. Wrapped up in a coarse green blanket, she looked at me and winked. I tried to wink back—it was hard doing just one eye—but she smiled so I figured I’d done close enough.

They all talked then for a long time. I got bored and wandered across the basement and upstairs. I went outside, closed my eyes, and listened to the sounds of the neighborhood. Cars rolled by. Kids laughed from somewhere in the distance; behind a neighbor’s house, maybe. I opened my eyes, saw a man watering some bushes with a hose, watching me. It was so sunny and peaceful… I’ll never forget it.

After a few minutes I turned away, went back inside, and closed the door.

 

* * *

 

Once the routine had been established, I felt we were just like any other family.

The last evening, we sat around the dinner table. Mother had prepared fish and salad. We didn’t eat meat.

I drank milk. I drank a lot of milk, because my parents assured me it would help me grow. And I wanted to grow. Wanted it more than anything. I would be thirteen in two days, and I couldn’t wait. Thirteen meant manhood. Thirteen meant adult.

That night, I watched my parents eating, smiling, content. My father opened a bottle of wine, which is what parents drink instead of milk. I watched Mother closely, looking for signs. I’d been trained what to look for, although I knew it was unnecessary, because Mother always knew first, knew way before Father and I knew. We almost depended on her, in a way, to tell us. To let us know when it was time to go into the basement, into the room.

If she didn’t tell us, it’s possible we might not know in time. That’s how fast it happens. One second, a loving mother. The next, death.

“Mom,” I said, picking up a green bean with my fingers and biting off the tip. Mother turned to study me, cocked her head.

“You have a fork,” she said.

I took another bite. She always said that about the fork.

“Do you think...” I said, flushed with the embarrassment of the young and ignorant. “Will I be like you one day?”

I knew there were others like Mother. Hundreds. I also knew you could become like her if she attacked you. Spread into you. Mostly people died when attacked, but some lived, and then they turned too. Like vampires or zombies, but real.

Mother’s eyes went to Father, who looked at me like I’d said something sad. Their eyes met a moment while he gathered his thoughts.

“The truth is, Son, we don’t know,” he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin before setting it neatly down on his empty plate. “Not yet.”

I finished the green bean, took a drink from the heavy milk glass they always gave me. “When?” I asked.

“Soon,” he said, looking more troubled. “When you’re... when you’ve become a man.”

“I’m almost thirteen now!” I cried out excitedly, knocking a knife off the table with my elbow. It clattered to the floor.

“It’s more than just age that makes a grown-up.”

I was confused. “What, you mean when I’m a dad?”

Father laughed, and Mother smiled, but it was a sad smile, the one she used before she went into the room. The one she used when she told me everything would be all right.

“No, not that kind of man. When you are through puberty. There will be... signs,” he said, then hurriedly added, “but it’s nothing for you to worry about.”

I smiled, set down my milk and burped. “Because we can build another one. Just for me,” I said. “Right? We’re good at it now. I can have my own room.”

Father looked at his plate, set his fork down on the table.

Mother said nothing.

 

* * *

 

Later, we were watching television when Mother announced she was going to turn, and soon. She said it felt strong this time. Hours, maybe.

Father looked at her, nodded. He turned off the program, a documentary on the migration of birds.

I was sad, even more sad than usual. I sulked, but knew it wouldn’t make a difference. I didn’t want Mother to get locked up, so I delivered my best, haughtiest frown, and walked out of the living room. Mother called after me, but I kept walking into my bedroom and shut the door behind me.

After a little while I grew bored of sulking, and anxious about Mother. I ventured back out, expecting my parents to already be downstairs. But they were there, waiting.

“You okay?” Father said.

I nodded, sniffed, wiped at my mouth. I turned to Mother. I didn’t want to help that night. I wanted to be a normal boy, with a normal mother. I didn’t want to see her turn. That night, I figured, I could pretend.

“Will you tuck me in?”

She set down her magazine, stood up and came toward me. I was too big for her to pick up, but she hugged me hard. I felt her hot breath on my neck.

It smelled foul.

I snuggled underneath the covers while Mother stood over me, stroking my forehead. The light in the ceiling gave her a halo and left her face in shadow. Her bob of hair made her head seem bigger than it was, expanding the black shape of her head upward and outward, tiny wings at the tips.

“Will you sing me to sleep?”

She nodded, reached out and switched off the light. I felt her weight on the bed. I wondered how much time she had.

“What shall I sing?” she asked, her voice a husky whisper. “How about Jesus Loves Me?”

I shook my head, then realized she probably couldn’t see me. Her eyes sparkled in the dark. She coughed.

“Sing the hush one.”

She placed a hand on my arm, squeezed it. She sighed, then sang softly, almost in a whisper.

 

Hush little baby, don’t say a word,

Mama’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.

 

I closed my eyes, let Mother’s voice float into my mind, fill my body with her love, her words. I let myself drift.

 

And if that mockingbird won’t sing,

Mama’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.

 

And if that diamond ring turns brass,

Mama’s gonna buy you...

 

She stopped suddenly.

I opened my eyes. I was almost asleep, annoyed she’d stopped at my favorite part. “A looking glass,” I prodded. “Like Alice.”

Her hand tightened on my arm. She was a dark shape on my bed.

“Mom.”

The dark shape did not move, did not speak. Her hand squeezed me harder.

“Mom.”

 

* * *

 

Hours later, Father came upstairs, poked his head into my room.

“You awake?” he said.

“Sorta,” I replied. I hadn’t been, but he’d woken me. Like he needed to talk, to not be alone.

“I just, well, I wanted to tell you everything is just fine, Son. Nothing to worry about.” He laughed, but strangely. Like pretending. “It’s all pretty routine now, eh?”

I nodded, hoping it was true, and closed my eyes.

“Well, goodnight then. I love you.”

I listened to Father leave. After a moment, I heard the sound of the basement door open, heard his footsteps going down the stairs.

As the sound of his steps grew fainter, then vanished, exhaustion took hold. I fell back asleep; a strange half-sleep, half-dream state. I dreamed of the cells inside my blood, forming and re-forming, clustering like galaxies, making me a universe.

I woke in the middle of the night, shaking and upset. I’d had a nightmare. I couldn’t remember. The house was deathly quiet.

Father would still be in the basement, watching Mother.

My bedroom was pitch dark. There was no moonlight, no light from other houses, no light from the street. It was a small, quiet neighborhood, and late at night, like this, it was as if the whole street just turned off. Click.

I was thirsty, and I had to go.

I went to the bathroom, washed my hands, and walked into the hallway. The lights were all off, so I stood there a moment, in the dark, the floor cold beneath my feet, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Then I went to the living room, past my parents’ bedroom, which I noticed, without surprise, was empty. Then to the kitchen.

I got a glass, stuck it under the sink, let the water get cold. I filled the glass and drank down the whole thing. I never took a breath.

The door to the basement was open a little. Light came through the slit.

This was unusual.

Father always locked the door to the basement when Mother was in the room. Not to keep me out, but as a “precautionary measure.” Protocol.

I stood there, holding the glass, looking at the bar of light. I listened but heard nothing. Nothing at all.

I decided to go downstairs.

At the bottom I saw Father standing over the monitors, looking tense. He turned quickly, saw me there. His eyes were wide, his face strained.

“What are you doing?”

I shrugged. “I was thirsty.”

Father licked his lips, looked at the monitors again, then at the steel door that led to the room. Where Mother was.

“Dad?”

Father raised a hand. “Stay there. Just... stay there. Okay?”

I was confused. I was always allowed to go to the room. My parents never hid what happened in the room from me, hid what happened to her. They wanted me to know, to be aware, to fear it, but not fear her. It was the only way, they used to say. “We all have to be in this together,” Mother always said. “Or we will all die.”

Father pressed something on the wall by the door, and there was a sharp hiss, and a sound of metal sliding on metal, and the door clicked open, pushing outward a couple of inches.

He opened the door, I thought, hardly believing it.

Without looking back, Father pulled the door wide, peered inside.

“Dad,” I said. This was not procedure, I knew that. This was not procedure in the slightest. I watched him as he stared into the room, the back of the door blocking my view. I waited.

There was no sound coming from the room. No screeching, no gurgling chatter, no panting. None of the usual sounds Mother made.

Father turned to me once more. “I was wrong. I need you.” He wiggled his fingers, wanting me to come closer.

I didn’t want to. I was afraid. But he needed me, and the room was so quiet, and I was almost a man. I started toward him.

“No!” Father snapped, holding up a hand once more. “Sorry,” he said, wiped the hand over his face. “Wait until I’m inside. Then come over here and watch. Open the intercom if you have to, but watch the monitors. When you see me wave at you, open the door and let me out. Understand?”

I did, and I nodded.

“But only if your mother is still restrained. If she’s not restrained, do not open the door. No matter what. Okay?”

I nodded again. “Because sometimes she pretends.”

Father looked at me a moment longer. He looked as sad as I’ve ever seen him, like he had something else to tell me. He started to say it, then lowered his head. “When I wave.”

Then Father went into the room.

The heavy door sealed shut behind him.

I walked slowly to the desk where the monitors and the intercom were. I pushed aside the rolling black chair Father always sat in, looked at the screens.

They flickered once, and I saw a flash and vague movement.

Then they went completely black.

I tried pressing the small power button in the lower corner of the monitors. Turned them off, then on. Off, then on. A small red light by the button proved they were on, and powered.

Then why are they black? I wondered. And how am I supposed to see Father wave?

I waited. I studied the steel door. My eyes went to the large rectangular black button next to it, the one Father had pressed. It was as big as my whole hand. I had pressed it before. I knew how to do it. How to open the door.

I shook off the idea for the moment, looked at the other machinery on the desk. There was the black intercom box. Next to it was the switch that turned it on, or “opened it up,” as Father said.

There was a long green box with cables running out the back, toward one of the walls of the room. I knew this box controlled the gas. There was a clear plastic tab that flipped up, and under the plastic tab was a black button. When you pressed the button, the gas in the room released, and everyone who breathed it would die. Everyone, whether they were human or not.

There was a thin black screen with red digital numbers on the box. It was a timer. I saw it counting down. It was at 18:43:06. A second later, it showed 18:43:05. Next to the timer was a knob and a switch. The knob, I remembered, made it more time or less time. The switch turned it on or off.

I left it alone.

I pulled the chair over and sat down. I waited, humming to myself the song Mother sang earlier that night, hoping the screens would come back to life, show me what was happening inside the room.

I moved my hand to the intercom switch, flipped it. Listened carefully. But there was nothing. Some light static, maybe a sound of some shuffling, some heavy sliding movement. But nothing else. Father wasn’t yelling for me. Mother wasn’t screeching like an eagle. It was like the room was empty.

After a few minutes, I went to the couch that sat against the wall facing the steel door. I sat down, then laid down.

I was still very tired. It was the middle of the night.

I fell asleep.

 

* * *

 

“Hello?”

Mother.

“Hello? Can you hear me, sweetie? Can you hear Mommy?”

I woke up to her voice and opened my eyes, stared straight at the steel door.

Still closed.

I stood up, rubbed one eye with the heel of my hand, and walked over to the desk. I was so tired but I knew I should stay awake. Father might need me.

I sat in the black swivel chair, eyelids heavy, shoulders slouched. I looked at the green box, the one with the timer counting down.

13:22:02... 13:22:01... 13:22:00...

There was sound coming from the intercom. Breathing, I thought. Heavy breathing. And... giggling? Like my parents were playing a game. I almost smiled, but realized that it didn’t make sense. Not at all.

“Hello? Can you hear me?” It was Mother’s voice again, coming through the intercom. There was light static, her voice sounded far away, thin and nasally. Like she was transmitting from the moon. I felt frozen. I forgot to breathe. “The red intercom light is on in here, so I think you can. Honey, if you can hear me, I need to tell you something. Listen carefully, okay?”

“Okay,” I said out loud, even though I knew she couldn’t hear me.

“Your father is in here. He’s... he’s hurt. But I didn’t do it. It wasn’t me. It was an accident. I’m...”

There was a pause, then a scratchy sound. It sounded like whispers.

“I’m fine. I’ve turned back and I’m okay. So it wasn’t that. He had an accident. He came in, and he fell, and he hit his head. He needs a hospital I think. Okay? You understand?”

I yawned, looked desperately at the blank monitors. I waited, hoping they would turn back on. The light, I realized. There’s no light.

Mother’s voice came again, louder, as if her mouth was pressed right up to the microphone. “Baby,” she said, her voice a harsh whisper. “I need you to open the door.”

 

* * *

 

Later, I went up to the kitchen to look for food. I was upset, confused, but also hungry, and so very tired. Sleeping on the couch had been uncomfortable, and I had woken a bunch of times to the sound of Mother’s horrible pleading, demanding voice.

I thought about calling Father’s friends. The men who had taken Mother before we built the room, who had handled her. But I didn’t want to call them. I just needed time to think. A man made his own decisions. Even the hard ones.

I split a bagel, put it on a plate and into the microwave, heated it for thirty seconds, then slathered peanut butter on both open halves.

There was half a jar of orange juice, and I poured myself a tall glass.

I felt better. I chewed on the sticky bagel, washed it down with cold juice, and debated my options.

I knew what Father would say. Father would say to let it ride. Wait for the gas. The gas would kill them both, and then I would be safe.

I would also be alone.

I have no other family. No relatives. I don’t go to school. I have no friends from the neighborhood. My parents give me lessons every day, teach me science and mythology, math and languages.

There was no one to turn to. No one at all.

I finished breakfast and went to get dressed.

 

* * *

 

The basement was cold, and I was bored.

It was late afternoon now, almost a full day since Mother had been locked inside. Time was running out.

I sat at the desk, watched the timer ticking down. 03:34:46... 03:34:45... 03:34:44...

The intercom had been silent, the cameras showed nothing, the monitors black as empty space. Anything could be happening inside the room.

On one hand, my parents could both be alive and well. Trapped, perhaps injured. But themselves. It was possible.

Or Mother might have turned, and not turned back. It usually took at least a day before she became herself again. But there was always the possibility it would be forever. I couldn’t trust her not to pretend. Not to trick me.

I watched the timer. My stomach rumbled. I was about to get up and find more food when Father’s electric voice came through the intercom.

“You there, Son?”

I froze. My mouth went dry. My eyes fell to the top of the desk. I was angry, anxious, scared. I ran a finger along the grooves in the tired old wood. My spine was itchy.

“I’m okay, Son. I was... hurt. I’m still hurt, but I’m awake now, and feeling better. Much better in fact.”

Father’s voice sounded ragged, his words coming too fast. His breathing was heavy. Irregular, he would say. Abnormal.

“Listen, I have a feeling our time is growing short in here. I don’t... according to my watch, anyway, I’d say we have only a few hours until the gas releases. Is that right?”

I looked at the timer. Getting close now. And it’s almost my birthday.

I was having a hard time thinking, my brain felt fuzzy, and I was so very tired. I rested my head on the desk, my ear flat against the rough wood, feet kicking air.

“Son. Please. We’re fine. We...”

More whispering.

“Your mother is still restrained. The keys... I don’t know where they are, but your mother is still restrained. And I’m hurt, not badly. But… I’m okay, you understand?”

I slipped down from the chair, walked to the room’s steel door. I pressed my ear against the cold metal and listened, but I could only hear the sound of my own blood rushing through my ears. I closed my eyes. My blood sounded like waves, like wind. Like the inside of a seashell.

I banged a fist against the door. Once, twice. Father’s voice came screaming over the intercom.

“That’s right! Oh, thank god! Son, listen, you need to turn off the gas. Do you understand? Or...”

Mother’s voice interrupted him. Loud, insistent.

“Do you want us to die, baby?” she said, sounding more and more like the eagle, high-pitched and scratchy. “Do you want to be alone? If you don’t open the door, we will die. We will die and you will be totally alone. I don’t mean to scare you but that’s the truth. Please, do you hear me?”

Then there was silence. They were waiting.

I couldn’t think. I didn’t want to think anymore. I didn’t want this to be happening. I’d never felt more alone. I pressed my palm against the cool steel door. I didn’t want to make any hard decisions, didn’t want to be an adult.

I missed them so much.

I laid down at the foot of the door, curled into myself, and cried.

 

* * *

 

There is no time now.

I’ve waited, watched the timer tick slowly down.

00:02:13... 00:02:12... 00:02:11...

There is no way to stop the gas other than the green box. Opening the door, I know, will not stop it. The only way to stop it is by turning the little knob and resetting the timer, or shutting if off completely by flipping the small black switch. I take a deep breath. My decision is made.

I have no intention of stopping it.

I walk away from the table, cross the chilled air of the small basement toward the steel door, toward the room.

There is loud pounding from the door at the top of the stairs. Men yell savage curses.

I look to the stairs, toward the yelling. There must have been another fail-safe I didn’t know about, one that alerted Father’s friends. For a brief moment I panic, then relax. The door leading from the basement to the house is locked, reinforced, bolted. No one can get in without breaking it down, and it’s thick, solid. It would take time, and tools.

I take a deep breath. My parents have been quiet for the past hour or so. Waiting, I know. Hoping. I don’t know what’s inside the room. I have some ideas, some possible outcomes, in my mind.

Mother, hideously pale skin streaked with blue veins. Anger and flaring nostrils, yawning jaw. Her teeth, her eyes...

Father, poisoned by her, but alive. Reborn in monstrous flesh. Waiting, biding his time. Pacing frantically, his amped-up nerve endings flexing for the very first time, the air around him feeding energy into his altered bones, his sensitized flesh. A six-foot-tall rabid dog.

If I open the door they will run at me, grab me. Tear me apart.

But I imagine other options.

They are lying in there dead. Human or monster. Maybe half-turned. Maybe half-eaten.

Or maybe the room is empty.

Or maybe the room is gone.

What do I believe?

I want to believe it will be my parents, alive and human. Just Mother and Father, tired, perhaps injured. Hungry not for flesh but for freedom. Air, food, water. They will run to me and hug me. Kiss me on the face, wipe away my tears, rub my back soothingly. Sing to me at night. Take care of me. Protect me.

Everything will be like it was, and we will be together again.

Once I open the door, once I go inside...

I put my fingers on the smooth black panel that releases the heavy bolts of the lock. My face is burning, there is a throbbing pain behind my eyes. The men scream and pound. I can’t wait for the end. I’ve been counting down the numbers from the screen in my head.

...sixteen...fifteen...fourteen...

I’m tired, but I smile. I’ll be thirteen soon. I will change. One way or the other.

...nine...eight...seven...six...

I hear the faint sound of frantic scratching on the other side of the door. I can hear it through the steel. Desperate, monstrous. My parents clawing for life, maybe. Or something else. Something I haven’t thought of.

I love them so much.

...three...two...one...

I push the large black button, feel the click of the release vibrate up my arm. Metal slides on metal, the heavy door hisses.

I pull it open. The room is pitch black. Silent.

I step inside, ready for whatever waits.

There’s a shushing sound. The darkness is total. I move deeper into the room, confident.

It’s almost my birthday.

Something moves toward me. I lift my chin, spread out my arms.

No matter what comes…

I close my eyes tight.

…I will be a man.

 


 

Mandala

 

PART ONE

The Cove

 

Clouds parted like curtains, revealing the Earth beyond.

Two boys ran along the crest of their world, a blue expanse filling the frame to the left, acres of tall grass and country lanes to their right. The sun hovered carelessly in its early morning position, waiting with eternal patience for the Earth to continue its steady rotation, a slow-spinning blue ball in a forever dark sky watched by a gaseous, uncaring god a hundred million miles away. You could almost sense the sun stifling a yawn as the two children ran madly, bronzed mini-gods of summer. They yelled and whooped and jumped, pleaded for more energy, dared the heavens to try and slow them down.

They reached their destination. A small, tight cove tucked into the rocky beachline, no more than twenty yards wide and fifty yards in length from beach to the main body of ocean. A tadpole-shaped inlet that had only one easy entry point—by land, anyway. The sea could access the cove anytime it pleased, and it liked to do so on a regular schedule.

Yes, the tide. Regular as the sun and kept in check by that other heavenly body, the moon – the sun’s ugly, pale, pock-marked sister. She was a wicked old thing, the moon. A prankster if there ever was one. Liked to pull and tug at mankind. To make waves. Made men crazy when she was at the height of her powers, her full breadth shining like a hot silver dollar; controlled the comings and goings of the massive bodies of water that covered the blue planet; made animals howl and witches eager to conjure. Brought werewolves to blossom, if one believed such things.

The little cove was as subject to the moon’s desires as the rest of the world. Every twelve hours or so the ocean would swell in toward land, fill the cove with the first high tide, the water reaching five or six feet high, pushing against the circlet of heavy rocks that surrounded it.

And that’s just the first go-around.

The next time the big blue lady comes for a visit, you can tack on a few more feet to that last number. Like clockwork, she fills back in again. Comes in nice and slow, obeying the whispering moon hiding off-stage, behind the Earth’s blue atmosphere, whispering to the water, commanding it while smiling on her dark side, the side she hides from the sun god, the side she hides from man. When the moon is at full strength, the ocean pushes in even more, filling the cove nearly halfway up the rickety, rust-patched steel staircase built many years ago into the base of the steep, horseshoe-shaped rocks. That’s a tidal range of more than eight feet from low-to-high. But then, like a lover’s sigh, the water drains out once more, offers low tide, which likes to show you a bit of coastal leg. There’s even a fingernail of sandy beach spilled from the walls of jagged rocks when she’s pulled herself completely out. But there’s always a next visit. Always.

And so came the two boys, huffing and bare-chested. They stopped at the top of that steep metal staircase and looked down at the tiny harbor below, saw it was low tide, the water retreated back into the body of the great ocean, mad currents jerking beneath the surface like frenzied eels beneath a giant’s flesh, waiting on the moon’s command to thrust itself forward once more, in toward the rocks.

“Let’s swim,” said Mike, a blonde haired boy with blue-gray eyes. Mike was small for his age, but wiry and fast like little kids often are. His hands were on his knees, catching his breath from the run. His bare feet were itchy from the clumpy grass of the high beach that crested the stretch of water. Both boys came out in suits but forgot towels, an absent slip of the mind Mike would greatly regret in the hours to come.

“We already swam back by my place,” said Joe, a little bigger and heftier than Mike, wispy brown hair to match his eyes, a small belly that would grow and absorb his chest in later years. “That’s a way nicer beach, anyway.”

Joe was not Mike’s best friend, but he was his best summer friend. Driven more by geography and circumstance than by any real bond, similarities of personality, or interests the two boys shared. But when you spent a month or more at a summer house, and the only other twelve-year-old within ten miles was the kid who went to the same school as you did and had a passing knowledge of baseball trivia, you played the hand you were dealt. Or you played alone.

“Fine. What should we do?”

Mike was hoping it was nothing stupid, because stupid ideas were sort of Joe’s specialty. Typically, they were ideas that tended to get one or both of them in trouble or—as happened a few summers ago—badly hurt. Joe had the particularly dumb idea of skateboarding down a water-cratered driveway that was steeper than the first hill of Mike’s favorite roller-coaster, the Blue Devil at Cedar Park. Mike had gotten away with a couple scrapes, but Joe had broken two fingers and banged his knee hard enough that it swelled up like a blackened baseball. Mike’s father figured there was no point grounding him since Joe could barely walk, and so the boys spent the next three weeks of summer playing every half-ass, pieces-missing, raggedy-box-topped board game they could get their hands on. Joe’s dad, a state trooper, who was always on call even during holiday, and whose interaction with the boys seemed constrained to steely glares and the occasional grunt, chastised Joe briefly but shrugged it off as a “boys will be boys” moment.

So when Joe’s eyes brightened, Mike almost groaned out loud at the mischievous look twinkling in their brown centers.

“Let’s do cops and robbers,” he said, and although Mike thought it a bit silly-sounding, he was also relieved. Plus, part of him was interested in making up a game where he might get to shoot Joe a few times with a finger gun.

Mike shrugged, feigned indifference. “I guess. How do you wanna do it?”

Joe thought a second, tapped his chin dramatically, then brightened. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. We’ll switch. I’ll be the robber first, you be the cop. When you catch me, you get to put me in jail and it’ll be your point. Then I’ll be the cop and you have to try and get away from me.”

“Or shoot you first,” Mike said, catching on.

“Right. And you have to admit it if you get shot, no crying about it.”

“Fine.”

Joe turned and started to walk back toward his house, a red-paneled country house with a wraparound deck and a cool attic with a window facing the sea. Joe and Mike would huddle up in that attic sometimes, sneeze the dust out of their noses and play poker with imaginary rules, betting buttons and nickels, clothespins and whatever else they could find on forgotten shelves and inside musty boxes. Mike’s house was much smaller, almost a cabin, really, but he didn’t use it nearly as often as Joe’s family used their home. Mike and his dad usually only stayed about four weeks before they’d start going a little stir crazy. The beach town, a ten-minute drive away, had little to offer other than swim shops, bars, and a diner that usually closed by eight o’clock every night. There was once a bookstore, their stock mainly used paperbacks, that they’d visit when he was younger and his mother was still alive, but it had since closed down, the owner having sold it a few years past. Mike made a point to seek it out last year when he and his dad made their initial supply run after opening the place up, hoping the bookstore might have magically returned, a banner reading UNDER NEW OWNERSHIP hung over the shop’s front window. Much to his disappointment, last summer it had reopened, but as a tourist shop filled with knick-knacks, keychains and t-shirts that read DOVER POINT across their chest in ugly orange and yellow.

“Where are you going?” Mike asked, running to catch up to his friend, who was walking fast, bony tanned elbows pumping, his brown mop of hair bleached hazel from constant exposure to the sun.

“Just going into town for supplies, Tex!” he yelled over his shoulder in a fairly standard drawl, and though Mike felt the line was a better fit for Cowboys and Indians than Cops and Robbers, he fell, unquestioningly, into pace behind his best summer friend.

 

* * *

 

Mike waited outside Joe’s house, beating his fists in rhythm against the wooden rail that ran the length of the porch, the heat already beginning to warm his skin. He figured he should get sunscreen from home, but it was a hike back to the cabin and his dad might be busy. He told Mike at the start of the trip that he’d be holed up a lot, writing an article for some big medical magazine. His dad was a surgeon, but the last few years he’d done more studying than operating, trying to create an “academic profile,” whatever that was. Mike thought his change in focus was something else. Something that happened when his mom died. Like a switch in his dad’s brain had been flipped off, turning out the lights in the part of him that was driven, that cared about the world. He was still good to Mike, still loving, and tried to be there for him, but even during those times—at a soccer game or out for pizza or playing a hand of cards together—there was a pervading absence about his attentions, an emptiness in his smile. Mike sensed he was faking it most of the time, pretending to be happy, pretending to love his son, careful to say the right things. Fake fatherhood.

Mike paced on the old floorboards, looked out toward the light blue-green landscape of the ocean. Sometimes, on clear summer days, when the sun was just getting started and things seemed okay, he thought about his mom; found himself missing her more than usual, more than when he was busy with school and sports and homework. He had more time for reflection, he supposed, and smiled to himself at how easily such a mature thought sprang into his mind. He also worried about his dad, about their future. Mom had been everything to them, and he wished she was still around, still his mom, because life seemed too mysterious without her, a puzzle with broken-edged pieces, the finished assembly creating a hazy picture he could not understand. Mike thought his dad felt the same way, and that’s why he acted the way he did toward Mike. Because Mike was a mystery now, too. And maybe, when his dad looked at him, even loved him, he saw a fuzzier Mike. A Mike that was too hard to see clearly, too hard to understand. So he’d stopped trying.

“Hey, ding-dong!”

Mike spun, saw Joe smiling, a rifle and handgun clutched in his arms. He’d put on a worn, half-mesh Dodgers cap, changed into a pair of basketball shorts and thrown on a thin white t-shirt, making Mike feel a little exposed.

“You changed,” Mike said.

“So? You wanna borrow a shirt or some shoes? My folks are in town shopping so there’s no one home to worry about.”

Mike thought of wearing Joe’s clothes and begged off. They’d be swimming again soon enough, anyway. It’s what they always ended up doing when the afternoons got too hot.

“Nah,” he said. “Cool guns.”

The guns, he knew, were toys. They’d played with them before. They didn’t even shoot pellets, and the rifle had stopped making the winding-down piiing! noise it used to make whenever you’d cock and fire. Still, they would serve.

“I get the rifle,” Mike said, and grabbed it from Joe’s half-grasp.

“Fine,” Joe said. “But that means you’re the bad guy.”

Mike saw something sticking from the waistband of Joe’s blue shorts. Something metal.

“What’s that?”

Joe smiled. “You’ll find out,” he said, pulling the white t-shirt down to cover it. “The second I catch your sorry ass.”

Mike didn’t need to be told twice and, rifle clutched in two hands, leapt from the porch and started to run. “Thirty seconds!” he yelled as he sprinted away, and could only hope Joe had the honor to count all the way, nice and slow.

He’d need that time to hide.

 

* * *

 

Hank Denton sat baking in the lot of Dover Point’s one and only grocery store, the rear of the SUV filled with enough sandwich makings, light beer (for Hank), red wine (for Mariel), snacks, frozen veggies, steaks, hot dogs, hamburger meat, milk, juice and cereal to last them the remainder of their holiday. Hank was tired and hated shopping. It made him cranky. Small aisles, overpriced food, bad light, the inevitable long wait to check out, hauling all the crap from one place to another to another. If something small came up, Mariel could make a quick run, but for the most part, Hank made a point to limit the major shopping trips to a maximum of three over the course of a summer, two if the Lord was willing and little Joe wasn’t eating them out of house and home.

Hot as a buzzard’s asshole, he thought, not understanding the logic of his metaphor but too hot and too damned tired to give a can of beans. He looked at the dashboard’s digital readout: 8:58 a.m. Good Lord, top of the morning and already a scorcher, he thought, glad they decided to shop first-thing before the midday shopping rush and the real nasty heat took over.

“Let’s go, Mrs. Denton!” he yelled from the driver’s seat through the open passenger window, watching his wife’s ass, clutched tight in high-cut, thigh-clinging cargo shorts as she pushed their two empty carts toward the holding area, where they were corralled like wire-mesh cattle. She had a fine ass, did his wife, and it had been fine, for him anyway, going on twenty-two years now. As she pushed the carts awkwardly into their stall Hank imagined the other carts squawking irritably as they were shuffled deeper into the pen. Mariel tossed him a one-finger salute over her shoulder as she pushed in the last cart, then turned and gave him that electric smile she had always been able to pull out, regardless of the situation, like a magician might pull a white hare from his shiny top hat. Hank still got a quiver up his spine every time she performed that little trick. And she damn well knows it, he thought, wondering if Joe would be playing outside with the Klein boy and if the ice cream would hold out if he and the missus fell into a little afternoon delight upon their return to the Barn.

Their summer house was about the furthest thing from a barn there was, of course, but the wide vertical shingles painted “barn red” and the A-frame structure had given it the moniker, a holdout from when Mariel’s parents owned it before them. It was a drain on their finances, of course, even if it was just the property taxes and the upkeep they had to worry about. The house had been left them free and clear by Mariel’s folks when they realized their life-long dream and moved to France to live out their retirement. Her father was a writer and her mother a romantic, so while most couples pushing eighty were happy with the Florida or Arizona sunshine, her folks had gone against the grain and found a chateau nestled between two vineyards just outside Avignon, a place he and Mariel had promised they would visit. Soon. For now, Hank would be tickled as peach fuzz to drive out of here, get their asses back home, pull Mariel’s sweat-soaked t-shirt off her body and carry her to the master bedroom.

“Let’s go, woman!” he barked, and was about to hit the horn when the Electric Smile turned into the Upraised Eyebrow. A cease and desist if there ever was one. He set his hands in his lap and shut his mouth as she opened the door and settled into the hot leather, rolling up the window to escape the baking heat.

“Woman?”

“Well, you are, ain’t ya?”

But Mariel was already twisting the vents toward her, closing her eyes against the cool air. Hank studied the sweat of her neck for a moment, then was caught red-handed when she flicked her green eyes at him, a knowing smile on her face.

“Oh, please, it’s too hot,” she said, slipping her shoes off and pushing her bare feet against the dashboard.

“What?” he said in his most innocent tone, now forced to deal with her bare legs in his direct line of vision—she must think I’m a fool, he thought. He put the truck in reverse, faster than he rightly needed to, and got them the hell out of the Dover Grocery parking lot.

It had been two seconds, he thought much later. At the most.

That’s how long Hank’s attention had been diverted by a last, longing look at Mariel’s tan calf when he gunned the black Tahoe onto Seaside Avenue, the pothole-ridden two-lane road that led out of Dover Point’s downtown.

“Hank!” Mariel had screamed as he started his left turn.

Seeing only the flare of metal against the sun and hearing the shotgun-bark of Mariel’s scream, Hank slammed down the brakes, stopping the truck’s grill about an inch from a worn green plastic handlebar.

Hank gawped. It was a damned cart. Somehow, someway, some idiot had pushed a cart out of the parking lot, over the three-foot grass dip that divided the edge of the lot and the road, and into the northbound lane of Seaside Avenue.

Being a veteran state trooper, Hank had his share of high-speed pursuits and been first on-scene at more highway accidents than he could count, so he chastised himself for being so careless and, even worse, for reacting like a jumpy schoolboy. He was a professional for fuck’s sake.

So why was his heart thumping like he’d just sprinted three flights of stairs over almost hitting a damned grocery cart?

He turned to Mariel, a wry smile already creeping on his face. “Well, that was a close…”

Past her half-stricken, half-annoyed face—that beautiful face that he’d looked forward to seeing every morning when he woke up and every night when he came home from a long, often horrible, day—was a white Ford Taurus doing about forty miles per hour. Hank had time to register the car’s dented hood and the shocked face of the grizzled old-timer behind the wheel, his mouth forming an O of surprise at the large black truck idling stupidly in the middle of the road.

Running on instinct alone, Hank’s hands threw the truck in reverse and slammed down the gas pedal.

He got them about six inches of retreat when the driver of the Taurus swung his car to the right, the combined efforts of both drivers the split-second difference that likely saved Mariel Denton’s life.

The Taurus rammed the passenger side of the Tahoe between the door and front fender, the grill of the old Ford tearing into the truck’s door, fender and smoking right front wheel. It bounced off the truck like a rubber ball off concrete, its front grill crumpled into the engine, the single driver’s side airbag deployed and smothered the old man’s face. The passenger side of the Tahoe lifted off the ground and Hank watched, as if in slow-motion, as Mariel’s door exploded inwards, the glass of the window detonating in a cloud of fragmented glass, the windshield spider-webbing. Hank noticed, of all things, the glove box burst open and an array of papers, pens and a couple Washington State Police branded penlights throw clear. Mariel’s body was jolted forward and sideways, and Hank clearly heard a bone snap, the sound not hidden by her screams as her head and neck whipped like a rag doll against the seatbelt, her arms flung toward the roof, blood already spraying from some unidentifiable part of her. In the split-second that followed him watching his wife thrown and the truck’s front end disassemble into fragments, the airbag deployed with a THUMP and slammed into his face like a brawler’s left hook.

The truck fell back to the earth, the wheel giving way and folding under like a bad hand of cards, sinking the passenger side of the vehicle only inches from the hard, hot pavement of Seaside Avenue.

Time resumed its natural speed, the airbag wilted and Hank’s shock lasted only a few seconds longer. Then he was unbuckling himself, yelling her name and climbing across the truck’s interior to gather up his wife’s broken, unconscious body.

 

 

PART TWO

1st Low Tide

(9am—11am, approx.)

 

Mike ran along the coastline, dipped his eyes down the small drop that led to the skinny line of rough beach and the breaking white foam of the ocean’s edge. To his right was a hundred yards of tough grass and rock clusters, and beyond that the small grove of Douglas firs, the blanket beneath them ankle-high with dead needles. Mike looked at his bare feet, turned back to see if Joe was in sight yet, tossed one more glance to the rough coastline. The stairs leading down to the cove was about fifty yards ahead, but if he went down there he’d be trapped.

One way in, one way out.

Fingers coiled tightly around the cracked plastic pump of the rifle, he weighed his options. Then darted for the trees.

The shade felt cool on Mike’s bare neck and shoulders, already heated from the mid-morning sun. His knee-length red swimsuit had faded to a pinkish rose over the last couple summers, and it did little to keep the thin stray branches and shin-high plants from caressing his skin like wispy dry fingers as he burrowed deeper into the grove.

Slipping behind one of the larger trees, he hunkered down, ass-to-ankles, and peeked at the tree line, breathing steady, anticipating the flicker of shadowy movement beyond the black vertical bars of trunks, their drooping canopies allowing the sun to drip through into patches and slanted spills upon the brown needles. He could hear the soft recurring rolls of the surf as it lapped onto the land, a bird calling out above and behind him. His feet shuffled in the itchy needles, he wiped a runaway bead of sweat from his eye, tried to slow his heartbeat after the run.

There was no sign of Joe, and Mike’s knees were beginning to strain with the effort of crouching. He stood, swiped what felt like a bug from his knee, waited. He was about to dash to another tree, get another perspective, take his friend by surprise if he could. A twig snapped. He froze, breath caught in his throat.

Someone was behind him.

He didn’t turn, didn’t move a muscle. But somehow, some way, he knew it.

It must be Joe, but how? he thought, not believing it but wanting to, desperately wanting to. Yeah, he reasoned, swallowing hard, Joe must have miraculously snuck through the grove from the far side, the one that met the main road leading to town, or through the backyard of his house. Not impossible.

But Mike knew he would have heard him clomping through the trees, breaking the underbrush, especially now that he was wearing shoes. He would have been easy to hear from a hundred feet away. It couldn’t be Joe.

The moist shade of the trees tingled his skin, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up straight. Whoever it was could see him. Was close. He was being watched. He felt it as strongly as he felt the toy gun in his clenched, sweaty hands. An insect crawled onto his foot, but he didn’t dare move.

There was the sound of a step in the underbrush. The soft crunching of dry needles. Mike’s breath quickened, his eyes darted to the tree line, hoping to see Joe now, happy to be captured or shot as long as it meant he could run away, get out of the trees, escape from whatever was creeping up on him.

A sound, like an exhale, came from just behind his ear. He could almost feel the breath on his neck, just below his long, sea-roughened blond hair. He was paralyzed with fear and his body began to tremble as he waited for cold hands to rest on his shoulders, to turn him to face whatever it was that had emerged from the shadows.

A voice softer than the air, a whisper so frail and distant it may have come from his own subconscious, fell into his ear.

“Mike…” it said.

Something coarse and narrow—a finger, his mind whispered—slid against his skin, up his shoulder blade toward the curve of his sun-browned neck. He heard himself moan in terror, and when cold, wet fingertips brushed past his clenched jaw to caress his cheek, he burst from behind the tree like a hare and ran.

As the ambulance loaded Joe’s mother into its belly of needles and tubes—her body strapped across the forehead, chin, chest, waist and legs by blue Velcro, an oxygen mask over her mouth and an IV drip plunged into her arm—Mike rushed out from the line of firs and into the open ground between the cove and the ocean, the rifle left on the ground by the tree where he’d dropped it, forgotten; a spider crawled over its barrel, thinking it a potential home for her eggs.

“BANG!” Joe screamed. In the throes of his panic, Mike actually spun toward the sound, threw his hands in the air, wanting to yell, “Don’t shoot!” but instead simply let out a scream before realizing it was just Joe, pointing a plastic pistol at him from behind a stubby rock the size of a toy chest, his eyes narrowed behind the gun’s shaft, lining Mike up for the easy kill.

Joe’s eyes widened in surprise at the look on his friend’s face. Mike didn’t look upset, or startled. Mike looked scared, the kind of look reserved exclusively for childhood’s extra-special occasions: night terrors, being pulled into a car by a stranger, being told you were going to lose a parent who you deeply loved. But like all children, Joe didn’t care to explore that feeling, didn’t care to identify it or justify its reality, or the reality of what might cause your best summer friend to look like he just took an almighty dump in his swim trunks in the middle of a hot July morning. So instead of dropping the game and finding out what had happened, Joe hardened instead and made a joke of it, a whispering voice deep down in his subconscious informing him this was the best way to make it go away, to get things back to normal, by god.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” he said. Then, as an afterthought, “You’re dead.”

Mike’s fear melted into relief, and then embarrassment. What was wrong with him? Hearing things in the trees? Running from shadows like a little kid? He lifted his trembling hands and felt his face flush red at the realization he’d dropped the rifle. Most likely by the tree where… he looked back toward the grove, studied the spaces between the brown trunks, the shaggy green carapace of the trees hiding what lay within, still watching even now.

“Uh, I…” he started. He inspected his arms, saw raw red scratches, a couple deep enough to bloom spotted red lines of blood. He looked at his stomach, his legs, saw a few welts, a little gash on his hip where he vaguely remembered bouncing off the broken stub of a branch as he ran by.

“You look freaked out,” Joe said.

“I’m fine. There was an animal in there, I think.”

“Ha! Raccoons, maybe. Well, whatever, you’re totally dead. Or, better yet, my prisoner!” Joe said, and yanked the metal object out from beneath his shirt, the thing Mike had seen stuck in his waistband earlier.

To Mike’s surprise, then delight, Joe had miraculously procured a very shiny, very real-looking, pair of handcuffs.

“Cool,” he said. “Can I hold ‘em?”

“Sure,” Joe said, shrugging, “they’re my dad’s. He’s got like three pairs with his cop stuff, uses them on real criminals. Neat, huh?”

Mike nodded, felt the cool weight of the shining metal in his palms, the thick short chain between the two circular clasps. He tried to open one cuff, was disappointed when it didn’t budge. He pushed it inward instead, and the cuff gave a satisfying click-click-click as the empty hole within narrowed. “Nice,” he said. “But it doesn’t open.”

Joe rolled his eyes, snatched the cuffs from Mike’s hand. “You gotta have the key, dummy.” With a flourish, Joe dug into the pocket of his shorts and pulled out a metal key. He pushed it into the cuff’s locking mechanism, twisted it, and the cuff sprang open.

“Wow,” Mike said, the fear of the thing in the trees forgotten, the beating sun barely registering through his awe of this miraculous artifact from the real world of Cops and Robbers. He wanted to reach for them again, but pulled his hands short when Joe lifted the pistol, pointed it casually at the bridge of Mike’s nose. Mike’s breath caught despite knowing full-well that it was just a toy. Still…

“All right, ass-hole,” Joe said, stretching out the pronunciation of his favorite dirty word, “time for you to get into jail. You’ve been charged with three counts of armed robbery, two murders and… and…”

“Breaking out of prison,” Mike finished, helping the plot along.

Joe nodded in agreement. “Right. That alone is like forty years in the pen. Now let’s go, move it. Hands up, no funny stuff.”

Mike put his hands up and turned around, fighting off the unease he felt—it’s just a game, dummy—knowing Joe still had that pistol pointed at the back of his head. He thought of that cold finger brushing his cheek, and shuddered.

“Walk, varmint!” Joe yelled, and gave Mike a little shove.

“Fine, geez,” Mike said, liking the game less and less and suddenly feeling like he might want to go home for a while, lay down in his cool bed. Maybe, if he was lucky, his dad would feel like playing, or maybe the two of them could go swimming. He was tired of playing with Joe every day and missed doing stuff with his father. “Listen,” he said, dropping his arms and half-turning, “I think I’m gonna just go home for a bit. I don’t feel like playing right now. It’s too hot.”

He started to turn the rest of the way around, but Joe shoved him again. Harder this time. So hard Mike almost stumbled.

“Bullshit,” Joe said, and his voice didn’t sound like Joe’s. It was like Joe was pretending to be older. Meaner. Mike was really feeling done with the game now, but wasn’t sure how to end it without seeming stupid. He lifted his hands back up, albeit half-heartedly.

“You can’t quit just because you got caught first, Mike,” said the older-sounding Joe. “How’d you like it if I quit every game just because you were winning? That would be like cheating, wouldn’t it?”

Mike kept walking, hands raised all the way over his head, and said nothing.

“And I’m not gonna let you cheat. You have to serve time for the things you’ve done,” Joe continued, and Mike felt the cold circle of the pistol barrel resting lightly against the back of his skull. “So you’re going to prison, asswipe. And then, after, oh… I’ll say ten minutes… I’ll let you go.”

Then, in the space of a heartbeat, Joe’s young, normal voice was back, and Mike found his fear and tension abating at the sound of it, the normalcy of it. Joe spoke to him in a near-whisper as they walked, as if not wanting to alert the other Joe, the older Joe, to his plan. “Then you can be the cop and I’ll be the robber, okay, Mike?”

Reassured by the return of young Joe, and not wanting to be called a cheat for the rest of the summer, Mike relented. Ten minutes, he thought. Big dealio.

“All right, fine,” he said with a sigh, eyeing the ground ahead. “So where’s this prison of yours?”

For a terrifying moment, Mike thought Joe would march him back toward the trees, back to whatever it was that had snuck up behind him, run its finger up his spine, curled its hand around his neck…

“Down there,” Joe said, and Mike knew what he meant without even seeing him point. The cove.

In a lot of ways, it was the perfect prison. Secured on all sides by high rock faces, only one stairway to guard. Mike couldn’t help but think it a top-notch idea, and was almost sad they hadn’t thought of using the cove as a prison base in summers past.

As they reached the stairs, Mike lowered his arms to grip the black paint-flaked railing, his feet feeling the hot grooves of the corrugated metal steps as they descended.

“All the way down,” Joe said.

Mike noticed as they walked how much beach there was that morning. The water was pulled back pretty far and barely brushed the lower edge of rocks. They passed the step where the waterline reached at high tide, an easy marker because the steps below were crusted and rough, the railing coarse with rust in areas. If you looked around, you could see the waterline on the rocks, as well. They were dark brown and moss-flecked to about ten feet, and above that were more khaki and clean. There was a line of white salt that had crusted over the many years, like a chalked marker of how high you could expect the water to get.

They were well below that now.

Mike’s feet hit the hot sand. It was strewn with bits of seaweed and broken seashells, the occasional chipped sand dollar, pieces of shellfish and jagged, ugly little rocks. The beach went about eight feet before it met the softly-lapping edge of the ocean. The water in the cove was a dark greenish-black that looked bottomless. Beyond, it got bluer, stretching to the horizon, an infinity of moving, living sea.

Mike winced as something hard and cold banged against his wrist. “Ow!” he yelped, and spun.

As if fearing an attack, Joe quickly clamped the other handcuff to the stanchion at the bottom of the stairs, a thick black metal rod that sunk deeply into sand where it met the bottom of the stairway, also long-buried out of sight below the surface.

Joe hopped three quick steps up the stairs, a smile splitting his face.

Mike looked down at his wrist, saw the cuff firmly on it, locked tight. With his other hand, he grabbed the cuff snapped around the metal stanchion, raised it absently to the top, where it met a very solid, very un-rusted, handrail. He tugged, but the railing didn’t budge. He tugged harder, felt a pinch on the inside of his wrist.

“It’s too tight,” he said quietly, as if to himself, looking hard at that sturdy handrail where it met the sunken stanchion.

He looked up at Joe, saw that smile and, in that moment—on that particular moment of that particular day of that particular summer—Mike thought that maybe he hated Joe Denton. Thought that maybe, just maybe, he might want to skip summer with Joe Denton next year. He might want to take a leaping pass on their shack of a summer place, his too-busy-to-play father, the dried-up old beach, the shitty old grove of fir trees and this rocky, tadpole-shaped cove to boot, with its rusted staircase and feet-sucking currents. But most of all, Mike thought—all of this shooting through his brain in a split-second—he’d like to go next summer without seeing the fucking smile currently plastered on Joe Denton’s tan, pimply face. Yeah, Mike thought absently, he’d be pretty cool with that, all right. Pretty goddamned cool.

Mike turned away from that smile, looked toward the ocean. He’d already decided that once Joe let him go he was going home, whether Joe thought it was cheating or not. He was going to go home and ask his dad—insist that his dad—play something with him. Cards, Monopoly, catch with the air-deprived football that sat lifeless on their porch every summer… something. Anything. Because suddenly, just like that, Mike was all done with Joe Denton’s bullshit.

“You gotta stay ten minutes!” Joe howled, having already run up to the top of the stairs. “No cheating!” he yelled down.

Mike turned, looked up at Joe, a small shadow against the cloudless blue sky stretched out far above him, and nodded.

“Don’t see how I could cheat, dipshit. You locked me up here.”

Joe’s wolfish smiled faltered. He wasn’t used to being called names by Mike. Mike was the nice one, Mike was the soft one. But Joe didn’t think he looked soft now, handcuffed to the bottom of the stairs, naked but for his faded red swimsuit, all of the ocean behind him. Joe thought that perhaps Mike looked just a little bit pissed off.

“Look, I’ll be back in ten minutes. I’m gonna run home and take a dump, and then you can be the cop and if you catch me, you can lock me up. It’ll be fun, okay?”

Mike didn’t respond except to turn away and sit down on the bottom step of the staircase, the sun glowing on his shoulders, his feet digging into the rough wet sand. For the briefest of moments, Joe considered calling the whole thing off and unlocking his buddy. He didn’t want there to be hard feelings.

But the game was the game, after all.

Joe turned and began walking back toward his house. The heat was getting bad and he smiled to himself at the thought of changing back into his suit for a nice cool swim later on. That would cheer Mike up. And hell, maybe Joe would cheat a little when he got back and let Mike catch him right away, then he could use the cuffs and they’d be even.

Pleased at his own generosity and sense of fairness, Joe jogged toward the Barn. He didn’t know that his shorts had a worn hole in them, or notice that the key to the handcuffs had slipped through the hole, bounced off the rubber heel of his sneaker, and nosedived into a cluster of tall grass as he ran for home.

As Joe came around the side of his house, he saw a man standing at the front door preparing to knock. He was a tall, lean black man, wearing a pale blue shirt and wide-brimmed hat with a badge at the front. A cop. Joe’s eyes darted to the driveway where another officer stood watching him eagerly, leaning against a silver-and-blue police car, the engine still running.

The officer at the door looked down at Joe with a mixture of concern and wariness, as if Joe might take off again any second. Like I’m a criminal, he thought absently.

“You Joe?” the officer said, and Joe found himself studying the heavy black belt around the officer’s waist, ticking off all the articles he knew were in it because his father had shown him that stuff his whole life, right down to the heavy black gun he had snapped into the holster.

“Yes sir,” Joe said, well aware of how to speak to officers of the law, whether they were in uniform or not.

“Joe,” the tall man said, dropping to a knee so he was eye-to-eye with the boy. “My name is Jack Gordon, and the officer over there is Tim Wells. We’re friends with your dad, and you need to come with us, okay? We’re gonna take you to your folks.”

Joe’s body felt numb with fear, his mind trying to process this strange turn of events. His brain emptied like milk spilling across the floor and down a drain. New sparks of thought came to him, filling all the empty space. Were his parents dead? Were they in jail? Were they shot? Murdered? Or had they just been hurt? Maybe their car broke down. Maybe, maybe, maybe… the possibilities piled up, overwhelmed him.

He looked to the other officer, who was already opening the back door of the cruiser, waiting expectantly for Joe to crawl in.

“What happened?” Joe said finally, mustering just enough sense to form the words.

The officer—Officer Gordon, he remembered—looked away, as if trying to come up with the right answer, then looked Joe square in the eye once more.

“There’s been an accident, son. Your mom was hurt, but she’s gonna be okay, you understand? Everyone is going to be okay. But your dad is with her at the hospital right now, and he asked us, as a favor, to come get you and bring you to them. Would that be all right? You can call him first if you want, I have the number to the hospital and we can go inside and call him first. They’ll put him on, okay?”

Joe realized he was trembling, and that, at some point during Office Gordon’s talk, he had started to cry. “No,” he said. A deep fear tore apart his young mind, strained his heart. “I want to just go. You’re cops, so it’s okay, my dad always said…”

Officer Gordon nodded, stood tall. “That’s right, son.” He nodded to the cruiser. “Okay, hop in. We’ll be there in thirty minutes and you can see your dad.”

Joe nodded and ran for the car. He leapt into the cool back seat and the second officer closed the door behind him. Joe stared forward through the thick Plexiglas divider, heard the squawking of the police radio, eyeballed the riot shotgun sticking up from the middle of the broad console of instruments.

Officer Gordon got behind the wheel and the second officer, a young guy, Joe noticed, closed the passenger door, turned around and smiled at Joe.

“We’ll use the lights and sirens, get there real fast. It’ll be fun,” he said, and flicked some switches and Joe heard the loud blurping-whine of the siren as they turned around and pulled out of the gravel driveway, accelerating so quickly that Joe felt himself pushed gently into the back of the seat.

He didn’t care about the lights or the sirens, his dad had shown him that stuff a million times. All he cared about, all he could think about, was that his mom and dad were okay, that they weren’t hurt. That they weren’t going to die, is what Joe was really thinking, but he kept that thought buried, deep down where he couldn’t reach it.

As the cruiser accelerated down Seaside Avenue toward the hospital, sirens blaring in the hot day’s sun, Joe sat still and silent, anxious about what he would find at the hospital. He was as afraid as he’d ever been in his short life, and a million horrible images were racing through his mind. Joe had no brain capacity left to think about anything other than his beloved parents.

One could say that, apart from worrying about his folks, Joe Denton wasn’t thinking about anything at all.

 

* * *

 

Paul Klein was drunk. Well, pretty drunk. He’d been drinking. More than usual. Quite a bit, in fact. He looked out the window of the small guest bedroom he used as a “summer office,” saw the bright square of light taunting him.

Shouldn’t drink so much, he thought, staring at the light. He knew Mike could come home any minute, and he’d have to be a dad again. Be responsible again. Take time out for nurturing, for betterment, or whatever it was he was supposed to be doing and failing miserably at. He filled the little shot glass etched with a seagull—the one they bought their first summer here, almost ten years ago now—from the Jack Daniel’s fifth staining a square on the rough pine surface where the whiskey had slopped over the sides and gathered at the bottle’s bottom, soaking into the wood with the patient, destructive nature only whiskey had. He smoothed his hand over the cream pages of the moleskin journal splayed open on the desktop, ran a finger over the words etched in wobbly ink.

Is this a suicide note? he thought, honestly filled with wonder at the idea and, more wondrous, unsure of the answer. No, no, he quickly replied to his own question. Not rhetorical, then. No, he would never do it. Two reasons.

One, he was a coward. Two, Mike.

He had Mike to worry about. Poor little Mike who had already lost his mother, his mother who had breathed her last in the very room Paul now sat in. In those days, the room was still a guest room. There was a twin bed, a giant dresser with an oval mirror perched atop it, the glass set into a wooden frame carved like waves. They’d first seen the dresser while treasure-hunting at an antique shop in Seattle. It had cost more to have the thing shipped to the summer cabin than it had to buy it, Paul recalled. He remembered how much he hated that large oval mirror, set into the dark, twisting, writhing frame of staid motion. It seemed to catch every moment, that mirror. How many times, when she had been sick, had he inadvertently seen her pale reflection, seen his own darkened eyes? Like the mirror wouldn’t let him get away from the pain. He’d look at her, see death. Look away, not wanting to see another moment of it, needing respite, and see her yellow-tinted eyes watching him in the mirror, and he knew that she saw his disgust, his surrender. The good husband mask would drop away, and their stares would meet in that alternate dimension for a moment, and then she would close her tired eyes and hate him, hate herself.

When she was dead, Paul gave the dresser, the bed, and the small table and nightstand that filled out the rest of the room to Goodwill. He painted the room himself, from a deep blue to a stark white, wanting it clean, wanting it empty. Empty of everything. Thoughts, feelings, diseases, death. Memories. It took three coats.

He’d found the desk at a yard sale, a massive six-drawer pine monstrosity that appeared to have been beaten and tortured most of its life. It was scratched and the drawers stuck a bit; there was a dark Rorschach-esque stain on its surface, seeped deep into the porous, knotty wood. From an ink bottle, perhaps. Blood, perhaps. Paul didn’t really care. He had the massive thing delivered, all but wedged into the room where his wife of ten years had been eaten alive from the inside.

Now, every summer, he’d throw his laptop on the scuffed pine desktop and try to work on an article or two. He knew as well as anyone the importance of publishing to the right journals, and he hadn’t come out with anything in years. So he tried to work, the mail order bookcase sitting glumly at his back filled with medical texts and reference books.

And he tried. Oh, Lord, how he tried. Trying was what he was best at, after all. Trying to be a good husband. A good surgeon. A good father. But now he was at the halfway point—mid-40s, wife dead, his services down to one hospital and a half-ass private practice, his only child forlorn, distant, entering his teen years without a mother, without a role model, without the proper guidance and support, and without the right amount of love or friendship that a child should expect from a father.

Paul stared at the scrawled words on the pages. His journal, his diary, his life spilled out on 90 lb. cream. He saw the words and nearly cried at each hateful barb he’d attacked himself with. Words like mistake, worthless, failure.

He lifted his hand and stared at the circle of dead silver around his finger. What made him whole was now an empty symbol, a circle defining a void within. He turned back a page and read from the beginning of his last entry.

Every day I feel as if I am searching for the other part of myself. I dream in hopes I’ll be there, hiding, and I’d be willing to follow myself back home, into the real world, where the parts of me combine and are whole again. Jung says the self, if whole, is harmonious.

I am discord. I spiral ever downward. I’m always falling, and every day I fall further and further, close myself up more and more from the things around me, from myself, my past, my son. Soon I will be but a speck, a dot on the great surface. And soon that speck will vanish, leaving only a vibrating emptiness behind.

He picked up the seagull-etched shot glass and downed the whiskey. It spilled down his chin. He turned the shot glass over, pressed it down onto the paper, then raised it again, leaving a thin wet circle that smeared his words, sealed half-formed scribbles within. He closed the newest journal, stuck it in the drawer where he kept the others, along with his other notes, his shattered autobiography.

He stood and the room wobbled, swayed.

“God damn, Paul,” he mumbled to himself, and staggered out of the office. He thought momentarily of going to look for Mike, to at least watch him live, if not actually participate. But the room was off-kilter, the floor slanted beneath his bare feet.

“Need to sleep this off,” he said, not caring that he’d only been out of bed a few hours. It had been a makeshift sleep at best last night. The nightmares had come again, as they often did here at the summer cabin. Like fucking clockwork, he thought as he made his way down the short hall to the master bedroom.

Slumping onto the bed, he managed to turn the digital clock radio toward him, its bright green digits frigid and accusing. Fingers fumbling, he set the radio alarm to go off at one o’clock, right around when Mike would come home for lunch. This heroic task accomplished, Paul let himself turn and lie face-flat in one of the musty pillows. Yes, he would sleep it off. A nice, quiet rest, with no dreams, no nightmares.

The nightmares… always the nightmares. Always so similar, if not exactly the same. Every damned one featuring his dead wife, even if she were not something he could necessarily see, she was always a presence he could at least feel. Her hazy spirit calling to him.

Was she beckoning him? Warning him? Angry? Vengeful? Or just afraid… he could never really tell upon waking. He never really knew the point of the nightmares, and didn’t have the heart or will to analyze them.

There was only one consistency. In each nightmare, despite his howling wife’s most eager and lively protestations from beyond the grave, he had a front row seat to tragedy. Death. Each time a little different. Each dream had a bit of its own unique flavor.

In some dreams, Paul almost got there in time. Almost saved him. In some dreams, he just observed, as passive as a plant or a patch of sky…

In a bizarre surge of panic, Paul changed his mind. He didn’t want to sleep. Not now. Something deep within his core told him to wake up, not to fall asleep, not to dream. He tried to listen to the inner voice, tried desperately to get up, thinking he could just go for a walk instead. Fresh air. Sunshine.

He swung his feet back over the edge of the mattress, started to stand. The floor shifted like the deck of a sea-flung ship. Helplessly, he collapsed backward onto the bed, let the world spin, spin away. He fell into the mouth of darkness and prayed, as the dark hungrily consumed him, that there would be no dreams.

He had no interest in watching his son die again.

 

* * *

 

Mike sat in the sand, his back propped against a cool, but uncomfortable, rock sunk next to the bottom of the stairs. The pads of his feet were pointed to the sea. His wrist hung limply at his side, encased tightly in the steel cuff; the other cuff lying flat at the bottom of the stanchion, dusted with sand. His chin drooped to his chest. The sun, hotter by the minute, beat down on the top of his head, the back of his neck, his shoulders, his legs. He raised his eyes to study the soft waves cruising in, watched with a hypnotic fascination as they created curl after curl in the wet sand, as if the ocean were licking hungrily at the beach, like a child might do to a soft-serve ice cream, or a popsicle.

The thought of ice cream intensified the dryness of his mouth. He smacked his thirsty lips, let his tongue root for moisture inside. He was getting dehydrated sitting here, waiting like an idiot for Joe to come back with the key.

He noticed the sun had climbed, figured it was probably just past eleven now. His stomach rumbled at the thought of lunch, and he regretted skipping breakfast that morning. His dad had been asleep when Joe knocked at the front door just after nine a.m., suit already on, smile plastered to his face, ready and raring to go.

Mike’s stomach growled again and he shifted his weight along the rock, trying to find a spot where the rough surface didn’t dig so painfully into his back. His thighs were getting hot so he pulled them in, sat cross-legged, cupped wet sand with his free hand and tossed it carelessly over his bare feet, giving them a little shade while he waited for Joe’s return.

Hasn’t it been ten minutes? he thought, and wasn’t sure. He’d sorta spaced-out for a while there, watching the surf, almost enjoying being able to sit by himself and think, to be closed off from the world—from his father’s sadness, Joe’s obnoxiousness, thoughts of going back to school. Missing his real friends. Missing his mother, like he always did when they came to the summer cabin. It was here the early memories took root—them playing together when he was younger, the family dinners, the normalcy. They’d swam in this very cove, he clinging to an inflated tube that swelled and dipped with each soft wave, she in her bright blue swimsuit, her blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, smiling at him as she waded in the cool water, laughing at the tickling of the seaweed snatching at her toes.

“Do you feel it?” she’d asked him almost every time. “Do you feel the seaweed calling for you, sweetie? It’s reaching up, toward the sun, toward life.” Sometimes she’d push his raft where the weeds were highest, something he dreaded. “It wants to meet you, baby,” she’d say. “It wants to say hello. Can you feel it?”

Mike had felt it on occasion. Especially in later years, when he was taller, his feet deeper down, closer to that muddy bottom, the weeds caressing his ankles. He didn’t care for the seaweed. Found it creepy and gross. But he never told his mom that. It was her game and, for the most part, he was happy to go along and play it with her. He liked the beach in California better, the one they went to when they visited Aunt Stacy, who lived in Los Angeles and only saw Mike every other year or so, while his mother was still alive at least. They hadn’t seen her for almost three years. Not since the funeral.

Aunt Stacy had the same reaction every time she saw Mike. She’d hug him really hard, then hold him at arm’s length, dramatically study him up and down and say, “My oh my, how time does fly!” then laugh and hug him again. Mike’s dad called the place where Aunt Stacy lived Holly-weird, but Mike didn’t think it was weird there. He thought it was pretty cool. Lots of people, lots of stuff to see and do. Big beaches. Massive, sandy, long beaches that you could run on and build sand castles, and when you waded into the water it was still sandy at your feet until you were almost at your chin and then it was too deep to know what was on the bottom. Mike always stayed in the shallower, sandy part.

He wished the beach here was like that. He wished the cove was like that, but he knew better. About ten feet into the water from where he sat the bottom dropped out, at least twenty feet deep in some places, but all over his head, all too deep to touch, even for adults. And the water wasn’t blue and clear like in Los Angeles. It was green, dark, and very cold. And the seaweed limbs were big. Flowing, writhing things lying just beneath the surface of the water, and when you swam those leafy limbs reached up at you with wiggling arms, brushed against you and sometimes (Mike could have sworn it had happened more than once) they grabbed at you. Wrapped around your legs or ankles and held tight, making you twist and pull to free yourself. It was why his dad didn’t like to swim there, why he usually just watched while Mike and his mom waded deeper and deeper.

Mike had only been out past the perimeter of the cove once, and it had been an accident. His mom had gone onto the beach to yell lunch instructions up to his dad who stood at the top of the stairs. Had left him floating. It was his dad who had pointed and yelled, and begun running down the stairs. But his mother reached the water first, and Mike watched, almost in a daze, as she swam toward him, faster and faster. He saw his father go into the water, so small and distant, jumping in still wearing his clothes, most likely his wallet, too.

Mike had looked around, expecting to see the high rise of brown rocks surrounding him, and was surprised to see so much blue water, the coastline stretched out both ways, toward town one way, toward a massive clump of distant tall green trees the other. He looked back to the beach, could see the entrance to the cove and realized, at that moment, that the ocean had pulled a fast one on his folks. And on him. When no one was looking, when no one was paying any mind, least of all him, the ocean had slipped its large wet hand into the cove and quietly—oh so quietly—pulled little Mike out into its wide, cold embrace. As if the ocean itself was the stranger you were always warned about. The one who stole children.

His mother reached him a few minutes later, huffing and nearly crying with effort, with fear. She grabbed the end of the purple tube he was quietly clinging to, waded a moment while she caught her breath.

He saw his dad had stopped, was waving at her from just past the cove’s entrance—or exit, as it was this time—and she waved back. She looked up at Mike, her face flush, spitting saltwater out as fast as it lapped into her mouth.

“You okay, baby?” she said, sounding very tired.

“Yeah,” he said, only eight years old at the time and not wholly aware of the danger he’d been in. “I floated out.”

His mom had laughed, and slowly, with more than one breather while she treaded water, pulled him back to shore, swimming as best she could with one hand clutched to the end of his raft.

After that incident Mike had been lectured about the dangers of the cove, been told about currents and rogue waves, told what precautions to take when swimming. As a last-minute add-on to that lecture, Mike was told something else about the cove, something he’d been warned was the greatest danger of all when swimming there.

The tide.

The tide came in twice a day, and Mike was strictly forbidden to swim there when the tide was up because it was too dangerous, the currents too strong, the rocks too close, too jagged. Like teeth, his mother had said once, and clamped her jaws together, lips pulled back, to show how the rocks of the cove could bite you, could mash you up and swallow you whole.

As he sat on the hot sand, sifting through old memories, Mike looked around at the rocks, replayed his mother’s words once more, turned them over in his head. The rocks didn’t look like teeth to him. They just looked like rocks, dry and rough, the sun beating down on them the same as it was on him. It amazed him to think of all the things in the world that could hurt you, that even something so natural as water and rocks were villains to be warned about, dangers lurking in the wide open, waiting to strike.

Growing more and more agitated, by both the dark thoughts and the hot sun, he twisted his body, looked up to the top of the stairs. Where is he? Mike thought, and felt a flutter of a black crow’s wing in his guts. The slightest flicker of fear, of panic. But he pushed it down, pushed it away, refused to be a baby about the situation. He puffed out a breath, forced himself to relax. He sank back against the rock, casually as he could, and waited. Joe would be back any second, and the game would be over, and then he could go home, eat lunch, and find his dad. He refused to give Joe the satisfaction of hearing him call out, of showing any fear. He settled into the sand and stretched out his legs once more, heels to the sea.

The water lapped at the beach, eager to reach Mike’s feet. Eventually, it would. Mike noticed with a detached sense of wonder that even now the water was a few inches closer than it had been a moment ago.

My oh my, he thought, almost smiling at the memory as he watched the water lap ever closer, licking at the sand, desperate to reach him. How time does fly.

Mike’s chin fell to his chest, and the hypnotic sound of the thin breaking waves lulled him into a false sense of peace. After a few minutes, his body slumped lightly against the warm stanchion, and the giggling waves crept ever closer, ever closer, toward him, and he gave way to the ocean’s sweet song, and fell asleep.

He slept, and did not dream.

 

 

PART THREE

1st High Tide

(12pm—3pm, approx.)

 

An hour later, Mike woke.

He looked down at the water, which waited impatiently, like a feisty blue cat, at the folds of his stomach. Foaming suds stared up at him like a thousand white eyes. Wake up, Mike! they said. Come swim with us. Come swimming, so that we can be with you. Out into the great blue you’ll go, the great big blue will welcome you home, and we can all swim together.

Shocked by the icy water that now covered him from the waist down, Mike leapt up, coughed hoarsely in surprise and terror.

Midway to standing a sharp, cutting pain dug into his wrist and he was snagged mid-leap, jerked awkwardly to the side and splashed down into the water, face-first.

The fucking cuffs! he thought, lifting his face and spitting out seawater, remembering at that moment the magnitude of his predicament.

The water… he thought, in pure white-hot horror, the kind of horror that numbed the mind, made you do stupid, thoughtless, panicked things. Things that characters in a scary movie might do while you yelled at them from behind your popcorn to Stop! Stop being so damned stupid!

But Mike wasn’t stupid. He was a smart, level-headed little kid who could problem-solve with the best of them. The only issue being that this particular problem wasn’t registering too high on the solvability scale.

The ocean slapped at his back as Mike spun on submerged knees to face the steel stanchion he was cuffed to. He raised his wrist up, dragging the cuff up along the black metal. He stood slowly his wrist slid higher, the other cuff scraping along obediently, at least until it met the hand railing welded to the top of the stanchion. Now that he was able to stand straight, his panic subsided a bit. The water was only to his knees now, and the danger seemed much further off. He also realized that by turning his body he could stand on the first step, which he did. Now the water was just past his ankles, wrapping his shins. He took a couple deep breaths, and, as the shock and panic subsided, a new pain slowly emerged. He turned his head and looked down at his shoulders, then chest and belly.

His skin was bright red.

He looked at the sun, saw it was pretty much directly overhead now, leaning a bit toward the east, but definitely on the rise. Past noon, he thought, not wanting to think it but realizing that, inexplicably, he’d been down in the cove for almost two hours. His breath quickened as panic reared its head once again. He put his free hand on his opposing wrist, tugged as hard as he could, praying that the metal might be rusted enough he could snap it. He awkwardly put a bare foot against the stanchion, pushing as he tugged. Nothing. He grabbed the metal bar with both hands, jerked and pulled; the water splashed around his legs like a horde of playful puppies as he fought to free himself.

Exhausted, his pride now forgotten, Mike looked to the top of the stairs, saw nothing but empty blue sky looking back, and screamed for help. “Joe!” he yelled. “God damn it, Joe Denton! This ain’t funny! I’m burned and the water’s getting high! Joe!”

The great expanse of clear blue sky stared placidly down on the boy’s protestations, the planet-wide eye of the unblinking dome desultory in its boredom of Mike’s growing, and very real, danger.

“Hello!” he screamed, pre-pubescent voice cracking. “Somebody! Some…”

Something under the water coiled itself to Mike’s calf and pulled. He gasped and spun, lifted the leg away, as if yanked from a cold grabbing hand. He studied the water, splashed the surface with his free hand, but saw nothing. Whatever it had been—a fish? Seaweed, perhaps?—was gone.

But the water had risen. Even standing it was up to his knees now. It had been no more than ten minutes since he woke, but he figured the water had risen at least a few inches in that time. If not more.

He searched out the water line salted along the rocks, saw with a sinking fear that there were a few waterlines, the lowest of which was just about his eye-level if he was standing on the first step. The others were higher. Much higher.

Mike’s skin was hurting so badly that, despite the irony of seeking shelter from his potential killer, he stepped off the stairs and lowered himself into the waist-deep water, let it cover his shoulders, his scorched neck. The relief was immediate and he tried to find a comfortable position in which to crouch. His face burned and he quickly ducked his head under, held his breath for a moment, opened his eyes.

He couldn’t see much, and the seawater stung. It was cloudy and green. During the few brief seconds he could stand it, he saw deep into the cove, saw the waving arms of dark seaweed, flittering shadows darting between them, and something else. It looked like a dark smudge, or an ink spill, in the water, twisting in the current, then darting, with precision, straight toward him.

His head erupted from the water and he stepped back onto the metal steps—one, two—his arm reaching downward, stretched to its full length. He let out a yelp and pushed the hair from his brow, began rubbing madly at his burning eyes.

They stung badly, but it was abating. His skin was screaming now, though. The combination of saltwater and baking sun was prickling his shoulders, cooking his head, his face.

Even on the second step, the water was now past his knees. He didn’t know what to do. Go down into the water to escape the sun? With that thing coming at him? Should he cry out again, hope to be heard over the soft, breaking surf? His arm hurt, his wrist was red and cut where he had jerked it against the cuff. His skin burned and his eyes stung. He didn’t know what to do.

He was scared, so scared.

He split the difference and kneeled on the first step. The saltwater splashed carelessly against his stomach and chest. He put his face into the crook of his free elbow and began to cry.

 

* * *

 

In his dream, Paul stood in the office that was no longer an office. The walls he had spent an exhausting day painting white were now blue again. There was a bed instead of a desk, and the big brown dresser with the oval mirror set into the top had returned. He studied the mirror. The wooden carving of the waves that surrounded the oval-shaped glass flowed as he stared; rippling, cresting outward from the mirror’s surface, like a bed of blooming flowers, before the edges filtered and dissolved into the air.

The mirror itself, rather than reflecting the blue walls of the room, was hard black, shiny as polished onyx. Something deep within it flickered in a geometric shape, a repeatedly flexing, multi-pointed star—an emerging image: the room behind him coming into view. As he looked more closely into that smooth dark, searching for his own reflection, he saw his wife sitting behind him, watching him from the bed.

He spun, skin crawling, but as he looked at her, the fear melted away, and he found himself relieved that she was sitting up. Must be feeling better today, he thought. It was a good day, then, if she was able to sit up. Able to walk herself to the bathroom to puke or shit or pee or whatever it was she needed to expunge from her withering, poisoned body at any given time.

“Honey?” he said, hopeful she might smile at him, that she felt well enough to do so. She did smile, and he was so thankful, so filled with joy, that he ran to her, dropped to his knees and held her hands in his own. He looked up to her face, surprised at how healthy she appeared.

She had hair, for one. And teeth. All white and straight. Her skin was peach-toned and sun-kissed, and her bright blue eyes were waves they were waves stared at him lovingly. Her soft blond hair fell down her cheeks, over her shoulder. She wore a black dress, silky and revealing, and Paul wanted to push his face into her warm chest, slide his hands up her thighs one more time.

Her fingers pinched his chin, held him firm. Her skin was soft and fragrant. She smelled like a sun-drenched beach, like the ocean.

“Paul,” she said. Her breath was fresh and alive, a clean, salt-tinged breeze. “I think we should talk, don’t you?”

Paul’s joy faltered along with his smile, and his chin quivered in her firm grasp.

That voice.

He remembered now. He moved past the joy of seeing his wife so healthy, so alive. His eye twitched when he heard those words…

I think we should talk, don’t you?

How many times had he heard that phrase? Seen that same confident smile on her face? Although, he recalled, it was more of a smirk at times. Especially near the end, right before she got sick. It reminded him how things really were between them. He remembered how she had controlled him, manipulated him. Bullied him. Before her diagnosis, their marriage had been equally sick, equally in need of treatment. Despite the money he made she liked to remind him of things they didn’t have. Things she wanted, for her and Mike, she’d always say. But Paul had enough debt to last ten more years and his income wasn’t enough for them to live luxuriously. Not until the medical school loans were paid off, at least. With luck, maybe five years, four if they saved on other things. But there was no saving. A nanny when Mike was a baby, a new house, a new car. A summer place.

And there was more. The guilt of his extensive work hours. Ironically, so he could make more money. He double-shifted, stayed on call for other surgeons, ran his practice six days a week, all to make as much money as he could. Still, she chided him for not being there for her, for their son.

“You’re missing his life,” she’d say, when he’d get paged while at a Little League game and have to run to the hospital. “I can’t do this alone, Paul,” she’d say, when he’d show up late for a birthday party after a twelve-hour day of seeing patients at his office and the hospital.

She’d never blamed him for her illness, but she did make the occasional bitter remark at his not having any “in-roads” for special treatments, or being unable to “pull favors” for the newest medications, as if the medical community was hiding all the best treatments for cancer in a secret lab somewhere, only doling it out to those who had the means and access.

Still, he’d felt so much guilt. Guilt for not being able to do more, to comfort her, to heal her. To be a good father to Mike, to be a better husband, a better surgeon. He was never good enough for her, never rich enough, never present enough, never never never…

And he’d failed her as much in death as he had in life. Drinking too much. Cutting back on his patients and hesitant to take on new ones, devoting himself to academia, losing the will and the confidence to continue practicing his medical art. His ability to save lives diminished to a needling demand to simply survive.

Now she wanted to “talk.” And he knew what that meant, oh yeah. He always knew what that meant.

It meant he’d done something wrong. He’d screwed up somehow, and now a lecture was coming. A scolding. He thought he was done with the talks, done with the abuse, the feelings of inadequacy, with being judged.

“What…” he said, and swallowed, looked down into her lap, no longer able to meet her eye. “What is it?”

“It’s Mike. I want to talk about our son,” she said, and her words were crisp and loud, demanding his undivided attention.

He looked back at her, tried to hold her eyes, but they were moving so strangely. Rippling, spiraling. He let go of her hands, stood up, turned his back to her.

“What about him? He’s fine,” he said. “He’s… we’re doing great.” He pointed to the window. The sunlight was so pale. He turned around, not liking her at his back. He played with his wedding band, spinning it on his finger, something he always did when he was nervous or defensive. “He’s playing outside right now.”

She raised an eyebrow, her mouth curled into a sardonic smile. “Playing, is he?”

Paul said nothing. His dead wife stood up, stepped to him, draped her arms around his shoulders, brought her mouth to his lips, then to his cheek, his neck. He shuddered with pleasure, missing her, knowing she was playing at something but not caring. He shook with his desire for her, his need to feel loved.

She took her lips off his neck, kissed his ear, then whispered, “I want him. I want our son.”

Paul’s body stiffened. He pushed her away, stared at her. “What the hell are you talking about?”

She smiled, and the grin seemed to break apart the reality of her face; there were flickers of shadows beneath her skin. Her hands were set stiffly on his shoulders, nails pressed into the flesh beneath his t-shirt. “Just what I said. I want him. You don’t want him, and I do. I mean, look at you. You can barely keep it together as it is, Paul. You don’t need the aggravation. You know it’d be a relief… and besides,” and she gave him her best pout, “I’m lonely. Fair’s fair, Paul. Fair’s fair.”

Paul stared dumbly at her for a moment, studied her strange face. The skin was mottled underneath. Black veins thin as baby hair under her cheeks, her chin. Something swam just behind one of her eyes, then slipped away.

“No,” he said, and took another step back, forcing her to take her hands off him. “He’s my son, he stays with me.” He shook his head, growing heated. “No way, no, you can’t have him. You’re not even here.” He stuck a finger in her face. “You’re dead, baby.”

The wattage of her smile lessened, her eyes narrowed. She walked casually to the onyx mirror, the one surrounded by the rippling waves, the one that seemed somehow alive, and considered it, as if studying her unseen reflection.

“I would have preferred not to argue on this,” she said. “I’ll take him if I want him.” She turned, eyes now black as the mirror. “You can’t stop me… and besides, I always get what I want. But you know that. Don’t you, honey?”

She sprang at him, impossibly fast, and clutched his cheeks in her claw-like hands, and her black eyes expanded, expanded, until it was all he could see. “I have an idea,” she said, nothing more than a voice in the dark. “Let’s do it the hard way.”

Paul felt liquid flood his mouth, spill down his throat. He couldn’t breathe. A scream rose in his drowned throat and he thrashed, pushed away from her, tried to resurface. He was being pulled deeper, deeper through the dark liquid, until he hit the bottom of whatever he’d been pushed into, swallowed by. There was the feeling of being probed, stuck with tubes, his life sucked out of him by an organism he’d landed upon. He tried to scream, then his mind floated free, untethered from his body. All feeling was gone.

In the seconds that followed, his senses, his functions, returned. He could breathe once more.

He opened his eyes, and he was back in the room. But now he was lying in the bed, naked but for a light gown, the blanket pulled up to his chin and an IV sticking from his arm. He felt weak, so very weak. He lifted a hand to his face, felt the dryness of his skin with his fingers, the smooth dome of his head.

His wife stood over him, eyes as black as her silky dress, flesh opaque as smoke, blond hair rising above her head as if she were floating.

“You should rest,” she said. “You’re very, very sick.”

She turned away, evaporated, leaving him too weak to call after her, too weak to stop her, too weak, too tired… and as she disappeared, he felt a most pressing need to sleep. Although he fought it, she was right. He could feel how terribly sick he was, how drained, how badly he needed rest, just to rest for a little bit. And then, later, he’d find Mike. But first, a quick nap…

Paul drifted into the deepest of sleeps, one that was layered even deeper within his subconscious, and the black mirror—like a fully-dilated, watchful, monstrous pupil—looked on.

 

* * *

 

Mike was on his toes.

The water lapped at his chin. He breathed in and out through his mouth, in and out in and out. Too fast. He didn’t know about hyperventilation. He didn’t understand that his body was switching gears into full-bore survival mode—ready to do whatever it took to get from one breath to the next.

He looked up at the sky, felt a brief moment of relief because the water was caressing his neck rather than his lips. The sun glared down at him impassively, flexing its heat, reveling in the power of its own light against the cornflower blue sky.

The chain was stretched to its limit, and Mike had to hunch his body forward in order to reach the third stair, or even to stand straight up on the second stair. Both seemed to equal out to the same result—and neither height would be good enough.

Mike realized, with a calm fascination, that he was going to drown.

His body, fully submerged in the roiling currents of the sea, was chilled, his burned skin grateful for the shade and coolness of the water, but his teeth chattered between breaths, whether from fear or cold he did not know or care. Tears streamed from his red-rimmed eyes and he turned his head, glanced toward the rocks, saw the dark shine where the water had brushed against them, noticed it had risen to the bottom of the salt line.

Please, he prayed to the sun god above, to the water god nipping at his neck, to whatever god would listen. Please stop. Please don’t kill me.

He stood on his toes, submerged to the chin, and waited. Waited for the tide to rise a few more inches and cover his face completely, to trap him forever in its cold embrace, bury him beneath the waves, leave his corpse to be found at low tide, the flesh fish-pecked, the lips purple and open, mouth drizzling water, face writhing with tiny crabs feeding on the inside of his cheeks, his tongue, his glazed eyes.

He tried to will the images away, to calm himself, to be strong.

He sobbed once, and the jerking of his face let a swallow of seawater into his mouth. He spat some out, swallowed more. It was coming in too fast. He moaned in sadness, in pain, in desperation.

His toes hurt. His legs ached from the strain of lifting his heels for hours. But the water buoyed him. He could hold out. He could stand for as long as it took… if the water didn’t go any higher. If it just wouldn’t rise any further, he could survive.

But he knew that wouldn’t happen, and he was so, so tired.

His head twitched involuntarily, his neck spasmed. Water flooded into his mouth, and he coughed, his throat raw, the pain sharp, bringing hot tears. His sunburnt face, lifted to the sun to keep the water from slipping inside him, was in agony.

No more, he thought.

He just couldn’t stand one more second of the blasted hot sun on his face. If it was time to die, then so be it. He clamped his mouth shut, closed his watering eyes, and let his feet fall flat, his aching knees bend. He let himself drop, let his body slip down into the water.

He curled into a ball – keeping his eyes shut this time – and held his breath, let his face cool. He wondered, with mild curiosity, if, when he rose, he would find air waiting for him. Or would it be too late? Would only cold water greet his gaping mouth? Was he even now, knees to chest, back resting against the hard metal of the stairs, holding his very last breath?

As his lungs began to burn, he opened his eyes to stare at the watery world that would soon be his tomb. The sun slanted down through the cool green underworld, smearing it with slabs of blue. He could swear the seaweed was closer to him now. Too close. Impossibly close. The long waving tendrils, swaying back and forth with the current, were reaching for him, reaching…

He tilted his head upward, looked at the distorted world above, prayed that when he lifted to the surface he would find air. Prayed it wasn’t too late.

He imagined the act of drowning. The water pouring down his throat, the salty taste of it going down, filling his lungs. The seaweed arms tearing his dead white hand away from the cuffs, pulling him deeper into the water, surrounding him. Would he be a god to them? A companion? Or simply food?

He held onto his breath in desperation, buying time, knowing the one he now held so tightly might be his last. He fought against the burn spreading from his lungs, into his chest, his stomach. His head was buzzing, dark spots flittered into his vision, darkening the green sea.

Still he held on, wanting to keep life inside him. So he held it.

Held it. Held it. Held it…

His body fought him, convulsed, wanted to live. He could wait no more. He closed his eyes and pushed himself upward. His mouth already beginning to open, hoping to find air.

If he did not, then he was dead.

 

* * *

 

Da dee dee dee dee dee da dee dee dee da dee…

Da dee dee dee dee dee da dee dee dee da dee…

That tune… he recognized it…

Paul opened his eyes. He felt a hundred years old. His eyelids were crusted, his insides felt liquid, his body weightless.

What the hell was that song?

A bass drum now. Thump thump thump…

Da dee dee dee dee thump-dee da dee dee dee da-thump, da dee dee dee dee thump-dee da dee dee dee…

His heart quickened. Yes! He knew that song. His sallow eyes roved the small room, searched for the source. He knew. He did. A song called Video Killed the Radio Star. It was playing on the radio…

Ooh Wah Ooh!

He tried to sit up, but his stomach clenched and his muscles refused to aid him. His chest tightened and he dropped his head back to the pillow. He stared at the IV drip as the music grew fainter. He lifted the hand the needle was stuck into, saw the gray, frayed tape holding it in place, the spot of red blood at its center. His skin looked yellow and wrinkled. He let it fall and rolled his eyes, exasperated, terrified.

I hear it! he roared in his mind.

Ooh Wah Ooh!

It was coming… from a radio! Yes, a radio. An alarm clock radio. The music, the music…

It’s supposed to wake me up, he thought. But already the voice in his head was quieting. He was so damned tired. He felt as if he were being pushed down, pushed away.

There is no radio, there is no song.

His mind was slipping, because he was dying. Dying here in this small, stinking bed. He closed his eyes, not seeing the frantic waves flow around the black oval mirror, as if agitated, rushing in and out of existence. The dresser’s dark wooden drawers were like two rows of smiling brown teeth below the restless, roving black eye, the lone witness to his death.

Mike needs lunch, he thought, as he slipped into unconsciousness. She wanted Mike… okay, then, okay. But he’ll need lunch… he’s a growing boy, after all… I hope she gets him lunch…

And then he was gone, back into the darkness. The music played on.

No one listened.

 

* * *

 

Mike broke the surface of the water, face to sky, mouth open.

And inhaled air.

He took two or three deep, ragged breaths. Kept breathing. In and out, in and out. He tilted his face down cautiously, but the water was now barely touching the small white scar at the tip of his chin where he had cracked it on the jungle gym when he was six-years-old. It was at his neck… he couldn’t believe it.

The water level was dropping.

He laughed, tears spilled from his eyes in relief. He laughed and shouted in victory, raised his one free hand and splashed it down against a quick, tight wave, a last gasp of anger the ocean was tossing at him. He spat out the seawater, lifted his head, and howled at the midday sun.

“Ha ha!” he screamed, defiant against nature. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” he screamed again and again, the water getting lower by the minute, his wrist delivering sharp pain, blood from the cuts in his arm clouding the seawater, but he didn’t feel it, didn’t care.

He’d survived.

Soon, the water would recede completely, and he’d be able to sit down, to rest.

Now, help will come, he thought. He knew Joe would come back eventually. Knew his father would come looking for him when he didn’t come home. Yes, help would come. He knew it in his bones, knew it as an absolute. He’d been spared. He’d been saved.

He looked out over the ocean, past the confines of the bay, amazed by the frustrated beast that he’d beaten back, a giant the size of planets. It stared at him, Mike felt quite clearly, with hate. Hate, and want. His life. It wanted his life. But he had beaten it. He had survived, and now he calmly, victoriously, surveyed the creature spread before him like eternity, as it recoiled and retreated. Biding its time.

Mike’s thoughts of victory were diverted as he looked out over the ocean’s roiling surface, spotted something he couldn’t quite believe.

There was someone in the cove.

Near the edge of where the small inlet met the great water, Mike clearly saw… what? A head, poking above the water. Blond hair melted in a spill over the surface. A pale, white face. Dark shadows for eyes. Eyes that were watching him.

“Hello?” Mike yelled, waving his hand.

The head didn’t move. It was so distant. The waves would hide it, then reveal it once more, unmoved. Was it a rock? Something he’d never noticed before?

But then the head did move. Turned, as if hearing something close by. As if in alarm.

The face lowered into the water. A wave passed, obstructed Mike’s vision once more, and when it cleared, the person—or whatever he’d seen—was gone.

As the water continued to drop, minute by minute, he kept looking for the swimmer. He knew it was a person, because it had moved. But they never resurfaced. There would be no help, then, from that source.

But I’m alive, he thought, exhausted already beyond measure, eager and ready for help to come. To be saved.

He looked to the sky, saw the white shadow of the pale moon watching him from the north, hazy behind the great blue veil of the Earth’s atmosphere.

Enjoying the show? he thought with defiance.

Then he waited, patiently, for the retreating tide to pull back, to go away, and leave him be.

 

* * *

 

Joe sat with his father in the waiting room, red-eyed and miserable. The officers had walked him to an emergency area where he saw his dad sitting up, legs dangling over the edge of a hospital bed. The room was filled with similar beds, each divided by thin blue curtains clipped to rollers in the ceiling. Nurses and orderlies bustled about, pushing carts or talking to and treating other patients. There weren’t many.

Hank had thanked the officers, one of whom had rubbed Joe on the head as they left, and told Joe what happened. There had been an accident. A stupid accident, according to his father, who was shirtless and fiddling with a decent-sized wrap of bandages around his forearm. While he spoke Joe’s eyes darted from cut-to-cut, injury-to-injury, double-checking that none of his father’s scratches and gashes seemed life threatening. There were a few on his face. Chin, cheek, forehead. A nasty-looking one on the bridge of his nose, which appeared a little swelled (“from the airbag,” he’d said), a red mark on his shoulder (“from the seat belt,” he’d said), and a rip in his forearm that needed stitches and a bandage. Joe touched the bandage softly, wonderingly, as his father looked down at him. He was not surprised his father could be hurt, but it still filled him with a strange, icy emptiness to see it. Made him feel more vulnerable to the world than he’d ever felt before. Made him think of death, and the things that could happen to one’s body.

“I’m gonna be fine, Joe,” his father said, smiling, and pulled the boy in to give him a tight hug. “And so is your mom.”

Joe let himself be crushed against his father’s massive chest, inhaled the scent of his musky skin, let the feeling of fear and vulnerability slip away into his warmth.

“Mr. Denton?” a voice said from behind Joe, and his father released him, looked up to the voice expectantly. Joe turned, saw a woman wearing blue scrubs. He noticed she had similar blue booties over her shoes.

To keep blood off ‘em, he thought, then pushed the thought away and waited to hear what the doctor had to say about his mother.

“Mr. Denton?” she said again, waiting for confirmation.

Hank put a heavy hand on Joe’s small shoulder, stood up off the bed. Joe felt a quick squeeze and a moment of weight as his dad balanced with the slightest of wobbles before straightening.

“Yeah,” he said, “and this is our son, Joe.”

“Hi, Joe,” the doctor said, and smiled at him.

Please don’t be dead please don’t be dead please don’t be dead. He tried to smile back, but felt sick to his stomach so could only grimace instead.

“Well,” she went on, “your wife is out of surgery. Only minor repairs to her arm, where the bone had…” she looked down at Joe a moment and Joe felt his father’s hand squeeze, more gently this time.

“I know what happened,” Hank said.

“Right, well, it’s been repaired and she’s in recovery. The rest of her wounds were fairly superficial, aside from the head trauma, which we believe is only a grade one concussion. We’ll keep her overnight for observation, and if everything is clear she can go home in the morning, or late afternoon at the worst.”

“Great,” Hank said, “thank you. Can we see her?”

“Of course, I’ll have a nurse take you to her room. She’s still sleeping, but she’ll likely wake in a couple hours. She’ll be glad to see you both, I’m sure.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Hank said again, then shook the doctor’s hand. She smiled once at Joe, then left.

“Let me see if I can get a hospital gown or something,” Hank said. “Should have asked one of those officers to bring me a shirt. Hold on, champ. Stay here a minute.”

Hank wandered off, left Joe standing awkwardly by the bed, uncomfortable and eager to see his mother.

There was an old man in the bed next to Hank’s. He’d been moaning quietly the whole time, but had really amped up the volume now. Jeez, Joe thought, guy sounds like he’s gonna die or something. A nurse went over to the old man, started talking to him in a soothing voice.

“I want to get out of heeerrre!” the old man yelled, so loudly that Joe jumped and saw two orderlies in scrubs start over from the far side of the room. “You need to let me leave, god damn it!” he shouted, his voice gravelly and phlegmy at the same time, like a whiny child with a bad cold. Joe saw one naked foot kick out from the divider that hung between the beds, saw something strike the sheet, make it bellow.

“Mr. Slatsky, you need to calm down, sir,” the nurse said, and now the two orderlies were in there, helping control the chaos.

“You get off me, you, you bitch!” the old man cried, and for a split second the dividing sheet was pulled back—jerked back—by one of the orderlies, and Joe saw the old man’s face. He had wild white hair and a fat caterpillar of a moustache. His neck was like a chicken bone and his face was sharp and stretched, the skin spotted and weathered, like a man who’d been found on a raft at sea, down to his last days.

Joe couldn’t help but stare, and the old man turned toward him, met his eyes. The eyes were dark, almost black, and he snarled at Joe, bared his gray teeth like an animal, those bottomless eyes boring into his own quivering brown ones with mad fury.

“What are you looking at, piss-pot!” he raged, directing his inexplicable anger straight at Joe now, who could only shake his head in response, mouth open in shock at the turn of events. The nurse turned, saw Joe, and grabbed the curtain with a fist. Before she could pull it across, dividing the crazy, angry old man and the little kid standing on the other side of the next bed over, the man poked a long, bent finger in Joe’s direction and said, “Go play with your friends, you little fucker!”

And then the curtain screeched closed, blocked him, took him away. He was moaning again, his horrible voice seeming far away from Joe now, as if divided by an actual wall rather than a flimsy stretch of blue cloth.

Then, like a bolt of lightning, it hit him.

Joe went cold all over, began to shake. Oh shit, he thought. Oh shit oh shit oh fucking shit.

Joe’s father was back, lifting a blue orderly shirt over his head. “Guy gave me this, pretty cool right? Hey, you okay?”

Joe started to answer, but Hank was now locked on the groans and wails of the old man. “Come on, Joe,” he said, and began to gently guide Joe across the room toward a nurse’s station. “Let’s find that nurse and go see your mom.”

As they approached the nurse’s station and his father questioned one of the women, Joe’s heart beat like a jack rabbit. His mind was a thunderstorm, confusion swarming and swirling like clouds, fear stabbing him in the guts.

One of the nurses came around the counter, gave Joe a quick look and his father one of those warm smiles most women gave him, the one his mother called their “fuck-me grins.” This particular nurse wore an exceptionally bright fuck-me grin. Like a neon casino sign, Joe thought, having no idea where the metaphor arrived from, and not caring one bit. On another day, under different circumstances, he might have razzed his dad about the pretty nurse, but right now all Joe could think, as he followed his father and the flirty hip-swinging lady down yet another white, antiseptic-smelling hallway, was one word:

Mike.

 

 

PART FOUR

2ND Low Tide

(4pm—7pm, approx.)

 

Mike didn’t know what time it was, and he had grown sick of looking to the sun for guidance.

The water had retreated. Pulled back to reveal newly moist beach, a few strands of glistening seaweed. His arm hung numbly at his side as he sat, hunched and shivering, on the bottom step of the staircase, the hot afternoon sun beating mercilessly down once again on his already burned back and neck, his body wrecked from the extremes of hot and cold.

His skin was bright red, splotchy crimson in places. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been sitting in the cove, but figured it to be around five or six hours. The sun was past its zenith, so it must be late in the afternoon.

He wondered for the thousandth time where his father was, why he hadn’t come looking for him. Mike was pretty much given complete freedom at the summer house, but the one hard and fast rule was to be home at 1 p.m. for lunch and 6 p.m. for dinner. Mike figured, based on the growling and cramping pain in his stomach, he had blown right past his first meal appointment.

To make things worse, it was one of the hotter days Mike had experienced. Or maybe it just felt that way because he was trapped beneath it, like a pinned bug under a magnifying glass. His back and shoulders hurt from the sunburn, and he was so exhausted from surviving the first tide—physically and emotionally—that he couldn’t think clearly enough to devise a solution. He could lay in the sand. Cover himself up. But the idea of burying himself down there, one arm extended to dangle limply from the staircase, gave him the willies and he dodged away from it like a fly zipping clear of a swatter.

He looked out at the water again. Could sense it watching him. Waiting.

Next time, he imagined it saying, the voice gargled and deep as an abyssal trench, you won’t be so lucky. Next time, the ocean said, stroking the beach with wet, webbed fingers, I’m going to swallow you whole, boy. I’m going to gobble you up.

Mike wanted to cry, but he was all cried out. He stood again, stretched his back, needing to move, needing to do something.

“Hello?” he tried to yell, a low-flying croak bouncing off the steps and back at him. “Hello!”

He had memorized the top of the steps by now. There was a high cluster of brown grass to the left and a crumbled rock formation to the right that looked like a face, like a broken mask he had seen before – one of two conjoined masks that hung in his English 10 school room, just above the basket where they turned in homework. They’d even studied them for an assignment.

Comedy and Tragedy.

Mike studied the broken rocks, debated if the chipped stone mouth looked more like the former or the latter. Was it a frown, or a smile? Either way, it did nothing to sooth his nerves. The idea of being in some giant play attended by the hot sun, broad ocean and pale, wispy moon did nothing to enhance his mood or bring him hope.

“Please,” he said, speaking to the mask and not knowing why, talking only loud enough so that whatever might lay behind it, whatever form it was hiding from him, would hear him out, consider his plea. “Please,” he repeated.

The earth’s mask—he was pretty sure it was Tragedy, although it sure looked like it might have been laughing—stayed silent.

 

* * *

 

In his dream—because it surely is just that, just a dream—Paul sits on the rocky beach, stares at the ocean. He can almost feel the warm ocean breeze on his skin, feel the itch of the grass tickle the backs of his knees.

His dead wife sits next to him, saying nothing. In the POV of his dream, he can see her legs, her feet. Her skin is pale and bare and he knows she’s not wearing any clothes. Or maybe just a swimsuit. He doesn’t turn his head. He doesn’t want to look at her.

So he watches the ocean.

It’s wide and clear. Low, broad waves, like ripples, play their way toward the shore. The red sun dangles like a ripened apple above the blur of a strawberry horizon.

“Help!” he hears, so distant and soft it may only be the cry of a bird coasting along the shoreline.

A soft, cold hand slips onto his arm. He looks down at it not the face dear god don’t look at the face and sees his wife’s fingers tighten around his wrist. As if constraining him.

“Dad!”

Paul looks up, eyes sharp. He heard it that time, he knows he did. He tries to stand, to better view the water, but the cold hand is tight, holding him back. Without bothering to look at her, he grips the hand in his own, removes it from his arm and stands, scans the water desperately, looking for, looking for…

“Dad!”

There! About fifty yards out he sees Mike, splashing in the water, arms flailing, head bobbing up and down. He goes under, then resurfaces.

“Mike!” he yells. Oh Jesus, what’s wrong with him? He steps toward the edge that drops a few feet down to the lumpy strip of beach below. “Mike! Hold on!” he yells, knowing—somehow knowing—he has to hurry.

He hears a voice behind him, calling him back. A warning.

He ignores it. He jumps down, kicks his shoes off into the sand and runs for the water, hits it in a hard dive, prayered hands pointed toward his son. He swims, frantic to reach his boy, his child. He looks up, making sure he’s on target still, body rising with a wave and… yes, there! He sees him, waving, his arm slower now, as if he’s tiring out.

“Mike!” he yells again, stupidly because there’s no point to yelling other than to let the boy know help is coming, to hang in there a few moments more because Dad is coming.

Paul swims, frantic, exhausting himself to reach his son while he still can, while the boy is still above water. He looks up quickly, sees he’s close—so close! Mike is just a few yards away, his face stretched with exhaustion and fear, his eyes pleading.

“I’m coming, Son!” he screams and throws himself forward.

Arms grab him from below and yank him down. Paul gets out a yelp before his mouth fills with saltwater. He blows it out, holds his breath instinctively. He spins around, sees his wife, in the murk below, coming up at him, her arms entangled in his legs, pulling at him savagely. Her mouth is a sharp-toothed snarl, her eyes black as a shark, her flowing blonde hair like yellow seaweed dangling from a gray coral head.

He kicks at her savagely, terrified but also angry. He needs to save Mike. Like a trumpet deep inside him, blaring over and over into his brain: SAVE HIM! SAVE HIM!

Paul punches at her face, thrashes at her vice-like claws. She bites at him, tears at him, her sharp teeth cutting into the flesh of his fingers, her hard nails dragging red meaty tears into his skin. He screams but continues to fight, finally managing to free himself and burst toward the surface. He looks around, panicked, waiting for her to rise beside him, grin at him with those sharp teeth and shark eyes.

“Mike?” he says, staring dumbly at the empty patch of sea that had, just moments ago, held his son.

He swims a few more yards, to where Mike had been, waits to be grabbed again, to be pulled down. “Mike!” he screams, his throat raw with terror.

He dives down into the water, eyes open, ignoring the sting.

He sees Mike’s hair, his pale reaching hand.

Paul kicks downward, grabs his son’s hand, and pulls.

Together they break the surface. Seagulls are screaming and the sky is gray and cold, but he holds Mike in his arms, panting, crying. They’re safe.

“Mike? Are you okay? Mike?”

His son turns to face him, smiles with relief; tears dripping from his cheeks mix with the ocean’s already vast supply.

“Dad?”

There’s a brief moment of wonder in his eyes, a realization. Then his lips part to cry out, his eyes go wide, and he is tugged away. With a cut-off scream and an outstretched hand, he’s torn from his father’s arms, sucked down into the water. Paul reaches, catches a hand, tries to hold on, to hold on. He curses with the effort, but the hand is slipping… slips away…

Paul dives again, finds and grabs his son’s arm with both hands and holds on tight as together they are dragged downward, downward.

Paul’s chest tightens as they plummet, but he keeps his eyes open, on Mike’s scared face, reassuring him it will be okay.

That they are together.

 

* * *

 

Paul opened his eyes and the weight of the world crashed down on him. He was back in the sick room, the IV dripping into his arm, his body too weak to move, almost too weak to function. Total shutdown imminent, he thought. Thanks for the laughs, guys, he tells his heart, his lungs, his liver, but you can stop now.

He laid in bed, his heart slow and unsteady. Drool ran from his mouth. The room was hazy and gray, ethereal. He tried to focus his thoughts, but they were muddled, twisted. What dream was this? He couldn’t remember. Or was this real, and not a dream at all?

He considers the mirror across the room, its shining black surface pulsing, the waves on its frame splashing and smashing against themselves.

Paul lifted one weak, frail arm, forced himself to focus on it. He could make out the contours of the bone beneath the paper-thin yellow skin. Without hesitation, he yanked the IV out of his hand, let it drop, bloody, to the floor. Using everything he had left, he focused on the memory of Mike’s eyes. Mike’s wide, frightened eyes, his clutching hands, as they were both dragged down, down into the deep.

He sat up, groaned with pain, his stomach a hive of stinging needles. He pushed the blanket off his rail-thin body, shoved his legs out, let them drop to the floor. His knobby ankles were sore and bruised. His feet tingled against the cold floorboards.

“Mike…” he said, and it came out like a whispered cough. His throat was so dry, his mouth paste, his tongue sandpaper.

He stood. His knees almost buckled but thank God supported him. He shuffled away from the sick bed, toward the strange mirror. He could see himself in its billowing reflection, and in it he’s not sick and old and frail. He’s himself. He’s young and healthy.

Courage building, he took a few more steps, rested his hands against the dresser’s surface. He looked deep into the onyx surface of the mirror. In it, he saw a small, insect-like shape, caught in the syrupy black, being tossed and thrashed about.

Mike!

Paul lifted a hand, reached toward his son’s tiny body being buried by the black waves. His fingers got closer, closer…

“I’m here, Mike,” he said, and realized he was weeping. He’d done so much wrong. He’d been such a goddamned fool! His son is out there! His son needs him! “I’m here, baby boy,” he said, sobbing, and put his fingers into the swirling darkness of the mirror.

He felt no alarm at all as his feet lifted from the ground and his floating body, near horizontal in the air, was pulled gently into the mirror.

Out of the dream world, into the void.

 

* * *

 

When Mike could stand the sun no longer, he knelt on the beach to the right of the first step and began digging, with his free hand, underneath a large rock that hung a few inches above the sand. A narrow, shadowy home for crabs when dry, for eels when overcome with seawater. He dug, shoveling the dirt out as best he could, reaching as far as he could, his locked wrist pulling against the taut chain.

After a few minutes, after scooping out water and mud, he could just slide his hips, then head and shoulders, beneath the rock, leaving his legs and extended arm exposed. He breathed deep, then began to pile sand over his legs as best he could, keeping the sun off his painful skin.

The cold damp shade felt good, even if his belly was dipping into a cold pool of water and his elbow was jammed awkwardly against a jagged edge of rock. His face was finally cool, but his eyes were puffy and irritated.

As he laid in the wet sand, he watched the water, wondered how much time he had until it came back for him, if anyone would come before then. Before it was too late.

They have to, he thought.

His mind ran through the possibilities all over again of why he’d been left down here. He wondered if he’d angered Joe at some point. Offended him somehow. But he didn’t think that was it. Joe wasn’t too bright, and he wasn’t all that pleasant at times, but Mike didn’t think him outright cruel. Certainly not murderous. No, Mike thought something else must have happened. He wondered if Joe had gotten hurt somehow. Fallen and hit his head on a rock. Or down the stairs. Or taken away by a stranger in the woods. Perhaps that voice had called him, too. Called his name from the dark part of the trees, called him in, put its cold hands on his head and dragged him away.

Perhaps.

Mike also thought about his dad. Why he hadn’t come looking for him. Had he called the Dentons? Were they even home? Wasn’t he worried?

Mike’s eyes darted up toward the sky. The sun was lowering, ever so slightly, from its zenith. He figured it must be getting very late indeed, prayed that meant someone would find him soon.

A couple bugs buzzed in Mike’s face, and he lazily swiped at the air. Something crawled along his foot, but he didn’t bother to look. He was too tired, too sunburned, too emotionally drained. He just wanted to be rescued. He wanted so badly to go home.

Mike sensed more than saw the woman crouched beside him on the beach, lovingly pouring sand over his aching, exposed legs and feet. She hummed a familiar tune as she worked, covering his toes, his calves, his knees.

She tossed some sand toward his face. She laughed and he smiled. He didn’t look at her, though. That fleshy shadow, that thing that should not be.

He closed his eyes, listened to the rhythm of the water, the humming of the thing hunched in the sand, and let his fraying mind go numb.

 

* * *

 

Paul sat up with a scream in his throat. He was breathing hard, rapid breaths; his lungs fluttered, his heart pounded. He looked around the room, but when he stopped the room kept going, spinning with him at the axis.

He put a hand to his face and into his hair. He was soaking wet. His clothes were drenched—he’d sweat right through them. He wiped the syrupy perspiration from his forehead and cheeks, tried to focus his brain, to calm himself.

The nightmare, he thought. Oh god what a nightmare.

He put his feet on the floor and his head in his hands, willed the nausea rising in his throat to abate, to pull back. Retreat, damn you!

He took a deep, steadying breath, found the green digits of the clock:

6:03

“Oh my god,” he groaned, and stood up, too quickly, put a hand back to the mattress to steady himself. Through his drunken, wavering haze he saw the door to the bathroom and stumbled to it, burst through the door and lunged to the toilet where he threw up everything inside him.

He stayed there for five, ten, twenty minutes, lying beside the toilet, legs sprawled in front of him, wet hair stuck to his neck and forehead, vomit-laced drool running down his chin. He retched again, and again.

Finally, as he said apologies to no one and nothing, to the universe, he was able to flush the toilet a final time and stand. He undressed, careful not to look at himself in the mirror.

He needed a shower. And coffee. But first, a shower.

He stepped into the small stall and let the water beat over him, drain the nightmare sweat away. He moaned and used the soap bar vigorously, just wanting to be clean and sober. Desperate to have his mind back.

Six o’clock, he thought. Mike? Where was Mike? Is he…

The dream came back to him in a rush.

There, in the shower, he remembered it all. The sick bed, the black mirror, Mike struggling in the ocean, drowning, calling for him. His wife, back from the dead, pulling them both down, down into the murky depths…

“Oh my god,” he said aloud, turned off the water. He grabbed a towel and hastily dried himself. He’d boil some water, drink a cup of instant coffee. Then drink another. Sober the fuck up. Then, when he was under control, when he could be a dad once more, he would head to the Dentons’, because he was sure that’s where Mike would be. Where he must be. Yeah, yeah, okay, he thought, getting his nerves under control. Just sober up a bit, first. He’ll be there. Playing poker or screwing around with that Joe kid. It’ll be fine. It’ll be fine.

Paul finished drying himself, found some cargo pants and a black T-shirt, got dressed. By the time he made his way to the kitchen to search for the industrial can of Folgers, he was almost laughing at his own alarm, brought on by bad dreams and a worse hangover.

Two quick cups of coffee, he thought.

Then he would head out to find his son.

 

* * *

 

Joe’s mother was still asleep. He sat in a hard plastic chair along the wall, just under a large window that faced west, the hazy ocean visible in the distance, pooling toward the world’s edge.

He stared down at his clenched hands, fingers wrestling in his lap. His guts squirmed with guilt, shame and worry. His father hadn’t seemed to notice, and he was torn as to how to fix this cluster-fuck of a situation. As they sat at his mother’s bedside in the small private room, his father watching the news on the muted television and Joe glancing from the screen of silent news stories to his sleeping mother – her forehead bandaged, her arm in a sling, her leg elevated in a cast – he had wanted to tell him, was so close to confessing what he’d done. But fear always stopped him.

Fear of being in trouble for using his father’s cuffs, which he was strictly forbidden to do. He had wanted so badly to impress Mike, who he didn’t think even liked him that much, not really…

Fear of getting in super-deep trouble for what he did to Mike. Maybe getting in real trouble, like with the police. Was it a crime, what he did? He didn’t know.

The fear had worsened when he’d checked the pocket of his shorts for the key, and found a hole in the liner instead. No key. He’d checked every pocket—twice. He’d checked his socks, his shoes, only stopping when his father had given him a wary glance and asked him, sarcastically, if he’d lost his wallet.

But the worst fear, the fear that stayed his tongue again and again, was the fear that something bad had happened to Mike. That maybe, while he was locked up on the beach, something really, truly, unthinkably bad had happened to him. He couldn’t imagine what, other than a nasty sunburn, and he was probably nitro-pissed and super hungry, but alive, surely. But what if? What if something, an animal or something, had attacked him and he couldn’t get away? What if a stranger had found him handcuffed there? A bad man. A kidnapper, or a rapist, or a killer! Oh shit, Joe thought in a rush of black acid to the brain, what if he’s hurt? What if Mike—oh god—what if he was dead? And suddenly it came to him, clear as a bell in church: Mike’s corpse, tethered to the stairs, the waves making him float in and out, the cuff clinking every time it held fast against the pull of the ocean…

Joe’s stomach flip-flopped and he groaned, loud enough that his father’s eyes flicked down to him, away from the television.

“Joe? You okay?”

Shit shit shit shit, he thought.

“Yeah,” he said, watched his wringing hands. “Wish mom would wake up.”

He felt his father smile and knew he’d dodged another opportunity to tell the truth. It was almost too easy…

“Give her time. The sleep is good for her.” His father stood, stretched. “Look, I’m going to go find a payphone and make a call. Gotta figure out what’s up with the truck, and I want to check on that other fella, although he seemed okay… after… I don’t want to disturb your mother, so I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. If she wakes up, let her know, okay?”

Joe nodded and tried to smile with reassurance, but his dad wasn’t even looking at him. He was staring at his wife, one hand resting lightly on her foot, watching her sleep. He stayed there another moment, then another, then walked out the door, let it fall closed behind him.

Joe watched that closed door for a moment. It was pale blue. The room felt suctioned with it closed, sealed the wall shut with them inside. Maybe now it was safe. Maybe now he could speak. Joe stood on trembling legs. It was cold in the room and goosebumps had broken out on his arms. He walked to his mother’s bedside, watched her steady breathing. He gently put a hand on her bare forearm, relishing the warmth of her. He was shaking now, the secret swelling inside him like a bubble that would burst him open, sending pieces of him everywhere, obliterating him.

“Mom?” he said, tears spilling down his cheeks. He squeezed her wrist a little, just to see.

She didn’t respond, just kept breathing.

“Mom,” he started again, eyes flicking to the pale blue door, then back to his mother’s face. The only one he could truly trust. “I think,” he let out a shaky breath, gathered his words in a tight bunch, then let it slither out like the slick black secret that it was.

“Mom, I think I killed a boy.”

He nearly screamed when her eyes fluttered open and her head turned to face him.

 

* * *

 

The Denton place was bigger than Paul remembered.

He couldn’t control the stab of envy that pierced his gut while standing on the broad wraparound porch, looked up at the multitude of second-story windows, the tall A-frame rooftop.

The Barn, he thought with a grimace, remembering the place’s nickname from one of the dinners they’d shared with the Dentons many years ago, before his wife’s death. Recent invites must have gotten lost with the condolences, he thought, then shook his head, re-focused on the matter at hand, and stepped up to the broad set of oak double doors. He knocked hard, waited, then knocked again. He found a doorbell and pushed it, heard chimes bounce around inside.

He felt better after the shower and the coffee, but the nausea still lurked in the pit of his stomach. His eyes felt heavy, his mind slow. Stupid, he chided himself yet again, ashamed at having gotten so drunk. And before lunch, no less. Quite the class act, Doc, he chided, heaping on the self-abuse.

He banged on the door again, harder this time. Borderline rude. Come on! he thought, as the first tendrils of real worry began to creep up his spine.

Paul had already checked the obvious places. He’d walked the entire beach from their house to the Dentons’, and even past, before coming back. He peeked down into the cove where the boys liked to swim, but saw nothing but sand and clear water, the reddening sun giving the wave-tips a blood-foam sheen.

If he’d have called out, Mike would have easily heard him, as he was lying in the wet sand, his body cooled by the overhanging rock. Or, even more infuriating, had he taken a step or two down the steps, he would have surely noticed the pale hand hanging limp at the bottom—the frail, pink forearm trailing under the rock where the boy lay waiting for help. And had Mike’s legs not been covered with sand—how that was done or by whom is something Paul nor Mike dared overly consider—he might have seen his son’s legs protruding from underneath, toward the water. None of these things, however, did occur. If any one of them had, things would have turned out much differently in the end. As fate, or whatever force that had turned its attention to the Klein family that day, willed it, all Paul saw was an empty cove and an empty beach.

And so he had moved on.

After leaving the cove, Paul made his way inland, searched up and down the rocky coast, into the high grassy areas, toward the small grove to the southeast. He walked through the dark cluster of trees the boys sometimes played in, yelled out for both, found nothing but a discarded plastic rifle housing a spider.

Finally, frustrated and evermore worried, he came back to where he knew they must be hiding out. The Dentons’, of course. They were probably in the attic destroying entire planets with Joe’s plethora of action figures and spaceship models, something Mike had spared no expense bragging about to Paul.

When no one answered, Paul looked through a few downstairs windows. He walked around to the back of the house, yelled Mike’s name, yelled for Hank, for Joe, for Mariel. For anyone.

Would they have taken him out? To dinner, or a movie? For a trip into town? Paul thought about it as he surveyed the area, came up empty on answers. No, he thought, with stone resolution. No way. Hank would’ve called. And he knew that was right. Hank was a cop, and he was overly-cautious about such things, being so familiar with the rules kids should follow. He would have never taken Mike somewhere without permission. Even had Mike lied about it, which he wouldn’t have—what would be the point?—Hank still would have checked. Same with Mariel. So… what then?

Butterflies chased away the pit of sickness inside him, replaced it wholesale with anxiety and naked fear.

“Shit,” Paul said, and began to jog back to their place, cutting through the woods to do so. The exercise and adrenaline helped, cleared his head, solidified a plan.

He burst through the door of the cabin, leaving it open as he grabbed the phone off the wall. He briefly studied the sticker he’d stuck just beside it, the one outlining Emergency Numbers, over five years ago, prayed they were still accurate.

To his relief, they were.

“Hello,” he said in response to the voice on the other end when someone finally picked up. “My name is Paul Klein.” He swallowed, suddenly desperate for water. He put a hand on the old ceramic countertop to steady himself, closed his eyes and, working past the lump in his throat, managed to say the words no parent should ever have to say.

“I think my son is missing.”

 

 

PART FIVE

2ND High Tide

(8pm—midnight, approx.)

 

The sun is melting, Mike thought as he watched it slowly drop lower and lower through the thick blue syrup of the dusky sky and into the gaping maw of the ocean. A fence of pink cotton candy clouds hovered above the horizon, deepened the rich colors of the setting sun, tugged at its yellow cheeks to create an effect of dissolution, as if the sun were not simply setting, but falling apart, melting into a blurry gaseous soup to be slurped up by the stars, mopped away by the cold dark universe.

He had crawled from under the rock, no longer felt the sting of the sun on his skin, but shivered in the cool dusk, his teeth chattering as he wrapped one arm around his tucked knees, the crusty sand in his shorts irritating, a few small bites on his thigh from some unknown creature lurking with him in the cool shade itching madly, even more so than the sunburn itself.

But he knew none of that mattered, because as he sat on the second step of the stairs his eyes were on the ground beneath his toes, beneath the mesh metal of the first step, where the water had returned, just as it had promised.

The strip of beach was gone. The ocean had come back for Mike, delighted to have found him right where it had left him.

Mike had a feeling that this time there would be no close call, no last gasp of air. He stared at his bound wrist, now raw and bleeding from where the metal of the cuffs had dug deep into his flesh. He gave it a feeble jerk, sucked in a sharp breath. He gently raised the cuff all the way to the top, where the stanchion met the railing it had been stubbornly welded to. He put his other hand on the railing once more and shook it, then shook it again as hard as he could.

He moaned in pain as he yanked weakly at the metal. The cuff bit deeper into his flesh, made him cry out as he pushed and pulled desperately, needing to escape, wanting to live. With a last surge of adrenaline, he punched at the metal with his free hand, sobbing, tears and snot running down his face as his knuckles bloodied themselves smacking again and again into the coarse metal.

Water tickled his feet, in and out the small waves splashed into his toes, swooped in to surround his ankles, then retreated. He stopped punching the metal and, with a surge of desperate energy stemming from mad fear, the internal instinct to survive, he stood and screamed at the ocean. Screamed at it with raw animal ferocity.

“Stop it!” he yelled at the sea, tears spilling onto his trembling lips as he sobbed. “Leave me alone!”

He spun and ferociously kicked at the stanchion, merciless to his own flesh, demanding freedom now, insisting on life. One toe—a middle one—snapped as it connected with the steel and he screamed again in agony, sat down hard on the stair, not noticing the cool water wetting the bottom of his trunks, and clutched his foot, rocking and sniveling in pain and despair.

Carelessly, pitilessly, the water continued to rise, and it was all Mike could do, as he helplessly watched, to keep his mind from bursting into a thousand pieces, to be consumed by fear; much like the fractured sun was being slowly devoured, in the distance, by the gaping maw of the Pacific.

 

* * *

 

Hank’s thoughts were a hurricane. He couldn’t grasp all the swirling threads fast enough. He’d reach for one thing and it would fly away, then another thing would zoom in and he’d reach for that, and it too would zip away, evading his logic, his ability to problem-solve.

I hu-hu-handcuffed Mike to the stairs! Joe had yelled through tears, through great heaving sobs. I’m so sorry, Daddy! I’m so, so sorry!

Hank had made his phone call and returned to the hospital room he had left only minutes before to find nurses bustling in and out and the loud cries of his son coming from somewhere. His first, insane thought had been, My God! She’s dead! My wife is dead! and he’d run to the room, burst through the door, only to find Mariel not only alive, but awake, and looking at him!

Okay, shock number one.

He smiled and went to her bed, grabbed her hand, elated to see his darling looking back at him, clear-eyed and alive, so alive!

“Baby,” he’d started, then stopped at her expression. Was that fear? “What?” was all he could think to say. She gripped his hand and looked over at Joe, who was slumped in a chair against the far wall, his face in his hands, wailing like a six-year-old who’d just seen his dog run down by a UPS truck.

“Joe?” he said, growing agitated, and afraid. “What the hell is going on here, you guys?” He even looked at one of the nurses for help, but she only shrugged and checked his wife’s monitors, made notes on a clipboard.

Mariel squeezed Hank’s hand, hard. He looked down at her, emotions convulsing. She looked at him, then across the room to her son.

“Tell him, Joe. Tell him right now,” she said, her voice strong, but he could hear the underlying weakness behind it, the strain to make herself sound strong.

Joe looked at his father, face shining with tears, and told him what he’d done.

Shock number two.

And now Hank was in the goddamn parking lot, waiting. Joe was next to him, still whimpering. Hank had an arm around his shoulders, but could barely think straight as he waited for Jack to come get them, to drive them home.

“It’s okay,” he mumbled, half-heartedly, absently. His mind was racing. If Joe had done what he’d said he’d done, and his details were right, it was likely already too late. Hank knew the tide, and if little Mike Klein was trapped at the bottom of that staircase, he’d drowned by now.

And, if by some miracle, the first high tide hadn’t drowned the poor kid, the second one sure as shit would. That was the top of the tidal range for that little harbor, and even a grown man standing on the bottom step of that staircase would be breathing seawater at the peak of it.

He looked at his watch, tried to gauge what kind of chance they had. Nearly 9 p.m. Oh, shit, no. Too late, way too late, he thought. Even though the tide wouldn’t reach its zenith for a few hours, it was plenty high enough to kill the boy.

He squeezed Joe’s shoulders again, tried to be reassuring, but he knew this was bad. Very bad for all of them. Joe would be charged with involuntary manslaughter at the least, and he’d be looking at some years in juvenile detention, most likely more than a few. If they knew he was a cop’s son…

That can’t happen, that won’t happen, he thought, already filing through the rolodex in his mind of contacts in high places, of favors owed. He’d pull some strings, go into some bad debt with some high-ranking people, but he’d keep his son out of juvenile. He’d do whatever it took.

But Mike. Oh my God.

He thought about the kid who played with Joe every summer. A good kid, a real nice boy. His mother had died, tragically, of cancer years ago. The father, a doctor, surgeon or something, had really bottomed out. Anyone could see what a mess they’d become. Mariel had never liked the wife, called her a stuck-up bitch (if he remembered correctly, her exact phrase had been that she had a “stick up her snatch”). The husband was a bit of an asshole, truth be told. Ivy league type. They’d even had them for dinner a couple times, and then never again. Sometimes these things just don’t work out. Conflicting personalities and all that. But the boys, the boys always seemed on good terms. They didn’t fight, they didn’t vandalize shit or get into crap they shouldn’t get into. They were good boys, and Hank liked Mike. He was always polite, always good with Joe.

Hank’s pulse accelerated as he saw the squad car squeal into the hospital parking lot. They had run dark—lights off, no sirens—so as not to spook the ER docs, but they’d made good time.

The car came to a stop in front of Hank and Joe, Jack in the driver’s seat. The young officer, Tim Wells, got out and opened the back door for them. He gave Joe a quick glance, one Hank recognized very well, as they piled into the back of the police car. It was the same look Hank gave a criminal right before he tucked the guy’s head into the back of his own squad car. The one that said, “You’re the new asshole, eh? Pleased to meet ya. Now kindly go fuck yourself.”

Hank settled into the back seat, Joe scrunched up beside him. As Tim shut the rear door, Hank wasn’t sure he didn’t see just a little bit of that glance come his way, as well.

“Let’s go, Jack,” Hank said as the other officer climbed in. Jack nodded and the car sprang from the parking lot like a horse out of the gate.

The lights and sirens came on and the car hit a hundred on Seaside Drive. Jack had sent another car ahead, as well as an ambulance. At the rate Jack was driving, however, he was fairly certain they’d get there first. At this point, everyone involved knew it was a race against time, and Hank prayed it wasn’t too late.

 

* * *

 

The phone rang and Paul snatched it up before the echoes of the first bleating chime had drifted away. “Yes! Yes?” he said, frantic now, desperate.

It had been over an hour since he’d placed the call to the police, who had taken his information and a description of his son, promised to look into it and see if any reports had come in that might involve his boy. Otherwise, they’d said with infuriating calm, he’d have to wait and file an official Missing Persons report in the morning. He’d thanked them and paced the house, calling the Dentons’ home every ten minutes, not wanting to leave the phone.

It had grown darker in that hour, almost night now, nearly 9 p.m. While he’d paced and worried, Paul had thought more and more about the dream. He couldn’t shake how real it had seemed; trapped in that bed, so sick he couldn’t move, stricken with the same disease as her, dying in the same bed she died in. And she had been there. He remembered now. She’d warned him, warned him that she was taking Mike. He remembered that black mirror pulsing and roving like a mad eyeball, the frantic waves of the frame. Over the last hour, half-crazy with worry, thinking of the nightmares, Paul had come to realize a great many things – things about himself, things about his wife, things about his relationship with Mike.

Just give me time, he prayed to any god who would listen. Give me time and I’ll make it right, he pleaded over and over again as he waited. He knew it might be too late. As the world outside the window dimmed, and the phone remained silent, and the front door failed to materialize the flesh of his son, he knew there was a very real chance he’d lost that time. Forfeited his opportunity to be a father, allowed his son to slip away from him.

But the shattering ring had trumped all thought and when he answered it hope sprang back, like a burst of light in the dark, like the birth of a star.

“Mr. Klein?” said a man’s voice.

“Yes? Please…”

“Sir, we have officers coming to your location now. Please stay calm and help will be there as soon as possible. State Trooper Denton knows where to find your son, and he is in route with two of our officers…”

Paul’s numb brain tried to process the information as it was coming in. They know where he is. But is he alive? Dead? Hurt? Denton knows?

“Where?” he wailed into the phone, his world crumbling, every nerve in his body screaming, the blood pumping in his head so loudly he could barely hear the voice when it answered.

“Sir, apparently there was an accident…” the voice said uncertainly, like it was holding back. “The Denton boy…”

“Jesus Christ, where’s my fucking son!” Paul screamed, gripping the receiver tight enough to crack its plastic casing.

“Sir, from what I’ve been told, he’s in the cove near your house. Apparently, he’s been there all day. Sir? Mr. Klein?”

The officer’s voice came through the dangling receiver as it swayed inches from the floor, forgotten.

Paul was past the door, past the porch, and into the night. The clouds that had been slowly building as dusk approached began to break apart, and a light, cold rain sprinkled down through the inky night. Paul felt the cold drops hit his face, and part of him heard the distant rumble of the oncoming storm. Had he been aware of anything he would have heard the wailing approach of sirens. If he’d turned and looked down the coastline he might have caught the red and blue flicker of distant police lights, the trailing red and white pulsing of an ambulance.

But Paul didn’t register the storm, or the sirens, or the lights. Paul heard the voice on the phone say the words, over and over in his head, like a scratchy phonograph broadcast through a low frequency: “He’s in the cove. He’s in the cove. He’s in the cove.”

He heard the pounding of his footsteps against the earth. He heard the beating of his heart in his ears, his sharp heavy breathing.

The clouds burst open and thunder cracked, a white pop-flash of lightning pulsed in the night sky and rain crashed down in waves, soaking him through in seconds.

But Paul didn’t notice any of this. All he could think was run, run, run.

And so, as Hank Denton began screaming for lights, and the worst storm of that horrible summer shattered the teetering shelf of night sky, Paul was running.

 

* * *

 

For the last few hours, Mike had stood, silently watching the sun devoured by the ocean, as the seawater rose, inch by agonizing inch, up the length of his tired body.

When the first stroke of cool wind brushed his skin, he looked to the north, saw a group of gray clouds slide elegantly along the ceiling of the sky, roiling and flexing as they crept closer and closer.

By the time the sun was down, the clouds were overhead, and the blue of the sea had been replaced by a black nothingness blending seamlessly into the night sky. The freezing water had risen to his chest, and he shivered so badly that he occasionally spasmed, his small body jerking uncontrollably. His muscles were knotting from tension and dehydration and cold, and he could no longer feel the hand past the handcuff. It was limp in the water, floating like a dead fish, food for any takers. His feet were also numb, and he tried to step in place to keep blood flowing below his waist, anything to keep his body warm.

He was surprised, despite the horror of his dire situation, at how dark it was. Once the sun had gone, and the hazy yellow glow of its descent had softened and dissipated into the night, the cove had become a cave. Looking back up the staircase, he could only make out the vague shape of the rocks at the top, the edge of the crest before it became a canvas of dead black sky. The ocean itself was so high now that it had absorbed the shape of the cove, overruled the land with its girth.

He searched for the moon, but it was absent. It had left the play early, he reasoned, thinking of the masks he’d seen in the rocks. Likely because it was so sure of the outcome.

Staring out into that vast formless space, that whispering dark, he watched the thoughtless void open, expand to meet him. He saw himself within the great mouth, a speck of dust on the surface of an insignificant planet; a vast power, destructive and blind, cast a mountain’s shadow over his small carapace of wet, quivering flesh. Behold the void, it said, and in that moment of realization, that granting of vision, Mike knew that he would soon be dead.

The water rose higher, wrapped around his shoulders like a serpent. A few minutes later, it licked at his neck, then chin.

Mike thought he had cried all the tears he could, but as he raised up onto his toes one last time, knowing the end was near, he did what any terrified little kid would do when faced with the impossible reality that your life was about to be over.

He wept.

The heavens rumbled, the sound of a sheet of metal being beaten across the sky, and then the rain came down.

As the rain fell around him, adding its meager drops to the already rising tide, Mike almost laughed out loud at the sheer unfairness of it all. Almost. Instead of laughing, he simply sighed. A good, long sigh. The kind of exhale where all the tension that was trapped in your heart escapes along with the breath, and you feel slightly more at peace.

Mike was ready to let go.

“Daddy…” he said. A last, forlorn plea.

Exhausted beyond measure, emotionally depleted and psychologically beaten, Mike slowly lowered his heels to the cold metal of the step. The two-inch drop brought the water up, like a girl raising herself for a kiss, to caress his lips. Then Mike closed his eyes, let his body go limp, and waited to die.

Above and behind him, lost to his ears in a clap of thunder and the sound of the rain hammering against the surrounding water, were the shouts of men.

The squad car turned into the Dentons’ driveway at the same time a second squad car was already opening its doors in front of their porch. They stopped next to the first one and both officers were out and opening the rear doors for Hank and Joe before Hank could get the word, “Hurry!” out of his mouth.

Hank immediately started running away from the cruiser in the direction of the cove. Joe screamed after him, “Dad! The key! You need the key!”

Rain had begun to fall. There was a soft murmur of thunder from above as Hank turned back, then looked at Joe with the briefest flash of anger—of hostility—then it passed and a sort of patient calm took its place.

“Joe, which cuffs did you take? The ones in the closet? The ones I kept in the gym bag?”

“Yes,” Joe said, no longer caring if he got in trouble, no longer caring if he would go to jail for the rest of his life. He had caught enough bits and pieces from his parents and the other cops to know things were far, far worse than he’d ever imagined.

The tide, they’d said, over and over. Then he, too, remembered. Remembered that the cove filled up with water, and that was why they weren’t supposed to swim there, because the current could get too strong, could suck them out to sea, could suck them under. He’d realized, with cold horror, that he’d likely killed his friend, after all. But it wasn’t because of some mysterious bad guy, or a stray wild animal. Mike had probably drowned by now, stuck to the stairs because of Joe. It was Joe who had handcuffed him, Joe who had forgotten about him in the confusion and shock of his parents’ accident, Joe who had been too scared to tell anyone the truth until it was too late. And if it was too late, it wouldn’t matter what anyone did to him, because he’d never—not until the day he died—forgive himself for doing such a horrible thing.

“I lost it, Dad! I don’t know where it is!” he yelled, trying to be heard over the rain and confusion.

Hank turned to one of the officers. “They’re standard. Give me your cuff keys, Jack.” The big officer who had found Joe on the porch that morning ducked into his pocket and handed Hank a small set of keys. Other officers were already running for the cove.

Behind Joe, a siren blared and he spun to see an ambulance pull in. He ran to the side of the gravel drive, out of the way. He turned back, saw his dad running.

“Dad!”

Hank turned, not slowing. “Stay there! I’ll be back!”

And he was gone, already sprinting past the other men. Paramedics walked toward the police cars. One of them, a young guy who looked like one of the seniors at the high school he and Mike went to, turned to Joe.

“What’s going on, kid? We’re a bit in the dark here.”

Joe started to answer when thunder ripped through the sky, and hard rain began to fall. “We think my friend is drowned!” he said, hating the reality of the words, but feeling better now that all this help was here. Maybe it’ll be okay, he thought, hoping.

“Oh shit,” the second medic said, an older woman wearing a blue baseball hat and thick blue jacket, a large red pack over one shoulder. “Where?”

“Come on, I’ll show you!” he said, and followed his father, jogging as quick as he dared, willing the two medics running behind him to hurry.

Paul reached the lip of the cove and looked down, frantically searched for his son. It was so dark, the rain and oncoming storm so loud, it was like looking into a black hole, with all of space being sucked madly into it.

He heard a shout and turned. Coming down the coast were a group of men. Two of them had flashlights and Paul could see now, far in the distance, the swirling lights of police cars and an ambulance.

“Oh my god,” he said, then took a step onto the metal staircase. “Mike!” he screamed, searching the water, the rocks. Where? Where?

Then, he heard him.

“Dad!”

The thin cry came from directly below. He looked to the bottom of the staircase, and amidst all that dark he could see a pale face staring up, almost lost in the encroaching shadows, almost buried by the invading sea.

“Mike!”

“Dad!” his son screamed, but the word was cut off by a sudden wave that swept in and over Mike’s face.

He never resurfaced.

Paul took the next three steps in a rush, then leaped midway down, jumping outward and into the rain-thrashed sea ten feet below.

He hit the water like a slap and the cold shocked the breath out of him. He swirled in the current, twisted himself to what he thought was upright, and pushed through the water. He broke the surface and gasped in the air, hard rain pelting him. His head jerked side-to-side, tried to gain some bearing. He saw the staircase a few feet away and swam to it.

Mike came up again, face tilted flat, eyes straight up to heaven, craning desperately for a last few seconds of air. Paul reached him, put his hands on his shoulders, his neck, the sides of his face. Mike’s wild eyes rolled down toward him, terror in the whites.

“Dad,” he said, so desperately it broke Paul’s heart.

My son, my son, my son! his mind screamed in a feverish delirium as he tried to understand what was happening. A hard light hit the water and he looked up into the powerful beams of two flashlights.

“Mike? What’s wrong?” Paul grabbed his boy around the waist, tried to pull him up. To his shock, Mike didn’t budge, only screamed as if he’d been stabbed. What the hell is going on?

“My wrist!” Mike yelled, water pouring into his mouth faster than he could spit it out. He hacked, spat, more water flowed in and he swallowed it. “My wrist is handcuffed!”

“What?” Paul couldn’t register the information. It made no sense! Handcuffed? He ran his hands down the child’s arm, felt the cold metal ring, traced the chain to the other secured tightly to the steel staircase rail. “Oh my god,” he said, then there was a giant splash. He spun, saw Hank Denton’s face rise above the surface.

“Look out, Paul!” he bellowed. “I’ve got the key!”

Paul nodded and moved aside, not letting go of Mike’s other hand. Never letting you go.

“Give me light!” Hank roared and the two lights fell on Mike’s upturned face, the black water a surrounding halo.

Hank dove under.

He opened his eyes, could see the murky white outline of Mike’s body, the hard black metal of the staircase, the gleaming chrome of the cuffs. Blood swirled from Mike’s wrist and Hank wanted to scream for the pain the boy must be in, the terror he must be going through. He reached out, put a meaty hand around the base of the pole.

My god, he can’t go any higher, he thought as he raised the key toward the cuff.

Almost there, kid, just hang on. Almost…

Something tugged at the cuff of Hank’s pants, yanked him backward. The surprise of being grabbed from something in the water, something that felt very much like it had hands, caused Hank to instinctively twist to see what the hell was pulling him into the sea.

As he spun, he released his hold on the stanchion. The hand holding the key flinched, and the small piece of shining metal slipped from between his fingers, caught a ripple of current, and disappeared.

Hank felt water surge past him. He watched the glowing figure of Mike shoot further and further away as the thing pulled him like it had a motor. He kicked and kicked and twisted his body. Seaweed tendrils grabbed at his arms, rubbed over his face. He closed his eyes and jack-hammered his foot at whatever held him, and then it was gone.

His breath almost spent, he pushed toward the surface, broke free, and yelled out in terror and frustration.

The stairs were twenty yards away, and the current was pulling against him.

Paul was screaming, pointing. He saw Tim Wells handing something down to Jack, who was near the waterline holding a light, who then handed it to Paul. Paul went underwater.

He couldn’t even see Mike anymore.

Paul didn’t know what to do for his son. The water washed over him in waves. Mike was trying to breathe, to speak.

“Close your mouth, Mike,” he said, helplessly watching the seawater pour down the boy’s throat. “Hold your breath!”

And then the water covered him.

Think! Paul tried to figure out what to do, his mind a firestorm of panic. A tube? Something to help him breathe, to keep breathing. Where did Hank go? He looked around, but didn’t see him anywhere. He heard a loud yell from behind him, turned and saw Hank surface, almost at the edge of the cove. What the fuck?

Hank was swimming now, back toward them, but it was slow—too slow.

The key!

“We need another key!” Paul yelled at the cop who was hunched down just a couple steps above them. The big cop nodded, started to reach for his pocket, then stopped, frustration stretching his face.

“Tim! I need your handcuff keys!” he yelled up at his partner.

The other cop dropped the flashlight, reached for a chain around his belt, yanked off a small set of keys, handed them down. The cop looked to Paul.

“Can you do it? I’ll hold the light!”

Paul took the key and nodded, prayed Mike could hold his breath thirty more seconds. He took a deep breath and sunk down into the water.

Mike’s eyes were open and staring up into blurry light. The water had him completely now, and underneath here all the sounds were muted, voluminous. He felt like he could hear the earth’s heartbeat slowly become one with his own. He felt a tug at his hand and looked down to see his dad trying to open the cuffs. Mike’s lungs were burning. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold his breath.

He reached his free hand through the slow-motion effect of water and placed it on his father’s shoulder. It felt so good to touch his dad, to feel the weight of him so near. He wasn’t scared anymore. At least he wasn’t alone, at least his dad was here with him. In the end, his dad had come for him. The lights from above shot broad, muddy green beams through the water. He looked past his dad’s shoulder as he struggled with the cuff, saw a face enter one of those beams.

His mother smiled at him. An open smile, like she wasn’t underwater at all. Her blonde hair was angelic, swirling around her head, glistening like gold in the bars of light.

“Come with me, Mike,” she said, and now she was next to him, her mouth at his ear, her hands cupping his chin, stroking his temples with her long fingers. “I love you, baby. I miss you… so much…”

Mike knew what she wanted.

He looked into her beautiful eyes, now only inches from his own. Her hands caressed his face and he felt warmth surge through him, a feeling of comfort so wonderful he never wanted to feel anything else.

“Come with me,” she said, and lightly kissed his lips.

Her mouth lingered, pushed harder, fingers pressing into his face, his hair.

Finally, he could resist her no more. His eyes fluttered closed and he opened his mouth wide.

The giddy sea rushed in.

Paul finally fumbled the key into the tiny lock and twisted.

The cuff around Mike’s wrist let loose with a click.

Paul gripped both sides and opened them like spreading claws. A cloud of blood flooded the water, and Mike’s limp wrist floated through the opening.

Paul planted his feet, grabbed his son’s lifeless my god he’s not breathing oh please no body and lifted him up and out of the water.

“Mike!” he yelled as he began to climb the stairs with him in his arms, free of the water. Mike’s eyes stayed closed. “Mike!” he screamed again, carrying the boy’s body up the steep metal steps as quickly as he could.

He heard other voices yelling, “Let’s go let’s go!” and, “Hurry, over here!” but only focused on getting up and out of the cove. He lurched past the top step, up over the side, and two paramedics gently removed his son from his arms, saying comforting things like, “We’ve got him, sir,” and, “He’ll be okay.”

Paul stood, helplessly, and watched as they laid Mike’s body on the grass. The older one, the woman, had her hand on Mike’s chest. It wasn’t moving. She moved the hand to his neck.

“No pulse,” she said.

Two officers stood over them, and two other officers waited in the shadows, one of them talking into a radio, a smaller flashlight aimed at the feet of a small boy who stood by his side.

Joe, Paul realized. That’s his friend, Joe.

Paul wanted to go to him, to ask him what had happened, how Mike had ended up at the bottom of that cove, handcuffed, trapped and left for dead.

Not now, not yet. He bent over, put his hands on his knees, the rain soaking all of them, and watched the paramedics give his little boy CPR.

Hank Denton stepped up beside him, breathing heavy. He put a hand on Paul’s back, then removed it. They both watched the paramedics work, waiting for the miracle, waiting for the water to spit out, for breath and life to pour into the thin body.

“Something pulled me,” Hank said, quietly enough that it may have been to himself, may have been for only he and Paul to hear. “I was about to unlock the cuffs, and something… shit, man, something yanked me away, didn’t let go until…”

Paul listened but didn’t hear. His eyes were fixed on Mike. He watched the chest compressions. He heard the other boy, Joe, cry and yell for Mike to, “wake up!” to, “please wake up!”

The dream came again. His wife’s threat. The sickbed. The black mirror. She had held him there, in the dream state, so she could do this. So she could take him.

The Eye.

That black oval eye, watching him. A manifestation that found its way into a shared subconscious. Did she even know it was there? Did she know it was watching?

She had tread into his subconscious and it had followed. A dream within a dream, from which he had escaped, but from what, and into what dark night?

He looked up to the sky, squinted. Raindrops blinked past him. He wondered if the universe was as uncaring as some suspected. He thought, perhaps, the frayed border between life and death, flexible as sticky tar, was not so devoid of thought, or compassion, as it might seem. Paul thought that maybe, just maybe, it could take sides. Pass judgment. Dictate terms, if needed. If called upon.

He heard a light laugh. A gentle, familiar chuckle that carried to him through the tumult. He could feel her presence. He turned toward the water, and saw her.

Black against black, standing at the top of the steps, watching them all, waiting. The rain blurred her, but she was most certainly there; a dripping shadow against the night, the sea at her back, the slightest hint of blonde hair blowing in the harsh wind, eyes glittering back at him, triumphant.

She’s come for him, he thought, and knew she had won, knew it to be true deep down in his broken heart. She’d wanted him, and now she would have him. Forever.

He stepped toward her, away from Mike, from the officers, from the futile work of the paramedics. Out of the haze of handheld lights, toward the oily watching eye, and to the woman who had dared command it.

“Louisa,” he said, just under his breath, but he knew she could hear him.

The shadow’s head cocked, floating eyes in a pool of smoke turned to study him, as if curious. There was a flash of lightning, and the shadow morphed, turned into something almost insect-like. Arms became thin and pointed, hair became feelers. A triangular head tilted, the whites of the eyes flared, suddenly enraged, or ecstatic.

Paul stepped closer yet. He pulled the silver wedding band off his wet finger, held it up to her in his palm, rain danced on the surface like sprites.

“He’s mine, and I won’t give him to you,” he said. He pulled back his arm and threw the wedding band into the ocean of dark from which she had come. Taking sides. He stepped toward her again, aggressively, and this time the floating eyes narrowed, the elongated, insectoid shadow retreated a step, the form bleeding into tendrils, the blond hair turned feelers fading into the rain, the dark shape breaking to pieces, receding as if being called back.

“He’s mine,” he said again, pleading not just to her but to whatever force would listen, knowing he meant the words, that he would stay true to them. That he would never let go again.

There was a light groaning sound, then a whip-like crack. A burst of cold wind struck his face, and he gasped. She said his name, and left a warning as she passed through. He caught the scent of her, and then she was gone.

Paul waited, not daring to turn around. He stared at the sea, at the black horizon. Waiting, praying.

He promised it what it wanted.

Something opened inside his chest, blossomed outward, spiraling, ovule spreading, welcoming the rush that filled him like electricity, that warmed his toes and fingers, the tips of his ears, the roots of his hair. In a flash, he saw everything. He brought a fist to his mouth, fought not to cry out.

From behind him, he heard Mike cough and spit out, huff gulps of air into his lungs.

“We got him!” someone yelled.

Paul let out his held cry, turned and ran to his son, dropped into the mud at his side. Men were yelling and he heard the other boy screaming like he had lost his young mind. Flashlight beams illuminated Mike’s body, his white flesh glowing. An oxygen mask was slipped over his mouth. His eyes were open, searching. Alive.

Rain drenched them all, there was a yell of triumph mixed with cries. To Paul, it sounded like a multitude.

“I’m here,” Paul said, pushing hair from Mike’s forehead to kiss it. He raised his head, found his son’s gray-blue eyes and held them with his own, pupils gyrating.

Mike’s eyes widened with alarm.

“I’m right here.”
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