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INTRODUCTION:
IN BRIEF

PAULA GURAN

“I like [horror’s] acknowledgment that life is a dodgy and uncertain business, and a monster with a smiling face may live or work right next door to you. Adult human beings live with the certainty of grief, which deepens us and opens us to other people, who have been there, too.”

— PETER STRAUB

Welcome to the fourteenth annual The Year’s Best Dark Fantasy and Horror—the first ten (with the year in the title) were published by Prime Books, the most recent (four volumes including this one) are published by Pyr. The initial entry covered stories published in 2009; this current one features stories from 2022.

As usual, I offer no definitions of dark fantasy or horror. If you are truly interested in my thoughts on the subject, read the very first introduction to this series from The Year’s Best Horror and Dark Fantasy: 2010: “What the Hell Do You Mean By ‘Dark Fantasy and Horror?’” You can find it on my website: paulaguran.com

I’m always surprised when I compile and consider the stories I’ve chosen as a whole. This year, I seem to have chosen quite a few that feature children or young folks. Nothing intentional. No hidden meaning. Just happened. As usual, this volume’s stories take us to many locales. Among them are places of myth and fantasy including the realm of Faery as well as strange versions of the Himalayas, a Baghdad of centuries past, the Caribbean, various urban settings and small-town Nowherevilles, old China, modern Pakistan, not-always-peaceful pastoral places, Nacogdoches, Texas, and, of course, we journey to Hell and back.

I would like to mention my companion series: The Years Best Fantasy. The second volume was published earlier this year. You’ll also find some terrific dark fantasy in those anthologies that could just have easily been included here.

This volume has been more challenging than most. There have been some personal vexations but, perhaps most importantly, the word count for the anthology has been drastically reduced. When I started this series, we published close to 200,000 words. (One anthology was over 200,000.) Lately, it’s been 150-170,000. This volume is around 100,000. (The cost of printing books is the reason for the reduction.) That was a major influence—consciously and unconsciously, for better or worse—as I selected stories.

Which means I’d best not waste any more of those precious words here. On to the stories!

Paula Guran 
National Tea Day 2023


SHADOW PLANE

FRAN WILDE

July 8, 20 :: 04:00 :: Lat - NULL, Long - NULL

If you’re seeing this? This is transmission one of however many it takes for us to be rescued. Or for as long as it takes for my sister and me to die on this mountain.

I know our last post from Paro was very upbeat. I know Bella and I promised to show you the most secret peak in the Himalayas. Well, we’re doing that, as promised, but the situation’s changed—a lot—and we need your help.

We’ll keep uploading for as long as we can, as long as the handset holds out and the satellite stays in range.

And before anyone says it, we’re not doing this for followers. This is dead serious. We need you to figure out where the hell we are and send help.

If no one locates us in time—and God knows we’ve tried—then maybe these recordings will serve as a record of what happened to us. To Bella and me, to our pilot, and to Myerton, the guy who paid us to guide him to the top of a mountain no one had ever summited. A mountain that doesn’t appear on any map. 

I know there will be dark tales told at basecamp if we don’t make it back. There always are. I mean, everyone at Namche Bazaar was still speculating about what happened at the Sovyagi Pass and that was last millennium.

Ah shit. Why did I start thinking about the Sovyagi Pass.

Okay, breathe, Nicole. Stay calm. You’re a survivor. You can do this.

Friends, we’re going to be fine, nothing like Sovyagi is going to happen to us. Especially if you—any one of our sixty thousand followers—are out there, helping us. Especially if you have your sleuthing hats on, or access to some fancy geological recognition software like they do on that old rescue-Matt-Damon movie. Seriously, if one of you can run some neural network shit on the images I’m sending? Triangulate us. Do whatever it takes, okay? We’ll keep broadcasting for as long as we can.

Sorry, I didn’t mean to get upset. I know you’ll find us.

Here’s what else I know: our Druk Air charter crashed somewhere past Gangkhar Puensum. Don’t worry, we weren’t going anywhere near Gangkhar, that place is off limits—and with good reason. No, our client claimed there was another mountain nearby that no one knew about. That’s where we were going.

I’m sure you figured out by now that my sister and I weren’t just in it for the money. We wanted the recognition, to bag the peak for ourselves. That’s why we were so cagey about where we were going and with whom. Don’t judge.

Everyone wants to climb something first. Everyone wants to find a place without footprints.

But now, with the pilot dead, Bella stuck, and the instruments going crazy, I’ve got to say, I’d love to see some footprints. Or a plane. Or at least fewer shadows.

If I’m honest, the shadows are the worst part of all this.

The sun’s just coming up now, behind the peak. It’s making a huge, beacon-shaped shadow on the clouds. I don’t think it’s a real beacon, or that it’s summoning anything, but in our current situation, it’s hella spooky.

I don’t know if you can see the rest of the peak well enough yet to identify it, especially with the shadow. I’ll try to get a better shot soon, once the sun’s higher.

Anyway, this is the crash site. I think we hit the mountain Myerton was after, but we’re on the wrong side or something. Around us there’s nothing but clouds and the kind of wind that gives you a headache after a while because it’s so low pitched.

The worst part? There’s no air traffic. Sky’s been empty for hours. And nowhere gets a completely empty sky anymore. I hope we’re not nowhere.

For a minute, just after the accident, I thought I saw a dark plane overhead. Just before, too. But that’s got to be shock. Or a weird shadow on the clouds—what are those things called? Brocken bows? Whatever it was, we haven’t seen anything like it since.

Before the crash, Myerton was pointing out the peak—a crenellated edge that rises over a deep bowl. The bowl looks like something blew its way right out of the mountain, up around 19,500 feet, with snow so deep it shades purple, and parts of the zenith above it all melted too, which is crazy because the Himalayas are fold mountains, not volcanic. But maybe that will help you figure out where we are. Satellites have got to show something like that.

Anyway, Myerton felt very strongly that this was the peak he wanted to bag, on the other side, away from the bowl. He paid us cash up front. He wouldn’t tell us why he wanted to get up here so bad. When we asked, he added more cash to the pile and Bella put a hand on my shoulder and I shut up. My sister had a better idea of our finances. She’s in charge of the books and deals; I take care of the social media. It works best that way. Usually. But I still knew we were on the rails and Myerton’s money would set us up for a season of peaks. Plus a lot less ramen for dinner.

So we said yes and asked no more questions.

I wish we’d asked questions.

The peak we’ve landed on—landed is a euphemism—you can see some of the AR42 in the background, clinging to the cliffside. We’re up around 20,000 feet. Below the beacon-shadow, above the bowl. There’s a sharp ascent. I’m positive no one’s been up this side. On the plane, the way Myerton talked about the other ascent, it sounded like he’d been there once, long ago. But he swore he was a researcher, with little experience. And when we neared this peak, and the sun caused the mountain’s shadow to angle out against the clouds toward the plane so it looked like a beam from a nightmare lighthouse and darkness rippled in the bowl below too. That’s when Myerton absolutely lost it.

“Avoid that!” he shouted, gesturing at the side of the mountain. “Go away!” Myerton unlocked his seatbelt and everything, even as we were going down. And when it was clear the pilot couldn’t do anything to avoid it, Myerton grabbed a chute and made ready to jump.

That’s when we hit, I think. With the dark night wind whistling through the open door, and everything smelling like overclocked plane propellers. The dark came in and the snow with it, covering us like velvet until it was deep and airless in the cabin, and then we hit.

When I woke up, Myerton was gone, and Bella was stuck bad, and the pilot was dead.

And now the compass on our Iridium handset can’t make up its mind where we are. Sometimes it says, “Lat: 28.041° N, Long: 90.45° E,” which is near Gangkhar. Sometimes it says, “Lat: 00.00° N, Long: -43.22° E, “which is impossible, and more often, it says, “[NULL],” and that’s the most frightening of all. How can we be null? It’s got to be some sort of interference.

So we hacked the handset and hooked it up to our phones. We’ve got it—at least for now—so we can broadcast out. Even if we can’t see your reactions, we can talk to you. Like an old-fashioned message in a bottle. Except faster.

Which is good because we don’t have much time. We’re at twenty thousand feet, I think. Half our oxygen and food fell out when the plane broke, I don’t know that we’ll make it through another night.

So you have to help us. You have to figure out where we are. Because shit’s getting really weird.

July 8, 20 :: 05:10 :: Lat - 00.00° N, Long - NULL

Guys? This is transmission two of whatever it takes to get off this moun-tain. Can’t get a good shot of the peak yet. Still too dark. Stick around anyway. I’ll tell you a story. Not just any story.

I’ll come clean about the how and why of this trip. Even those of you who were with us in Namche Bazaar, waiting for the season to start, don’t know all of it. Maybe this will help you trust me when I say what’s happening is happening. This isn’t a stunt. We need help now.

Myerton found us in Namche, cleaning rooms to pay our hostel bill, which was pretty sad, and we’d kept it off the feeds. Our sponsorships had dried up a bit, and Namche—the darker part of it—was cheap and we could keep our altitude.

Bella and I kept posting old shots of our prize ascents, but word was getting out that we were hungry. Whoever sent Myerton our way probably thought they were being kind.

I mean, he looked like an easy job. Skinny, pale. Jumped at his own shadow. The kind of hiker who would follow directions, back down when the guides said it was better to wait. Bella and I had guided a lot of people like that since we took the Snow Leopard. But they’d just wanted to hike a few thousand feet and take a photo to send home. Myerton?

Friend, whoever sent that rec? It was thoughtful, but could you now do us the favor of sending a rescue plane?

Myerton raised an eyebrow when he saw us. “Peakbaggers. Just girls.”

“Best in the business,” I said. “And we’re both twenty-one. Not girls.”

He read off his phone, “Nicole and Bella Bourke. First siblings to take the Snow Leopard—first women too—in that one year when Russia opened up. You were fast. You grabbed Ismoli, Jengish, Korzhenevskoi, Ibn Sina, and Khan Tengri one after the next and filmed the whole thing. Got you a huge follower count and some decent sponsorships. But that was a whole year ago. What have you done lately?”

It was a ruthless question. We’d done a lot of climbing, but nothing as spectacular. We were hemorrhaging followers and sponsors. Our Helly-Hansen jackets were top of the line sponsor gifts, from last year. Still bright, though: mine orange with lime-green seams and zips; Bella’s blue with yellow accents.

Neither Bella nor I answered him. Once you started bagging peaks, you were always aware there was someone behind you, ready to take over if you slacked. His pointing it out was putting us in our place.

“I need guides.” He smiled a terribly thin smile. “Want to climb something no one else even knows exists?”

You bet we did. And we didn’t want anyone else to get in on it, or edge us out. So we didn’t say anything to anyone. Didn’t ask around.

After we cut the deal, we pulled our packs out of the greasy hostel before anyone else was up and hopped the next helicopter to Kathmandu, then a regular Druk flight to Paro. That went so smooth, we started to relax, and Myerton began to call the shots. A fully chartered AR42-500, for just the three of us. Loaded with instruments and gear that neither Bella nor I could figure out. And a knapsack he never let out of his sight.

The plane was white with blue detailing. Royal Bhutan Airlines had a few nice perks: I might have had a drink on the flight, even though I know better. Myerton was wound so tight it made me nervous.

Those questions we hadn’t asked back in Namche? I wanted to ask them on the plane but couldn’t figure out how. Like why did Myerton know of a mountain no one else had heard about? And why hadn’t he hired Bhutan-area guides?

Bella waved me off. “Don’t aggravate him. He’s paying. We’ll figure it out when we get back.”

As long as Bella wasn’t worried, I resolved not to be. She’s older, after all.

But when Myerton started whispering, “Do not be afraid,” right about the same time our plane cast a shadow against a cloud and then that shadow detached from the cloud and kind of became its own plane? My resolve shattered.

Bella’s did, too.

What we were seeing had to be altitude. Bella asked the pilot to go lower. She used gestures that could only be interpreted as “airplane” and “down.” Myerton and I mimicked her for emphasis, our hands outspread, tilting and dipping lower, lower, to make sure the cockpit had enough oxygen. The whole time, that shadow plane kept up with us. So close, I could see its registration numbers in white on its tail: the reverse of our own.

The pilot did what we asked, shaking his head at us. Soon, we were rewarded with clearer skies and clearer heads.

The shadow plane disappeared, but we emerged below the clouds, shaken. We’d both seen the thing. And Myerton had seen it, too. That was too coincidental for oxygen deprivation.

I had just shaken off Bella’s cautioning hand to ask for an explanation when a sheer, dark cliff rose up before us and Myerton began shouting, Not here, never here! Get out of the shadow!

He pulled on a parachute and ran for the plane door.

And then it was all darkness and noise.

July 8, 20 :: 06:45 :: Lat - 999.99° N, Long - 0101.00° E

Oh crap, you guys, I can hear that dark plane circling above us in the clouds.

The noise shakes the ridge we’re on. Bella whimpers whenever the wreck moves with the vibrations. And the wind picks up, that low howl.

This is bad. It’s so bad. It’s going to come into view. Right now.

And it’s gone again. You have got to believe me. It just circled out of sight. I don’t think it’s coming to rescue us. I don’t know what it’s doing. It’s the exact same plane we saw before the crash. I keep yelling at it for help anyway, until it disappears.

This is transmission three of number “get us the hell off this mountain now.” Seriously send a plane. Send a helicopter. We can pay.

If you don’t believe me about the dark plane, our own plane’s wreckage is real enough. Sharp and still smoking. Smelling like burnt plastic. A chemical assault on the pristine peak.

When the plane went down, Bella and I got tossed around pretty bad. And the pilot—who’d been nice to us—hit the windshield.

Bella’s over there—you can sort of see her. She doesn’t want me to come closer with the camera. She hates looking weak. I’ve been going through Myerton’s packs in between melting snow for drinking water so she won’t get dehydrated. Sorry, that was a wide shot. Don’t enlarge it, okay? Bella would hate it. Look over here, at the mountain.

The sun’s up pretty high now, so I can show you the peak. Can you get a good angle on it?

The shadow coming off the peak is still there, faded in the sunlight, but there. I don’t know how that’s happening. Maybe it’s an optical illusion. Or ice crystals in the air.

If I turn in the right direction, where the clouds come up to the cliff, my shadow does the same thing—forms a giant, dark version of me. Sometimes there’s a glow around it.

And there’s the dark plane again. Can you see it? Maybe this is hypoxia. Or a concussion. If you can’t see it—the plane, or my shadow—maybe it’s my brain cells, dying.

No, I’m not going to think that way. I’m going to keep it together. For Bella. For everyone. Wait. I think I have a good image of the peak. Good enough you can use it to find us. I’m going to let you worry about rescuing us, and just keep sending video.

We have a lot of other worries to handle while you do that. Myerton’s off in the snow a ways. The pilot’s still in the plane. Bella’s stuck. And I can’t find more than two days’ worth of food in the wreckage. And the flares are all spilled down the cliffside. Two are still burning, barely, sending more smoke into the clouds and making the light and shadows really weird.

It feels deliberate. Can shadows be deliberate? I don’t think we’ll survive up here long, which is a relief. I wouldn’t want to have to think about what else we could eat to survive.

It’s hard posting these, not knowing if you see them. We’re so used to feedback. To likes and shares and reposts. Now, the silences are terrifying.

I’m going to go sit with Bella for a bit until I can stay calm. I’ll be back.

July 8, 20 :: 09:20 :: Lat - NULL, Long - 1° E

Okay, a bunch of things just happened all at once. I dropped the handset, running. Found it again. I hope it’s still working.

Bella doesn’t care anymore whether you see her or not. I brought her Myerton’s pack and she got it open. Found all his papers and files. Some were soaked and ruined already. Some, when we pulled them out, the wind or something started howling and almost swept them out of our hands. That’s when I dropped the handset. Thank God I got it back.

Here, look. You have to see what we’re seeing so there’s a record. All of this has to do with Sovyagi Pass. As much as it has to do with anything.

Goddamn Sovyagi Pass.

If you’ve climbed outside of the Americas over the past thirty years, you might know what I’m talking about. Maybe you’ve seen some of the pictures, before and after. The happy hikers. The torn apart tents. The bodies, what was left of them. You’ve heard no one really ever found out what happened. A story meant to scare hikers into playing it safe.

Well, Bella found a photo. An original “happy hiker” before photo in Myerton’s stupid knapsack. Except Myerton’s in this photo—he’s in it! Wearing a lab coat.

Bella found a lot of other stuff, too. Things that are just freaking us out. We don’t want to be anywhere near this kind of thing. We’re just climbers? We’re not—we don’t—I mean, shit. What’s in those documents? It’s all experiments on people, and I have to tell you: I think we were next. Seriously. He brought tools.

Wait—I have to remember to number the transmissions. Social feed will get this out of order and no one will come. And that will be bad. This is transmission four, I think. Or five. Of number holy shit get us out of here.

If this is the first of these you’re seeing, please, someone find a way to locate us.

First we freaked because we found Myerton’s papers. Lots of folders stamped TOP SECRET and ULTRA SECRET in red. And SHADOW, in a shimmery black.

“Check that out.” When Bella flipped the folder back and forth in the noon light, it cast its own shadow. At least I think it did.

Then the wind started to howl. Or the shadows did.

Now, we’re kind of losing our minds up here, so humor us—we’re trying to survive.

“There’s a whole folder on the Sovyagi Pass,” Bella said. “I’ll be damned.”

Everyone talks about the Sovyagi Pass—a bunch of people claimed recently they knew what had happened, finally, but given what I know now, I seriously doubt it. Still, that’s part of why a few ascents near Gangkhar were shut down. The Bhutan Royal Family was so alarmed they declared the whole area off limits, not just Gangkhar.

I can’t think about the details. Not how the one female hiker was found frozen, clutching a fistful of teeth—not hers—by the fire. Not that her eyes and tongue were missing. Or that reports said she’d bled to death from the sockets. Not the four others discovered a half mile away. Wearing only long johns. They’d dug a pit, too? Their bodies were splayed in a circle around it, fingers and feet touching. No eyes there either. The sixth hiker was never found.

Oh, God, don’t let us go like that, okay?

I hate to think if the sixth was Myerton, but the photo Bella found sure looks that way.

The thing about the four bodies they recovered? They had no shadows. That was all anyone talked about. No shadows, even in the bright lights of the morgue. Somewhere along the way, one of the reports in Myerton’s pack said, “The shadows were expurgated from the bodies.”

The reports made that seem like a success.

Bella’s pouring through the pages. “These wackos thought shadows were separate beings. Something called symbioses?”

“Symbiotes,” I correct. I’m the one who studied biology in school. She took sports and business classes.

I promised her that I’d keep the camera away from her as much as possible, but I’m shaking so hard. And she can’t shake much. She has to stay calm. So I have to stay calm. The way the plane’s trapped her, the metal and fiberglass maw grasping her too tight to free her but not enough to kill her. Unless it moves. Or she moves.

She takes a deep breath. Reads some more. “Symbiotes. And the file says they came out on the mountain. Near the pass. At least by the GPS data.” She pointed to the other side of the mountain. “That they were here because of the way the local light intensified shadows . . . It says that the wind in the bowl may produce some infrasound, or else there’s radiation? Something that makes the shadows detach from their hosts and become—It’s blacked out. Nicole, the researchers were trying to call them . . .” She reads farther down the file as the low hum from the wind pitched higher, making me pull at my painful ears. “Into service? What the fuck does that mean?”

Look: You can see, too! Read the documents. See all the stamps? This is the evidence everyone wants, right? So figure out how to come get it, and us, too.

The camera’s shaking—sorry about that—because I’m shaking— maybe even panicking—so hard. “They believed they could separate shadows from people? Why the hell would anyone want to do that?”

Bella reads: “In order to gain the best possible stealth advantage, all attempts must be made.” She pauses, gasping for breath. “Nicole, they sent an entire unit of scientists out here to attempt to make shadow spies? Five researchers, plus one—Thaumaturge? What the hell is that?”

I look at the date on the file. “That’s D&D stuff. Why are Cold War guys talking this—”

“What’s a thaumaturge? How do you know this?”

I wrack my brain—I’d played the game at base camp a few years ago. One of the guides wanted to be a Thaumaturge. “It’s a worker of Miracles. It’s just a hopped-up word for magician. Myerton the Magician. Oh, my God, Bella, what the hell. These people.”

The wind picks up and I grab a crisp sheet of new paper: a research proposal dated this year. New results, more experiments needed. Failure not an option.

We absolutely should have asked more questions.

“Magicians? Working for the government? Which government?” The wind tears at the papers again, getting fighty. I fight back. Half the folders bear NSA stamps. United States. Another third are MI5. Britain. “Probably working for whomever would pay. Just like us.”

“Sounds like they didn’t fare so well.” Bella sounds scared of everything. Serves her right. She’d wanted to come more than I did.

“Just like us, maybe.” It’s mean.

She begins to cry then, softly. Bella, Bella, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. We just need to get out of here. Out of this wind. Down from this altitude. Away from these shadows.

The sun moves like the small hand on the clock. Even though it’s higher now, it’s heading inexorably for the dark side of the evening. We’ll freeze then. Or the shadows that are already flickering on the edges of our crash site will come get us. Or we’ll go to join them, if the Sovyagi Pass stories are to be believed.

Hurry. Someone. Anyone.

July 8, 20 :: 13:10 :: Lat - parameters not defined, Long - NULL

You have to be seeing this. Are you seeing this?

The shadows, on the peak? They’re getting longer, wreathed with lights.

Especially near where Myerton’s body lies. The ones over by him bend together like they’re whispering.

The ones near Bella’s feet reach for her, then draw back.

The sun’s past noon. Shadows shouldn’t be this long now. Not ever.

I know what’s happening when the mountain throws a shadow like that. Or when I did, when I was standing near the edge. People talk about it at base camp. It’s an optical illusion. That’s all. Called an anticorona. A mountain specter.

Doesn’t make them any less spooky.

And what the hell do you call them when they’re not attached to anything? And they’re creeping around your sister?

Bella’s still all right, though. I prop the emergency lights all around her and the shadows pull back. She’s breathing okay. Just trapped. She’s going to be okay. We both are.

Except I can’t move the plane to get her out. And there’s no one here to help. And these shadows are everywhere.

I hope you’re coming, some of you. This is transmission eight, I think. I hope. Eight of maybe nine? Maybe just eight.

“They did experiments? Tried to separate people from their shadows using chemicals?” Bella’s still reading. She keeps kicking at the shadows, and eventually they quit trying to get around the lights. The shadows turn their attention to Myerton’s body.

“They tried terrifying the researchers. Invoking the shadows, using pain? Amplifying the wind noise until the shadows separated out? Sometimes through the eyeballs? Nicole, they tortured those hikers. Myerton did it. He did it right here.” She holds up a set of clamps edged with nails and a set of pliers that look like they came from the dentist. “I found these in the snow.”

She couldn’t have. Could she? Maybe from Myerton’s pack.

Now the shadows around Myerton’s body just keep getting darker.

“What did you do?” I hiss at his corpse. The shadows seem to hiss back.

“Worse, what was he planning to do? Bringing us up here, our bags stuffed with his cash, no time to deposit it. He was just going to leave us here, and take it all with him back down again?” Bella’s fury seems to fan the shadows. Shhh Bella no.

The darkness gathered by her feet shimmers and elongates more. I can almost see features: stretched, dark silhouettes of the people in the old photo. The happy hikers. Or what’s left.

Shadows can’t do this at noon. Or at all.

I’m going mad. This is too much.

But the shadows pull away from us, and for a moment, I can breathe. They’re gathering around Myerton now. They flicker and billow, like a dark fire. All we can see are his feet.

A storm’s building over the peak. Clouds, big dark ones. We don’t feel the cold yet, because our gear’s turned up, but I shiver anyway.

Myerton’s foot moves a little. Not a lot. Just jerks a bit as one of the shadows pulls back. Another shadow stretches up the length of his body and covers his mouth.

The corpse shakes again, then lies still.

I have to— I can’t hold the camera steady.

I’ll be back, I promise.
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Are you seeing this? Oh, God. I’m recording so there’s no doubt.

It’s real if you record something, right? Or only if others see it, too?

Trying to upload as fast as I can.

Myerton’s sitting up. His eyelids are open. It’s so creepy. I’d closed them after the wound on his neck bled out. Reached out and pushed the lids down over his glassy blue eyes. My sleeve had been crimson from all the blood. It’s rust brown now.

And now Myerton’s eyes are definitely open and black as pitch. Shadowblack. No sclera. No iris. Just black. His tongue is black, too. He’s speaking—at least, his mouth is moving. There’s no sound.

Shadows don’t talk.

Is this what happened to the Sovyagi Pass hiker? Black eyes? A shadow tongue? Did someone—Myerton? —take them for research?

Our lights are wavering. The wind is too much.

Myerton cocks his—its?—head as if it can hear me screaming.

As if it can understand what I’m saying to you.

Where are you, with your rescue plane?

Oh, God, it’s crawling.
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Hello?

This is broadcast ten. I’m pretty sure. We’re still alive. I’m mostly sure.

We survived because we turned all the lights on Myerton. Held them fast against the wind. And he quit moving toward us.

We saved ourselves a little bit. You have to fucking do the rest, okay?

Sorry. Sorry for cursing.

You can see him over there, barely. Even in the dim storm light, he’s holding his hand in front of his eyes. Trying to cast enough shadow around himself for comfort.

My throat’s raw from screaming. Bella’s chest hurts. We’re fighting as hard as we can. I don’t know if the last couple clips hit the satellite or not? We’re using all our light up.

And, now, the body’s talking. Myerton? Maybe. Whatever it is. Making sounds.

“We can help you.” Its voice—I don’t know if you can hear—sounds like snow blowing over rocks.

We turn the lights back on it. Drive it away from us.

But the more we have to turn the lights away from Bella, the more other shadows encroach here. They’re whispering. Wordlessly.

We keep fighting. Bella kicks. I yell. We’re battling together, against cold and darkness and whatever Myerton did here before.

If you’re sending rescue planes, you’d better hurry, damn you.

The heating elements on our Helly-Hansens are losing charge. So cold now. Not just at the edges of our goggles or our facemasks. In our bones. We lost our backup chargers in the crash. Our Helly-Hansens are powering down. There’s nothing left. Bella upends Myerton’s pack to see if he had any batteries. None.

One last thing falls out of the pack. A gold brick.

“What the fuck is this.”

“It’s for us,” the thing that used to be Myerton whispers. It’s close now. Too close. We weren’t watching enough.

Go away. Go away.

Don’t be afraid, Bella.

It keeps whispering. “Our payment for our research. He gave it to us before we hit the Pass.” It laughs, dryly. “Then he took it back once we were—this. As if gold would make up for decades of shadow existence. We take what we want now.” It lifts its hand, looks at it. Makes a fist.

When it speaks, its tongue is black. Dark as the shadows above and all around us now.

The small circle of our emergency lights shrinks. The power’s nearly gone. The light’s going with it.

My sister and I are survivors. We always have been. Now, though? I’m not sure.

But Bella’s the dealmaker. She’s the one who asks, “What is it you want now?”

Myerton’s body grins. “They wanted us to infiltrate, to spy. To go where no one else could go. Instead, they left us here. When things went wrong. Left us alone, when they should have stayed. We learned. Many things. We want more now.”

More shadows—I count them: five distinct shades and voices, including the one that had taken Myerton—hiss in agreement. “More.”

“We can be as many as we want. Watch.” Five shadows split into ten. They stretch. They reach. Around us.

There’s a creaking sound from the plane as the pilot’s body begins to move.

I am curled tight around my sister, holding our last light against the darkness.

When you find us, I hope you find enough of our records to see this. To know it really happened. Not just to us, but to the Sovyagi Pass hikers. The ones we thought were dead, but who have been stuck here for decades.

The shadows are reaching for us. I don’t want to let them. I’m turning the light up all the way, knowing it will only run out faster. Shit.

Can you hear it? The engine sound?

Is that you? The plane?

It’s a plane, Bella. That sound is propeller chop echoing against the mountain side.

Look at the way the ice and snow shakes off the peak and rains down on us. On the broken hull of the Druk Air turboprop. Which starts to creak and shift.

I grab for Bella as the shadows grab for us.
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The rescue plane is dark. Too dark to give you a good angle on the peak below us, which looks white and pristine above its blasted bowl.

We’re okay now.

We’re riding with a very quiet crew, but at least they’ve pulled us off the mountain. Bella and me. And Myerton, too. The pilot doesn’t seem to mind what we do up here. The copilot, the one who flew our old plane, barely notices us.

The new plane is filled with shadows. They tend to Bella and ignore me, except to brush gentle dusk-filled fingers across my face. It’s oddly comforting.

They seem to take great interest in Myerton, however. As if they all know him well, and do not like him. I tried to film the ways they’ve been twisting and bending his body, trying to make his shadow come out. But they’re moving too fast to get the shot, so I can’t catch it.

Is something real if there’s no record?

What I noticed, when they landed, was their twin-prop plane shaking the mountainside and tearing my world apart as the wreckage slid over the cliff, and I held on to Bella. Is it real? Is she really here? Am I?

I’m not sure. I’ve always wanted proof that things are happening. Broadcasts, photos, footage. But proof will have to wait until we land. If we land.

How many shadow agents are there with us? More than the five original hikers from the Pass. Many more. Myerton would have been pleased that his research bore out.

If you’re still getting my broadcasts, this plane is the dark one that pursued us through the clouds. The one that circled, waiting, until Myerton was taken. We’re okay. We’re going to be okay.

I know you’ll be looking for us still. Wanting answers. We have them.

We can see all your replies now. On the posts that made it through. We’re so grateful for you. We want you to meet us when we land.

Yes, Bella and I are coming back to you. All—oh wow, look at that—one hundred thirty-five thousand of you now.

Bella’s eyes are dark now, and she’s not speaking much, but she’s a survivor and I am, too. Sometimes she turns to me and smiles. She still looks like my sister when she does that.

We are going to make it back. We have more peaks to climb. All of us. We want you to follow us there, too.

What I’m learning, on the plane, is that the shadows can divide, and stretch through the equipment. They’re doing that now, through our broadcasts, reaching out. Finding new places to be. Helping us access our media feeds. Helping us to connect with you.

We’re rescuing ourselves from Myerton’s plans. It’s clear he was going to make more shadows of us. And he has, somewhat. Just not in the way he wanted.

We’re coming back to you, to our fans. And we’ve got so much to tell you. So much to teach you.

We’re so glad you downloaded all our data. That your screens are directing you to our landing point. Where we’re going to meet you all. We’ve learned to appreciate the shadows. We’ll show you how. 


THE DYER AND
THE DRESSMAKERS

BINDIA PERSAUD

We had begun to despair of a dyer ever again appearing among us. Once there were three, serving twice as many dressmakers. Now, there is only Berta, and she has been old since my girlhood. She is blear-eyed and palsied, and her powers have almost deserted her. Jacquetta is a great talker, and she has cleverly steered the tastes of our patrons in a direction that shrouds Berta’s decline. For many seasons now, the ladies of the court have attired themselves in gowns of filmy white, set off with a sash or hat ribbon in some soft vernal shade—primrose, blush, the palest of azures. Things might have gone on like this for some time, were it not for the envoy.

She was a pallid young woman who had come before the Duchess to negotiate a trade agreement. The first goods she displayed were poor and undistinguished, so no one was prepared for what she brought out next. Some audibly gasped when she unfurled the mantilla; the Duchess, schooled in self-mastery, merely pursed her lips and nodded.

I did not witness this, of course. What I know, I gleaned through snatches of gossip overheard at dress fittings. Naturally, I had to see the mantilla for myself. I positioned myself at a high window just as the Duchess was making her way to church. Even from that distance, I could see it was no commonplace thing. It seemed almost alive, a tangle of leaves and roses gracing the Duchess’s slender shoulders. The Duchess treated it with no particular reverence; as she walked, it slipped into the crook of her arm and she left it there. Still, I knew our time had come. We would be stripped of the Duchess’s favor and thrust out into the world.

I did not tell the others this. What purpose would it have served? I left Jacquetta to her chatter and Berta to her drooling and snuffling. The only one who I considered taking into my confidence was Susanna, but she was preoccupied with her daughter. Theodora was so named because her mother had been getting on in years when she bore her. We had searched her, as dressmakers search all their daughters, when she came squalling into the world, but she had lacked the distinguishing marks. Now, at thirteen, she had that peculiar mix of sullenness and gaiety that characterizes girls awaiting their first blood.

She had been told what to expect when her flowers arrived, and we were on hand with clean rags and cold compresses when the day came. Her mother fussed and made much of her, but she was peevish, almost tearful. “Mama, it hurts,” she mewled.

“It’s natural. It will pass.”

She sat up. “It doesn’t hurt there. It hurts here.”

She raised her arm. Nestled in the tender hollow of her armpit was a translucent polyp the size of an acorn.

I forgot how to breathe for a moment. I wasn’t the only one. Elation, tinged with fear, rendered us immobile. Long minutes passed, and Theodora cried in earnest. Ultimately, Berta had to prod us into action. She bid us fetch a length of unbleached muslin and lay it on the floor. Theodora was directed to stand over it, arm raised. Before she could protest, Berta reached out and pinched the protuberance between her skinny fingers. Theodora gave a whinny as a drop of fluid leaked from the polyp. It was as colorless as water, but when it touched the cloth it spread and bloomed into a rich carnelian red. Theodora was still sniffling, but the sight startled her into laughter. It was contagious, as a child’s mirth can be. Berta flashed her gummy smile while the rest of us collapsed into giggles. When we had collected ourselves, I gathered up the material and set to work.

The dress I made was simplicity itself, without frills, without an edging of lace, without so much as an extraneous button. When I had finished, I packed it in a box and slipped our monogrammed card in with it. At first light, we sent it off to the Duchess.

Our fortunes didn’t change right away. Theodora’s earliest efforts yielded up strong, true colors that were perhaps too much for some. Many were loath to give up their old gowns. Even so, one would behold, in a sea of white, a lady clad in zaffre blue or canary yellow, like an exotic bird among a flock of swans.

We didn’t tell Theodora that her work had not found universal favor. We petted and praised her; the first dyer in a generation, how could we not? Still, she discerned the truth. When the girl assigned to clean our rooms stretched upward to dust the mantelpiece, she revealed a flash of scarlet underskirt. Theodora said nothing, but she looked stricken. Of course, it is established practice for mistresses to pass clothing on to their maids, but Theodora’s work was not meant to serve as a drudge’s petticoat. Quietly, she asked me for cloth, armfuls of it, as much as I could supply. When she had it, she retreated to her chamber and locked the door.

She stayed sequestered for some time. Susanna was concerned; if we had not held her back, she would have shouted and banged on the door. When Theodora finally emerged, she was limp and exhausted, but a faint smile of triumph played upon her lips. When we entered the room, we saw the heaps of fabric had been transfigured. The new dyes were simultaneously richer and subtler. Harmonious shades blended together, or, conversely, contrasting hues warred with each other. Each new shade was married to a quality that was not color, but somehow served to elevate it—creaminess, or depth, or luminosity.

As Susanna began to roll the lengths of cloth into bolts, Jacquetta, who had a keen instinct for these things, assigned herself the task of naming them. I had the steadier hand, so I affixed labels and took dictation. A lovely rust-red shot through with gold was christened Maharani. Fiamma Rosa was the name given to salmon-pink with an opalescent sheen. Purple edged with green, like a week-old bruise, was dubbed Walpurgisnacht.

We could have held a private meeting, invited our most exclusive clientele, but in the end we decided to set up a stall in the inner courtyard, like the humblest of merchants. In the morning, we attracted mostly curious onlookers, with actual buyers no more than a trickle. By midday, that trickle had swelled to a stream, and by evening, it had become a deluge. I did nothing but sew for a month straight. My hands cramped, I began to see double, and there was a pounding in my head like a great anvil being continuously struck, but it was worth it. We were given grander apartments, and the Duchess sent Theodora a letter in honor of her elevation to the post of official dyer. I still remember her look of shy delight as she broke the seal.

It wasn’t long before we began to receive private commissions. One of our first clients asked for a dress the color of snow. It was a cool white, of course, but there was something more to it. Somehow, Theodora had captured the hard glint of the sun against a frost-laden field, the dark hollows where rabbits burrow.

Then there was the masque of dusk and dawn. A lesser dyer would have clothed half the party in rosy hues and half in somber ones, but Theodora could see beyond that. She picked out those colors common to both, but the dyes she created for dawn were pellucid, while those for dusk were wrapped in haze. The astrologer, when she came in for a fitting, said when the revelers danced together it was like a great celestial event, the confluence of the morning and evening skies.

Demand came thick and fast after that, and it wasn’t long before we had to start turning people away. Theodora was the arbitrator. At first, we had demurred at this, citing her youth, but she would not be swayed. No matter how many times she was asked, she refused to reproduce the colors of fruits and flowers, perhaps considering them beneath her. She entertained only those requests that struck us as outlandish. We didn’t know the cause, whether it was childish arrogance or a wish to discern the limits of her talent.

One such case was that of the alchemist. The woman rarely left her laboratory, so it was a surprise when she presented herself at our studio. Susanna escorted her to a chair where she sat blinking, like a mole that has ventured aboveground. When she spoke, her voice creaked. “I want a dress the color of remains. Do you understand me? It has to be the color of debris, dead things.”

For once, Jacquetta was startled into silence. Susanna answered. “Madam, I don’t think we can—” Theodora cut in. “I’ll do it.”

Susanna looked worried. “Darling, are you sure—”

“I said I’ll do it.” Her voice was soft, but there was no mistaking the steel behind it.

It took her a whole afternoon. From outside her door, we heard grunting and a cry of pain, but she completed the task as promised. The dye she produced was a dull maroon shade with a thread of brown running through it. It exemplified the notion of decay so perfectly, I was compelled to hold my nose while sewing, even though there was no real odor.

Jacquetta named the new shade Caput Mortuum. The alchemist pro-nounced herself delighted and paid us twice as much as was agreed. We all crowded around Theodora and congratulated her, but she shrugged us off.

Not long after that, an ancient, doddering lady-in-waiting came to see us. There had been a love affair in her youth, but her paramour had been sent abroad as an ambassador and had never returned. She still wore a cameo at her throat as a token. She wanted a gown in remembrance of their love; love thwarted, love denied. At this, Susanna stepped in and refused; what could Theodora know of such things? Her daughter overruled her, and the gown, ash-violet with a silver luster, was duly produced. That might have been the end of it, but six months later, the lady’s lover returned to court. She came back to us, and this time the dress she desired was to be in honor of love ascendant, love triumphant.

I was working on that very same dress when Theodora came and planted herself by my side. She stroked the material as I started on a seam. One might have expected it to be red, but instead it was a rich amber, like cognac swirled in a glass. I stayed quiet, so as to invite Theodora’s confidence. I was closer in age to her than any of the others, so if she were to unburden herself, it would be to me.

She let her hand fall away. “It isn’t right, you know. The color.”

“How can you say that? It’s perfect.”

She didn’t reply, and I didn’t venture to speak again until the silence pressed in on us. “Why aren’t you happy, Theo?”

For it was so; she was unhappy. We had been loaded with high honors, but none of them pleased her. Just the week before, we had been invited to dine with the Duchess herself. True, we were placed at the very foot of the table, but it was a privilege, nonetheless. Theodora should have been glad, but she pushed her food around her plate and barely raised her head the entire meal.

She brought her hand to the fabric again. This time she burrowed her fingers into it. “There are colors behind the colors. Colors no one else can see. I can see them, but I can’t make them.”

With that, she got up and left. Perhaps I should have followed her, but I didn’t know what to say. I could have let Susanna counsel her, but there are things beyond even a mother’s wisdom. I left well enough alone, trusting that matters would right themselves in time.

Our next assignment came from the Duchess herself. We were to design the uniforms for the new maids of honor, each with a color corresponding to a particular virtue. Red for courage, green for temperance, blue for prudence, white for chastity—what could be simpler? Theodora had got no further than the first two before we could tell something was wrong. The red was a rusty oxblood, and there was something bilious about the green. She looked unwell; her face was pale and slicked with sweat and she was holding her arm at her side in an odd manner. Some maternal intuition prodded Susanna into action. She seized her daughter’s wrist and pulled her arm above her head.

The protuberance had swelled into a bubo. It had blackened and was twice its previous size. Theodora swayed on her feet, and Susanna reached out to catch her. We encircled her and ushered her into bed.

She stayed there for the next two weeks. She lay in a fever, weakly clawing at the blanket. When she spoke, we couldn’t make out what she said. The words sounded like gibberish, but perhaps they were the names of colors from some realm beyond our own.

We passed her last task on to Berta, but before long, the assignment was forgotten. More pressing matters had overtaken the court, namely, the purported death of the Duchess’s consort.

No one had ever seen the consort, but rumors abounded about them. Some said that they had died years ago, after being impounded in a dungeon below the palace. Some said that the consort was not a human being at all, but some manner of beast. The consort’s death and the Duchess’s grief may have been feigned, but the mourning she imposed on the court was all too real. She came to us personally to apprise us of her will.

We gathered around her in a semicircle, heads bowed. We had never been so close to her before, and it was rather like standing in the full glare of the sun. If she noticed our unease, she had the grace not to remark upon it. Before she spoke, there was a scrabbling behind Theodora’s door. She was alone in the room; we would have left Berta to watch over her, but she was our only dyer now, and we needed her. At the sound, the Duchess raised her face, as if scenting the air, before turning to us.

“The rest of the court can make do with black armbands, but I myself will need full mourning; gloves, gown, and veil. You can do this, yes?”

Susanna spoke, her voice tight. “My daughter is ill.”

“Is that so? I’ll send for the court physician.” She turned on her heel. Over her shoulder, almost as if it was an afterthought, she added, “This isn’t a request.”

As soon as she was gone, Susanna sprinted toward her daughter. We didn’t follow until we heard a thin keening emanating from the chamber. When we entered, we saw Theodora face down in a sea of ink. I don’t know if the bubo had ripened and burst of its own accord or if she had helped it along, but she had fulfilled the Duchess’s command. The sheets were dyed a black so absolute that it was like staring into the void. Theodora herself, by contrast, was a pitiful bone white, as if some vital essence had been leached from her.

There was nothing else for it, so I started on the Duchess’s mourning clothes. The sheets glistened, but the dye was fast. One never knows, though; perhaps this dye will insinuate itself under the wearer’s skin, thinning her blood, stopping up her breath. I hope it does.

I laid aside a scrap of sheet for Theodora’s shroud. She had said she saw colors that no one else could. Perhaps she can make them now. 


RED WET GRIN

GEMMA FILES

Imagine a lady, old as dirt. Kind of old where there don’t seem to be much left of her but bones, wrapped in a loose, wrinkly bag of skin. Cataracts on her slitty blue eyes, so thick they make ‘em throw back light; she stinks of vinegar and baby powder, adult diaper rash and Clorox bleach. Goes without saying she’s white, too, but I will anyhow, just to set the scene.

Chart down the bottom of her bed says camp, Mrs. Willena, plus a bunch of meds and a few more diagnoses—degenerative dementia; Alzheimer’s disease. And on the very last line, there’s this, just in case: has signed a DNR.

Most old ladies, they got yellow teeth, stained from years of smoking, coffee; some got off-white or ivory, meaning they come out at the end of the day, go in a cup and get cleaned with Polident if you’re well provided for, baking soda if not. Dip and no insurance gives you brown teeth, or black, or none. Mrs. Camp, though—she had something different, something I never saw before or since. Bitch was closemouthed in general, had a scowl on her, like knotted purse-strings. But sometimes . . .

. . . sometimes, Mrs. Camp, she let slip with a kind of wet, red grin, ‘specially if she thought you weren’t looking. Thin in the lips but with way too many teeth for comfort, all dyed dark as stewed beetroot somehow, and crooked with it, too. That’s how I first knew she was a wrong ‘un.

My mawmaw knew conjure, grew up with it. And my Auntie Fee grew up with her, so she knew it, too—maybe not as much, but enough.

So: “What makes somebody’s smile that shade?” I asked her, one day, as we sat in her room down the end of the DNR unit. “It don’t seem natural.”

Auntie Fee laughed a bit, just a bare hissing sketch of the way she used to, and blew a little smoke out through her tracheotomy scar; janitors’d been good enough to unplug the fire alarms in that part of the home a while back, ‘cause when you got Covid and you’re upward of eighty, who the hell cares? “Ain’t much natural ‘bout that one,” she whispered, and I nodded. “But them choppers of hers . . . they mind me of something your mawmaw used to mention, back when. You ever hear of reddening the bones?”

“Never.”

“Well, you go home and look it up on that Google of yours, Lainey. Thing knows more’n I’ve forgot, or so I hear.”

Didn’t have the internet at home, so I went to McDonald’s instead. Google showed me pictures of graves from Paleolithic times, skeletons dyed with ochre and madder root, sprinkled with the dust of ground-up rowan-tree berries. The idea was to bring vitality back by coloring them the same shade as blood, so you could consult with your elders if things got bad enough—uncover ‘em and ask ‘em for advice, same way you would’ve back when they were alive. Found a couple of sites said you could make totems by cleaning roadkill, disarticulating the skeleton and boiling it, then stewing beetroot mush, red wine, and red chalk dust to make a paste with it. You mixed it with your own blood to “feed” ‘em, then rubbed the bones all over, buried them, dug ‘em back up when the moon was dark, and washed the paste back off: Hey presto, nice and red.

“So you think she’s a conjure lady?” I asked Auntie Fee, the next morning. She stared at me sideways like she didn’t remember a thing about it, which maybe she didn’t. “Or used to be, I guess.”

“Who?”

“Mrs. Camp, Fee.”

“Oh, her. Hm, wouldn’t put it past her; sure is haughty enough, not that she’s got any good reason to be, these days. Now she’s stuck in here waitin’ to die with the rest of us, I mean.”

“True enough, I guess. How would a person go ‘bout reddening their own bones, though?”

“Oh child, how would I know? Pass me another one of them ciga-rettes, ‘fore that other nurse comes in.”

It was Covid times, two years on. Got a job in Dawson’s Care Home, mainly to check up on Auntie, and ‘cause they were short-staffed enough they sort of stopped remembering to check up on whether or not a person had the exact kinda experience they claimed they had, on their resume. Though from my point of view, wasn’t like I lied to ‘em, exactly; was halfway through my paramedic training when they slapped me up in Mennenvale Female for a five-year bid, and I probably spent at least three quarters of that playing trusty in medical, drug bust or no drug bust. Kept my head down the whole while to rack up good behavior, and they needed people already knew where to stick a needle wouldn’t kill a bitch outright, so old Doc Rutina didn’t have to fuck around with anything entrance-level while they were bringing in somebody with a shank between their ribs.

Anyhow. Doc’s character testimony came in handy later on, when the M-vale board had to figure out if it was worth letting me out on compassionate after my mother passed—second wave was all over that place already, ‘specially in gen pop, so they decided what the hell. Kind of hilarious in hindsight, considering I hadn’t seen that sorry whore since she dropped me off at Mawmaw’s and skedaddled, back when I was five.

Guess Mawmaw must’ve had enough of men altogether by the time she hit fifty, so she took up with Auntie Fee instead, her best friend since childhood. They raised me up both together, sharin’ a truck, a house, and a bed ‘til Mawmaw got cancer and Fee nursed her through everything after—two surgeries, two courses of radiation, three trips to the hospital that all but cleaned ‘em out, broke ‘em so bad I had to give Fee my tuition just to keep the bank from evicting her after she paid for Mawmaw’s funeral. No baby, that’s so you do better’n either of us is what she told me, with tears in her eyes; and Naw, Fee, I’ll be just fine was what I told her, folding it back into her hand.

Well, what else was I gonna say?

But I was out of M-vale now, just like Auntie Fee was in Dawson’s, penned up with Mrs. Camp and the rest of them wheezing biddies on the DNR unit. She needed me, same way I needed that job—bad enough to lie for, or obfuscate, at least. Didn’t know just how bad, though, not back then.

Not as yet.

Dawson’s was a bleak place, overall—worse than M-vale’s infirmary by far, and that was saying something. Didn’t help they were sticking to no family visits, or all the staff went double-masked, hair-netted, and gloved up like they was treating Ebola, smiles hid behind face shields we had to disinfect thirty times a day. Some nurses wore those clear plastic glasses underneath, like dental hygienists; janitors and us newbies, we mainly got by with dollar-store swim goggles and wraparound sunglasses, if that. Nobody wanted to get too close, on either side.

Auntie Fee was fast asleep when I came in her room that first time. They’d took her wig off and hid it somewhere, her face gone all white and slack under a mess of baby-fine hair; had to take her pulse and study her breath awhile, to convince myself she wasn’t dead already.

Eventually, she cracked one eye open. “Hello, ma’am,” I said, at last. “I’m new ‘round here, thought we should probably get acquainted. My name is—” She stirred and snuffled a bit, grimaced, then went off in a surprise coughing fit once she recognized my voice. “Lainey, child, that you?” she managed, finally. “Gal, I thought you still had . . . six months to go, last I checked. What-all you doin’ up in here, for Christ’s own sake?”

At that I gave a quick look ‘round, just in case anybody else might be bothered to listen in. “Well, now,” I told her, quietly, “Jesus can look after himself, if the Bible’s anything to go by. Bad bitches like us, though—times like this, we got no choice but to look after each other.”

That got her eyes all bright again, thank God, even under those toothin, bleared-up lids. “You go on and speak for yourself, Elaine Ann Merrimay,” she hissed at me. “And wash your damn mouth out, too, while you’re at it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, smiling, under my mask. One thing a job like mine teaches is that people say all sorts of things when they’re dying. It’s like the process breaks something open inside them, some long-buried infectious reservoir, a quick-draining sick-pocket. They don’t even have to know what’s happening, let alone accept it; might still be entirely convinced they’ll survive, but it doesn’t matter. A sort of punch-drunkenness takes over, when it comes home that the walls around ‘em are probably the ones they’re gonna die inside; not despair, exactly, just a kind of stillness, a waiting. The ones without that look, they were either new, or checked out completely: dementia, psychosis, amnesia, catatonia.

Mrs. Camp wasn’t any of that, though, whatever it said on her chart. Didn’t know what she had goin’ on inside her, either, any more than what she might’ve done to make her teeth so red . . . but it made me shiver.

The night nurse, Ke’Von, said she liked to tuck cutlery up her sleeve and sneak it back to her room, which was creepy, even if she never cut anybody with it but herself. For all her bag-of-bones gauntness, she moved on her own, not fast but steady; never needed hearing aids or glasses, either. Sometimes I saw her whispering to other residents, right close up in the ear—one day I had to take her back to her room when I saw the lady she’d been talking to was crying, but Mrs. Camp wouldn’t tell what she’d been saying, and the other one just blubbered, lying how she couldn’t remember. One way or the other, that same lady died a day or so later, which wasn’t exactly a surprise. Didn’t like how Mrs. Camp grinned as they wheeled her body past, though.

About a week later, I swapped shifts with Ke’Von, ‘cause his boyfriend was sick of ‘em only ever meeting up over breakfast. Not like I had anybody at home, and besides . . . I sort of wanted to know what went on at Dawson’s every night, ‘specially in Mrs. Camp’s room.

“That bitch is odd with a capital ‘O,’” Ke’Von agreed, when I asked him how she seemed, from his angle. “You know she cuts herself, right? All over, where she thinks nobody’s gonna see?”

“Yeah, ‘Von, I know—with the cutlery.”

“Okay, sure . . . but did I tell you what she cuts on herself?” I shook my head, folding another towel. “Looks like words, but not in any language I ever saw. No, seriously—took a snap while she was asleep one time, ran it through a bunch of translation apps. That shit ain’t even Cyrillic, sis.”

“What’s it look like?”

“Um . . . Arabic, maybe, with a little Pinyin thrown in on top, but like if worms wrote it underneath a tree’s bark, or some shit. And you know I know what I’m talkin’ about, so don’t give me that stink eye, either.”

“Yeah, yeah. You higher-education-havin’ motherfucker, you.”

He struck a pose, like he was rolling his Languages degree out for all and sundry to admire. After which we both smirked at each other, high-fived, blew each other a kiss and got the fuck back to work.

Soon enough, I was walking in on Mrs. Camp herself. I knew she’d seen me; caught the eye-flicker, even if she didn’t react as I went through the routine spiel: How’re-we-today-time-for-your-sponge-bath, and the rest. I was the one lost my place, shocked still, when I slid her robe down her shoulders. On her front from breastbone to waist and all down both arms, not to mention the tops of her thighs and inside both her legs, her skin was scar-etched with signs like veves or alchemy, all woven together in a sagging web—some red, some pink, some white as sin. Must’ve taken all her life to make. And looking at it . . . maybe it was the way the wrinkles bent those scars out of shape, but just for a second, the whole of it made my guts twist, and my head hurt.

Then she looked over her shoulder at me, and grinned, like she was ready to bite a chunk out of my arm, right there. Don’t mind admitting it, I jumped. She laughed.

“Be careful when you put your hand under the pillow, dear,” she told me, like it was a secret. For the first time, I heard her accent—Kiwi, maybe, or South African; kayuh-ful, hend, pillah, deah. “Sometimes there are things under there. And they might not always let you go.”

The fuck? I thought. But: “Thanks for the warning, ma’am” was all I replied. To which she simply chuckled, then looked away as I sponged her down, stripped the mattress, checked for night-sweat and other fluids. No need to clean the rubber covers, thank God—Ke’Von was good about that, not like some—but I still had to check, which meant steering her to a chair while the air finished drying her. Which was harder than it’d been a minute ago. I couldn’t get my hands near her without the skin on my arms trying to yank itself away.

It got a bit easier once I’d helped her dress, and she didn’t look at me again, either, which also helped, so I sighed to myself slightly when it was all done. Almost made it out the door, too, before I heard her mutter something.

“Sorry, Mrs. C.—what’s that?”

“I said, ‘You and Miss Fiona over there have a bit of a bond there, don’t you?’” She nodded toward Fee’s room, thin lips twitching. “Oh, not by blood, I mean; can’t smell that on you, not quite. But something, nevertheless.” That grin blooming back out, even as I tried my best not to look. “A certain care, on both sides. It’s very—’sweet’ would be the word, I suppose.”

“Think you got me confused, ma’am. Maybe it’s just ‘cause Miss Fiona and me, we’re . . . from the same stock.”

“Why, what a way to put it, Nurse Merrimay! Sounds positively archaic.”

“Not sure what-all you mean by that, ma’am.”

“Really? You surprise me.”

High-nosed, gutter-minded bitch, I couldn’t stop myself from shaping back inside my jaws, where nobody should’ve been able to see— or hear—it. Her head whipped around, though, like I’d said it out loud. And she just smiled the more, ‘til I felt like I was going to puke with it.

Vinegar in my eyes, prickling at ‘em; vinegar in my nose, making it itch, making me want to sneeze and retch at the same time. Shouldn’t have been able to smell her breath, but I could—it was rank with meat, and peat. Dead vegetable matter. A bog-stink, hot like a breeze from hell.

And then she looked away, suddenly, blinking at the window—the way people do, they got what she’s got. They disconnect. Needle skips in the brain, and they’re somewhere else. Somewhen.

“Suboptimal conditions,” she said, abruptly, scowling up at the dark sky outside. “Oh, I should have prepared better. Why is there never enough time?”

Since I didn’t think she even knew I was here anymore, I could pretend like I hadn’t heard. Never any good answer to that question, anyway.

Last time I ever saw her, alive. But not the last time I ever saw her.

It shouldn’t’ve been me who found her; wouldn’t’ve been, Ke’Von’s man-at-home hadn’t gotten a positive test result that sent ‘Von off to line up for most of the day before to get his ass tested. But he did, and whoever covered ‘Von’s shift did the usual half-assed job, probably just knocking on Mrs. Camp’s door and moving on when nobody answered.

Between paramedic training and M-vale, I’ve seen my share of the shit people can do to each other, and I can handle it—mostly. That room, though; that night. It’s the only thing that’s showed up in my nightmares, since.

I remember walking in, flipping the light and thinking Shit, who painted the place red? Then my foot went out from under me and I went down, splat, in a cold, viscous puddle; scrambled back to my feet, wiping myself down, swearing. Wasn’t ‘til I saw the limp, shredded thing all over the bed and realized how the stuff dripping off me was blood that I punched the alarm and swore even harder, if only so’s I wouldn’t start screaming.

The worst part was how I could still make out Mrs. Camp’s scars on the torn remains of her skin, surrounded by a spill of deflating organs. They made weird channels for the blood leaking everywhere, guiding it into patterns on patterns on patterns, a whole new design.

Doc Dawson and a couple of orderlies came running, took over, set me aside to wait for the cops. I remember Dawson himself wrapping a blanket ‘round my shoulders and saying, quietly: Sorry, Elaine, can’t let you wash ‘til the CSIs say it’s okay. Poor little Nurse Sarah, who thought she could handle anything just ‘cause she’d bagged upward of fifty patients when the ventilators wouldn’t give ‘em enough oxygen and gotten quick enough at slipping a bronchoscopy tube down the throat to clear the lungs of gunk, she just about tore out of the building, wailing— never saw her again. And that one detective, a lady, saying: No one saying you did this, Miss Merrimay, though if you did have to remove all the bones from a body, you’d know how, right? Not to mention the residents and the rest of the staff alike, rubbernecking over the yellow tape like this was hands down the most interesting shit ever happened to them.

Dawson drove me home. “Might want to think about preparing for the worst, Elaine,” he told me, at my door. “I mean, I’ll do my absolute best to avoid the topic but if the police happen to ask me why I hired an uncertified ex-con on compassionate parole as a nurse, I’m going to have to tell them we had no idea you falsified your resume, so we’re letting you go; you understand. Just can’t afford to keep the home operating if we lose our liability insurance.”

So he knew the whole time, obviously. Asshole.

“I get it,” I said, finally. “Thanks for that, Doc. G’night.” And closed the door on him, right in his face. Then I took a hot shower, burned my scrubs in the sink, and passed out.

Last thing I remember is wondering just what the fuck did happen to old Mrs. Camp’s bones, let alone the rest of her.

I took the day off, then switched with ‘Von again for the night shift, ‘cause I felt like I really might as well rack up as much time with Auntie Fee and money as I could, considering. Helped I actually kind of liked the hands-on work—reading a chart all the way through, getting the routine and the meds down, trying to catch issues might’ve got skipped over like solving a puzzle, in a way.

So when I opened the door to a resident’s room I’d never visited before, the bloated size of the woman in bed didn’t throw me any, or the restraints—she was another dementia case, prone to wandering, and people on permanent rest get heavy. The faint sour stink in the air was . . . familiar, somehow, though I knew I didn’t know the name: Azzarello, Mrs. Joy, 8/10/41. Then I read further enough, something did hit me wrong, and frowned. The fuck? I mouthed.

“Language, dear,” croaked the woman in the bed, without opening her eyes.

I froze. “’Scuse me, ma’am?” I asked, after a moment.

“Oh, sorry.” Mrs. Azzarello gave a close-lipped smile, eyes crinkling open. “That’s what I have to tell my grandkids, when they visit. Shocking how young folks talk these days, isn’t it?” She took a deep breath, looking around, like she’d never seen her own room before. “Still, shouldn’t complain. It’s a miracle just to be alive, on a beautiful night like this.”

“Guess so.” My brain did the thing brains are supposed to do, telling me: Course you thought she sounded like Mrs. Camp—you were thinking about Camp and she said something Camp used to say, ‘cause most folk her age say the same things, sooner or later. “Mrs. Azzarello—"

“Call me Joy, dear. And I’ll call you Elaine.”

But my first name’s not on my badge, I thought.

“Um—sure. Well, Joy . . . don’t remember the last time we updated your chart, do you? Offhand.”

Those eyes of hers flickered, and though my brain still had no idea what was going on—wouldn’t admit anything was going on, for fear it might make it true—my nerves and my guts, they knew.

“Oh, I don’t pay attention to all that,” she said. “That’s what my family pays for, don’t they? Elaine.”

And she grinned at me: Wet. Toothy. Red. Dark brown red, like peat. Like meat.

Hello, Mrs. Camp.

Made myself smile after that, say some happy nurse-y bullshit— I don’t remember. It was straight-up reflex, taking over. Meanwhile, I checked the chart again.

Wt Admit: 104 lb 7 oz / 47.732 kg, I read on Mrs. Azzarello’s chart, doing my level best to look dumb as paint. Wt Last: 99 lb 14 oz / 45.303 kg.

The words kept on repeating in my head, while I strained and grunted her puffy, malformed body upright for a sponge-down; couldn’t be less than two hundred pounds, now. Close to her, that vinegary stink was worse, the skin drum-tight, full of weird protrusions and hardnesses. Her round, weirdly cheerful face had marks all down the cheeks and forehead: faint, wavery, purple. Bruises from the inside, spread out thin and long as cellulite, tapering into scars.

Stretch marks, I thought, numbly. Fuckin’ stretch marks.

“See you later, ma’am,” I sang out as I opened up that door again, glancing back. She grinned at me again, even wider.

“Do say hello to Miss Fiona for me, dear,” she said.

(Deah.)

I slammed the door, ran down the hall, and barely made it to the john.

“What would be the point of reddening your own bones?” I asked Auntie Fee, a few days later. Didn’t necessarily expect her to answer, but she did—it was a good day for her, least in that way.

“Your mawmaw would’ve said the point was to keep on living,” she told me, whispering, wheezing. “The soft parts go, but the hard parts survive. Bone has a long memory, you know, longer by far than flesh. Think about all them old kinds of human beings they’re always finding in caves and such—all that information they can get ahold of now, and from nothin’ more than a bunch of dust. They can boil it down, tell you exactly what that person might’ve looked like when they were alive.”

“That’s from DNA, Auntie Fee.”

“Sure, but where-all does DNA live, exactly? In the bone, the marrow. In the smallest of all small things, just like God willed it to do.”

I moistened my lips. “Auntie Fee, you ever notice how Mrs. Camp used to smell like vinegar?”

She snorted. “Hardly coulda missed it.”

“Well, Mrs. Azzarello, she smells like that too, now. Why you think that is?”

“Oh, Lainey. And I thought you were so smart.” She chuckled. “Need a lot of vinegar to make your bones soft, red or not. That’s so’s you can slip ‘em out through the mouth and into the skin of the next person you want to pretend you are. Break out of this whole waiting-to-die nuthouse in stages, one dead old lady at a time.”

Granted, she said it like she couldn’t imagine it being anything but a joke.

And yet.

After my shift, I went surfing on my phone, reading about things like the penanggalan, the kephn, the obayifo, adze, and the loogaroo, who leave their skins behind to go hunting as floating sacks of organs or balls of fire, fireflies even, soaking their guts in vinegar-tubs to shrink ‘em back down for reentry. Then I ordered some stuff off of Amazon, splurging on next-day delivery. And finally, I called Prisha, who’d be on the front desk by now, and handled a lot of the admin. She cheerfully filled me in, without even asking why I needed to know.

Maybe people ‘round here could stand to ask a few more questions, every once in a while, I thought.

Mrs. Azzarello hadn’t talked, though she made a point of grinning when-ever no one else was by, teeth like an open gash. All the mysterious bloat she’d suffered was shrinking away fast, leaving her gaunt as before, or gaunter. The orderlies didn’t think she’d last much longer, offered me a chance to get in on the betting pool. I declined, but asked ‘em to do me a favor: Could they put this Love U Grandma teddy bear in Mrs. A’s room for me? Somewhere she can see it, and it’s facing her; even if she don’t remember who it’s from, it’ll make her happy. They agreed.

Nanny cams in those bears don’t send a signal very far, but Ke’Von’s boyfriend was one of those IT geeks builds fiber-optic networks for fun; he set up an app under my user ID on the home’s network that picked up the cam signal via Bluetooth, so I could log in from my phone to watch it.

This is federal-level privacy violation, he warned me, in a text. Easy to find if admin goes looking. U sure u need to do this???

Yup, I texted back.

[image: image] was his only reply.

Traded shifts with Ke’Von again, which pissed him off ‘til I made him promise not to go into Mrs. Azzarello’s room, and to stay off that corridor as much as he could—then he got all interested. So I said I’d show him what I came up with, once I had it. “Bitch, you better,” he told me; Might be you think again if it’s what I think it’s gonna be, I thought, but didn’t say.

Tried to stay up and watch, but I fell asleep two hours in and yawned all next day, so I switched to skimming through each night’s video on my break the next morning, deleting it if nothing happened. And four days later, I got my proof.

“Well, technically Mrs. Camp’s file’s still private” was what Prisha had told me, when I called. “But there’s no next-of-kin listed and she’s super deceased, so—what’d you want to know?”

“Oh, just where she came from, who she was. Stuff like that.”

“Well, says here she was born in Rhodesia, this place that used to be next to South Africa; trained as an anthropologist, wrote a lot about various Indigenous folk religions. Oh, and her husband was in Doctors Without Borders, just like Dr. Dawson—a lot younger than her, too, when they hooked up. Doesn’t say how he died, just it was a few years ago, and . . .” She paused. “. . . uh, maybe I shouldn’t get into this, but— hell, the bank records are right there.”

“What?”

“Turns out, Mrs. Camp had her a lot of money set aside. Like, not to be shitty about it, but enough to afford a much better home than here. Huh.” I could almost hear her shrug. “Could be she was being nice to Dr. Dawson, since him and her husband were friends? I guess?”

“Guess we’ll never know,” I said, and hung up.

Okay, so . . . what I saw on that file was bad. Worse than. Like the first time I got beat up so awful I didn’t recognize myself, after. Like that other time I woke up bleeding, hurting from north to south down there, and couldn’t remember anything about it—just laughing at some shitty country bar, things getting dimmer, getting small, flicking off. Like that one night in M-vale I heard someone bumping against the wall over and over, moaning, and I banged back ‘cause I thought they were enjoying themselves just a little too much—but in the morning Guard Winslow went in to find out why they weren’t lined up for count, only to discover someone’d fucked ‘em to death with a hammered-out bolt from the kitchen stove fan hood.

No sound or color, thankfully, but the nanny cam had an infrared setting, and didn’t need light to see: grainy black and white, except reading white for various shades of gray, and what have you.

It starts with Mrs. Azzarello in bed, slack, barely seeming to breathe. A rattle deep in her chest. Then she spasms, jolting back and forth, like somebody with an invisible set of defib panels is trying to revive her: mouth open wide, arms whipping. Black mist abruptly sprays, falling to darken the sheets, painting scattershot patterns over floor and walls.

The body writhes, twisting. It opens its mouth again, wider, wider. More mist sprays from splitting skin. The head twists and twists again, corkscrewing itself upward. The hair parts, shows what must be skull. The gray bedsheets have gone almost completely black; great splotches drip down, soaking the mattress. And something sharp-edged, black as the blood its shed rips free, reaching upward. We catch gleams off slick tendons, peeling away like string cheese; at the end of fleshless fingers, somehow still strung and reaching, dim nails shine.

The rest of the skin tears away with ease, like it’s already rotten. Both hands pop back the scalp, shred and shed the upper body from skull to thighs; knees and feet kick free of the bottom half, like a pair of crotch-ripped pants. Organs spill out the rib cage as the thing inside curls back, clambers into a crouch, crawls to the end of the bed, and sits there waiting, a cat on the lookout for prey. Can’t listen, ‘cause it’s got no ears; can’t see, not with those empty sockets. Doesn’t seem to matter worth a damn, though, on either point.

Then something blurs and jerks, almost too fast to register—it’s down on the floor all of a sudden, spider-crawling, limbs bent back and unnaturally high. Scuttling, to the door, and through it. And just before the light outside blots out the camera’s IR vision, you see how it’s nothing but bones, and all its bones are black.

But in color, you just know, there’s no way they’d be anything but red.

***

Knowing what to expect when I walked into Mrs. Azzarello’s room the next morning didn’t make it any easier, ‘specially the part about how once I hit the alarm, I’d inevitably end up in a room with that same lady cop asking me what I thought the odds were on the same person finding this kind of mess twice in a row. Not to mention why I hadn’t seen fit to tell anybody, last time, how I was not only a former adoptive ward of one of the patients, but a former resident of M-vale.

“’Cause I knew the whole place’d get shut down, if I did,” I said, bluntly. “You tell me what’s more important—fucking my life up even more and gettin’ my auntie thrown out on the street, or figurin’ out who did this. And how.”

That got her to blink. Cops don’t like admitting they don’t know something, but the smarter ones don’t like lying, either; getting caught at it wrecks cases, makes the whole job harder. In the end, she just told me they might come back to me on the topic, so don’t skip town—best I could’ve hoped for, really. Fuck your worst-case scenario, Dr. Dawson.

When it was finally over, I cornered Ke’Von at the end of his shift and dragged him out to my car. He didn’t want to come—was already freaking out over having been grilled by the cops for the second time in a month—but I insisted. “Got something to show you,” I told him, and cued up the recording.

“The fuck’s that,” he asked, afterward, a lot more toneless than that reads.

More like: The fuck. Is that.

“Mrs. Camp,” I answered. “Them weird-ass bones of hers, anyways.”

Never seen a guy that big make a face like that before, and I don’t hope to ever again, if I’m lucky.

“Lainey, no,” he said, finally, kind of pleading, like he thought I could do anything about it. “I mean . . . c’mon now, no. That is some seriously ill sort of bullshit, right there. That just . . . can’t happen.”

“Well, I kind of think it can, ‘Von,” I pointed out, “if only ‘cause we both of us just watched it happen, in real time. Shouldn’t, I do agree with you on that one, for sure. But . . .”

He nodded. “You could’ve faked this, though, somehow, right? For—a joke, or a prank, or whatever. A . . . sick, sick . . . joke.”

Now, that did get me annoyed, just a tad. “Seriously? If I did, your boyfriend must’ve been in on it, ‘cause everything I know about computers could fit in a fuckin’ Dixie cup. Who you think helped me set up this shit, in the first place?”

“Aw, man.” He thought about it for a minute, and I watched emotions chase each other over his face. “Okay, so—ugh, Christ. So. What do we do about it?” I had to think. I mean . . . conjury, at least according to what I’d heard, didn’t truck too much with stopping things. It was more all about rerouting what was already happening, turning it toward or away the people you wanted to hurt or to keep safe. There was always this sense that motion made for more motion, that the world followed a set of laws mostly based on energy and nothing ever really came to an end, as such. But then again—I ain’t my mawmaw, nor yet my Auntie Fee, and some things are just bad, rotten, inexplicably so; need to be done away with, or close as makes no nevermind. Just like some people do things that put ‘em beyond the pale forever, making it so there’s no forgiveness for them, just regret and penitence at best, eternal exclusion from being trustworthy-’til-proven-otherwise at worst.

“I think we gotta kill it,” I told Ke’Von. “Break it down real small, burn it and piss on the ashes, bury it out in the goddamn desert . . . something like that, anyways. So it can’t do something like that anymore, to anyone.”

“Suits me. Can we, though? I mean—that’s fuckin’ magic, right there.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong.

“We can try,” I offered, which was all I had. “Don’t have to help me do it, you don’t want to; I’d understand. Can’t claim I wouldn’t appreciate it if you did, though.”

“I just bet you would. Bitch.”

“All day, every day.”

I gave him a smile, most probably of the wan, small variety. To which he just kind of nodded again, sighing.

“. . . Yeah, okay,” he replied, at last.

***

Whole home was afraid, now, staff talkin’ amongst themselves, surly, too quiet. Overheard Dawson begging one orderly named Wojciech not to quit, and if he couldn’t afford to let even him go—same asshole I knew for a fact liked to slap patients ‘round on the sly—then things really were getting tight around here. Then again, plenty of people were looking at me cross-eyed as well, like they thought the cops might be right, and I was doing this shit. Like it was my fault Mrs. Camp had chosen me to fuck around with while she was making her slow-motion escape from death.

Late that afternoon, Ke’Von found me in the office, on the computer. “Mrs. Waltham,” he murmured. “On the second floor, few doors down from your Auntie Fee. Lisbeth had to get me to help her change the sheets, ‘cause suddenly she’s too heavy for her to move and looking like ten tons of sick in a two-ton bag.” He hesitated. “Might have to go slow, though—Beth swears she’s gonna make sure Dawson knows something weird is going on with Mrs. W., and she’s a good one. She means it.”

Maybe, I thought. But would Dawson do anything about it?

“Go slow, we may not get another chance,” I said.

At that, Ke’Von gave up trying to be subtle; still kept his voice low, thank God. “Lainey, I don’t wanna kill an old lady, no matter what the fuck’s inside her! You get me?”

“Look, me either,” I told him. “So . . . we wait ‘til the bones come out, give it a few days for it to finish—eating her, I guess. Absorbing her. Whatever.”

“Aw, shit.” He looked away. “Man, we’re supposed to help people.”

I sighed. “’Von, Mrs. Waltham’s gonna die anyway—just like Camp, and Azzarello. If it wasn’t Covid it’d be Alzheimer’s; matter of when, not if, this unit. We both know that.”

Ke’Von scowled at empty air. “So what’s this all for, then, anyway?”

I’d asked myself the same question, truth told—wasn’t sure how long Mrs. Camp had been thinkin’ on this, but just hopping over and over from one DNR-havin’ end-of-lifer to the next didn’t sound like any kind of long-term strategy, to me. Then again, maybe there was less and less Mrs. Camp every time she let those red bones rip, ‘side from the parts that remembered how she liked sneering at other people.

“Really don’t think that matters now, ‘Von,” I said, at last.

“Shit, probably not.” He grimaced. “The hell you looking up the cleaning inventory for, exactly?”

“Just checking on something Prisha told me,” I said.

Ke’Von and I’d already both switched back to night shift, which wasn’t hard because—surprise, surprise—people were really eager to get off that shift, if they only could. We snuck the bear into Mrs. Waltham’s room, and Ke’Von’s man put a script on my app to send us an alert if it picked up any motion. “Looks to me like that thing takes at least a minute, minute and a half to finish, completely,” I told him. “So long as one of us stays nearish, we should be able to get there quick enough.”

Ke’Von shook his head. “We really doing this?”

“Brought your bat, didn’t you?” He had, and we weren’t the only night staffers who’d started carrying for self-defense, be it knives, Tasers or tire irons— anything they thought they could hide fast if Dawson dropped by, which he was doing a lot less of. Wojciech had started wearing a full tool belt, with a wrench and a hammer. “Just keep moving, look busy, even if you have to let things slide. Gotta pray there’s no code blues, when that thing goes off.”

“Christ Almighty.” Ke’Von offered his hand; I gripped it tight. “Stay safe, okay?”

That was one long fucking night. Some of it I spent watching Auntie Fee sleep, through the little window on her room’s door; the rest I spent trying to stop myself from checking on Mrs. Waltham, while Ke’Von tried to do the same. Every noise—the buzzing of lights, slow tick of wall clocks, creak of opening doors or the squeak of cleaning bucket wheels—sounded ten times loud as normal, the silence between noises ten times as deep.

One of the former caught my attention when I was passing by Mrs. Waltham’s room for what must have been the twelfth time, eventually: a different kind of wheel-squeak, one I didn’t recognize. Looked down the hall to see Wojciech hauling an empty cargo cart away from a residence room. As the door clicked closed behind him, every muscle in me went instantly cold and stiff, faster than my brain could figure why. “Hey!” I shouted. “Wojciech! The fuck you doing?”

He looked up, startled. Then his eyes narrowed, and my guts clenched up. He stepped away, hand falling to the hammer on his hip, and I took a step back . . . which is when the phone alert from the nanny cam went off, a shrill shriek I’d intentionally picked to be painful as possible. Made me jump like a rabbit.

I turned, grabbed up the bat I’d brought from home—hidden behind a supply closet door—and ran, forgetting Wojciech completely. Pulled up in front of Mrs. Waltham’s room, panting. “’Von, get on over here!” I yelled, hard enough to scrape my own throat. Then I flung the door open and lunged inside.

The upper half of Mrs. Waltham’s body looked like it’d exploded: blood all over the bed, the walls, dotted by shreds of skin. Mrs. Camp’s shiny red-brown skeleton sat up amid the wreckage and clicked its teeth at me, tilting its head, like it was flirting. Words seemed to leak out between its jaws, buzzing inside my head: Why, hello, deah! So pleased you could joy-en me! I do hope you—

Well, fuck that shit.

If I hadn’t right then realized which door Wojciech must’ve opened, not to mention what he must’ve left in that room, I’d probably have stood there frozen a lot longer than I did. But I wasn’t losing anyone else—not that night, anyhow. So I just swung my bat as hard as I could, aiming straight for her skull. That fleshless arm came up, but I’d moved too fast. The bat struck the skull’s temple dead on, with a deafening crack, and spun right the fuck out of my hands, leaving my palms stinging in agony. I staggered backwards. The skull grinned at me, utterly untouched.

And: Oh my deah, deah, deah. The click-buzzing voice sounded almost fond. Didn’t really think that would work, did you? After all, this is magic.

Right that same second, Ke’Von appeared in the doorway, own bat held high like he was ready to try for a grand slam. Then he saw Mrs. Camp, and dropped it. The skeleton’s jaw flapped like it was laughing. It reached down, ripped away the tissue left over its legs, and leaped at him. Ke’Von screamed. They went down together. I jumped in, grabbed my arms ‘round the rib cage—those red bones were hot and slippery, almost steaming—and tried to pull her off, feet skidding on the blood-slick floor. Ke’Von was still screaming, trying to push Mrs. Camp’s naked skull away, but it had its teeth into his wrist now and was biting down, grinding; I shoved one hand up inside her jawbone, hooked the fingers of my other into her eye sockets, and pulled ‘til her grip broke, twisting upper from lower like I was Steve Irwin punching a crocodile’s ticket. As Ke’Von yanked his mauled hand back, I rolled my whole body, hard as I could. Whatever let the thing move like it still had muscles, it sure didn’t give it any extra mass—Mrs. Camp’s skeleton went flying down the hall like a discarded puppet, clattering to the floor in a heap. An instant later it was straight upright again, crouched in that same hunting-spider pose.

This was fun, children, I heard, in my head. But I haven’t the time, right now. See you soon . . . you in particular, Elaine.

Faster than a snake, the thing leaped over our heads, bone feet rat-tling down the hall. By the time I could make myself roll over to look for it, it was gone.

Ke’Von was twisting on the floor, meanwhile, desperately holding his wounded wrist shut. The size of the blood-puddle slapped me back to reality—he needed emergency care, now. I stumbled back into Mrs. Waltham’s room, hit the alarm.

Then I ran.

When the cops realized I wasn’t first on the scene for once, they searched the building, but I’d worked here long enough to know spots like that place behind the boiler where the basement wall went back three extra feet. Thing was a sweatbox, but I gritted my teeth and sat it out, turning on my phone every few minutes to check the time. Please, God, I thought, let them finish up and clear out before it’s too late. If I was right, I had at least a few hours . . . but there was no way to know, really.

At last, around five in the morning, I took my chance.

Creeping back up, I found Mrs. Waltham’s room taped off and the blood already mopped up off the linoleum; whatever Ke’Von had told the cops, they’d apparently decided they didn’t need to leave officers in place. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, went to the supply closet, unscrewed the handle from one of the mops.

Then I opened the door to Auntie Fee’s room.

Fee was snoring. Her room looked exactly like usual, except for the big blue plastic barrel that asshole Wojciech had left in a corner; I could smell its vinegar stink from here. Faint gurglings echoed from inside it; shadows moved, like they were settling.

Just to confirm my guess, I shook Fee’s shoulder, gently first, than harder. When she didn’t move, I skinned back her eyelid; her pupil shrank, but the eye stayed still. My stomach went cold again. Of course Wojciech had probably pumped something extra into Fee’s IV, to make sure she stayed down—for all I knew, she was dying already.

A dull clunk echoed through the room, then a whirr, a dropped coin edge-spinning, about to fall flat. The stench of vinegar billowed out; I choked, bracing myself on the bed to keep from puking. It took everything I had to make myself turn around.

Mrs. Camp’s skeleton grinned at me as it rose slowly from the open barrel, teeth wet and red and shiny as always. Vinegar ran down its skull’s smooth sides; I heard static in my head yet again, buzzing.

Deah, we’re not really going to bother with this, are we? You already know how fighting me ends, for you.

“Just tell me one thing,” I managed, trying to spit out the taste. “Dawson . . . was he in on this from the beginning?”

The skeleton’s skull tilted. Well, when I realized those nasty plaques in my brain were going to make it difficult to focus, I had to improvise. Dawson offered the perfect environment, even if I had to settle for distinctly substandard material. And I was going to take your auntie, there, just to teach you a lesson, but—no amount of old bodies can ever provide as much power as one young, healthy one, you know. It clapped its jaws, smacking nonexistent lips. Which is why, though I’d have preferred a different, what did you say?—stock?—you’ll do, dear. You’ll do.

The dripping digits came up, curving into claws.

This will hurt quite astonishingly, dear, the skeleton told me, pleas-antly. But not for long.

And: Yeah, I thought, that’s true. If I just stand here and let it.

***

In hindsight, I think Mrs. Camp might just have forgotten how fragile her bones had to be, now she’d spent hours soaking in vinegar. Soft enough to get down a woman’s throat without killing her, right? I mean . . . she was magic, that’s true. But if magic could cure senility, this would be a whole ‘nother sort of story.

When she leaped at me, I didn’t try to duck out of the way; just let her grab on, fingers clasping ‘round my throat. My breath choked off for a second, ‘til I stretched my head back and locked the muscles hard, and the bones bent like rubber. I shoved one hand up to wedge my fingers between hers, loosening her grip; jabbed my other right between her ribs to grab her spine, then ran straight at the wall. The skeleton crumpled between my body and the wallpaper, black rips tearing mushily open in the smooth red surfaces.

The buzzing static in my head skirled upward, into a shriek. While the rubbery arms beat at me helplessly, I grabbed at the joints in hip and shoulder and yanked them apart, threads of sinew stretching like taffy, hurling arms and legs into each corner; they whipped over and over themselves, began humping back toward me like blind snakes, while I threw the rib cage down and trampled on it in a frenzy. Vertebrae separated; ribs spun away. My head was splitting with those silent screams. And then I stamped down hard on the neck, separating skull from spine; crouched and jumped, both feet landing square on the skull, weight of my whole body behind ‘em. Crushed instantly flat, the skull split apart like a rotten melon.

The shrieking stopped. The limbs stopped moving. A second later, whatever held them together dissolved, and every bone not already torn free tumbled away from its neighbors. Suddenly I was standing amidst a scattered fan of pieces, red and damp and lifeless. I dropped to my knees, panting. “Don’t throw up,” I gasped to myself, “don’t throw up, don’t throw up . . ." It’s over, I thought. It’s done.

Except it wasn’t, quite. 

I made myself get up, soon as I could. First step: Gather up all the pieces, dump them back into the vinegar barrel. Lid on, lock shut. Then down to the basement, find a cart—thank Christ this was the deadest hour of the day, just before shift change at six a.m.—and wrangle the barrel back down to the basement, in the service lift. That gave me privacy, and time, to separate what was left of Mrs. Camp out into twenty different medical waste disposal bags, double-wrap them, and put ‘em all in the bin for next week’s pickup.

After that, one last meeting.

When he opened his office door and found me waiting in his desk chair, Dawson boggled, but only for a moment. Then he came in and closed the door.

“Miss Merrimay,” he said, dully. “I’d say I’m sorry, and it’s the truth, but somehow I don’t think you care.”

“Got that right, Doc.” I folded my arms, not getting up. “Did you know? When you admitted her? That all this shit was going to go down?”

Dawson closed his eyes. “I’d seen her do amazing things,” he said. “She spent her life learning how. It was like having a saint for a sister-in-law—Edward was as good as my brother. Then he died, and she couldn’t save him, or stave off the Alzheimer’s, and she offered to leave me enough to keep the home going for decades if I’d just . . . accommodate her.” He gave me a desperate look. “You have to believe me, even after everything I’d seen—what she planned? I just didn’t think it could be possible. Would you, if you hadn’t seen it?”

“Still ordered the vinegar drums, didn’t you?” I said, tonelessly. “Don’t lie, Doc, I saw your signature on the order. Passed them off as cleaning supplies. Got Wojciech to haul one into every target’s room and haul it away afterward. And went out of your way to get a good selection of candidates in your intake. Dementia patients, no kin left who cared about ‘em . . . they couldn’t remember if they saw anything, and who’d believe ‘em if they did?” I got up, then, walking ‘round the desk to glare in his face. “So you can tell yourself it was all for the home, but I’m gonna bet she told you what’d happen to you, if you didn’t. And you believed her.”

Dawson took a shuddering breath. “I have no excuse for what I’ve done,” he said. “But if you want to punish me for it, you’re going to have to come up with a much more plausible version of events, if you don’t want the home shutting down after I go to prison. Not to mention how I could provide an equally plausible version that would present you to considerable disadvantage, as well.” He moistened his lips. “So it seems to me we can either ruin each other, or walk away and not throw more of the living after the dead. Which would you prefer?”

I sighed. “Doc, I’d be a lot more pissed off about that kind of ultimatum, I hadn’t already thought of it.” He blinked. “So here’s what we’re going to do.”

The cops marched into the home a week later and arrested Jan Wojciech right in the middle of his shift, charging him with the murders of Mrs. Camp, Mrs. Azzarello, and Mrs. Waltham, as well as multiple ongoing cases of patient abuse, theft, and trafficking of medical pharmaceuticals. Dawson made sure there was enough evidence available on the smaller stuff that the circumstantial murder case looked a lot more convincing, and the court denied bail. Trial’s still in progress; I haven’t really cared to follow it. In the meantime, Mrs. Camp’s will was cleared by the lawyers, and things have improved a lot around the home: better staff, better food, better class of care. I even got a pay raise.

Never told Ke’Von about the deal I worked with Dawson, and he didn’t ask. But then again, it was never the same between us, really. About a month and a half later, he quit. We haven’t talked since then.

I did ask Fee, once, if I’d done the right thing. She took a long time answering. At last, all she said was Would you do the same again, Lainey, you had to?

Absolutely, I said, and she shrugged.

Then there you go.

And I would. If somebody’s got to suffer shit they don’t deserve, better assholes like Wojciech than the people in the home, even if it means weasels like Dawson get to put off their reckoning awhile.

Nobody gets to put it off forever, after all. Mrs. Camp could tell you that, and so can I.

So will I, no doubt.


THE LENDING LIBRARY
OF FINAL LINES

OCTAVIA CADE

It wasn’t a library, not really. And not a lending either—only called that by courtesy, because what was hung up on strings like shark fins was printed: crumpled pages of smeared ink, worn through in places and torn but they weren’t being sold as books because there was only a page of each anyway. The rest of the books, the bits not hung up for dried and dreaming, had gone for kindling or to the outhouse. They were no use for anything else.

That’s what Clytie was told when she was set to work at the stall, a job she got ostensibly because of obedience but was more likely to be because of illiteracy, and an almost-tangible aura of incuriosity. The last girl was seen off because she used up all the pages, couldn’t stop bitching about frittering and brainlessness. “Too clever for her own good, for all it did her.” Without the sense to shut her gob and scraping a living at dock-end now, for the inability to understand a market. 

For all her predecessor had complained about the waste of the written word, none of the books that came to stall were in any condition for sharing. Most of them were from the sea or the dead. The first washed up in a solid lump, all the pages soaked together, and Clytie had to sop up the damp with rags, peel the last page carefully off—"Make sure it’s got words on it, those little marks even if they’re all runny, even if it’s only a couple of lines. No blank pages"—and hang it up for drying. The rest of the sodden mass dried in bricks before the fire, was sold off for burning either in blocks or in gratings to adulterate the plants in pipes.

“That smoke don’t smell like anything,” said Clytie, on days so cold the snow settled like scum on the ocean and she was allowed to burn a brick for warmth.

“This look like a scent shop to you?”

Clytie sniffed and turned away, wiped her nose before wrapping her scarf well-around. Cold killed scent, she supposed, which was alright because all else she’d smell were crab guts anyway, and only that if she wasn’t stuffed with head cold. But even in summer with the rankness rising around, the bricks whiffed only of salt, and that a thin scent once the paper had dried out.

The dead-books were better, those cleared out of houses when someone died with the rags they weren’t buried in and the people left behind wanted the coin they’d bring. Most of those books were from outhouses, or gone moldy on shelves, but the man who owned Clytie’s stall only took those if the last page was there still. If it had been eaten away or gone for arse-wiping, pages torn out from the back first and moving forward, he’d pass them by for anything but scrap.

“Can’t afford charity,” he said, when offered the first pages instead. “We deal in deaths here too, you know, and those the little ones.” Death, Clytie had learned, was not an opening page, or one covered over with pictures. There was too much hope in those.

“I’ve known bairns dead before they drew their first breath,” she said, but that didn’t mean nothing, apparently, because it only drew a grunt and narrowed eyes, the disparagement of argument. She needed the job, got it only because she weren’t clever, and it wouldn’t pay to start thinking now. Given the choice between thinking and a full stomach Clytie’d take dumplings and chowder every time.

She’d heard there were people who hungered for more but it never struck her as convincing. “Spend enough time close to starvation and all your thoughts are food,” she said. That’s what the pages were, hanging down around her like flat and slightly salty ghosts. Boring specters, but a boringness that brought her bread so that gave them value of a sort, one not connected to marks and minding. She’d passed by the stall a dozen times in the month before her hiring, had never taken much notice of it. Had never realized what it really sold with those little bits of paper.

“Why did no one ever tell me?” she might have said, to the man who hired her, but Clytie knew how he’d answer and it wasn’t worth her breath.

“You likely never asked,” he’d have said, and that was true. She hadn’t. Hadn’t cared much either when she’d been told. It’d been a job, one that didn’t require stripping cloth off her flesh or flesh off her bones and all she knew of luck said it wasn’t worth pushing.

“I don’t want you reading them,” he’d said.

“Can’t read,” said Clytie, honest in her incapacities. “Don’t want to neither.” Her ma had tried to teach her, way back when she was small enough to hang onto aprons, but the little marks were soft and squinty, and she had to put her nose hard up against paper to make ‘em out.

“You’ve got eyes like soft-boiled eggs,” said her ma, which hadn’t made no sense then and still didn’t, but there was something wrong with them right enough, and too much concentration on the little marks gave her headaches.

“Don’t go giving me your life story,” said her boss. “I don’t give a shit. I just want someone to sit here and keep the thieves away. Belt ‘em round the head if they try reaching over. You can do that, can’t you?”

Clytie could.

It was hard to make out expressions, and she’d learned to tell better from tones. There was a mincing sort of whine to the bad tone, the distract tone, and whenever she heard someone start up that over-friendly natter she’d reach for the old bit of wood kept under the stall front and it didn’t take too many times for her to get the name Clouting Clytie and they stopped reaching over for snatching.

Problem was a lack of clouting brought the thieving back, and it wasn’t long before Clytie spent all her hours in the stall. She shut it up at night, bedded down on blankets in front of the fire and under pages. A trapdoor in the floor with clear space all the way down to water when the tide was in gave her a place to dispose her chamber pot, though it was always a quick emptying, for Clytie could hear the crabs moving below, their giant hungry bodies, the way the low sweet hum of their song saturated dock wood and left vibrations under her feet and fingers, the way that song changed as they looked up at pages and daylight. She opened it once a day and lived with the stench for the rest, too uneasy in her flesh-knowing, the ribs of her all covered in meat for all the covering was scanty. And she was a girl of little imagination, and when the trap was shut she could forget, shift her thick and flabby focus to other things. Her boss brought oil and a bucket of water each morning when he came to collect the coins, and a girl from the chowder stall came twice a day with bowl and bread. The one served for thirst and scrubbing—the floor as well her herself, cleanliness kept the pox away—and the other for talk.

“Don’t you ever get sick of being shut up?” Alix asked her, while she waited for Clytie to scrape the bowl clean. She kept her hands to herself and out of the reach of pages so Clytie let her sit inside the stall out of snow in winter, though there was barely room for both and only one stool, so one of them had to sit on the floor. They took turns.

Clytie shook her head, her cheeks stuffed full of crab for swallowing. “S’warm at least,” she said through gobbling. She’d stuffed the little chinks in planking full of rag, and the fire next to her feet kept it snug enough so she wouldn’t catch cold and cough her lungs out under dock.

All of her people were dead anyway, and there was nowhere else to go. “A job’s a job,” she said, and belched. “Pardon for my breath. And there’s worse jobs than this.” It was steady work, easy work, and kept her warm and fed, though never as much of either as she’d like.

“Seems like a prison to me,” said Alix. “And all those escapes hanging up above.” She shrugged. “I’m just saying, if it was me, I might try for reaching.”

“One before me thought like that,” said Clytie. “Didn’t do her no good did it? Your girl used to work dock end, you should know.”

Alix shrugged again; she did know. The small hurts and the big ones, the coming home at night sore between the legs and foul-mouthed, with lungs cut open by coughing.

“I’m not risking that,” said Clytie. “I’m not brave, and I’m not greedy neither. This is enough for me.”

“Don’t you get bored?”

“Nope.” But it was a genuine question so Clytie didn’t reach for the club, for all she’d heard questions like that before. They were a way to draw her into chatter, to keep mind and mouth occupied so that even bad eyes lost sight of hands. But she couldn’t read and she couldn’t leave and she couldn’t sew, even, with any stitches worth the making too tiny for her hands, and much of what went on in the street was too blurred for watching. She had her ears still, could follow along sometimes, but mostly she sat and stared with her face as blank as the inside of clam shells, all smoothed over with the meat taken out.

“Boredom’s not for the likes of me,” she said. “My ma always said you need brains to be bored.”

She could feel Alix looking at her, feel the small quiet space of attention and the choice for kindness. “Truth be told,” said the other girl, stacking up the empty bowl, the breadless plate, “I couldn’t read them neither. There was always more important things than letters.”

It was the only thing Clytie’d asked when first she got there, her face scrubbed clean with salt and hands fisted into her stomach to stop the growling, and warning ringing in her ears for inquisition. “Didn’t know so many wanted learning,” she said, careful not to phrase it for question for that might have implied she had the right to answers.

“It’s not learning sold here,” said her boss. “It’s endings.” And that was fit, given the street and the sympathies on it, the mix of trade and tempting. “There’s enough here who read well enough for books,” he said. “And if it’s books they want they go to other than me.”

It was the poor who came to him. The desperate, the ill, the ones too far gone in themselves for goldfish. And sometimes they didn’t even need the pages, poor buggers, would just wander under dock or throw themselves into ocean and trust to the crabs to do for them.

She’d seen it with her very first buyer, an old woman with limbs so twisted it was pain just to look at her. “I can’t even shit without help anymore,” the old woman said. “Can’t chew with no teeth neither.” Not that filling her stomach did much good with the growths there pushing space out. “Nearly all I eat comes back up anyway, and stewed prunes don’t taste that good the first time, let alone the second. I am sick of fucking life,” she said. “I want it to be over.”

“Dock edge is that way,” said Clytie, or she would have if she hadn’t remembered she was hired to sell pages and not to hoard them. People threw themselves to crabs enough that it was a nine-minute wonder only, a brief space of screaming and absorbed interest, of wincing and looking away and a sudden increase in the sale of street food as the watchers gossiped and wondered, but she’d seen it enough to know it weren’t a nice end for all it were a quick one.

Her boss had drilled her, over and over, as if she were even thicker than she were but thickness was the price of incuriosity so he’d no one but himself to blame and Clytie hadn’t taken notice of the sighs and mutterings, much, just repeated over and over until he was satisfied.

“Which would you like, mother?” she said, certain from her ears that the woman was an old one, and not to be addressed as sister. “We’re doing them a kindness,” her boss told her. “Like family, though if these had family for real, family that cared, they’d have them get sleep-tea from the apothecary and smother them after. Would be kinder.”

As it was, their drugs were pages.

“You’ve not read any yourself?”

“No, mother.”

“You sure about that, missy?”

“I can’t read, mother.”

“I just don’t want it all used up.”

“Haven’t used nothing, mother. It’s all fresh, promise.” All the pages were hung up with the last page facing the wall, and all the words on the second-to-last painted over so that no one hanging over the half-door of the stall could do anything but take their chances, and no passerby could ruin ending with curiosity.

“If you can’t read, I suppose you can’t tell what type they are.”

“No, mother.” There were romances up there, she’d been told, with happy endings too sugar-sweet for real life, mysteries solved so that stories could end with truthfulness instead of lies and illusion. The final escape of adventures, the final coming-home of prodigality. There were bad stories, too, the ones of reaching up of dead monsters, of the blood spatters come from not making sure. “We take what’s given us. There’s all sorts.” Some people liked to end on excitement, as if the crabs weren’t enough. “Like a lucky dip.”

“I look like I’ve been a lucky one to you?”

“Maybe your luck’s been saving up,” said Clytie. “Maybe it’s all going to be used on this.”

Good luck or bad, it wouldn’t last long anyway.

They got a choice for the page they wanted. Not a real choice, or a meaningful one, for all aspects of choice that would relate were turned away or painted out, but the illusion seemed to help. “I want that one,” said the old woman, pointing, and she bitched at Clytie for not seeing which was which until she got it right, reaching up to unpin a page that felt no different to the rest.

“This isn’t rice paper, mother,” she said. “Do you want your tale in wine, or can you gulp it down solid?”

She’d seen them cram pages in often enough after, the people who bought and bit in pieces, tearing paper down dry. There’d even been one, once, who’d folded his paper into a chrysanthemum and held the whole blooming thing in his mouth until the paper sogged enough for swallowing whole. Most took the wine, though—it was poor wine, closer to a vinegar than a vintage, but crabs needed courage from all corners and it seemed a shame to skimp.

Clytie tore the page into tiny pieces, mixed them with drink until the edges were too soft for slicing. “Let me help you mother,” she said, and held the cup to the old woman’s lips. Held her mouth shut as she gagged, and when the gagging went on too long pried her lips back open and shoved her fingers in, as far back as she could, shoving the wet mass back down throat and ignoring the bite of toothless gums.

“’M sorry, mother,” she said, “but if you spit this up it won’t work so well when you swallow it down again, and you don’t want to be only half-gone when it’s time to pitch yourself over.”

When Clytie felt the old woman stiffen briefly under her hands, felt her jaw unclench, she snatched her fingers out and stepped back, aware of the little ripple of space that was opening up around them. When the woman’s eyes opened, someone else was looking out.

“Darling,” she said, in a voice half a hundred years younger, “Isn’t it wonderful? I’m going to have a baby.”

“That’s nice,” said Clytie, feeling as if she should respond somehow and aware, still, that the old woman behind those eyes was looking out on a different scene, something not docks and death approaching. The charm soaked into the page was doing its work, not just papering over memory with an approximation of fairy tale but directing elderly feet toward street edge, and the old woman stepped over it and fell down to rock and sand, still talking.

“Old as she is, it’s no wonder her bones have snapped like that,” said a sausage seller next to Clytie, his voice companionable as they peered down together. She couldn’t see much detail of the snapping herself, nor the way the old spotted hands clutched at a stomach full of tumor sickness—all these were told to her later—but she did hear the rising croon of crabs as they swarmed out from under street, the hard click of their giant claws, big enough to snap thighbone, to gouge and gorge on marrow.

“A beautiful little baby, darling,” the young voice wafted up, and if Clytie was too soft-eyed for details she could still see the body being tugged this way and that, with the largest crabs bearing off bits for bloody consumption. “Our own little baby. I’m so . . .”

“Died happy, then,” said the sausage seller, afterward. He’d brought the last of his wares round to Clytie, given it to her free of charge, for all the crabs had done for custom. “Didn’t feel a thing. There’s a lot worse ways to go, I reckon.”

“Suppose so,” said Clytie, gnawing.

It was a very good sausage.

More went that way than any other. Clytie’d never read a book in her life, never had one read to her either as far as she could remember, but if what hung from the roof of the stall was indicative, there were lots of stories out there of love and happy endings.

“No wonder people gobble it up,” she said to Alix. “That lovey-dovey stuff. Makes ‘em forget as easy as greasing.”

“For a while,” said Alix. She hesitated. “The one before you. I think she wanted to forget as well.”

“What did she have worth forgetting?” said Clytie, genuinely curious. “Nothing worth losing bed and board I can tell you.”

“They don’t all go so easy,” said Alix, and that wasn’t far from truth.

There’d been a boy not much older than she was, who’d come for paper after swallowing poison. A mistake, he’d said, made only because his eyes were no better than Clytie’s but it was a slow poison and a hideous one and he’d rather the quick death because a cure was impossible. But the page he’d picked had ended a story with suicide, and he’d cut his own throat after swallowing, weeping for a country long dead, and she’d had to kick the body off the edge herself.

The cut hadn’t been clean. He drowned on his own blood. Clytie thought the crabs might have been quicker.

“I’d like you to talk with her,” said Alix, breaking into memory. “The one before you.”

“I can’t leave the shop,” said Clytie. “I’d lose my place.” She’d end up on docks permanently then, and it didn’t seem like a life that came with warmth and chowder to her—not enough of either, anyway, for all the warmth that came with work was temporary, and she’d never seen a whore who looked meaty enough for health.

“I can bring her here,” said Alix. “Not during shop hours,” which was a joke in itself, because Clytie’s constant presence meant the stall was always open even when she shut herself in it for the night. “If someone comes knocking you sell to them,” her boss told her, and she was used to night calls enough to wake easy when they came. But “I don’t pay you to stay up myself,” he’d said, and once the sun went down and the chill came he went back to his own bed. She’d never seen him in moonlight, the lazy bastard.

“I’m not giving her nothing, mind,” she said. “Not even a sniff. If she wants paper she’ll pay for it like the rest.”

Clytie kept her club in close reach, but it didn’t take two minutes for her to understand she’d never need to use it. From all she’d heard of the other girl, filtered through her boss, she snuffled at the pages like a pig after roots, gobbled them down as if they were gin, and Clytie had seen enough of people who were wedded to the bottle that it were the bottle in control and not the person, most often, and so she’d prepared herself for wood and wailing.

Yet when Alix coaxed her up—"This is Dilly,” she said, as if a name might make for caring—it was clear that the girl who held her place before her wanted none of it. Dilly was huddled and shivering, and if her eyes held the same determined madness that Clytie had seen in beggars outside temple sometimes, the ones that spoke of end times and blood and drowning, it wasn’t an obsession that made her long for pages, because Alix had to push her forward, practically.

“Want to go back to docks,” she whined. “Don’t want to hear them singing, Dilly doesn’t!” Her hands clapped over her ears, and they were thin hands, skeletal almost, stripped down by cold and starvation.

“If that’s what reading does for a person I don’t want no part of it,” said Clytie.

“She could read before she started working here,” said Alix, “and she were sane enough then.”

“She ain’t now,” said Clytie. “Dunno what you want me to do about it. She’s on death’s door, that one. Did you bring her here for paper? My mind’s the same as it was—she needs coin for that. Yours or hers, I don’t care.”

“I don’t want to kill her!” said Alix, exasperated. “I want to look after her.” But she didn’t sound convincing, even to herself. “Well no. I don’t really. But my girl Perette feels bad for her. Says she helped her when she was down at dock end herself and fishing for custom.”

“I hope she made a better teacher than a whore,” said Clytie. “Doesn’t look like she’s been bringing in much for the last.”

“They don’t want me,” said Dilly, breaking in, and nails scraped furrows in her cheeks as she dragged her hands down from ears. “None of them. I tried to tell them, but none of them wanted. I tried to tell them about the singing, but none of them wanted!”

“Can’t say as I blame them,” said Clytie.

“She keeps going on about the singing,” said Alix. “How she hears it coming down from above. I don’t think she means the crabs. Not unless the fuckers started flying, and I’d have noticed if they had.”

“It’s the books,” said Dilly. She started forward and fell back moaning, but when Alix went to help her she darted forward again, yanked at Clytie’s dress with her clawed, bloody hands. “They’re singing and they listen. You mustn’t listen!”

“Bugger off,” said Clytie, and it wasn’t pity that stayed her from the use of wood, because the other was close enough to make the space for swinging a small and useless thing, so she boxed her about the ears instead with one big hand, shoved back and watched the poor pathetic creature fall and snivel. “The crabs are the only things that sing here, and the trap’s shut. You can’t hear ‘em. You can’t hear anything.”

She turned to Alix, disgusted. “I don’t know why you brung her. I don’t know what ails her, and I don’t know any way of fixing her neither. I’ve been here months myself, and I never left the stall and I never heard no singing that weren’t crabs. I don’t doubt something’s turned her mind but I don’t know what. I never heard she ate the paper, only that she read it. Maybe there’s something in the charm that did it. Maybe reading was enough then. You’re a kind person, I reckon, and you’ve always been friendly to me so I’d do you a turn if I could but unless you’ve come to bring her peace there’s nothing I can do for her.”

“If she’d take peace I’d give it to her,” said Alix. “But I don’t like the chances.” She dug in her trousers, unearthed from a pocket coin enough for paper. “Anyone you like,” she said, and when she held out the page, offered to soften it in wine for drowning self and drinking, Dilly shrieked again, clapped her ears over. “Make it stop!” she wailed. “Make it shut its screaming mouth!”

“There’s no mouth here,” said Alix, crouching down so she was on a level, and keeping her movements sweet and slow. “No mouth, and no music either.”

Dilly straightened. “You don’t believe me,” she said, and there was the shadow of dignity in her movement, the recollection of a girl who’d been sane once if not clever. No one out of the ordinary, no one important, but a piece of stability all the same. “I’ll show you,” she said. “I’ll make you hear them too. They’re coming, all the little voices, and there’s nothing you can do to keep the chorus out.

“She loves them and they’re coming,” said Dilly, and then she threw herself over dock.

It was a long fall, long enough to cripple, but the tide was on the way in and there was shallow water to break her fall, limit the smashing of bones, although from the way Alix gasped beside her Clytie thought there was probably damage enough. The water was dark and the light dim so she couldn’t make out too clearly, wouldn’t have been able to even if her sight were better than it was. What she could see was moving— first a single figure, wading for the beach with a jagged, limping gait, and then out of the corners of sight a sensation of rippling, of high notes and legs and swarming.

The crabs inhabited the intertidal and the shallows, but the cold water made them sluggish at night, kept them sleepy, although they’d wake and sing for blood.

“She should have ate it,” said Clytie. “They’re going to run her down and guts now.” She shook her head. “Though she won’t feel it, maybe, far gone as she is. That’d be a mercy.” It wasn’t that the screaming bothered her. It was that she felt, dimly, that it ought to bother her more than it did. She’d never taken pleasure in it as some did—perhaps because she lacked clear sight enough for true entertainment, or perhaps because she’d got so used to it that there was a numbness where feeling used to be. What she mostly felt at screams these days was gratitude that they weren’t hers.

“I think she’s trying to outrun them,” said Alix. Her head tilted slightly. “But she’s not running anywhere it would do her good.” Not to the ladders at shore end come up to street then, and not inland where there were trees and far off city walls to climb. Instead Dilly ran flat and parallel to shorelines, across loose sand that slowed her running, and a dark multitude billowing after, moving faster along those sands and the gap between them shrinking. “I don’t know how I’m going to explain this to Perette,” she said.

“She wouldn’t expect you to jump after.” No one would expect that. Not even of a girl who was a diver once, who knew how to navigate the crab beds. Bad enough in daylight, with the risk of claws and cracking. Far worse at night when the whistling started, the sound of hunting crabs, and the largest of them big enough to snip a full-grown man to pieces.

“Don’t suppose I can get my money back?”

“Oh, why the hell not,” said Clytie, and pinned the discarded page back up in the stall. “If she didn’t want it someone else will.”

“Ta,” said Alix. “I appreciate the trouble. She were a good girl once, or so I heard. Didn’t mix with the likes of me of course—wanted to apprentice herself to a story-teller, but couldn’t pay the fees.”

“Couldn’t save up for them working here, more like,” said Clytie. She got a few small coins herself each moon, an hour off while her boss filled in and that was time enough to buy the very few things she needed and not a whit more.

“Perette said she liked to read the books that washed up and pretend the bits with pages missing. I wouldn’t call that fun but I can’t see it making madness either,” said Alix. “There’s something twisty here and I don’t like it.”

“I stuff stories down gullets so folks get ripped to pieces quietly,” said Clytie. “Don’t tell me about twisty.”

In the distance, screaming started. It was high and clear like gulls calling, but both girls knew it wasn’t wings that shrieked that way.

“Guess that’s it then,” said Clytie. “I’m going back to bed.”

“I’ve never seen madness like that before,” Alix insisted.

“It ain’t catching. Not if I have anything to say about it,” Clytie said, and shut the stall door in her face for emphasis. She stoked up her little fire, bound herself up in blankets, and fell asleep in the stall corner, tucked up within minutes. She didn’t dream. Didn’t have nightmares, and didn’t expect to—but it was an unhappy sleep for all that, all bits and wakening and she couldn’t drop off enough for any real sort of rest.

“There’s nothing wrong,” she said. “Stop being so brainless. You don’t have the imagination for troubles.” And that was true, because she could picture Dilly’s end easy enough, and without flinching, and ten minutes careful consideration couldn’t come up with anything more horrifying than that, and like to keep her from rest. Still she couldn’t settle. There was nothing stopping her sleep, nothing out of the ordinary. The stall smelled as it always did, a dry sour scent with undertones of salt and sweat, the soft ash of embers. The walls creaked a little but then they always did. Her belly cramped, but that was normal too for this time of month, and the floor under her face was smooth enough—for she made sure to sand away splinters—and vibrated as it always did, the small reverberation that came from crab song.

But there weren’t any crabs, Clytie remembered. The crabs were all along the shore, and feeding. Dilly had taken them away, and they’d return once they’d stripped her bones clean, gouged out even the marrow of her with the smallest pincers, but any singing they did now would be heard on wind instead of through wood.

“You’ve slept longer than you thought, that’s all,” she said, but if it was too hard for her to make out the turning pattern of stars she knew enough of cold and stillness to gauge the night and there was more of it left than morning.

She stoked up the fire, took a rag from one of the crevices in the wall and cringed at the cool air, but set the rag alight. When it was good and burning she opened the trap and dropped it through.

There were crabs down there. She could see movement before the rag extinguished itself but they were small movements, small bodies, and they were all staring up at her. The crabs weren’t big enough for echoes in their singing, not enough for the wood to vibrate along with them. She shut the trapdoor carefully, made sure it was set fast for it wouldn’t be a pretty thing to fall through, and went deliberately back to bed. As the fire died down, Clytie felt the floor hum against her face, and when she looked up—up instead of down, for threats and singing—the pages above seemed to vibrate, almost.

She pressed her hand against the wall, pressed it higher and higher until she was at the extent of reach, and the felt the humming again, felt it stronger the further up she moved.

Clytie snatched her hand back and hid it under covers. Shut her eyes, too, for all the good they did her, and buried her face in blanket.

“Questions don’t matter for the likes of you,” she said. “It wasn’t asking why and how that got you working, got you fed. It’s nowt to do with you.” Incuriosity, ignorance, the ability to look and turn away, to keep turned away when others might pry and ask. They were survival strategies, and they served. Not well, perhaps, but well enough.

“You see nothing,” she said, over and over. Remembering how bad her eyes were, how their softness could play tricks. “You see nothing.” 

By the morning, she believed it. 
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Of course they shouldn’t have been doing it.

That was half the fun.

Victor boosted Jenna over the tall, solid fence—like she hadn’t grown up scrambling over half the fences in East Texas herself?—then climbed it himself, set down with both boots at once like this junkyard was theirs. For tonight, at least.

Jenna took his hand and they ran down the main aisle to the fourth row on the right. Just like they’d scouted that afternoon, the Camaro was right there where it should have been.

Its tires were long rotted off, most of its glass gone, and there’d been a few generations of birds roosting in the passenger seat, but all Victor and Jenna cared about was that perfect, unbent hood.

“Only for you, right?” Jenna said for the hundredth time, fluffing her hair up, blinking her eyes fast to be sure her eyeliner was still thick enough.

“Never share you, girl,” Victor said, planting a kiss on her lips, and backed off, pulled his mom’s 35mm out.

Jenna told herself this was good, this was all right, he was shipping out next week, he needed something to remember her by.

“And remember, I’m me, not her, right?” she said, a waver in her voice she hadn’t meant to do.

“Always and forever, babe,” Victor assured her, and, like that, she hiked herself up onto the Camaro’s hood. The powdery rust was griming up the ass of her jean shorts, she knew, and probably painting the backs of her thighs, too—definitely her palms, already—but her boots were the same color. Like her mom had always told her, you’ve got to look for the silver lining, girl. If you squint, then the world can look a whole lot better than it does with your eyes all the way open.

That was pretty much Jenna’s whole life.

And, no, she knew she didn’t have a smile that knocked them dead like Caroline Williams’s—Stretch from Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2— and, sure, okay, so her skin was probably about ten shades darker than Stretch’s ever would be, even after a week in the Bahamas, but she had those same forever legs, anyway. Close enough for Nacogdoches, anyway. And these jean shorts were frames for her legs, according to Victor.

As for Caroline Williams, she was the reason for this daring junkyard break-in: last summer, the horror magazine Victor drove down to Houston to get once a month had run an interview with her, and the photo spread part of it had been shot right here in town. Everybody knew it. The crew had just been a photographer and a kid who must have been that photographer’s assistant, but everybody knew where they’d grabbed breakfast with Stretch—what Victor insisted on calling her—where they’d stayed the night before, and, most importantly, where the shoot had taken place: the junkyard.

Because, fifteen years later, all the sets and props and whatever from Chainsaw 2 were gone, a backdrop of old rusted cars would have had had to stand in for the movie. Specifically, this Camaro, with Caroline Williams stretched across the hood, flashing that smile that the interviewer said was the main thing responsible for the world’s population not getting out of control yet—"Meaning it slays,” Victor had explained to Jenna, because how could a girl ever figure out anything obvious herself.

Goddamn right it slayed, though.

Jenna was more than a little jealous.

And now, for his six months out on the water, what Victor wanted more than anything in the world, it was his girlfriend—soon to be fiancee, Jenna had her fingers crossed for—posed on that hood just like Stretch, right down to those jeans shorts.

Snap, snap, snap.

Jenna tried to smile with her eyes and her mouth and her heart as wide as she could, as wide as she ever had, as wide as Caroline Williams, even, and then the next morning they dropped the film off at the drugstore, and then six days later, after the proposal that made Jenna’s mom hug her neck, whisper into her neck that she was happy for her, Victor was in international waters.

Sitting in the same bedroom she’d already spent twenty-two years in—just six months more, now—Jenna crossed her legs on the bed and held her hand palm-up in her lap, and studied the small ridge of white scar tissue on the heel of her hand, where a burr in that Camaro’s hood had snagged her skin.

But don’t think about the bad things, girl.

She flipped her hand over, gazed instead at the engagement ring, so perfect on her finger. Three months later, after Victor’s last letter, she drove down to Houston and sold it at a pawn shop for seventy-five dollars.

The guy behind the counter asked if she was single now, then, and did a thing with his eyebrows that made Jenna’s skin physically crawl, she was pretty sure.

She took the cash and walked out.

The first thing she had to do, she knew, was spend the hell out of that money.

Wine coolers took some of it, the tip at the diner back in town took twenty more—Jenna had so much she could tell the sophomore girl who brought her her coffee, but she didn’t want to ruin things for her—and the last thirty-five went for a sledgehammer.

Ten minutes after midnight, she plopped down in the junkyard again, and picked up the sledgehammer that had taken her four tries to finally sling all the way over the fence.

She wasn’t just going to wail on that Camaro’s hood, she was going to jail for it, she didn’t care anymore.

Come sunrise, they were going to have to tackle her to get her to stop, and then they’d better get those cuffs on her fast, because she was going to be trying to slip away, pick that sledgehammer up one more time, come at that rusted-out memory like a fucking Valkyrie. One with rabies.

But then she just stood there, the heavy head of that sledgehammer by her right boot, the handle easy in her hand.

The Camaro was gone.

Two years later, at a bonfire party out at the old drive-in, she found it.

She was living in a trailer with her good buds Cray-Cray and Took by then, since her parents had sold the house, put their savings into a camper, and lit out to see America. Jenna was half-suspicious that they didn’t really care about seeing America, they just couldn’t think of any other way to get their grown daughter to move out, but screw it, right?

“I mean, they’re not your real parents anyway, are they?” Took had said early on, when they were still decorating the trailer, making it not look so thirdhand.

“They’re real,” Jenna told her, her clipped tone shutting Took right the hell up.

What she meant by real was that they were the only ones she’d ever known, her bio-parents having died in a wreck before she was even one. She did still have one snapshot of them—her mom had insisted she’d want it someday—but other than that, all she had was a mix of their blood, she figured.

And her real parents packing up and heading out on the road had probably been good for her, she had to admit. Otherwise she might still be sulking in her girlhood bedroom.

Instead of working the parts counter at the Chevy house, yeah.

But there were still bonfire parties on summer nights, anyway.

At least until she recognized a certain shape easing his way into the firelight.

Victor.

She’d heard he was back, that he was using his experience on his series of offshore rigs to bag girl after girl, but seeing him in the flesh was a whole other thing.

His linebacker shoulders were even bigger from guiding all that chain, his hair was shorter because he couldn’t risk it getting caught in the chain, his skin was leathery from the sun and the salt and the overtime, and there was a harsh scar coming down across the right side of his face from a single steel thread whipping out from a snapped cable, the equipment that cable was attached to sinking down thousands and thousands of feet—and almost taking him with it. It was a good story, but the story on top of that was that the oil company had written him a pretty check as well, and let him hire on again. It was like he’d hit the lottery: steady work, money in the bank, that cool scar, and a near-death experience. Add them all together and there were going to be little Victors in every bassinet in town, come spring.

Good for him, Jenna told herself, and turned neatly away, hating how hot her eyes already were, and hating even more how her back straightened when she knew he had seen her through the crowd.

She slid through the bodies, snagged a beer by its long neck, and made a beeline for the darkness. Just to breathe. Just to look up at the faded old screen, half its huge white tiles missing, the other half peeling at the corners.

Every few feet there were the old speaker posts, and the ground under her feet wasn’t gravel anymore—it had been too many years—but it still had the old up-and-down contours meant to aim each car up to the movie.

Jenna cracked the beer open, slammed as much of it as she could, enough that she had to lean over, let some foam back out between her boots.

Surprising herself, then, she reared back and slung the half-full bottle at one of the speaker posts, the bottle shattering hard enough that some of it came back at her.

She jerked her hand up to protect her eyes and caught a piece of glass in the heel of her hand. She held it up into the moonlight to see what she’d done now, and—yep: bleeding.

Like it mattered.

The party hadn’t even dialed its volume down from the glass breaking, meaning either nobody cared or she was too far away for anyone to have heard. Meaning? She laughed: anything could happen out here now, couldn’t it? With nobody watching?

It could, she told herself, and walked out farther to test it, riding the humps up and down, and . . . that was when she saw it.

The Camaro.

She felt her mouth open, her face go slack.

She looked behind her to see if this was a joke the world was playing on her or what.

It had to be, didn’t it?

Jenna didn’t walk right up to the car but looped around, giving herself the chance to be wrong. There were more 1979 Camaros in the world than just that one, she knew.

But this was it.

It was still sitting on its turbine wheels, no rubber, and it was still a rust bucket, but there was no denying that this was the same Camaro from the junkyard. Jenna didn’t just know cars, she knew—from work— Chevrolets in particular.

She gulped the spit in her mouth down, eased in, and touched the driver’s side fender, telling herself there was no chance the metal was going to be hot, or, if it was, that was just the day’s heat, collected there—not an engine.

Her hand came away powdery with rust like she knew it would, and it stung the new cut in her palm.

She drew it to her mouth to suck the poison spit it back out.

“What are you doing here?” she asked the car.

It just sat there.

But, in the moonlight, she could see where her hand had touched that fender.

There was a neat handprint there.

Jenna looked from her palm to that fender, shaking her head no: this car couldn’t be here. It shouldn’t be here.

Except here it was, for sure and for certain.

She leaned back in, studied it closer.

Under the rust she’d touched, there was that distinctive midnight blue that so many of these Z28s had been painted with.

Which is not how rust works.

And on the right side of that handprint was the smear of blood from Jenna’s cut.

Until it wasn’t.

The next morning before work, Cray-Cray kept stealing glances in the mirror at Jenna.

“I know, okay?” Jenna finally said, about Victor being at the bonfire last night, and Cray-Cray evidently knew better than to say anything about how thick Jenna was laying down her eyeliner.

Her lie about needing the Subaru Brat they shared was enough to get Jenna dropping Cray-Cray off at the salon, with a promise to be there to pick her up right when the Chevy house closed.

Jenna wasn’t going to work, though.

When she should have been clocking in, she was back at the drive-in, the Subaru idling like a lawnmower behind her because turning it off wasn’t always the best idea.

She had a towel with her this time. Everywhere she rubbed at the rust, there was metallic blue underneath.

"What the hell?” she kept saying.

As for how the car had shown up here, she had even less idea. It hadn’t rolled on its bare rims, that was for sure—there were no gouges in front of or behind it. And if anybody’d towed it here for whatever batshit reason, they surely would have sat those soft turbine wheels up on cinderblocks or wood, at least.

Except . . . Jenna shook her head, because this absolutely didn’t track.

The rear wheel had tatters of rubber around it now?

Behind her, the Subaru coughed, died.

Of course.

Jenna squatted by that passenger side rear wheel, touched the rubber gingerly.

It was warm, and—shit! It was a radial. One of those steel strands had gouged into the tip of her index finger.

Instead of sucking that blood up herself, though . . .

Jenna hesitantly touched the pad of her finger to the bare steel of that rear wheel, painting it, and an instant later, she whole-body flinched— that rear wheel had drained all the blood from her hand, it felt like, so that she had to rip her finger away. And for a bare instant, she hadn’t quite been able to.

She held her hand to her body, massaged it warm again, and a wave of dizziness passed through her. Either from her world changing or from blood loss, she guessed. Maybe both.

Back in the Subaru, not ready yet to push-start it across this baking-hot parking lot, thanks, Jenna opened the cigar box she kept her special shit in, that she’d dug up hours before sunrise. There was a blue ribbon she’d won in sixth grade. A photo of her in the newspaper climbing out of the mud pit from a tug of war. The wrist-elastic part of a homecoming corsage. And—this was the first she’d been in this box since forever—the ring box Victor had proposed to her with.

She opened it, snapped it shut like little jaws. The better to eat him with.

Way at the bottom, like she remembered, was that snapshot of her bio-parents. Whoever’d taken it was practically leaning in the open window of their car, so her bio-dad, behind the wheel, was having to lean back. Her bio-mom was leaning forward to be beside him, and, yeah, okay, yeah, Mom, it was one of those perfect-magical photos. His surfer-blond hair was shaggy and kind of naturally feathered, and her black-black hair was arrow-straight, long enough to be caressing the gear shift, and both of them were still wearing whatever that day’s odd job had been: chaff and grass, woodchips and dust.

Jenna stood carefully with the box, made her way over to the Camaro, and reached that photo in, held it up until all the edges lined up, even the now-empty yoke of a six-pack, still hanging on the passenger-side window crank. Which had to be brittle now, after all these years. It had to be gone, really.

The problem with all this, of course, was that her parents had died in a wreck. And, even before this Camaro started coming back, its body had been fairly straight.

Jenna left that velvety ring box open on the dash of the Camaro like an offering, pushed the Subaru to life one more time, and called her Uncle Stu’s house in California, where her parents were currently parking their camper.

Her mom started crying the moment Jenna asked about her bio-parents. She was so glad Jenna was finally looking into them—it wasn’t their fault they hadn’t been there for her.

Jenna’s main question was, “A wreck?”

Wrong. Her dad had told her her bio-parents had died in a car, and “wreck” was the only thing that made sense to ten-year-old Jenna, who didn’t really need every sticky detail.

The real story was that the floorboard of that Camaro had been rusted through, and Jenna’s mom and dad were at the drive-in right before Thanksgiving, had been idling that small block to keep the heater warm. Factor in one leaky exhaust and some rolled up windows, and before they knew it, the inside of the car was roiling with carbon monoxide and they were asleep, never to wake up. Easy as that.

“Their first date since . . . since you were born,” Jenna’s mom added at the end.

Jenna closed her eyes, kept them closed, her mom’s voice from California consoling but also far, far too loud for right now.

She picked up Cray-Cray at the salon almost on time, but stopped a cool quarter mile back from their trailer.

“What?” Cray-Cray said, already redoing her makeup in the vanity mirror, for whatever this night was going to hold.

Jenna chucked her chin out before them. At the silver and blue short-bed pickup nosed up to the trailer—Dallas Cowboy colors.

It was the truck Victor had left behind with his parents when he shipped out.

“Oh no,” Cray-Cray said. “Took.”

Jenna nodded.

Took and Victor, at the trailer.

“I’ll just—” Jenna said, but Cray-Cray didn’t need to hear the rest: she was already stepping out her side, striding across to the trailer, her long legs eating up the distance.

On the way, she filched a piece of chrome trim up from the tall grass by the butane tank.

Without looking back—not needing to—she casually hung that jagged aluminum out to the side, dragged it from Victor’s taillight all the way up to his headlight, waving the trim up and down.

Jenna blinked her feelings away, reversed down the dirt road, and drove emptier and lonelier roads for the next three hours, until dusk sifted down around her and the Subaru.

She was back at the old drive-in again.

Instead of approaching the Camaro, even though she could now see new glass glinting in the waning moon—new glass? from where?—she positioned the Subaru so its headlights were stabbing past the two uprights of the old marquee sign.

It was long since empty, had layers and layers of spray-painted G + R-kind of stuff—Glenda plus Robert, from four years ago, when Robert got Glenda pregnant the first time—but what Jenna was interested in was down in the grass. Under the grass.

The letters that used to be up on that sign. They’d shrunk or something in the sun, across all the years, and who knew how many storms had whipped them out of place, scattered them down here.

It took almost until midnight, but Jenna pieced them into T E X C H SA 2—"Texas Chainsaw 2,” which she guessed was all there was room for, “Massacre” being a long enough word it would probably just cause wrecks out on the highway if drivers tried to read it over their beers.

The Subaru was long dead, and the battery was weak enough already that the headlights were yellow and thready, meaning Jenna was going to be walking back to the gas station.

But that was later.

For now, she stacked all the letters into a pile and set a rock on top of them, she wasn’t sure why. And then she sat back in the grass, looked up to the drive-in screen, and down to the only car waiting for the movie to start.

Which is when the Camaro’s dome light glowed on.

Three days later, Jenna woke in the grimy break room at work.

She looked up at blurry versions of Kip and Dale and, from the front desk, Sheila. Jenna guessed she’d been called in to be legally sure no one felt Jenna up while she’d been conked.

“You passed out,” Kip told her, pretty needlessly.

He was holding a paper cup of water across to her.

Jenna took it and drank, buying time to come up with the right excuse.

The truth was that she’d been spending her nights out at the old drive-in, and cutting herself in new places, because the Camaro needed blood. Specifically, her blood, she was pretty sure. She hadn’t tried feeding it a stray dog or a roadkill rabbit, but she didn’t think she had the nerve for that, really.

All she could cut was herself.

Last night she’d bitten her tongue then leaned over the engine, drained blood down into the open radiator, and she’d passed out then, too, but when she’d come back around she’d been sitting against the side of the car, by the passenger side rear tire. As if someone had positioned her like that, so she didn’t have to endure the indignity of lying open-mouthed—red-mouthed—in the darkness all alone.

It’s the kind of thing a parent might have done for a child, right?

One they didn’t live long enough to care for, before.

“Sick,” she said to Kip and Dale and Sheila, and stumbled for the ladies’ room. Kip and Dale made room for her but, a polite few moments after crashing into the first stall loudly enough that the slap of that metal door could be heard all the way down the hall, Sheila eased in. Probably sent by Kip, Jenna knew. Because he couldn’t come in himself.

“Pregnant?” Sheila asked, all sister-like, her eyes batting to beat the band.

Jenna shook her head no, flushed before Sheila could clock the no-vomit situation.

“That time of the month?” Sheila said, then.

Jenna shook her head no again, though she was pretty sure she could have stopped at that if she really wanted—iron deficiency, something like that.

“Just sick,” she said again, and Sheila studied her a moment longer, then for some reason washed her hands, dried them, and walked back out, the high heels the show floor demanded clicking on the tile floor.

Kip wasn’t thrilled about giving Jenna the rest of the day off, especially after her showing up late two times already this week, but he said he couldn’t have her falling down and conking her head in the workplace, either.

He peeled a ten out of his wallet, told her to get a burger at the drugstore, the double-meat. That it looked like she needed it, cool?

Jenna folded the bill into the front pocket of her blue work slacks and slumped out. For once, the Subaru started.

And she did eat a burger and fries at the counter of the drugstore. Thank you, Kip.

She had to keep her strength up.

Walking through the sun back to the Subaru, though, her nose spon-taneously started spurting blood, like all the valves and chambers inside her were going spongy.

Working on automatic, Jenna scrounged a cup up from the side of the building and leaned her face down to it, to save every last drop.

She was down to the last little bit when Took sat down beside her, her sunglasses the big bug-eyed kind, like she was a movie star.

“Hey,” she said, not even asking about the cup, the blood.

They’d known each other since third grade, didn’t need to ask those kinds of questions.

“You don’t have to apologize,” Jenna said, trying to wipe her face clean now. “He’s . . . he’s him, yeah? I fell for it too.”

Took nodded, kept nodding. It was like she was dialed into her own personal radio station in her head.

“What?” Jenna finally said.

Took looked away, down the street, and that was when Jenna caught her left eye behind those sunglasses.

It was swollen shut, pounded black and blue.

Goddamn him.

What happened to him, out there on the water? Had he always had this kind of bullshit in him?

Took’s lips were doing that curling-in over and over thing. She was trying to hold it in.

Jenna took her hand, held it tight.

“Don’t worry,” she said to Took.

“What?” Took said.

“Just wait,” Jenna told her.

Just wait.

Along with the last letter Victor sent back had been that photograph of Jenna across the rusted hood of the Camaro, her boots crossed on one side, her head cocked up on her hand at the other side, just like Caroline Williams. Just like Stretch.

It was creased in the middle with a white line, which Jenna guessed was from carrying it in a pocket, and on the back, in ink that was supposed to last forever, was “V/J” in a neatly drawn heart.

Jenna didn’t keep it in her cigar box, but she did still have it.

Now she knew why.

Ever since his return, and his many-many conquests all around town, Victor had been carefully avoiding her. Just because he didn’t want a scene, Jenna knew.

The big brave roughneck, yeah.

But now she had a secret weapon, didn’t she?

The Camaro was back to cherry, had come together well enough that, except for those turbine rims that she guessed her dad must have liked enough to trade out the stock jobs, it might as well have just come off the assembly line in Detroit.

Too, she realized in a dim way that she’d dialed back from “bio-mom” and “bio-dad” to just Mom and Dad, some of the time, in the privacy of her head. She’d felt guilty for it at first, like this was some big betrayal of her real parents, but . . . it was because the people in that old snapshot were who she needed now, right?

Her real parents had raised her right and given her every chance, but now, in this violent fairy tale she’d stumbled into, her first parents were coming back to protect her.

That was the best way she had to explain what was happening.

They’d died in that Camaro at the drive-in just from bad luck, not from an absence of love or duty to their new baby girl, and that was supposed to have been the end of the story. Except that hit of bad luck got balanced out by the good luck of Jenna bleeding onto the hood of that very same car, and bringing that night back to life, sort of.

Enough.

Sure, it had cost a lot more blood to get the car back to good, but everything good’s got a steep price, doesn’t it?

And no, Jenna hadn’t actually gotten close enough to speak to them yet.

But, from about ten slots away, and now that the Camaro was whole and hale again, she could sometimes, when the moonlight was just right, just see their outlines in there.

They were still waiting for the second feature to glow onto the screen.

They didn’t need to know how their Camaro had gotten back to the drive-in, so neither did Jenna.

It was enough that they were back.

For her.

It couldn’t just be random, she knew. From the night she cut her hand on that burr on the hood, Victor telling her to cross her feet like this, not like that, her mom and dad had known how he was going to play her. With their ghost eyes, they could probably even see that the ring in his pocket wasn’t even real diamond, just seventy-five dollars of gold.

Not that it would have mattered back then. It’s the fact of the ring that makes the world turn, not what the ring’s worth.

That was yesterday’s fairy tale, though.

This, at the old drive-in, was today’s.

And Took having caught the back of Victor’s big hand, probably from when she started getting what Victor would have called “clingy,” just confirmed that what Jenna was doing was what she was supposed to be doing.

The plan was to get Victor out to the old drive-in at night.

After that, things would take care of themselves: He’d see that cherry Camaro and he’d have to drift over to inspect it closer. Anybody would. What’s a car like this doing all the way out here, where the sun can fade that pretty paint? Somebody didn’t just leave it, did they?

He’d run his hand along those smooth lines, his mouth practically salivating, and when he got to the passenger-side front window, it would crank down slow, causing him to back up, hands held high and away like he means no harm, here. He was just looking, man.

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” Jenna’s mom would say in her easy voice, and then tilt her head over to the driver’s seat, where Jenna’s dad would be leaning across to look up and out.

“We used to come here!” Jenna’s dad would say, and Victor would nod, look up to the screen like imagining when movies used to play there, and when he came back to the Camaro, it would be empty again.

“What the—?” he’d say, jacking all his old football senses up, his weight on the balls of his feet now so he could explode any which way.

Except, when he turned, Jenna’s mom and dad would already be standing there, wouldn’t they?

Standing there and shaking their heads, grinning grins that you don’t really ever want grinned at you.

At which point it would be too late for poor old Victor—they’d rip him limb from limb, and then pack him into the trunk, probably, each hug Jenna once, and, without words, she’d understand that they couldn’t stay, that this was really it for them, they’d only come back to protect their baby girl like they always meant to.

Jenna would watch those taillights kiss each other bye, and then the Camaro would be gone, maybe to show up again in the fourth row to the right at the junkyard. Just, now, in that trunk that would never be opened again, that would only be eventually crushed, there would be some certain remains, from someone who remained no more, thank you.

To be one hundred percent certain this would work, though, Jenna went to the pawn shop up in Longview—she didn’t want to get mired down in Houston traffic—and walked out with one of those TV/VCR jobs that plug into a cigarette lighter.

Next she had Cray-Cray jam that old photo of her under Victor’s windshield wiper, and made her promise not to key his paint again.

“Do I want to know?” Cray-Cray asked.

Jenna didn’t answer, just bit her top lip in.

She’d eaten three drugstore burgers already that day, to try to get some blood back.

On the back of the photo now, which Cray-Cray, being who she was, would surely read, was “drive-in, midnight.”

Jenna was there by ten, the Subaru tucked back behind the screen.

She thought it would be more dramatic, or a better vantage point, to stand up on the catwalk under the screen, the one everybody spray-painted their names from, but she didn’t want Victor to pass the Camaro by, think she wanted him to climb up there too.

She had shimmied up the marquee sign, though, put what letters she could back, and in the right order, with the right spaces left between them.

Everything had to be just right, she figured. As right as she could get it.

She’d even called California to talk to her mom, but her parents’ camper was already booking it for Oregon.

It was probably for the best.

Her adopted mom might not have recognized the girl she raised.

For the first hour and a half of her wait, Jenna drifted from speaker pole to speaker pole, pushing off for the next one and the next one until she’d touched them all, for luck.

There was still a big char-spot where all the bonfires usually were, and there were bottles and cans all around, and over by the roofless projection booth somebody’d dumped an old fireworks stand, it looked like.

The moon was bright again, the sky clear.

Jenna wondered if the Subaru would start or not, and then decided that it didn’t matter. Or, no—it was better if it didn’t. She didn’t need that to work. She needed the other thing to work.

And it would.

If it didn’t, then Victor was just going to leave a line of Jennas and Tooks behind him, wasn’t he? A whole line of women, all looking out one eye. Or worse.

A cool scar, a good story, and a steady paycheck doesn’t give you the right to do that. It shouldn’t, anyway.

Jenna had been so proud of him when he hired on, though, that was the thing. It hadn’t been her idea—you have to be careful about giving somebody an idea that can get them killed—but instead of hanging around and taking whatever life gave him, her guy was taking a chance, he was going out for more.

She guessed he must have found it, too, somewhere out there. Or maybe in Galveston or New Orleans, when he found that stepping down out of a helicopter made the girls notice you in a different way.

It would have been better if he never proposed, wouldn’t it have? Maybe Jenna goes to cosmetology school with Cray-Cray, then, and rents a chair at the salon, doesn’t have to spend her life calling farther and farther away dealerships to see if they’ve got this fuel line, that brake kit.

It’s not really that, though.

If he’d come back the same, if he hadn’t lied to her, if he’d been who he said he was, then . . . then it could have been him and her against the world, right? They wouldn’t have had to give up bonfire parties, they could have still lived with Took and Cray-Cray, or some of his buds, they could have both worked at the Chevy house, but—they would be doing all this together, like they meant to, like Jenna had pinned so much of her heart on.

Then, eventually, at the end of so many years, they buy a camper, set out to see America, right?

Why not.

Just, now, instead: this. Bleeding into a magical car for too many nights, gambling on ghosts, and hoping nobody asks too many questions.

When Victor’s square halogens dialed down to orange parking lights for his slow turn off the highway, the weak dome light in the Camaro flicked on and then, slower, off. Like the filament was still hot, yeah. But also like someone’s hand had cupped it, was hiding it.

Jenna had to breathe deep to keep her lungs from fluttering away.

It was happening.

Keeping the Camaro between her and Victor’s truck, approaching in jagged lines so as to dodge the speaker poles, she scurried up to the Camaro, only looked in at the last moment, to be sure she wasn’t about to reach across her mom.

The car was . . . not exactly empty, she could tell.

But she could reach in, plug the little television into the cigarette lighter, then reach around onto the hood, hit the play button under the screen.

Ideally, she’d figure some way to project The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2 onto the old screen, but, even if she could figure how to do that, it would only draw eyes from the highway.

So, an eleven-inch little TV positioned on an old winter jacket right in front of the windshield would have to do.

It was all about re-creating that night, right?

The night they’d died, probably in this exact same slot.

Victor’s parking lights dimmed down and he killed the engine, coasted in, his tires crunching through the dirt into the old gravel, the dry grass hissing against his undercarriage.

Jenna was sitting with her back to the rear fender, now. The plan had been to run away, hide, let this happen now that she’d set everything up so perfectly, but she hadn’t counted on how close she was cutting it.

Leatherface’s chainsaw ripped up out of the TV’s tiny speaker.

“Jen?” Victor called, probably standing on his running board.

Because—yeah—of course he had to assume she was in the Camaro, didn’t he? Girl calls him out here, then the only car has to be her.

He can probably even see someone moving behind the glass, Jenna told herself. Or, tried to pray true.

He stepped down, shut his door heavily behind him.

“Jen? Jenna?”

Jenna stared up into the sky.

The back of her throat was acid with hope. With justice.

“Um, hey?” Victor said then, stepping closer, close enough that Jenna knew if she looked under the car, she’d see the toes of the worn-through work boots he was still wearing, even though you don’t need composite toes poking through to pick up girls.

But he might hear her shifting around.

She held both hands over her mouth instead.

Victor knocked once on the driver’s side window and then stepped back, it sounded like . . .

Nothing.

Victor’s boots took another couple of steps, then, and the movie stopped, or paused.

“Hello?” he said, and then Jenna heard the delicious sound of the door on the other side either being hauled open, or, from the inside, kicked open.

It was starting.

The car creaked either with new weight or with less weight.

Jenna closed her eyes in celebration, and then—

The engine tried to turn over?

“What?” she said.

They—they weren’t supposed to leave for Heaven yet.

And of course the engine wouldn’t start: She hadn’t bled into the gas tank yet. There was no reason to, and she didn’t have enough blood left anyway.

She stood, leaned around to look in from the passenger side, and flinched a bit from Victor slinging that power cord for the little TV out so he could roll the passenger side window up, really relish this car’s interior.

He never saw her, either, was too busy touching everything at once, trying out the blinkers, the headlights. Running through the gears, adjusting the stereo dials over click by delicate click—getting only static, of course.

“No,” Jenna said, scanning all around for her mom, her dad.

Where were they?

And then Victor found the “Trunk Compartment Lid Release Button Switch,” OEM 92224594—Jenna knew all the part numbers, all the proper names.

Victor opened the trunk, then the hood as much as it would, and then was fiddling with the radio again.

The whole car was a toy, to him. A gift.

He wasn’t even recognizing it from the junkyard either, she guessed. Or from the photo of her and the car that he’d said he’d spend long hours staring into, and thinking about.

But—really? That he was more concerned with the dial on the stereo than what was under the hood told her all she needed to know about him. All anybody needed to know.

“Where are you? Where are you?” she mumbled as loud as she dared, to her parents.

Had she done something wrong? She had really seen them sitting in the front seats, hadn’t she? That hadn’t just been wishful thinking, had it?

And even if it was, then . . . how to explain her blood bringing the car back to cherry?

She shook her head no: nothing could explain that.

Nothing except exactly what she thought should be happening—her real and true parents coming back to stomp the living shit out of the guy who’d wronged her, who’d sent her life one way when it was supposed to have gone the other way, the better way, the fairy-tale way.

But he was sitting there turning the dial this way then that way, and her real parents were . . . they were right where they’d always been, weren’t they?

Not here.

Shit.

Jenna ground her teeth and balled her hands into fists, wishing she’d had a backup plan, that she’d—she didn’t know—that she’d rigged the whole drive-in screen to fall down on top of him, smush him like the bug he was. That would be pretty great. Or if she’d dug some pit and lined it with spikes, stretched some camo netting over it. Or even just left a vanilla Dr. Pepper, his favorite, in the Camaro’s cupholder, cold enough that he couldn’t taste the strychnine in it. Or a hundred other things.

What she’d really done, though, she could tell now, was give him a cherry Camaro, hadn’t she?

One coursing with her own lifeblood.

“Not likely,” said, and stood against the car—who cared if he felt the springs shifting with her, who cared if he was about to see her crossing in the rearview mirror.

Where she was going was his little Dallas Cowboys short-bed, where she knew he’d left the keys, as his truck was too distinctive for anybody in Nacogdoches to steal.

She didn’t want to steal it, though.

What she wanted to do was pull the brights on, drop it into low, and jam that grill guard right into the side of this pretty Camaro, and keep her foot in it until the projection booth or the fireworks stand stopped her.

Halfway around the car, though, the open trunk hiding her from the rearview mirror, she stopped, had to look twice to be sure she was seeing what she was seeing, what she guessed she could have seen if she’d had that whole camera roll with her parents in it, instead of just one random snapshot: the reason they were each covered in chaff and dust.

They’d been cutting wood for the winter.

With a chainsaw.

Jenna sucked air in, reached down to touch this bad little thing with all due reverence.

Then she used that same hand to hold it down while she pulled on the starter rope.

It just sputtered, and right then, like covering that sputter, the Camaro’s speakers came on loud. CCR, blaring.

Victor turned it down fast.

“Hey, Jen, that you?” he said, adjusting the rearview mirror. “Can you believe this?”

Yes, she could: Her parents were saving her. In the only way they could.

Because she’d been through this before for many nights, she knew just what to do, too: she spun the chainsaw’s little gas cap off, bit her lower lip deeper than she ever had, and spit long and red into the heart of this Stihl, then spun the cap back on.

She was pretty sure two-strokes like this called for high octane, 89 or better, but she didn’t think her blood would be hot enough get the job done.

In the tight confines of the trunk, she ripped that little engine alive.

And of course she was wearing those same jean shorts, and it didn’t even matter that she wasn’t blond like Caroline Williams—in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2, Stretch had been brunette anyway, and, mixing Jenna’s real dad’s surfer locks with her real mom’s Indian and Mexican hair, brunette was just how Jenna’d come out.

It didn’t matter that Victor had unplugged that little TV.

Now the movie was starting.

Instead of hauling the chainsaw out and chasing him with it—if he could keep thousands of pounds of equipment from pulling him to the bottom of the ocean, he could probably bat these spinning teeth away— she angled it forward, chewed a ragged hole in the rear seat, connecting the trunk’s air with the air Victor was breathing.

And then she shut that trunk hard, left the chainsaw running in there, and stepped back and to the side, to see through the driver’s window.

Victor was turning every which way in the seat, trying to get away from the carbon monoxide. He was trying the door handle again and again, but, unlike every girl in town, it wasn’t submitting to him.

The window crank came off in his hand.

Jenna stepped back, clicked the headlights of his truck on, so she could watch him writhe in that front seat, claw at the window, finally try to crash through it with his elbow, then with the cranks themselves.

It was made of Jenna’s blood, though. And her parents’ love.

It would never break.

Victor’s struggles got slower and slower, until he was pleading with her, and then convulsing, these whole-body dry heaves, his eyes spilling tears, his face wet.

Jenna just crossed her arms, shrugged, and never looked away.

When he finally died—it took at least ten delicious minutes—his face was right up to the glass, framed by his hands, his fingers open and pleading.

Jenna turned the headlights of his truck off, wiped her prints off the door and steering wheel and keys, and then, collecting the little television, she saw that, under the junk coat it had been resting on, the hood was back to rust.

And it was spreading.

Jenna nodded.

Walking away, that TV on her hip, she heard the Camaro settle down onto bare rims again.

She snugged the TV into the passenger seat of the Subaru, seat belted it in for good measure, and—of course—she was going to have to push-start it again.

It didn’t matter, though. She’d push it all the way to town, if need be.

She rolled it out from under the screen, tried to get as much speed as she could to climb that first-row hump, then she hauled the wheel to the right, to ride the smooth bottom of that aisle. Except the ground tilted up going this way, shit.

She leaned into it, screaming with the effort, not wanting to lose any ground, and then, unaccountably, the car surged forward, almost out from under her hands.

Jenna jogged to keep up, happened to look through the car, and there was her dad at the other door, leaning into this.

Jenna opened her mouth to say something, anything, but there were no words.

And—and at the trunk, leaning into it, her long hair nearly dragging on the ground but her strained face smiling, was Jenna’s mom.

Jenna pushed harder with them, faster, and when the time was right she jumped down into the driver’s seat, popped the clutch, and—

Her life started.

She grabbed second gear, steered into it. 


THE WOMAN WHO
MARRIED THE MINOTAUR

ANGELA SLATTER

It was a love match, so they say, but who can ever truly tell?

There was a strangeness to it, no doubt. She with her witch’s blood that burns like fire, he with his horns—the whole bull’s head, really. They still share tales of the courtship, how she saw him by moonlight, how he ate the flowers she’d woven in her hair. That she loved him for his wild temper—placid one day, savage the next; for the tattoos that ran up and down his torso, stories she yearned to translate. That he was happy enough to let her lead him around by the ring in his nose because her touch was tender, and she kept apples in her pockets.

Yet the truth was more prosaic, more mundane, earthy.

She’d wandered far from a tour group, past the spot where a ship with black sails once brought bodies and grief, into the labyrinth left mostly hollow by the efforts of heroes and found the cursed creature roaming there. Lost. Broken, but surviving long after the old world was ashes and ruins. A haunted beast, out of time, yet there he was, still tall and broad. Still a force.

And she’d never seen anything like him. He was given to few words, which was a delight—no inclination to mansplaining made him irresistible.

As holiday romances went, it took the cake.

And he . . . well, he saw she didn’t fear him and that was a novelty. It stunned and struck him, made him think more of her—that she wasn’t like all those maidens and youths he’d been sent oh-so-long ago and eaten without thought. All of Athens’s finest offspring who’d cowered and screamed and been afraid of his bovine aspect. The hooves, he supposed, were hard to get past. His eyes, though, he thought an excellent feature. But most folk never looked that closely.

She took him, eventually, to meet her family. Her parents, having long given up hope of their only child marrying, shrugged. It could have been worse. He, being a creature of myth and long-lived, had only deceased relatives to offer—and most will agree that one of a potential husband’s best attractions is the promise of no in-laws.

He was bad at dinner parties, but excellent at keeping the lawn and, having overcome his fear of open flame, became an expert with a barbecue. No beef was served at their table—although the woman did, every now and again, sneak out for steak on those occasions her patience had been tried beyond measure. When it was either that or murder her mate. And if there were days when he wondered whether she calmed his rages by magic, he did not question it, did not resent it, was simply grateful she had her ways. Their circle of friends was small, but solid.

The children came quickly, three in a row, all with their mother’s eyes and melodic voice, each with something of their father (so he knew beyond a doubt they were his). The oldest, a daughter, had his ears— which her parents said she could have remodeled if they bothered her, but she shrugged; she quite liked that she could wear far more earrings than her contemporaries. The middle, a son, his horns—which were, to his mother’s eternal gratitude, little more than nubs at birth. And the youngest child, who had not yet decided and was never pushed, his swishing-swatting tail, which was wonderful for finishing arguments of which they’d grown tired and treating bullies with the contempt they deserved.

Time passed in days and weeks, months and years, as time is wont to do. Seasons brought milestones and losses, grandchildren and great; set snow upon temples and wrinkles to brows, lassitude to limbs. Age crept across them both. The minotaur could feel it in his bones, he’d been loved so well, yet love brings mortality even to myths. He wanted to go back to where he’d been made, he told her, and she smiled.

A holiday, they said to others, an anniversary trip. On their own. To revisit old memories. To the place, they said to themselves, where the ship with black sails had berthed.

When they get there . . . and it takes a while, what with the world in the shape it is, with masks on and off, and borders that open and close with their own capricious will, with viruses and diseases that are respecters of neither humans nor other organisms. When they get there, where she’d found him, where now even the ruins are ground to dust, where the arteries of the labyrinth are collapsed, open to the sky, he disappears.

He disappears and it’s the first time—or mostly, near enough to matter—that she can’t feel the pulse of him since they met. One moment, he’s reflected beside her as she looks at herself in a still pond, an old woman with flowers threaded through her hair, his horns as magnificent as ever. The next, the scent of him no longer lingers. There’s a blank space, as if he never was.

When at last she finds him—the sun’s fallen already—he’s on the beach where once was a jetty at which a cargo of precious youth, precious meat had been disgorged. He’d never wanted to eat them, he’d told her, but they were so stupid and afraid. Like sheep. Veal. Hard to resist. He’s there now, curled on the sand, ridiculously small for the place he’s had in her life. Whatever was him is gone. Just the horns to souvenir, to mount on the wall if she were so inclined.

But no.

She sits beside him, heaves the enormous head into her lap—careless with her own flesh as he’d never been with it, and one of the points scores a deep furrow in her side.

The night moves too quickly while she tells him stories, but the wound bleeds slowly. It doesn’t matter. There’s fire in her veins after all, and by dawn, though she’s weary, there’s enough fuel for an ending. Blood that can’t bring him back can only send him off.

And when the sun rises at last, it lights the very char cloth of him, the ichor of her. A pyre. A signal to the black-sailed ship that waits just beyond what the mortal eye perceives. 


THE VOICE OF
A THOUSAND YEARS

FAWAZ AL-MATROUK

Can you hear me?

It sounded like music, distant melodies of a stringed instrument, but in the shape of comprehensible words. Haider ibn Hashem Al-Hadi, white-haired and bent by old age, turned to the voice, questioning his senses. There was no one in his workshop, just the various clocks and mechanics, parchments and papers, broken and half-repaired objects that comprised his life’s work. He stroked his beard, and then his forehead, wondering if his mind was waning like the sight of his eyes and the joints of his hands.

I can feel your heartbeat through the tremors of the air.

The old man turned again. There was, among his collection of dis-carded objects, an ancient qanun, laid against the wall so the twenty-six sets of triple strings were standing upright, facing him. It had come into his workshop years ago, in the displacement of prized possessions that followed the violence of Hulagu Khan, who sacked the City of Peace.

A vibration moved through the strings.

Can you hear me?

Ibn Hashem looked astonished. The instrument seemed to talk to him. He lifted himself with effort and shuffled across the workshop floor.

I can feel you moving.

“I am here.”

A trill moved through the strings like a sigh, a gasp of disbelief and appreciation.

You are the first to answer my call. You might be the last who can.

“Who are you?”

I have been trapped in this wood for many lifetimes. I was part of the tree before it was cut. Part of the instrument it was shaped into. Each stroke of the chisel, each wooden chip, took a piece of my soul with it. I have been dying with time.

“Are you a genie?”

No. I will not grant you wishes. I have one of my own to ask.

The old man considered, before he said: “Ask it.”

Long ago, I lost my body and its motion. I transferred myself into a tree to preserve my soul. I could not move, but could draw life from the ground, and feel the world around me. Then I was cut and shaped into a prow, and I lost a piece of myself. I traveled on the seas, but had no choice of my destiny, no sap or source of life, so I waned and diminished. I transferred myself into an amphora on the ship, and from there into a tree it was placed beside. But that tree, too, was cut down, and I was shaped into this instrument, in which form at least I have a voice. I tried to speak, but none before you listened, they turned away in fear, they believed me an evil spirit. I kept silent then. I passed many lifetimes wasting away, losing my strength, facing the inevitability of death in silence, until I was brought into your presence. I have felt your heartbeat through the tremors of the air. I have heard you speak words of truth and wisdom. I speak to you now, as my last hope of life.

“What do you wish?”

A body to move with.

Ibn Hashem looked at the workshop around him. Clocks, astrolabes, musical instruments. Wood, copper, silver, and gold. These could be used to fashion an automaton, complex in the style of Al-Jazari, which the spirit might inhabit.

“How do I know your intentions are good?”

The qanun shivered its strings at random, as if searching for an answer.

You do not. And nothing I can say would convince you. But perhaps, in our dialogue, you may know me for who I am.

The old man nodded, stroking his beard, lost in imagination. He wondered what might happen when the spirit in a qanun moved into a mechanical body. Where would it go and why? What would it see and discover? He wanted to know.

Ibn Hashem shuffled to his workbench and picked up a measure.

It took forty days and forty nights to build the automaton. Ibn Hashem never stopped to rest, working by lamplight when all of Baghdad slept. He collapsed on his workbench at times, on the floor at others. Often, he woke with a new idea to try, and resumed his work without eating until the noontime call to prayer reminded him of the hour. He inked his fingertips black, drafting and redrafting designs, turned his hands red with hammers and chisels.

It was made of various woods, with iron gears where elbows, knees, and hip joints should be. He tested its balance and made adjustments to its weight. He stretched its arms and flexed its fingers. He carved a wooden face, but looking at its blank shape disturbed him, so he painted open eyes and eyelashes.

Throughout this work, his dialogue with the voice continued.

“Where are you from?”

Somewhere far away.

“Toward the Mongols in the East? Or the Romans in the West?”

Neither. Toward the stars above.

“You come from a star?”

From a moon you cannot see.

“When did you come here?”

A long time ago.

“How long?”

Some things are hard to explain.

“I am eighty-two years old. Have you been here as long as that?”

Much longer.

“A thousand years?”

Longer still. I have been here since before humankind learned to speak. I came with fellow travelers from my home, to meet the new intelligence on Earth. Some of us chose to return, others chose to stay.

“Where are they now?”

I do not know. We lost our bodies, one by one. They may be dead. Or they may have found their way into objects, like me.

Ibn Hashem wanted to know everything, but the answers were so far beyond his comprehension at times, they seemed to live with the fun-damental questions of existence, which only God can know.

“Do you have a name?”

Even that is hard to explain in sounds you would recognize. The closest to my name is David, or Dawood if you prefer.

“My mother was Persian. I can pronounce the ‘v’ in David.”

Then call me David.

At the end of forty days, ibn Hashem declared his mechanical body finished. He placed it next to the qanun and rested the wooden hand on its strings, which shivered with the sounds of pleasure.

“Can you feel that?”

Yes. I can find my way in.

The qanun began to strum in ecstasy and desire. The mechanical hand began to glow with cracks of light, no brighter than the moon on human skin, moving with effort from the fingertips and onward, joint by joint, so that in a quarter of an hour, it reached the mechanical wrist.

You have done well, my friend, my good savior. Rest yourself for now. It is difficult work to embody an object, it will take time and effort. I will not be finished before the songbirds welcome a new day.

Ibn Hashem tried to stay awake, to witness the transformation as the glow moved through the mechanical body, branching dim like lightning, bending straight like an arrow. Sometime between the elbow and the shoulder gear, the old man fell asleep.

The clatter woke him up. He found the automaton splayed on the ground, motionless and bent.

“David?”

The old man lifted himself and shuffled across the workshop. He bent over the mechanical body, pained himself to reach for it, and shook its shoulder to wake up.

“Can you hear me?”

He turned the automaton onto its side and looked into its painted eyes. It was all wood and metal, with no force of life in it. The old man blinked as a wave of grief moved through his body. He shuffled to the qanun against the wall, laid a bare hand on its inlaid wood.

“Are you in here?”

No melody answered him.

Ibn Hashem sat on the floor, crossed his legs, rocked back and forth to resist the tide of grief that welled and welled until he had to wipe the tears from his eyes. He felt the weight of everything he had lost in his life, the smile of his mother, the touch of his wife, the friends and family who died in peace, the neighbors who died in horror, the war cry of the Mongol men, the streets umber with blood, the river black with ink, the dreams he dreamed like soap bubbles pricked by pain and passing time.

When his body had suffered all the grief it could, he lowered his tear-soaked hands and looked with red-veined eyes. He saw the space between the qanun and the automaton. He thought to move them close together, placing the wooden hand on the instrument.

Light moved from the fingertips to the inlaid wood.

It branched and straightened toward the strings.

Ibn Hashem watched with eyes wide open, hypnotized and hopeful. When the light touched the closest string, it vibrated with sound. One by one, each string in three sounded a distant note. When all twenty-six triple strings had played, a shiver moved through them. It sounded weaker than it had before.

I thought I might be voiceless again, trapped in a motionless object.

“How did I fail us?”

I do not know. I found myself inside, I could feel the limbs and gears, but I had no power to move them. I could see nothing, and had no voice to speak. I feared you might discard me.

“I feared that, too.”

You may still have to in the end. The transfer to another object is difficult. I lose a part of me every time.

“You sound weaker than before.”

I feel it, too.

“How do you move into objects? Help me understand.”

Some things are too difficult to explain.

“If I am to build a better machine, one you can move and embody, I have to understand.”

Do you know that all matter is made of smaller parts of matter? Smaller than you could ever see with an eye or with a lens?

“You mean the atom?”

Yes.

“I read of it in Al-Ghazali. But he was answered by ibn Rushd.”

Ibn Rushd was wrong.

“I find that hard to believe.” The old man stroked his beard, blinking, troubled. “I have read all the works of Al-Ghazali. He was a man of small horizons, afraid of knowledge and discovery. He said that all truth ends in the Holy Books. He denied experiment and experience as forms of heresy. We ignored him and his tribe, we men of science. Ibn Rushd made discovery possible again, by proving that the works of God extend beyond the Holy Books to Nature itself. He answered Al-Ghazali with arguments from logic and Aristotle. I find it hard to believe that he was wrong.”

This is how I knew you would answer my call, when all others had run in fear. This wisdom and knowledge. But remember: Truth may exist in a mind full of error, and error may exist in a mind full of truth. You cannot give loyalty to a man, or tribe, or belief, at the expense of truth itself. If there is nothing else you hear from me, let it be that, and teach it to others.

“Let us assume that atoms are true, for now.”

When I embody an object, I have to reshape the atoms within it, so they may hold my intelligence. Otherwise, I would be spirit without mind, and soon would dissipate into nothingness. What you would call death.

“Does every object have the same atoms?”

No. Metal has metal atoms. Wood has wooden atoms. At the deepest levels, they are the same, but at the level of my work, they are different. Just as blades and hammers are both made of iron, but they act differently.

“Maybe it is the materials, then, that require change. I built the mechanism of coarser wood and baser metals than the qanun you embody.”

That was my conjecture, too.

“Then I have work to do.”

Every clock in his workshop was dismantled, for its copper, silver, and gold. He designed a metal instrument to represent the heart, and another to represent the mind, with intricate gears and grooves like an astrolabe. Building limbs around these cores, he found himself needing more metal. He looked through his workshop and found one promising source of gold: his books.

Ibn Hashem had spent decades writing these books from memory. When the Mongol army sacked Baghdad, they tore into the House of Wisdom and dumped hundreds of manuscripts into the Tigris. Ibn Hashem, like so many other scholars, wept and beat his head over the immensity of the loss. He spent months without hope, but soon began to collect fragments of his memory from books he had read, reconstructing them in his own words. If the works themselves could not survive, at least the ideas within them might.

None of the books was ready. Each had long, empty pages where his memory had failed. He had resolved to work on them until his final days, remembering what he could, adding his own discoveries, until his hand ceased to move. Then they would be discovered by his son in his absence, and he would not have to face the shame of empty pages.

Now ibn Hashem resolved to make use of the books within his lifetime. What would improve upon a legacy of half-remembered books? Giving life to David, the voice of a thousand years.

He began to sell his books, one by one, to merchants from Persia, India, and China.

***

The new automaton was close to being finished when ibn Hashem’s son came to visit.

“You have to be silent,” he whispered to the qanun. “The apple landed far from this tree.” He covered the mechanical body with a cloak, ensured that all was hidden, and shuffled to the door.

Ibrahim looked a version of his father, standing taller by a fist, with a black beard and black turban. He greeted ibn Hashem warmly with words of peace. He insisted on making coffee in his father’s kitchen.

“The father should not serve the son,” he said.

As they sipped coffee, sitting cross-legged on the floor, Ibrahim surveyed the broken clocks around him. “I heard you were selling books in the marketplace.”

“I was.”

“Is my father in need of money?”

“I have what I need.”

Ibrahim nodded, and took a thoughtful sip of coffee.

“You’re always in my prayers, Father. Five times a day and more, when I commune with the divine, I ask Him for blessings and forgiveness.”

Ibn Hashem nodded thanks.

“But I’m afraid it may not be enough, Father. You’re approaching a time when you may face the Creator and His Judgment. You have to consider your soul. What will you say, when you meet Him? That you have dedicated your life to the works of man? To philosophy and invention? When all we need is given to us in the Quran?”

Ibn Hashem could not help but sigh.

“You should come to live with me, where you can leave these works behind and rest your mind. We can pray together and reconcile you with God, for all that you have done in your life.”

“I am proud,” said ibn Hashem, “of all that I have done.”

“Pride itself is an error, the first and lasting error of Satan. If you are proud of the life you have lived, then we have work to do in repentance and humility. We have to consider your eternity, Father.”

Ibn Hashem swallowed the last of his coffee in a gesture of farewell.

“If the father should not serve the son, the son should not lecture the father. I have lived more years and seen more truth than you could ever imagine.”

“And yet the Prophet himself and his generation had to teach their elders, as I teach you now. You have lived more years but have not found your way to Revelation.”

“I pray, I fast, I took the pilgrimage.”

“But you believe in heresies and absurdities. Not only that, but you write them down, and sell them now, so that others may be confused. I hoped that I could save you from the consequence by burning these works when I inherit, but here you are sending them to all corners of the world in the hands of merchants!”

His voice became loud and impassioned.

Ibn Hashem faced him, his face turning red, his breath deep with rage.

A trill sounded from the qanun.

Ibrahim set his cup down, his voice meek and repentant. “Have you learned nothing from the devastation God sent? Like the lands of Sodom and Gomorrah, like the Pharaohs of Egypt, we were sent a plague of Mongols to destroy our lives and homes. Was that not enough for you to understand that the way we lived, our experiments and heresy, invited the scorn of God?”

“I forgive you,” said the father. “You remember the pain of the boy who witnessed so much horror. It inscribed fear into your heart. But I remember the pain of the man who protected you when others were lost. Who held you to his chest at night and sang you lullabies. I am the reason you lived long enough to close your eyes to the world, and your mind to knowledge, and to lecture me from the smallness of your belief. But I will not be lectured. The Mongols asked only for our bended knees, and we gave it. You ask for my bended mind, and that—” he pounded a fist to the ground “—that you can never have.”

The old man lifted himself slowly to his feet. Ibrahim remained seated. He raised the coffee cup to his lips, but could not bring himself to drink. When ibn Hashem walked away, Ibrahim noticed the qanun against the wall.

“Of course,” he scoffed. “The devil has taken hold of your soul, from every direction. You even have instruments of music and pleasure, which take your attention away from God. Do you play the qanun instead of saying your prayers?”

He was at the qanun now, and he picked up a hammer.

Ibn Hashem rushed as fast as he could. He caught Ibrahim’s wrist in its downward swing.

“You have no right!” he shouted. “If you hurt the qanun, I will curse and condemn you before God when I meet Him.”

Anger sparked in Ibrahim’s eyes. He pulled his wrist, threw his father off balance, the two of them jostled, and tumbled, and fell against the mechanical body, which clattered to the ground and revealed itself.

Ibrahim stared in disbelief.

“Idols?” he shouted. “Idols? Is this the god you pray to now?”

And the hammer smashed the wooden face, and metal heart, and arms, and hands, and fingers. With a frenzy of blows, the mechanical body lay broken in pieces.

Ibn Hashem began to collect the pieces. He raised them to examine them, one by one, and placed them in the outline of a body. Some were damaged beyond repair, the wood splintered, the gears flattened. These would have to be remade. Others were only bent and could be fixed with some effort. He began with these.

You should rest your mind.

David warned him, but ibn Hashem continued to work until he col-lapsed. He buried his eyes into aching hands that night. His work felt hopeless to him now. Over days and nights, whenever he forced himself to return, an image would
 overtake his mind and lead him to contemplation. He would gaze into nothingness, and see the image of his books on fire.

His son would have burned them. His own son, turning knowledge into flames. Ibn Hashem would have died peacefully, dreaming of a future that could never exist. How fortunate it was that these books were now sold to unknown minds in unknown places, to distant strangers who were more family than his son.

This, and the end of his days, and the sight of his work in broken pieces, made it impossible for ibn Hashem to move. He would contemplate these images for hours on end, hoping to sleep and never wake up.

David did not disrupt the reveries. He played music instead, moving the strings of the qanun, adding mournful sounds to the dark and flickering light.

One morning, with a bulbul greeting the sun outside, ibn Hashem shuffled to the qanun.

“Forgive me, David. I have wasted precious time. I thought my only family were unknown minds in unknown places. But in a dream, I turned this thought and saw another aspect, that there are distant strangers who are family to me. They might speak other languages, they might be unborn, but they share my love of knowledge. I will never meet them, but you might, if we succeed. What would you tell them?”

I would tell them our story.

Ibn Hashem smiled. He shuffled to the remnants of that mechanical body, and stooped, and began to build it up with worn-out tools.

By evening prayer on the seventh day, ibn Hashem had completed the restoration. The new automaton sat gleaming in copper and gold, in a framework of the finest sandalwood. It had the strings of an oud across its chest, to act as vocal cords for the voice of a thousand years.

“David,” he said, “I invite you to your new home.”

Thank you.

The answer in a qanun melody was faint and distant. The voice was growing weak.

With a copper hand on the inlaid wood, the spirit began to move into its mechanical body. Light branched and straightened up through the fingertips, into the arms, and toward the metal heart and mind.

Ibn Hashem stayed awake. He forced himself to. His breath was heavy and his heartbeat weak. He had exhausted himself in old age, wondered whether every sleep might be his last. He resisted the urge to close his eyes and drift into unconsciousness. He wanted to see David come to life.

With no working clock left, he could not tell how long the time had been, but soon the windows turned pink with the dawn, and songbirds began to greet the new day. The light had ceased to move across the mechanical body. Ibn Hashem waited, hoping for some movement of the limbs, but it never came.

As the morning prayer was called, he saw the strings of the oud vibrate on the mechanical body. The voice they made was barely audible.

I cannot. . . move . . . I have . . . to find . . . my way back.

Ibn Hashem rubbed his eyes in defeat, as the dim light of the spirit made its way back to the qanun, bit by painful bit.

They continued to work on the design together, David and ibn Hashem, talking through theories, designing body parts, trying the transfer into mechanical limbs. But every time, the body failed to move, the spirit returned, and the voice in the qanun grew weaker. It became a melody so thin that the old man had to bend close in order to hear it.

Haider ibn Hashem Al-Hadi. Leave me be.

The old man stopped his work and listened to the voice.

You did what you could. We must all face our void in the end. I thought death would come after a thousand years, or more, but I have to accept it sooner than I hoped. You are growing weaker, too, I can feel it. Do not spend your last days of life on me. You did what you could. Now, you should reconcile with your son; his mind was in error, but his heart was full of love. You should follow the dream I have heard you dream, of taking the great road from Baghdad to the East, of seeing the lands of India and China, if you get that far, of enjoying the Mongol peace which came at the price of so much hardship and bloodshed. Go see what others have discovered about the world around you. That would be my wish for myself, and it is my wish for you. I do not want to feel your heart stop beating in the tremors of the air. Go and leave me to the workshop here.

“There is nothing I want more,” said the old man, “than to see you move again. Maybe to roam the Earth, maybe to travel to the stars, and find your way back home. I am an old man, but you are young. You have lived a thousand years, you can live a thousand more.”

But I have lived a good life. I have seen the new intelligence on Earth find its words, its tools, and its knowledge. I have been a tree and felt the sap move through my veins. I have been a prow and traveled the seven seas. I have been the strings that bring music and joy to open hearts. I lived to meet a generous man, who listened to my voice without fear of the unknown. I have made my peace. I have no regrets.

“I would have one, if I left you to die.”

And the old man continued to work.

One evening, by lamplight, he stared into the painted eyes of the automaton. He thought of all that he might see if he could travel the world. Sunrise over the Himalayas. Gondolas floating on distant rivers. Hoopoes flying from bamboo stalks. He had seen these scenes in illustration, and he wondered what they would look like breathing life.

He stared at the automaton, and thought: Painted eyes can see nothing.

Ibn Hashem spent the night recollecting the work of ibn Al-Haytham, who discovered that a pinhole in a darkened room could create an image on the wall. He fashioned two miniature cubes in silver and punctured a hole in each, carving their place into the wooden face of the mechanical body.

Leave me be, the spirit whispered. Leave . . .

It could not finish.

“It has to be right,” said the old man. “One more failure could be the last.”

His limbs felt weak and heavy. He fashioned eyelids out of copper and set them on a gear to open and close. He fashioned copper nerves from the metal mind, and copper veins from the metal heart, which he turned into a furnace with a waterwheel, so the automaton would have its own source of power. He took great care with every detail of the body, even carving strands of hair with love and hope put into every stroke of the chisel. In the absence of knowledge, and with no certain future, he relied on the example of nature to guide his design and referenced the anatomical drawings of ibn Sina.

One day, he had no more energy left to work.

“I’ve done what I can,” he told the spirit. “It is up to you now. Can you find the strength to move your soul into this lifeless body? Or would you rather sing the rest of your days in the qanun?”

A weak tremor moved through the strings as it wondered.

Death awaits us when we stand still.

Ibn Hashem understood his meaning, and placed the hand of the automaton on the qanun. The first branch of light moved weakly into the fingertips. The old man sat himself down, leaning against the wall, where he could witness without effort, and hope against hope.

The light moved dimly through the mechanical body, slow and methodical, branching and straightening its way to the arm, to the shoulders, to the strings across the chest, to the metal heart, and metal veins, and intricate nerves, and mind.

The light disappeared. Ibn Hashem waited.

His breath weak.

Deliberate.

Hoping for any sign of life.

The automaton opened its eyes.

The old man smiled and closed his. 


BONESOUP

EUGENIA TRIANTAFYLLOU

In Greece, we have a saying: You must eat the body part you want to grow stronger. Or maybe that’s just something my grandmother used to say.

After partying with friends until the early hours, Katerina and I take a detour before we go home. The meat market in downtown Athens houses three restaurants and they all open at five in the morning for the workers who unload pounds of meat all night long. There, we sit at a small square table, a sheet of wax paper serving as tablecloth, and I eat tripe soup to cure my endless hangover. But especially my upset stomach. It’s not like the one my grandmother makes; it lacks substance. But it’s good enough.

Katerina takes a look at my plate and scrunches her face.

“That’s disgusting,” she says. But soon enough she gives me one of her smirks, to show that she means well. Always soft, even when she wants to be mean.

I smile and let the warm, gelatinous broth slide down my throat.

“A stomach for a stomach.”

My Nana was famous for her cooking skills, and children would visit her even when I was not there. Sometimes I would turn around the corner coming from school and there they would be, flocking outside her front door. She would hand out biscuits or little chocolate truffles, but only if they promised to not tell their parents. Some did tell, children being children and all, but the parents did not mind, just as long as it wasn’t too often and didn’t spoil their appetite.

When I brought friends with me, she would serve them rice pudding or honey rolls, topping both with lots of cinnamon. Her door was always open for them and she would always have something to give. They would leave her house looking almost transparent and light, like made of spun sugar. Like there was no meat in them.

She never allowed me to have any, though. I could only eat sweets at home whenever my mother relented after days of pressure. But I never managed to eat any of my grandmother’s desserts.

“These are not for you, Dina,” she would say, prying the tray of profiteroles out of my small fingers. “You are a girl for the meat. Sweets will do you no good.”

Once, I went to her house—it was only five minutes away from ours—and found Katerina already there. She was coming out of Grandma’s kitchen, a little lost and pale but with a smile sticky with honey.

I placed my books on the dining room table and followed Grandma around the house. I pestered her for an hour for some of the desserts she gave to Katerina. She eventually stopped avoiding me and turned around.

“I have something for you too,” she said as if I had finally convinced her and disappeared into the kitchen.

But as I sat at the table—quietly celebrating my victory—she came back, hands cupped around a steaming bowl of bonesoup. A bone was floating in there, long and narrow; I couldn’t tell exactly what kind.

“I made some just this morning.” She offered it to me as if it was my favorite dish.

My face dropped.

Katerina smirked under her cinnamon-crusted lips and her sugar-coated cheeks, beautiful as always. She smelled sickly sweet. For a moment—perhaps it was my sweet-tooth brain—she looked mostly made of custard, her eyes were two pastel blue candied almonds, her chin was a shortbread biscuit. But parts of her were still meat. Her hair was black, and slick down her shoulders like always. I looked away and the image was gone.

“Children need strong bones to grow,” my grandmother continued. She sat next to me at the table and spoon-fed me the soup until the bowl was clean.

A bone for a bone.

And as if to confirm her words, Katerina broke her arm later that day. She stayed out of school for a month. I visited her every day to keep her updated on schoolwork.

Apparently, I was the only child in town who needed strong bones even though I hardly ever got sick.

If my grandmother bumped into me on the street and I had eaten something sweet before, it was like she could smell it on me, her whole face would change, like someone had done her personal harm. She would grab me by the hand and drag me home to my parents. There was nothing my father—her son—could do to appease her then but promise they would never give me sweets again.

And when a child got sick or got hurt like Katerina—and children did get sick all the time—she would act if she had been right all along.

When I asked her then why she would give out sweets to the children instead of meat like she did with me, she would look at me dead serious and say:

“How else would they come into my kitchen?”

I am up late at night but this time to study for finals. I am trying hard to concentrate but my phone keeps flashing messages from Katerina.

Still nothing.

There’s a guy in her film school, one year her senior, giving her the runaround.

Have you tried ignoring him?

Katerina sends me a sad face.

I know she wants me to enable her. Tell her she should call him in the middle of the night and check for any suspicious noises in the background. I don’t reply.

I am starving.

I go to the kitchen and open the fridge. They say sugar is a good fuel for the brain, but sweets are not sitting well with me. Grandma would probably be very happy if she knew. There’s some leftover kebab in the back but what I’d really go for right now is lamb brains.

When I was taking the entrance exams for the School of Architecture, Grandma cooked furiously every day. She even asked me to move to her place temporarily so she could feed me around the clock. I said no because I wasn’t a baby—although I was living with my parents until I left for college—but she brought the food to us anyway. The dish she cooked the most was fried lamb brains.

“A brain for a brain,” she would say.

When I got into college, she would brag to everyone who would listen that it was her cooking that got me through. My success was hers as well. We are a family. A continuation.

I stare at my phone for a moment. There are two new messages from Katerina, but I don’t read them. Instead, I call Grandma.

“Do you have any lamb brains?” I ask and I can feel her smiling through the phone.

“I am coming over.”

It is a month after the exams when I get a call from Dad. Nana had a heart attack, and she is not doing well. She is at the hospital now, but she is old, and she might not make it. I must go now if I want to have a last conversation with her while she is still conscious.

I text Katerina, still in disbelief. The woman boasted she had reached eighty-eight years of age without getting sick for a single day. When I was younger, I thought she was an immortal witch, and I guess I still haven’t shaken that belief.

My Dad is her youngest and her dearest. A boy for the meat. Most of her other children are estranged or have died from one sickness or the other. He doesn’t like to admit he is a mama’s boy, but I know.

“Your Grandma was a child during the war,” he tells me, sipping scalding coffee from a paper cup. No sugar. His eyes are glassy from staying by her side all night. “Do you know how many kids people had back then?”

I’ve heard the story so many times. Grandma had eleven siblings. Or twelve kids were born in the family. How many of those have made it to adulthood is another thing entirely. My Nana was lucky because she was tough and worked hard. When the famine came, she was already an asset to the family. People thought like that back then. She was a girl, which was a problem for her parents, but she wouldn’t give up. Fruits and vegetables were rare. Meat was nearly impossible to find. And perhaps that is the reason why Nana is so obsessed with it. When they rationed the food, she would get a decent portion to keep her strong for the fields. She kept working twice as hard as any of her brothers to earn her meals. In the end she outlived them all, even the famine.

In a way, she was her parents’ favorite child. Just like my father is her favorite child. And sometimes that makes the difference between life and death. Between meat and sugar.

A little after the sun goes up Dad waves me inside the room. It’s been less than a week since I saw her last, but I almost don’t recognize her. Her face is gaunt, her plump cheeks are sunken, as if along with her energy someone stole all the meat from her body overnight.

She smiles faintly like she knows what I am thinking of.

“Hospital food is shit,” she tells me. “Not enough meat.”

Father looks around for a wandering nurse, embarrassed. I take a chair and push it close to where her head rests.

“Soon, you’ll get cooking again,” I tell her. I try to sound confident, much like her when I was a kid, but she shakes her head just so.

“I’ll do no such thing.”

She suddenly grabs my hand and pulls me closer. Her strength for a woman her age is impossible.

“I need to eat something, or I’ll never leave this place,” she whispers in my ear, her eyes pleading. “Cook something that will make me strong again.”

If I weren’t so numb, I would laugh. I don’t know how to cook anything, but I know she keeps a book with recipes at her house. In her kitchen. But it isn’t just cooking she is asking for. She hungers for her own kind of food. One that fills you in but leaves others hollow. 

Before I have time to answer, Katerina rushes inside, phone in hand.

“Why didn’t you answer?” She asks me. “I’ve been searching for the past twenty minutes.”

Then she stops and bites her lips. “I’m sorry.”

She grabs the last chair in the room and huddles next to me, her eyes already full of tears. Grandma smiles at her but doesn’t talk anymore. Her eyes pass over me every now and then and I pretend not to notice.

We sit in silence for hours.

“Do you think she is going to want this?” Katerina holds Grandma’s cookbook as she comes to the living room.

I glance up from duffel bag I am filling with Grandma’s essentials. “I think she is going to be really mad if she finds out you moved it.”

That stops her in her tracks. She caresses the cover like an old friend.

“I bet the children will miss her. She cooked so many sweets in here. For me, for all of us.”

Not for me, I don’t say. Instead, I change the subject.

“Still sad over that guy?”

She shrugs. “Not really.”

I know she is lying to me and herself but lying is the first step to getting over him. For now, it’s good enough.

“I mean, people are literally dying. That’s more important than some guy, right?”

When she realizes what she has said she turns pale. “Oh, Dina, I am sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.”

She runs to me and gives me a hug from behind. I am still bent over the duffel bag, but I let her hug me. I know it will make her feel better. Too bad there’s nothing that will help me feel better.

“It’s okay,” I say. I leave the duffel bag half-packed and plop down on the sofa. “You know, we don’t have to go back right away. Grandma is probably sleeping. Let’s take a break.”

I turn on the TV and Katerina sits next to me just like we did when we were kids, watching cartoons on weekend afternoons. Katerina would have her fill of ekmek or apple pie and I would have whatever Nana was cooking for me. Katerina would be sick for a few days afterward, but she would get well again. Children get sick all the time. Nobody thinks anything of it. What if an old lady shows them how to spin sugar in a small kitchen? What if that sugar replaces a broken arm, or an infected ear? If the stolen body part is good enough, who is going to notice? Some people are for the meat. They need it and they should get it.

The cookbook is still on Katerina’s lap. She has her black slick hair up in a ponytail. It makes her neck look longer and elegant. She’s always a little wan nowadays, but it adds to her charm. Even sad and tired she looks gorgeous. I don’t know what that guy was thinking.

Sitting so close to her in stillness I can’t help but notice her perfume. It smells faintly of vanilla. Like the one Grandma used in her custard. Her ears look like perfectly piped Viennese whirls. There’s cinnamon at the corners of her mouth. She is mostly sugar and dough now, but there are some good bits that are still meat.

Grandma can’t hold on too long with hospital food.

“Come.”

I take the book gently from Katerina’s lap and go into the kitchen. She looks up at me confused. I wonder how well I can follow Nana’s notes.

A heart for a heart.

“I will make you a chocolate cake,” I smile. “It’s good for the heartbreak.”


CHALLAWA

USMAN T. MALIK

“T I here’s a ghost in the hut,” the guide said, smiling. “Better watch your back in there.” He paused, hand on padlock, one foot on the doorstep, to allow me to snap a picture of him, perfect white teeth shining beneath a handlebar mustache.

Ed looked at me. “What did he say?”

I re-angled the camera and took another shot. “Ghosts of burnings past,” I murmured.

“The hut is haunted, sir.” The guide switched to an accented, flawless English. “Be careful when you go in,” but his kohl-lined eyes held no humor now. When he turned to lead us into the hut, his lips pressed into a thin line.

The hut was cozy: two rooms, separated by a low arch. In one a woven jute charpai, a low chair, table, and a mirror hanging on the wall, in the other pots and clay utensils lined up on the bottom shelf of a mudbaked oven. Two cups under the faucet and a hookah with ash in the coal bowl indicated active occupancy of the room.

“The hookah is mine,” said the guide, “but the cups are for the ghost.”

Local lore then. “A water offering?”

“This close to the cremation ground he is always hot,” he said. 

“Water does him good.”

“Whose ghost is it?” I said, taking out my notebook to jot notes. “Ed, don’t, okay?”

Ed dropped the sorghum broom he’d picked up.

“Place is a historical landmark. Let’s not mess around. These things might be irreplaceable.”

“Well, they are mostly props,” said the guide. “The stuff with actual historical value is in Dr. Singh’s private collection. You cannot trust visitors with artifacts.” He was watching Ed.

I felt a twinge of irritation, the kind a parent might feel when someone else yells at their annoying child. “The matchboxes— those are props too?”

“Replicas.” The guide retrieved a wooden box from the oven’s bottom shelf and popped it open on the table. He pulled out a matchbox and offered it to me. The front was a sky-blue swirl centered by a Mughal king in profile. AKBAR-E-AZAM, read the label. “A vintage print from a hundred years ago. Dr. Singh had these specially made so the originals could be preserved. You won’t find it anywhere else.”

“Who?”

“Doctor Harcharan Singh. Businessman and heritage worker. His family’s been custodians of Mai’s hut for nearly a century, ever since Mai died. And we hope to continue the tradition for another century.” This time his smile was warm. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his forties with a green turban that made him seem taller. Throw a suit on him and he might even be dashing. “Doctor Singh was my grandfather.”

“Oh.” I stared at him, feeling guilty. That explained his hookah in the hut. When I called the Heritage Division’s office earlier, I assumed they’d send a peon to meet us at the cremation grounds. Our guide’s simple attire—shalwar kameez, wool chador, a squat turban, and Peshawari sandals—had cemented my assumption. “I didn’t realize—I’m sorry. What was your name again?”

“Gurpreet Singh, madam, and it is okay. I’m perfectly fine to be thought a chowkidar. A most important job. I enjoy showing visitors around here.”

“Show ‘em what?” Ed said, running his finger along the charpai’s wooden frame, and snickering. “This here ain’t worth shit.”

“Ed,” I said. He’d been bitching for three hours and I was pretty much done with it, even though I knew the reason. Maybe knowing made me even angrier. “Stop being an ass.”

He shrugged. “You dragged me here, Karima. You knew I didn’t want to come.”

“Sorry I presumed a little bit of culture and history might do us both good. What was I thinking?”

“You mean, do you good. You’re not here with me. You’re here on a mission with that . . . thing.” He gestured at the pen poised above my notebook. “We could’ve gone to Fairy Meadows last night with the tour plane, but no, you wanted to take notes on this pile of trash—” He caught sight of Gurpreet’s face and stopped. “What’s your problem?”

“Mai Bhago was our great-aunt and this place belongs to my family, sir.” Gurpreet’s face had darkened. “We’re hospitable people, but we do appreciate respect.”

Ed gave him a withering look. When we met in college, Ed was a stout, muscular linebacker with a jawline that could cut glass, but years of office work had made him pale and doughy. The guide dwarfed him.

“You wanna go back to the rest house,” I said. “Be my guest. I’ll Uber back or something,” and turned to the guide. “I’m so sorry, Gurpreet sahib. Please accept my apology on my husband’s behalf. He’s tired.” I shifted my foot, dismayed by how uncomfortable labeling our relationship felt. I shouldn’t be afraid of the guide’s judgment. I’d crossed that bridge years ago with my family. “Could we please go to the cremation grounds?”

“Sure, madam,” Gurpreet said.

“This was a mistake.” Ed strode to the door, then looked over his shoulder. His face had drawn in on itself. “I can’t believe you’re so removed from it all, Karima, so cold. I thought coming here’d help.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I don’t give a shit about Fairy Meadows, you know that. Today was the day, Karima.”

Was that sadness in his voice? I stared at him hunched in the doorway, his back to me now, and I didn’t want to stop him. Not right now. There would be time later.

Then Ed stepped out and walked away.

“Sorry, you had to see that,” I said, trying on a smile. “We got in three days ago and he’s still jetlagged. He tends to get a little grumpy when he’s sleep deprived.”

“No problem, madam.” Without meeting my eyes, Gurpreet led me to a back door. “This way, please.”

We went to see the shamshan-ghat.

A few years back when Jack invited Ed and me to his place in Peshawar, the irony wasn’t lost on me. Jack’s company had been collaborating on a CPEC energy project with a Chinese company and after five years in the area he considered himself a local.

“Come at the beginning of summer and I’ll show you guys around,” he said. I could hear his smile over the phone. Unlike Ed, Jack had managed to lose his “redneck accent,” as he called it. The cutthroat corporate world made that a necessity, he said. “You can sightsee, trek up the mountains, visit Fairy Meadows in Gilgit-Baltistan. I know you’ve never been. Plus, Karima, you can visit your mom in Lahore for a couple weeks. Come on, make a month of it. It’s not as if you don’t know what to expect.”

At the time I’d finished graduate school and was tiptoeing my way around my ill-tempered boss at the Orlando Sentinel. Ed and his guys were expanding the hardware store and he was drowning in work. We deferred the trip, but the conversation left me with an unpleasant aftertaste. Growing up in Pakistan, my male cousins often taunted their female counterparts for not going to visit the “hilly areas” with them. Don’t you want to travel by yourself to Kalam and Naran and GB, they said. Don’t you wish you just could ride a motorbike all the way there?

A white man is living my life in a country I used to call home, I thought.

Now, four years later, when Jack called to invite us to the groundbreaking of his latest project, I didn’t hesitate. It felt like I’d been waiting for the call, and in a way I was. I just hadn’t thought up a timeline yet.

“You must come, Karima. This is the most extensive development gig my company’s undertaken in the country. Hotels with hot tubs in every room, swimming pools, water sports, condos. I’ll even pay for your ticket if you promise to write about it in your paper.”

“You had me at hot tub.” I giggled.

“Seriously! Drinks all around, baby. It’s our largest land acquisition.”

“Sounds like a hell of a deal. Of course, we’ll come,” I said. “Won’t we, Ed?”

“That what you want?” Ed said when I hung up. “Now?”

I shrugged, the good humor leaving me, draining my body. “Sure. I’d love to see Ma, and I can’t think of a reason to keep us here, can you?” His jaw stiffened. “Besides,” I said. “There’s a place in the area I’d like to visit. Supposedly the site of the first ever matchbox factory in India.”

He grunted. “You still working on that article?”

“You bet.”

“How many months has it been?” We looked at each other cautiously. He considered, then nodded. “Well, maybe you do need a change of scenery. Maybe we both need it. I sure could use some time off too.”

The smile on my face felt like it was drawn in hard mud with a stick. It hurt.

At the back of the hut the shamshan-ghat sloped down to Ganeshpur Lake in steps, each step lined with bricks to create a platform for pyres. Surrounded on three sides by sumbal, poplar, and kachnar trees, the lake stretched as far back as the eye could see, its blue-green water twinkling in the late afternoon sun.

Once the waters of the lake were deep and mountain-clean. Thousands of Hindu brought their dead every year to cremate them by the water and set their souls free. Now the cremation grounds were overgrown with weeds and wild grass and the lakeshore littered with bottle caps and plastic bags that rose and tumbled past us in the early spring breeze.

Gurpreet had switched back to Urdu, obviously more comfortable in the language. “After Partition, most Hindus from around here migrated to India. We still have tiny communities here and there, but they keep a low profile, many preferring to bury their dead in the graveyard that abuts the shamshan-ghat.”

I snapped a picture and leapt across a brick rim. “Why’d they change custom?” I said.

“Why do minorities of a country do anything?” He shrugged. “But they remember the horrors of Partition well. One thing that unites the three communities—Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs—is their dislike of invaders, the white man who tried to take our land from us, and, failing that, divided us before he left.”

He pointed to a particularly large platform. “That was once reserved for rich Hindu families. And that is where the hut’s ghost hails from.”

“What do you mean?”

“Story goes that two hundred years ago a high-caste Brahmin fell in love with a Muslim girl. Their families were not happy. Long story short, star-crossed lovers try to elope and are caught by the girl’s brothers, who are enraged at her besmirching the family name. They made the girl watch as they cut the Hindu boy’s wrists and buried him alive in the ground beneath that platform. Then they forced poison down their own sister’s throat and set her corpse on fire in the shamshan-ghat at the place where the hut now stands. Neither was, thus, allowed last rites accorded by their religion.”

“God, how horrible.”

“Legend has it that their ghosts still wander the cremation grounds looking for each other. People have reported sightings of an ash-bride, a woman covered in ashes with a ghoonghat over her head, as well as strange glowing vapors in the graveyard and the ghat. They say the vapors take the form of a boy with bleeding wrists staring wistfully at the hut. He’s always thirsty and returns to the place where his love was set aflame. There’s even a local word for his kind of wispy ghost.”

I shaded my eyes against the afternoon sun and scanned the ghat. No ghosts so far. “What?”

“Challawa. A mercurial creature that shimmers and is gone. A mirage that evaporates when you get close to it.”

That rang a bell. Where had I heard that word before?

“Hindus have their own version of this sort of ghost. Vetala, a demon trapped in the twilight zone between life and afterlife. It haunts charnel grounds and possesses dead bodies, making them speak evil secrets.”

“Love it,” I said, smiling. “I love ghost stories. Always have.”

“Well, the truth’s more boring, I’m afraid. Old bones, when burnt, give off a luminescence that can glow for hours. Belches of such glowing phosphorus fumes from charnel grounds can be quite frightening. That’s the likely explanation for the rampant challawa reportings at shamshan ghats.”

I started, nearly dropping the camera. “What?”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Khairiat, madam? You look like you saw a challawa.”

“Well,” I said, feeling unreal. “One of the reasons I came here was to research the Bryant and Stevens matchstick factory and its relationship with a particular disease—”

“Oh? The factory on the highway? That’s just a couple kilometers up the road.”

“— which, in turn, was due to a particular chemical. Rather, an element. Phosphorus. Once called the devil’s element because of its associations with alchemists and glowing skulls. Weird to hear of a local monster myth related to that.”

“How interesting, madam.”

“Yeah.” I lowered the camera, let it dangle from my neck, and stared across the lake. “I’ve been living in interesting times lately.”

My fascination with the devil’s element began after my mother’s jaw dissolved and fell out. She was visiting us in Florida, and one morning, as we sat on the patio watching geckos do pushups, she sipped coffee, winced, and mentioned her teeth were hurting.

“Well, my right jaw, to tell the truth,” she said, opening her mouth and pointing, “has been hurting for months.”

I’d noticed her face was a little swollen, but figured it was another bad tooth. Ma’s dental hygiene had always been less than optimal. She was the sort of woman who would take three antibiotics at the first sign of a sniffle and go find a backstreet doctor to pull a rotting tooth rather than pay for an annual checkup by a professional. It was the mohallah side of her: Rubina paid just a thousand rupees to get all her teeth cleaned by this GP in Samanabad—why should I pay more? Buy cheap, you’ll cry a thousand times, buy expensive and you cry only once, Ma, I’d say, but it was futile. When I lived at home, before I moved for undergrad, it used to drive me mad, her miserliness. Her perennial suspicion that the world was out to swindle her. It had been a relief to move away to a different world, where things made more sense. Or at least they used to.

Apparently her procrastinations had finally caught up with her.

“Probably an abscess,” I said, getting up to take a look. “How long have you been putting it off?”

“Not long.” She began to close her mouth, but I caught her jaw and tilted it. The molars in the bottom right row were a weird brown color. I looked closer, not believing my eyes. The entire row of teeth seemed melted. There remained a brownish mass, which I suddenly realized was not teeth but underlying bone with a pus-encrusted hole in the center. I could see her tongue through it.

“Ma,” I cried. “What the hell happened to your mouth?”

“Well, six months ago I had a toothache. Went to see a doctor in Ghari Shahu—nice fellow, good with dental stuff, Luqman told me. He pulled a tooth, said it was infected. A couple months later they all started falling out.” She drew back and wiped her mouth. “It’s been hurting since. At my age these things can happen. I’ve been meaning to—”

“There’s a hole in your jaw. That shouldn’t happen at any age. You must be in agony.”

Despite her protests that a couple Advils would take care of the pain, I rushed her to the dental office by the hospital. They thrust metal clamps into her mouth to shut her grumbling and eventually announced that she had BRONJ—bisphosphonate-related osteonecrosis of the jaw.

The masked blond dental assistant pointed at the med list Ma had given her. “The risk is about one in a hundred thousand with this medicine,” she said.

“What medicine?” I asked. As far as I knew, Ma wasn’t on any meds except the occasional allergy and heartburn pill.

She looked me up and down. “You never want to do a dental procedure while you’re on it,” she said sternly.

Turned out Ma was taking a bisphosphonate. She’d been taking it over-the-counter because Razia’s doctor said it was good for bones. If one daily pill strengthened bones, Ma reasoned, a double dose would be doubly strengthening.

I wanted to kill her. Instead, I watched them clean out pus and place aseptic dressing on the area. I took the antibiotic and painkiller prescriptions, paid the dental bill—four hundred dollars without surgery: they said it’d be cheaper if she got the debridement in Pakistan—and took her home, where I yelled at her till I was hoarse. Silent, she took it, until guilt and remorse filled me and I apologized. This was a pattern we’d repeated for years, a regressive trap I couldn’t seem to escape.

Later, when Ed asked me why her face was swollen, I told him it was an infected tooth—would be as good as new soon, I said.

We had Ma’s return date changed and got her on the first flight to Lahore.

“Promise me,” I said at the airport. “No more back alley doctors. You need a good surgeon. I’ll call Ali, he’ll take you.”

She held my face in her hands. This close, I could smell both the infection and the dressing in her mouth. “A daughter—” she kissed my forehead “—is like an Eid moon: you see her only twice a year, but you’re always glad when you do. Come visit me, Karima. Come home to your old Ma soon.”

Her cheeks were wet. For the first time, the thought occurred to me that maybe all her self-wounding, her continual denial of self-care, was a way of punishing herself for driving away her husband and, later, her daughter. Did she believe she was responsible for his behavior, or mine? Baba left because that’s what he did, I understood that with a clarity that, sometimes, comes with age. He left because his feet wouldn’t stay. The woman he left with was just an afterthought.

And I left for a better future, I told myself. For a better world, where I could wander at will, or, failing that, plant myself and stay rooted forever. Was it my fault the ground beneath me had been salted and my roots burnt to cinders?

I wouldn’t think on that.

Ed was watching TV when I got home. Without looking up, he asked me if all was well.

Yes, I said. I didn’t tell him I’d used money from our savings account to pay Ma’s dental bill or cover the ticket fee for date change. I wasn’t telling him a lot of things in those days.

Not since I read his texts and saw the pictures in his phone.

“Well, you do know your folklore,” I said. “Is there a book on all this challawa stuff that I could buy?”

Again, that vague stirring of memory at the mention of the word, slippery like an eel.

We were picking our way across the cremation grounds. No eerie vapors trembled in the corner of my eyes. No shining human bones among the grass and weeds. Minimal littering; whoever managed the shamshan-ghat had kept it reasonably clean.

Gurpreet flashed a brilliant smile. He really was a rather handsome man. I wondered if his childhood had been difficult, insular, surrounded, as it must have been, by a sea of orthodox Muslims. A sikh kid who wore traditional headgear was a ripe target for bullies.

“The Qissa-Khwani Bazaar in Peshawar,” he said. “The Bazaar of Storytellers. My family comes from there. We have maintained oral storytelling traditions. We believe stories, like music, need to be aired— loudly, lyrically, passionately, to come fully alive. You might find some books on challawa in regional languages, but most of these tales have been passed down through generations around hearth fires and cups of green tea. Want to hear another?”

He held out a hand to help me down a boulder. His hand was mani-cured, long-fingered, surprisingly slender.

“Sure,” I said.

“In one version the challawa was an ancient warrior of enormous strength who challenged the gods and, as punishment, was turned into a beast—half man, half-ox. Condemned this way, he would neither die nor live, but eternally roam the world. It won’t directly pounce on its victims; instead it follows them at a distance. If you’re a villager on a deserted, moonlit road you might glimpse it behind you in the shape of an enormous shimmering ox. As it follows you from place to place, it will gather information about your friends and relatives, then call out in their voices at night. If you turn around or stop, it will challenge you to a duel. It you grapple with it and win, you will have good fortune for seven generations.

“If you lose, it will rip you from limb to limb.”

A gust of ghat wind burrowed into my shirt. I shivered. “Great story, but, wow, macabre.” And suddenly I remembered where I’d heard the term before. “I know a challawa story too,” I said. “Oh?”

I told him.

Children of the nineties growing up in the load shedding-infested summers of Lahore, my cousins and I would tell each other scary stories in the dark. Tales of jinns, bhuts, and gangs of hathora killers and axe murderers who terrorized urban neighborhoods and killed little kids in their sleep. We frightened each other enough that, for an entire summer, we locked our doors and bolted our windows and used peepholes to prevent strangers from gaining access to our homes.

Like the best urban legends, these stories had kernels of truth.

In 1985 Karachi police were alarmed by a string of murders. The victims were beggars and street kids, all of whom were killed with a single hard blow of a hammer to the head. The moniker “hathora group” began to circulate on the street and to the press. Countless theories were cooked up to explain the murders: It was General Zia’s men who wanted to suppress political dissidents. No, KGB agents and American spies wanted to further divide a city torn apart by ethnic violence for political gain. No no, it was the work of a single crazed serial killer, a lone wolf.

The killings subsided for a bit, then resumed in the nineties, at which time the name “challawa group” gained buzz. Supposedly this new group comprised of incredibly agile young men who slathered black oil on their bodies, and, wearing only underwear, entered lush, urban homes through high, narrow windows. They injected the inhabitants with a soporific and killed them, carefully laying out their organs on the bedspread. Then they plundered the house and escaped, their slippery bodies making it impossible for a pursuer to catch ahold of them.

This time the popular explanation involved satanic cults and ritualistic murder.

“Nice,” Gurpreet said when I finished. “That should make an excellent addition to my repertoire of tales. You have a storyteller’s blood, madam, anyone ever tell you? You take pictures, you write articles, you transmit histories. A rare gift.” He touched my arm. “Allow me to repay you with one last challawa story, if you wish?”

“Make it worth my while,” I said and leaned in.

In the spring of 1857, at the peak of British Raj in India, Dr. Gilbert Hadow, an army surgeon employed by the East India Company, wrote a letter to his sister in Britain:

There is a most mysterious affair going on throughout the whole of India at present. No one seems to know the meaning of it. It is not known where it originated, by whom or for what purpose, whether it is supposed to be connected to any religious ceremony or whether it has to do with some secret society. The Indian papers are full of surmises as to what it means.

“It is called the chapati movement.”

One morning, Mark Thornhill, a magistrate in a little Indian town near Agra, came to his office to discover four chapatis, “dirty little cakes of the coarsest flour, about the size and thickness of a biscuit,” lying on his desk. They’d been brought in by one of his Indian police officers who, in turn, received them from a puzzled village chowkidar.

“A man had come out of the jungle with them,” said Thornhill, “and given them to the watchman with instructions to make four like them and to take these to the watchman in the next village, who was to be told to do the same.”

Detailed examination of the unleavened bread cakes was unrevealing: no messages, marks, or secret signals. Yet, thousands of such unmarked chapatis were being distributed to homes and police check posts by runners in the cover of night.

“Pass it on,” went the whisper.

Quietly the recipients accepted the offering, baked more, and raced them over to the next village. Thornhill estimated that these “culinary letters” were traveling through the empire at a speed of three hundred kilometers per night—much speedier than the fastest British mail. Within weeks the phenomenon had swept the entirety of India: from the Northwest provinces to the Narmada River in the south to the Nepalese border hundreds of miles in the northeast.

The anomalous chapati chain spooked the British because they couldn’t make sense of it. Was it a call to arms, a prelude to mutiny? Runners who were caught often turned out to be police chowkidars themselves. Nearly ninety thousand Indian policemen were apparently passing on chapatis concealed in their turbans. When interrogated they had neither a clue as to the meaning of the chain nor explanation of the compulsion they felt in making the bread and sending it on to its mysterious destination.

Indians, on the other hand, claimed it was the work of the British. A famous prophecy held that the British—who, by proxy of the East India Company, had ruled India for nearly a hundred years—would be unseated at the end of the century. They had recently introduced the infamous Enfield cartridge, which had to be bitten open so the powder inside could be poured down the barrel of the muzzle-loading gun. The cartridges were greased with tallow, which Muslims and Hindus knew, was made of pork and beef fat in Britain. Biting the bullet would defile them. Once defiled, the eater would be shunned by his coreligionists, become casteless, and thus be forced to convert to Christianity, they thought.

Perhaps the British were now adulterating Indian flour with a special dust—bone meal made from cows and pigs—and spreading this chapati strain across India, trying to trick the locals into eating them. Another scheme to keep them subjugated to the British will forever.

Whatever its meaning, the chapati movement proved prescient.

Within a few months, the largest and fiercest mutiny the British would encounter in India—the Sepoy Rebellion of 1857—would engulf the subcontinent, threatening the Crown rule and nearly bringing the Raj to a bloody end.

***

The British came down hard on the mutineers. The notorious General Neill massacred thousands of Indian sepoys and civilians suspected of supporting the rebellion. They were shot, hanged, even blown from the mouth of a cannon, their limbs scattered all over the depot ground. One Indian historian estimates that nearly ten million Indians were killed over the next ten years as a result of the Raj’s policies after the War—an “untold Holocaust,” as he put it.

“The 1857 War of Independence failed, but it heralded the end of Crown rule in India: in less than a century the British would forfeit India for good. But to this day neither the white master nor his brown subject really knows what the chapati chain-mail was all about,” Gurpreet said.

“Horrifying,” I said. “But where’s the challawa in all this?”

“There’s a well-known peasant ritual to ward off plague. When smallpox breaks out in an Indian village, a large, healthy goat or an ox is procured. One by one the entire village touches a sacred coconut, which is tied to the animal’s horns. The village chowkidar then walks the goat to the nearest village; it is not allowed to enter the town but is taken by another villager to the next hamlet, and so it passes on, without rest, to its final destination—which, of course, can only be death.”

“Ghastly.” I shivered.

“This ritual of ‘passing on a malady’ was called challawa.” Gurpreet turned and looked at me. “Perhaps in the year 1857 the entirety of India took up the magical ritual. Perhaps the very land and its inhabitants became challawas in an attempt to dispel the plague that was the white man.”

He let the words linger in the air. I savored them. “Intriguing that so much of the challawa mythology—the plague-passing; the warrior who defied the gods and was turned into an ox; the breaking and entering of the sinister trickster thieves into rich homes—takes on notes of defiance that has turned violent. Resistance,” I mulled, “that leads to transformation.”

“Maybe, like all myths and legends—” Gurpreet tugged at the hem of his turban “—the challawa is a mirror that takes on the reflection of the world before it.”

We were walking back up the slope toward the road. The wind had picked up and despite my cashmere sweater my bones felt cold as ice. A cellphone rang. I pulled out my phone, knowing perfectly well the sound didn’t come from me. No message from Ed. I sighed. Was he sulking in our bedroom or sightseeing the city on his own? Then I saw my cell signal strength was at the lowest bar.

Gurpreet was peering at his phone, his face grim.

“You getting a good signal?” I asked. “I’m getting zilch.”

“Variable. What service do you have?”

“T-Mobile. I’m on roaming.”

“Ah, local networks tend to work better here.” He put his phone away, looked at the sky. “We better hurry if you want to see what remains of the matchstick factory.”

The factory. Lost in this maze of myth and story, I’d nearly forgotten about it. I glanced up and was startled to see how dark it was. Evening had lowered itself on the receding lakeshore and a thousand bright points, fireflies, flickered across the foliage. In the poplar trees by the lake something hooted and stirred the branches. A monkey perhaps.

“Yes, please,” I said. “And on the way you can tell me about Mai Bhago’s hut and the matchstick factory.”

“Your wish, madam,” Gurpreet said, giving me that dazzling smile, “is my command.”

I will kill you, then I will kill myself, I told Ed. Were you thinking of her the entire time you were fucking me, even as I carried your baby?

Ed begged me not to leave. A moment’s weakness, Karima, he said. I was overworked and tired. And she texted me out of the blue after years. We met up only once at her place. I made a terrible mistake, but I love you and this baby. Never again, Karima.

I will kill this baby, I screamed. Slumped on the bathroom floor, my shock-whitened hands cradling my belly, I said, you will never touch me again.

In the end I stayed, but his groveling wouldn’t melt the cold that boxed my heart. I tried to forgive him, but his face had become the face of my father and in my bedroom mirror walked a woman with a canny resemblance to my mother.

Restless feet, she said, grinning at me.

I love him, he’s not like Baba, I told the woman in the mirror. He made a mistake, but he’s a good man, I forgive him.

Yet I could taste hatred smoldering in my mouth, like ashes.

There was a time I worshipped Ed. I suppose every girl goes through a phase like that when a glance, a smile, a nod from the boy you long for makes you glow all over. He carried himself like a bull, convinced of his own strength and presence, and his moods could swing wildly, but he could also be kind and charming and gracious. He spoke warmly of his passions, he always tipped the waiter well, and I fell for him like a sapling blown over by a gale. Ed picked me up and swirled me around in the orbit of his personality and his friends and relations till the emptiness left by Baba and a childhood wracked by uneasy wanting was filled with my husband’s expansive, demanding, enveloping body.

I couldn’t remember that Ed anymore. I was naively happy, and he made a choice to set my innocence on fire. Burnt my roots to cinders. Displaced me from the simplicity of my life. Perhaps a cheater’s worst crime isn’t betrayal of your trust, but his bisection of your life so there will always be a before and an after. He gives the lie to your faith in your own history.

I took maternity leave from work. Sleepless, I walked up and down the block at night. I didn’t want to go inside the house, see the mirror, see Ed. I took up smoking again, four packs a day for a few weeks, then tossed them all; I cried when I did so.

Two months after the cellphone incident, when finally I could feel enough to consider starting afresh, we lost the baby.

It came out in a gush of blood that filled the toilet bowl.

My wailing filled the house and when Ed came running in and saw he fell to the bathroom floor and wept.

A late miscarriage, the doctor told us. Maybe she took too much stress.

As if that were my fault. As if a woman were a perpetual motion machine expected to tick away the travesties of her life in servitude to men and a breakdown in the mechanism was entirely on her.

Ed wouldn’t talk to me. Your smoking killed my baby, he shouted at me some months later. That he apologized later for saying so was meaningless; I would never forgive him for it. We drifted past each other in the house, preferring dinner in the company of work brought home. I began taking a nightcap, something I’d never done. I began writing again, submitting articles again. A couple of them were published at respectable venues, but I felt no pleasure. The void in my heart mirrored the absence in my womb.

It would be several months before we could face each other. Ed took the initiative. He didn’t want to lose me, he said. We had a history and his Mama always liked me. He wanted to try again. I listened to him, thinking of the woman who killed my baby. Her shadow, long and rancid, hung over us. “Ed,” I said. “What’s her real name?”

For a long moment he looked at me, those baby blue adulterer eyes staring into mine. How I’d once crushed on them and his rough blond waves and that southern drawl. My own Matthew McConaughey, I’d tell my girlfriends. They made fun of us, scandalized by my breaking of tradition and familial norms. “Blasphemy, bitch,” one said and giggled.

“Don’t start, on me, Karima,” Ed said and licked his lips. “This won’t work if you do.”

I considered, remembering the day I took a knife and held it over my wrist, as I lay in the bath tub, turning it this way and that, watching the blade send shards of light scurrying across the bathroom. So easy, I had thought. It would be so easy.

I didn’t tell Ed about the knife incident. I dropped the woman’s image from my head, like a stone into a deep well. I let go of the shadow looming above us, or thought I did.

Shortly after that, Mama visited, and I learned the relationship between phosphorus and phossy jaw. Found something new to brood over.

Did you know the word phosphorus comes from the ancient Greek words phos and phorus: “light-bringer"? Did you know phosphorus was first discovered by an alchemist after he boiled his own urine in his quest to make gold?

Phosphorus is an essential component of life: it holds our DNA together and shapes our bones. But shift its chemistry a little and it becomes highly flammable. Some postulate that spontaneous human combustion can be explained by the reaction of certain microbes with unstable phosphorus molecules in our body. Alchemy, glowing urine, a tendency to suddenly erupt into flame—I was mesmerized.

Night after night I pulled up articles and read books on this strange element. Naturally, I wanted to write a piece on it, how the fucking thing had affected my mother’s health, but plenty had been written on the subject already. Was there anything left to say?

That was when I stumbled upon the matchstick factory of Ganeshpur and the infamous Ghat Massacre—a discovery that set me on the path that ended at the devil’s own doorstep.

This is what Gurpreet told me about the Devil of Ganeshpur’s factory.

In 1881, at the peak of the Raj’s imperial power, Lieutenant-Colonel James Edmund Stevens, Commander of the 18 th Battalion of the Indian Defence Force, decided to retire and set up a matchstick factory in India.

Stevens was related to Wilberforce Bryant of the famous Bryant and May factory in the East End of London. He was well aware of the brand new “strike anywhere” matches that were all the rage in the western hemisphere at that time. In an age of sulfur “lucifers” that were trickier to ignite by friction, the phosphorus match head with its highly combustible ignitor caught on quickly.

Sensing ample opportunity and zero competition in India, Stevens made arrangements with Bryant and bought a license to set up a matchstick factory near Ganeshpur, a poplar- and eucalyptus-rich area in the Peshawar Valley.

Pashtun tribesmen of the area, recruited into military units such as the Khyber Rifles, had wives who, because of tradition or domestic reasons, didn’t work outside the home. Stevens hired Indian female managers who went door to door, convincing these women to work in matchstick-making “from the safety and comfort of your home.” Soon dozens, then hundreds, of women were working up to fourteen hours a day, dipping match heads in white phosphorus, making match boxes or wrapping them. In the beginning they worked from home, but later, lured by the promise of more hours, many began working at the factory.

Stevens’s operation proved extremely fruitful. By 1884, he was exporting “strike anywhere” matches to Singapore, Japan, and the Middle East.

Then trouble struck.

The brother of a match dipper noticed her jaw was swollen and glowing in the dark.

“What is wrong with your face?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said the girl, “but my jaw has been hurting for months.”

Soon her teeth fell out and abscesses developed within her mandible. Holes opened in her face along the jawline, oozing foul discharge. Steadily, inexorably, the woman’s pain worsened so that no potion, herb, or opium could touch it.

The girl had phossy jaw from years of breathing in phosphorus vapors. The devil’s element had accumulated in her jawbones and necrosed them.

Within months she was dead.

Several dozen cases followed. Many victims were teenagers. Unable to take the agony, one girl went mad and took a razor to her mouth to cut out her hurting gum. Some, disfigured and diseased, committed suicide.

Still the factory machines churned and the white devil who ran them minted his money. “They had better cover their mouth and nose, hadn’t they?” Stevens was rumored to say. “Besides, Indians breed like rabbits. So what if a few get the jaw? They’ll starve without food my factory puts on their table, anyway.”

Things came to a head when a matchstick girl threw herself off a cliff and ended up paralyzed from the waist down.

Her mother was Mai Bhago.

Mai was a fifty-year-old widow when her daughter lost use of her legs. Mai was a proud Sikh woman whose great-grandfather had been a commander in Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s army. She had watched the white devil’s disease—Stevens’ Malady, they called it—sweep across her com-munity and destroy countless lives. Now it had claimed her daughter.

Mai gathered women from her town and others. They held midnight meetings to discuss options. Dozens of matchstick girls were recruited, and together they marched to the factory and sat outside its gates, demanding Stevens reduce work hours and pay medical expenses of the sick workers. Outraged, Stevens sent word to the local magistrate and a curfew was declared. Brandishing sticks and guns, the police arrived and forcefully dispersed the protestors.

Mai Bhago was not to be deterred.

Next week, she along with three hundred men, women, and children camped in protest at the Ganeshpur shamshan-ghat. Dozens of pyres had burnt there lately, courtesy of Stevens’ Malady, and Mai thought a sit-in at the sacred site would force the government to take notice.

The British, still seething from the Sepoy Mutiny, were not going to let a bunch of filthy match-makers dictate the terms of their exploitation.

On a fall morning in 1885, a platoon of fifty soldiers arrived at the Ganeshpur ghat and barricaded the area. Under orders of General Abbott, a former military colleague of Stevens, the soldiers asked the protestors to leave in file.

When they refused, the soldiers opened fire.

“It was absolute bedlam,” Gurpreet said. “Screams of injured women and children filled the air. Brown bodies tumbled and fell. Some jumped into the lake to escape the hailstorm of bullets and drowned. Others were gunned down on the spot.”

The shooting lasted for fifteen minutes. By the end, seventy bodies lay still or twitching on the ground.

For several hours the soldiers didn’t allow medics and doctors access to the hundreds that were wounded. No family would collect their dead until the next morning.

Mai Bhago was badly injured but alive. She was taken to a makeshift hut at the edge of the cremation grounds and imprisoned. For ten days she was starved, interrogated, and tortured. Asked about collaborators and insurrectionists. Who helped you coordinate the protests? Were rebels from Punjab involved? How did a group of female lowlives organize such a large protest?

Mai didn’t say a word.

They hanged her from a tree outside the hut and didn’t allow her body to be cut down for a week.

Word of the Ghat Massacre and Mai’s execution spread quickly through the valley, stirring fear and anger. Indian soldiers who hailed from the area refused orders and were shot or imprisoned as deserters. Skirmishes between the tribesmen and the government were squashed, quickly and mercilessly. It seemed there would be no recriminations for the monstrous act, no recourse to justice.

Two months later, a pretty, young matchstick girl smiled at the factory foreman and walked into the chemicals room. Still smiling, she unsealed the lid of a 55-gallon container of white phosphorus, lit up a match, and bent over the drum.

The explosion could be heard for miles. The Bryant and Stevens Matchstick Factory burnt to the ground in hours.

Stevens raged and swore vengeance, but nothing could be done. Word had gotten to a journalist in London about the Ghat Massacre and letters of condemnation had appeared in The Pall Mall Gazette. Officers of the Crown deemed it wise to distance themselves from the event and Stevens and not stir up further trouble.

Four months later, in the middle of the night, an intruder slipped into Steven’s palatial bungalow through a high, narrow window.

The next morning, when Stevens and his wife wouldn’t respond, their servants broke down the door and found the couple dead.

Their throats had been slashed and their mouths filled with burnt matchsticks.

Darkness had come to Ganeshpur like an assassin, but the town was determined to fight it off. Stalls had been set up on both sides of the highway that curled a finger around the town. Fairy lights hung from tin awnings and doorways of roadside shops. Carts laden with sweets and winter nuts trundled across streets and katcha roads. Vendors whistled and called to passersby, inviting them to taste their wares.

A festival was in procession.

“The entire town comes out for it. Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, even a few Buddhists. We have ancient Buddhist sites in the area, you know,” Gurpreet told me.

Ed might be interested. I was starting to feel sorry about the altercation. A little space did help put things in perspective. Today wasn’t the best day for either of us; I was just better at forgetting. I pulled out my phone. One signal bar. I tried Ed, but the call wouldn’t go through.

I called Jack next. No luck.

I sighed, thinking of what Jack had said when I brought up the signal issue when we first arrived. Wait till I dig in and lay my optic fiber in the area. He had a gleam in his eyes. The entire region will be transformed. We’re bringing the future here.

Yeah, not sure everyone here would be as excited about the transfor-mation as you are, I said, laughing.

Think of all the money that’ll pour into the area. They’ll thank us later!

I tapped my cell and raised it high. Perhaps the valley could use an upgrade, after all.

“Trouble, madam?” Gurpreet said politely.

“Nah. Just the signal’s still awful.”

“Yes. Very patchy coverage. You can try the landline at the temple. They have a phone there.”

We ambled through town, taking pictures, accepting offerings of rose garlands from a hawker, buying paper packets of roasted channay from another. We munched our way to the place where the Devil of Ganeshpur had built a matchstick factory. Now a temple stood there, Gurpreet had told me.

A little boy with rosy cheeks ran up to me. “Fresh, delicious apples,” he cried, his breath steaming.

“Gosh, how sweet,” I said, bending to look at his basket. “How much?”

“Free for you, memsahib. Try one?”

“I couldn’t! Here, take fifty rupees—”

“No, madam,” Gurpreet was shaking his head, smiling. “He won’t take anything from you. You’re a visitor in the area on a festival day.”

Giggling, the boy thrust the apple into my hands and took off.

The temple shone with a thousand lights. A three-story building with white-marbled terraces, arched windows, jharokas, and a central dome that could have been Sikh or Muslim architecture, it rose proud and majestic into the night. Dozens of turban-clad Sikh children, Hindus wearing orange sashes, and Muslims with long beards and white prayer caps streamed in and out.

“Quite a throw away from what I imagined,” I said.

“Like I said,” Gurpreet looked at the building, “one good thing to come out of the Ghat Massacre was the coalition of the communities. Not one episode of sectarian violence in Ganeshpur in more than a century. The temple has become a symbol of resistance and unity for all three peoples.”

“And who’s the temple devoted to?”

“Jali-Ma.”

“Who?”

“Jali-Ma. The Burnt Goddess. Maybe a variation of Mother Kali, or Agneya, the goddess of hearths. It’s possible the temple started as a veneration of the matchstick girl who died by self-immolation, but our elders say this was holy ground long before Stevens set up his factory here. Muslims revere her as a saint who walked on hot coals to prove the righteousness of her cause in front of a cruel king. The hymns of the Burnt Goddess praise her as the perfect amalgam of resilience, sacrifice, and resistance to tyranny. What better icon for a place like this?”

We took off our shoes and went up the steps through a high-arched doorway into a tiled courtyard glittering with diya lamps and candles. Excited chatter and sarangi music drifted in the air. We padded across the courtyard, pausing to do ablution at a fountain strewn with rose petals, then proceeded to the main prayer room at the end of the building. Women in saris and shalwar kameez passed by us, smiling and nodding. A pair of men came up to Gurpreet, shook his hands warmly, and went away.

We must look like a pair of happy lovers, I thought, and hid the grin rising to my lips with a bite from the boy’s apple.

In the prayer room we stood before a towering bust of the Burnt Goddess placed in the middle of the chamber. Decorated with garlands of marigolds and jasmines, the gold-painted goddess with a blackened face sat in lotus position, a sword by her left hand. Incense sticks smoked in brass pots around the room, filling the air with a sweet, heady scent. A wizened priest, his chest bare, stood at the statue’s feet, blessing worshippers who marched past him and the goddess, ceaseless in their circumambulations.

“Bless her feet, her feet,” they cried.

Gurpreet kissed his fingertips and touched them to his eyes. “Bless her burnt, eternally moving feet.” He fetched rosewater from the priest and sprayed it over my head and his. We kneeled before the statue, palms joined before our chests, and I thought how surreal it was to be back in Pakistan, unfamiliar yet comforting, and stranger still to be here in this place. The camera dangled on my chest; I lifted it and snapped a picture of the goddess.

Worshippers rang temple bells and chanted hymns. The symphonies of sitar and tabla soared as a door opened, but not before I heard my cellphone ping repeatedly.

I pulled it out. Above the messages icon the number 11 glowed in red. I grinned. Ed must have been trying me, too. Hopefully he’d also have realized how stupid the whole thing was.

I tapped the icon.

Someone touched my shoulder. I looked up to see a tall, smiling woman with silver hair dressed in a sari. She held out a plate of wheat halwa. “Prasad?”

I took a piece. “Thank you.”

She smiled. “Welcome home, dear,” and moved away.

I looked down and saw the messages were from Jack. All eleven of them.

I frowned and peered closer.

12:01 p.m.: “Lunch at home, guys?”

12:33 p.m.: “When r u guys gettin back?”

1:07 p.m.: “Hello?” 1:57 p.m.: “HELLOOOO!

2:34 p.m.: “Ugh, signal must be shitty out there. Can’t get Ed either. Anyhoo, gimme a call when u get this.”

4:09 p.m.: “Hey Karima, listen. Just heard there was some commotion at the site. Our work site, I mean. Gimme a call asap. We may have to”

4:22 p.m.: “Can 1 of u pls call? It’s kinda urgent.”

4:31 p.m.: “Superurgent! Im not fucking around, goddamnit. CALL ME.”

4:33 p.m.: “Can’t reach either of u. WTF. Call me. PLEASE!":

4:45 p.m.: “Fuck it. I’m callin the cops.”

End of messages.

A cold finger pressed into my belly. Did something happen to Ed? But then why would Jack say he couldn’t reach either of us? I brushed a hair lock away from my eyes, looked around. Gurpreet was talking to a group of men who had carried in a white-sheeted charpai laden with roses. As they lowered it to the ground, he caught my eye and waved. I nodded, chewed on a nail, pulled up Jack’s contact on the phone, and dialed.

The call went through. On the third ring, someone picked up.

“Hey, Jack,” I said urgently.

Silence.

“Jack, that you? Hello? Jack? Speak up, goddamnit!”

Someone breathed into the phone. Then: beep beep beep. The sound of a call cut off. The cadence matched my heart beating in my ear.

Quickly I dialed Ed—and the call went through, thank God!

The phone rang. I waited. It rang again, then again.

No answer.

I leaped up and went to Gurpreet. “Something’s wrong.”

He cupped a hand to his ear against the din of the temple. “What?”

“Something’s wrong, Gurpreet. Ed didn’t get back home and Jack, his brother, he texted me, said he couldn’t reach Ed. And now I . . . I can’t reach either of them.”

He stared at me, then said, “You look a bit pale. Are you lightheaded?” He turned around and shouted, “Can we get madam here some coconut water?”

“No, I just got up too fast. I’m fine, thanks. I’m telling you they won’t pick up.”

“Try again. If you can’t get through, we’ll figure something out. Hey, you! Tell Salma to bring in the incense sticks. We’re already late . . . ”

I couldn’t understand how he could be so calm. The temple was so cold, but my hands were clammy. I wiped them on my shirt, tried Ed again. The phone rang, but it sounded different this time. Frowning, I removed it from my ear to see if I’d messed up the sound settings, and cutting through the cacophony of the temple I heard Charlie Pride singing “Kiss an Angel Good Morning.”

Ed’s ringtone.

It was coming from the charpai covered with a white sheet.

Holding my cell out, I took two steps forward and stopped. “Gurpreet sahib?” My head buzzed. He was still talking to the cluster of worshippers, gesturing urgently. “Ed?” I said, and felt gooseflesh rise on my arms. Trembling, I reached out and pulled the sheet away from the charpai—and laughed with relief.

Nothing there. Absolutely nothing, except a large pile of wheat husk. My ears had been ringing.

They were still ringing.

“Madam?” the silver-haired woman said politely. The crowd of worshippers had ejected her right at the end of the charpai. “Here.” She handed me Ed’s cellphone. “It’s working fine,” she explained.

I stared at her, feeling light as a feather, as a swirl of embers; looked at Ed’s cell, then the charpai again.

Not wheat husk. Ash.

A large mound of it.

Panic swept through me like a rough hand sifting the dust that was my body. What the fuck was going on? I didn’t want to be here anymore. I didn’t know these people, I didn’t know Gurpreet. I’d just met him. How was it even possible that I unhesitatingly followed him here to this surreal temple?

Why was I dizzy?

I staggered. “Easy, madam,” Gurpreet said from behind, his strong arms anchoring me. “There’ll be time to understand.”

“The apple,” I said, and licked my lips, they were so dry. I turned to look into his eyes. “The boy’s apple.”

“A little something to grease the proceedings, yes.” He nodded. “It will help later, I promise.” The smile was gone, leaving his face shadowed. He dipped a finger into the ash, raised it, and smeared it on my forehead. “Here’s to the ash-bride.”

“Oh, we’re so glad to have you,” cried the silver-haired woman, tears running down her cheek. Gently, she pushed me into a chair by the charpai, bent, and raked an ash-touched finger across my left cheek.

“The ash-bride, the ash-bride.” The worshippers crowded around me murmuring, their eyes shining. “Oh, how fortunate we are.”

“All hail Jali-Ma. Our Burnt Mother sends us her blessing and favor.”

“We weren’t sure what to do,” Gurpreet said. “When they said a white man’s company had bought the cremation grounds and the temple site. How could it be, we said. History was made here. Written in blood and ashes. How could our people, our very own flesh and blood, sell it to invaders? And now they were pushing to buy Mai’s hut as well? Bribing our people. They’d tear our community apart, we cried.”

Ash, ash everywhere. My head swam. Hands painted with henna, forearms ringing with bangles came at me. Bright saris and shalwars and kurtas and turbans. They surged forward, touching me, daubing me with a still-warm dust.

“Today would be the day, we said to each other, when we’d rip the white devil’s machinations and remove him from our midst. But our heart was still uncertain—until we met you,” Gurpreet said, eyes shining. “You who followed a flame back to your home. You were a sign from Jali-Ma. All our stories you accepted into your heart and gave us your own in return. You were the flame-head, we knew. Who else could consort with a devil and survive?”

“At last our heart was reconciled, filled with the truth. So, a few hours ago, we went and took care of the pretender, the instigator, at his place of work.” He stepped back as the old priest came toward me, took my hands, and kissed them, his lips leaving a smear on my sooty skin.

“They will never take our land again,” Gurpreet confirmed, then turning around, he shouted, “Bring it in.”

With a gasp, the worshippers drew back from me in a circle, chattering, pointing to the doorway on our left, from which, moments earlier, celestial music had swelled.

It was filled by a large animal.

My vision wouldn’t focus. I swayed on the chair. “What is that?”

Four men led the animal in, pulling at ropes tied to its horns and midsection. One of them whipped it with a leather thong and the creature grunted, thrashing its malformed head. Long whiskers protruded from its mouth and its skin was discolored, wrinkled, almost melted. Was it hurt?

The crowd heaved forward, dusty fingers grazing the creature’s back, torso, legs, and head, tugging at its horns. Soot and ash and something red fell around the animal in a rain. It shuddered and emitted a choking cry.

“Come, you must touch the fire oxen too,” cried Gurpreet, holding my hands. He yanked me to my feet, and I lurched across the room to the creature, its misshapen mouth working this way and that. What was wrong with its back, the strange gash running across it that looked like a line of stitches, the head, the mouth, its whiskers—were they whiskers? They looked like sticks of incense.

I thought, what’s that story about blind men patting different parts of an elephant, trying to understand it—then the disparate pieces of the creature locked together in my head, and I stiffened, the shock of recognition rooting me to the ground.

Flick. Gurpreet held a burning lighter in his hand. “The ash-bride must set the flame.” He pressed the lighter into my hand, and guided it to the incense sticks stuffed into the mouth. “The challawa must be passed on from our land.”

No, I wanted to scream, but my tongue had curled like a snail in my mouth. My hands, the ash-covered flesh of a goddess, moved on their own.

The creature, blood dripping down its lower animal half, gazed at me, its blue eyes filled with terror. The guttural noises it made rose in intensity; it bucked, as the flame neared its face, to its mouth filled with matches and the incense sticks thrust through the flesh of its lips.

“Ash-bride, ash-bride, lead our sins away.”

Dancing and chanting the men, women, and children of Ganeshpur followed me, as I staggered through the courtyard, down the steps, and onto the road, a bleating, flaming, blood-slippery challawa following me on legs neither human nor oxen. We moved between stalls silvered by a sickle moon, and the chowkidars of the temple lashed the creature when it jerked and tried to bolt.

Challawa, I thought, sluggishly, as another meaning from my youth came to me. Challawa is also a fickle lover whose feet won’t stay. The lust-filled wanderer who, having ravished one young body, moves to another.

“Ash-bride, ash-bride, send this plague away,” the children sang.

Finally I understood the shape of my grief, its star-burnt edges, and the trail of char that stretched from my past into my future.

Immolated daughter. Suicidal girl. Ash-bride forever in love?

The ash on my body stirred and blew in the night wind, and I thought, Today was the day we lost the baby, wasn’t it? Wasn’t this trash fire of an anniversary why Ed, my unfaithful beast of a husband, had been ruing the day so?

Emptied mother. Burnt Mother Goddess.

Am I home? I thought. But I’d hated home. Then, drunk with the idea, and exuberant: I am home. I had been run away, put away, but now—

“Ash-bride, ash-bride, send this plague away,” the children sang, their eyes glowing with faith.

Jali-Ma, Jali-Ma. Watch-woman to a land threatened by the devil— and his ever spreading, blistering element.

The air filled with the scent of incense and burning flesh. When I looked over my shoulder to ensure I was being followed, the fire oxen snapped the binding on its roasted mouth and began calling to me in the sooty voice of my lover. 


HOW SELKIES ARE MADE

CASSANDRA KHAW

Ursilla Balfour, the only daughter of the laird of Stronsay—or at least the only daughter he would acknowledge—was many things, but mostly she was true: a woman who held little as holy as a word given, a heart offered. For this, she was loved. For her beauty, she was wanted. And yet despite both these traits, she was her father’s despair for Ursilla of Stronsay, freckled and fair, would not marry for fortune.

“For the last time,” said her father. “Marry and double our fortunes.”

Like her, he was beautiful, a bear of a man, hirsute and imposing, so tall he had to stoop to enter the hovels of his constituents. Despite his age, there was no frost yet in his beard or his hair, both of which were lush, the red of the light through autumn’s last leaves.

Ursula sneered in answer. “If that bothers you so much, you take a husband then.”

Her father sighed. Five years ago, he might have spluttered at her insolence, or looked askance at Ursilla’s coarseness, but he knew better than to do so. Ursilla would not be bent or moved and though she vexed him, he had no desire to see her broken. Like Stronsay itself, like his long-gone wife, she was an elemental thing, one to be admired and accommodated.

“Why won’t you marry?” demanded her father. “It’s not as if I have asked you to marry an old widower, one barely able to remember his name. You have your pick of the sons of the isles.”

“Because I don’t. Because I like being free.” said Ursilla, attention returned to her cooking. “And that is that. I will now, sit. We’re having breakfast.”

Again, her father sighed but he sat himself at their table, the bench groaning beneath his weight. Their manor was not large. It sat on a shrug of land above the local village, and close enough to the graveyard that Ursilla saw its church grim on occasion, usually outside the door to the kitchen, scratching to be let in for sausages. Before Ursilla’s mother fled to Ireland with a younger man, the manor had swum with music and softness. She had loved tapestries and needlework, furs and rugs bought at enormous cost from the distant East. She took all of it when she left.

Now, the manor was stone and the smell of Ursilla’s restless cooking.

“If you marry, my daughter, you will have again the things your mother enjoyed,” said her father as Ursilla set down a fan of tattie scones, a stack of oatcakes, squares of spiced sausages; the mushrooms she had sizzled in the lard coating the pans, and the tomatoes she had fried in the same.

Ursilla brought over baked beans, black pudding, a jug of milk before she answered, finally settling on the opposite bench. “I did not enjoy them. She did.”

“You could have a cook to prepare your breakfasts for you.”

“We could have one now,” Ursilla observed. “But you like my cooking better than anyone else’s.”

Her father scowled and ladled the beans into his bowl. “You could have dresses.”

“I have them now.”

“Better ones. Ones with no signs of mending.”

Ursilla shrugged. “This might be a compelling reason if my needlework wasn’t as perfect as it is.”

“Marry then to give me grandchildren.”

“You hate infants. You’ve told me such.”

“Fine,” growled her father. “Do it because I said so.”

To which Ursilla responded with a baying laugh, and her father gave up then on any further argument, the two sinking into a communal silence as they ate. The food was as good as it always was, and perhaps it might have even been too fine. Halfway through his second helping of beans, Ursilla’s father, who ate and drank with no thought about his health, pressed a palm to his chest and mewled a small, confused noise. Before Ursilla could answer, he collapsed onto his breakfast, dead before his head touched the grease of his plate.

He arrived as the funeral ended and Ursilla’s heart gladdened at the sight of him. The man was handsome, rangy as a wolf, and deeply tanned from work in the fields, his hair the dark of a moonless sea. He was dressed simply, to the consternation of the gathered mourners, his white shirt untucked, his black boots stippled with mud. But Ursilla did not care.

“Duncan,” Ursilla breathed his name the way another woman might have offered thanks to the saints.

At the sound of her voice, Duncan opened his arms to receive her. Ursilla ran to him, no longer afraid who saw, her stride gaining momentum until she could catapult herself into his embrace, crashing into him, holding him fast. For seven years, she loved him in careful and faithful secret. Now, they were free.

“Duncan, you’ve come,” whispered Ursilla, drinking in his scent. He smelled of salt and musk, warm leather and sunlight. “I waited. I worried you would not be here.”

“Are you that impatient to announce our engagement?” he teased, raising her chin so their eyes could meet.

Had Ursilla’s mother not left, she might have taught her to be wary of men like Duncan, but she was gone and Ursilla’s father knew nothing at all of raising daughters much less saving them from themselves. Nonetheless, Ursilla felt a spasm of ill ease. Her father was newly dead, his corpse barely cooled. Shouldn’t Duncan offer her condolences? Shouldn’t he ask to shoulder her grief for her?

She studied his face, its beautiful hollows. Then he smiled and all thought sieved away like so much sand. He was here and he loved her, and they would be together until the sea washed their bones from the shores of Stronsay. Her father was dead, but her future waited. Ursilla twinned her fingers with him, suddenly shy, her love made enormous by his closeness, too large now to keep in her ribs so she let some of it free in a glittering laugh.

“Yes,” she said. “I am impatient for our life to begin. I am impatient to be laird and lad.” Ursilla laughed again, pleased with her own cleverness.

But Duncan frowned.

“You would be laird and not I?” he said.

“Yes.”

Duncan smiled again but the expression was different from its pre-decessors: thinner, less kind. He stroked his long fingers over her red hair, kissed her upon her crown, less a lover in that moment than a master with his anxious hound.

“As long as you promise you won’t treat me the way your father did.”

“Never,” vowed Ursilla. “You’ll be as much laird as I am. We will be equals. In all things, at all times. Until the sea takes us.” “You promise.”

“I swear.”

And anyone who was anyone who lived on the island knew Ursilla Balfour, laird of Stronsay, to be, above all things, true. Her word given was a word that would be kept. And thus, Duncan smiled, reassured by her fervor.

“I love you,” said Ursilla.

“I love you too,” said Duncan and if he seemed reserved, well, it was a funeral, after all.

There would be time later for sweet nothings, panted into each other’s skin; languid afternoons in which to discuss the way they mattered to one another; time later to think about living when they were done burying the dead.

After all, they were now free.

***

Ursilla and Duncan married three weeks after her father’s death. It was a simple, sparsely attended affair. Most of the guests were blood relatives of the groom, a jovial cadre of farmers and fishermen, butchers, and laundresses, enchanted by Duncan’s fairy-tale fortune. Ursula’s contribution to the wedding party consisted of the folklorist who taught her to read, her old nursemaid, the manor’s former staff, and a small dog whose ancient gaze belied its adorable face. Had Ursilla’s parents still been alive, one of them might have drawn attention to the manner in which Duncan led his conversations, how he spoke as if all this, from the manor to the village to the cold blue of the sky above, was meant to be his, and how no one there showed Ursilla the respect owed to her as a woman much less Stronsay’s laird.

But she did not.

The sky blushed scarlet as the day emptied into night, a red as brilliant as blood save for the thin lace of gold that the horizon wore like a crown. Still, the celebrations continued.

Duncan’s enthusiasm for holding court seemed to grow while Ursilla’s dwindled, and by the time the first stars woke, Ursilla was done with the party, done with her guests, done with her husband and his posturing.

“Beloved,” said Ursilla, catching his right hand in her own. “Do you not think it is time to go home? To kiss in our bed, to lie together as husband and wife?”

Duncan, gilded by the firelight, more handsome than he’d ever been, rasped his knuckles over her pale cheek. When he smiled, it wasn’t with any love.

“But we’ve done it all already. In every position, in all the secret places of the manor. With you pressed to the wall of an alley, your skirt hiked up, my fingers in your mouth. I’m bored of it. Aren’t you?”

Those words would have been galling enough had they been spoken in private, but spoken here, amid their guests, and loud enough that they rang over the music, they seemed unspeakably cruel. Ursilla blanched at them, the color fled from her face.

“Why would you say such things?”

He shrugged. “Because they are true.”

A miserable silence took Ursilla in its teeth. She drew away from her husband, aghast. Too late she realized what she had done. She was married to him now, sworn to him. There would be no recourse now. Another woman might have thought to divorce him, or the use of a sharp knife as he slept, or poison in his tea, or contract a man to do what she could not. Unfortunately, Ursilla had promised she would not leave him and that she would see no harm done to him.

There’d been rumors that the Balfour blood carried a gleam of the fae and never had that scrap of gossip rung truer. Despite everything, despite her heart laying shattered on the grass, Ursilla could not even put thought into the notion of breaking her word.

“You’re a bastard,” she told him grimly.

“Be that as it may,” said Duncan. “I am also your husband.”

His laughter chased her as she stormed away from the wedding party. To the dark, toward the shore, into the sea where something as old as love waited.

“A Balfour comes,” said a man’s deep voice when Ursilla was ankle-deep in the frigid waters. “I haven’t seen one of yours in six hundred years.”

“Who are you?” demanded Ursilla, tensing, hand darting to the knife she wore at her hip. “Who are you?” echoed the man, teasingly.

Ursilla straightened, expression imperious. “I am Ursilla Balfour, laird of Stronsay, and I will not be frightened by a stranger.”

“But you will be insulted by your husband?”

She scowled. “My will had nothing to do with that. If it did, he would have said nothing.” The man, still unseen, his voice seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere, laughed, and Ursilla found she liked how the coppery sound echoed along the beach. In her mind’s eye, she built an image of her companion: a man as tall as her father but broader still along the shoulders, with a powerful chest, a generous stomach, a smile that lit his face like a star.

“You remind me of your grandmother.”

“You know of her?” said Ursilla.

“Knew of her? I knew her.” said the man. “We were friends, for a time. Before she decided it was inappropriate for a married woman to be seen with a thing like me.”

Ursilla could hear the man’s grin. “You know how gossip spreads.”

She did indeed. All of the fathers whose sons she had spurned sent her polite letters congratulating her on her charity, wishing her well, the message knotted through their courtesies as anything: they knew who she was to marry and they were embarrassed for her, and thankful too that their sons hadn’t taken an idiot to wed.

“I do.”

“But she came back, when she was old, and we were friends again then. Nothing more, for all that others might have claimed.” He paused. “Your grandmother was a comely woman, you know?”

Ursilla nodded. She had been told this many times, had seen proof of the resemblance too in the portrait that hung above the fireplace in her father’s study. She and her grandmother possessed the same shade of red in their hair, the same smirk, and the same wealth of cleavage, though the last Ursilla often kept bound for ease of movement.

“As am I.”

The man laughed again. “You have her spirit.”

He emerged then from around a boulder, almost exactly as Ursilla had pictured. He was somehow taller than her father, who was, before this, the tallest man she had ever known. His hair was black and long and dripped with sea water, and what Ursilla could see of his eyes under his fringe were as chips of polished obsidian. A sealskin cape draped over his gleaming frame, its worn clasp the chewed-on tooth of a megalodon.

“Ah,” said Ursilla. “You’re a selkie.”

There was an accusation in the careful pronouncement of his nature that did not go unnoticed by the selkie, who grinned under her wary scrutiny.

“In the flesh as it were.”

“Your kind drown women.” Ursilla brandished her knife, hoping the iron would cow him.

“Hearsay,” said the selkie. “Lies told by angry husbands. What we do is give neglected wives respite from their cold marriage beds.”

“You eat people.”

The smile he bared was a carnivore’s grin. “Only if they ask us nicely.”

Ursilla snorted. She knew what he meant. “What do you want from me?” she said.

The selkie spread his hands. Ursilla saw thick webbing between each of his fingers, which in turn were callused but graceful. This made sense. Seals were limber creatures, for all of their roundness.

“Whatever that you desire.”

“I have everything I want,” said Ursilla, cold as the sea. “And no desire for bargaining with the fae. I know your stories. I know not to trust your kind.”

“Really?” said the selkie. “When it is your kind who steal the skins from our women, your kind who force your girls into unwanted marriages.”

Ursilla hesitated. She had heard those stories too: an uncle of hers purportedly married a sealmaid. He was found drowned three years ago, a half-moon of flesh torn from his side, his intestines frothing out in a stinking bouquet, their slicked gray under the dawn-light not unlike the color of the ribbons his wife had worn in her hair.

“Let us agree then to distrust one another.”

“Fair enough,” said the selkie. “But I trusted your grandmother, loved her even—”

Ursilla must have made a face for the selkie laughed.

“—not like that, I promise. Either way, for love of her, I will tell you this: if ever you have need for me, weep seven tears into the sea for me, and I shall come to you.”

“Why seven?”

“Why not?” echoed the selkie before he was gone.

Seven years passed before Ursilla called upon the selkie. “I knew you couldn’t stay away.”

Ursilla smiled grimly through her tears. Her youth had wasted away in those seven years, whittled by her husband’s infidelities, by seven years of him feeding their fortune into whorehouses and the gambling rings, seven years of sleeping alone in a small bed in the shadowed attic, while Duncan caroused and shipwrecked the Balfour name.

“It is neither love nor lust for you that brings me here, but grief.” Ursilla knuckled at her eyes. The wind tore at her hair, loosening her mane from its braids. Had Ursilla asked, the selkie would have told her the truth of things: that she was more beautiful now than she’d been seven years ago. “For love of my grandmother, help me.”

The selkie came closer. He ran his thumb over the cliff of her right cheekbone, gentler than Ursilla had thought him capable, and his touch was like a flame, burning the ache of those seven years from her.

“What would you have me do?” said the selkie. “I could drown your husband. That would be an easy task.”

“I promised no harm would come to him so long as I lived.”

“You wouldn’t be doing the drowning.”

“But I would be the reason for his drowning.”

“And so what if you are? A promise to a wastrel means nothing.”

“All promises matter,” said Ursilla. “Or none of them do.”

The selkie nodded. “A divorce then. Unless you promised you would never leave him.” He chuckled as he read his answer in the bitter upturn of Ursilla’s full mouth.

“You’re difficult.”

“So I am told.”

Ursilla’s breath plumed white through the air. She had been cold before but now, pressed to the selkie, it didn’t seem so bad. She had heard stories of how kindly a death in the frost was, how the pain melted into a drowsy warmth. If that would be her escape from this ill-fated marriage, perhaps, it wouldn’t be so bad.

“What do you want more than anything else?” said the selkie after a companionable forever.

Ursilla paused. “To be free.”

“Well, if that’s the case,” said the selkie. “I may know a way of allowing you to be true to your word while ensuring your husband may never bring grief upon you again. It may mean the agony of my company, however.”

And Ursilla, thinking again of how broad the selkie’s shoulders were, how strong his hands, said: “I can deal with that.”

***

This is the story they tell:

Ursilla of Stronsay went to the selkie and she went away, laden with child. The birth was easy, perhaps even easier than it should have been. The infant, they say, practically swam through the effluvium. They say too that a midwife took the baby into her arms and cried out at the webbing between the child’s fingers, the sheen of its flesh in the candlelight, so like the pelt of a gray seal.

They say Ursilla of Stronsay gave birth to many such children, all of whom grew into prodigious swimmers. They say nothing about why her husband made no remark on this. They say nothing about the husband, in fact, save for that he did not love Ursilla and was forced into marriage with her, chased into matrimonial bondage by the force of Ursilla’s will.

This is the story they don’t tell:

Seven years after her marriage to a loutish oaf, Ursilla of Stronsay walked to the sea and she did not come back. Some say she drowned herself, some others said her husband was the one to push her head under the water and hold her there until she went still.

Only a few talk about how they see a thing like Ursilla sometimes, knifing through the dark of the ocean, and how they sometimes hear her laughter, a sound feral and bright and free. 


THE FEEDING
OF CLOSED MOUTHS

EDEN ROYCE

When the news said three more young men had been found dead in their homes, Grace knew her mother had come to town.

She’d left her mama bound and gagged at the bottom of the Edisto River almost six months ago. She was probably still there, counting each fiber in the coils of rope binding her, and seething over her only daughter’s betrayal.

But if she had gotten loose, she’d be on the hunt.

Grace scratched her scalp, brushed the ragged flakes of dandruff from her shoulders, then strode over to the sparse kitchen in her grubby one-bedroom apartment—the only one she could manage to get without references and with a cash bribe of an extra month’s rent. An efficiency galley affair, only the width of her outstretched arms, the kitchen fit with the life she was trying desperately to lead now that she’d fled home. Small, secluded, cheap. Barely getting by. Not drawing anyone’s attention.

Still, it wasn’t enough to hide from her mother.

After double-checking the deadbolt locks on her door, Grace yanked the cork from a bottle of gold tequila with trembling hands, her one indulgence in this new life of semi-poverty, and poured two fingers of it into a glass. No time to add a squeeze of browning reduced-for-quick-sale limes or make a syrup from her store-brand sugar. She belted half the liquid in one gulp, braced herself for the fire to come. Instead, a sweet heat drizzled down her throat to her belly, a trail of winter stew warmth that did nothing to sear away the fear building inside.

Next time, she’d buy the cheap shit.

Grace turned her attention back to the TV. The program was finishing up, but she’d heard the words “unbroken skin” and “beatific smiles” used to describe the victims. Her heart thudded in her chest, as thought it was looking for escape.

No blood or bodily fluids were found on the victims or at the scene. If anyone has any information—

Grace clicked the television off. She wouldn’t say anything to anyone. Not until there was news of the victims having unnaturally low hormone levels. Mama used to say she enjoyed drinking those bits most, testosterone’s sharp tang cutting through the fatty richness of estrogen. No need to worry until then, she thought, pouring another two fingers of liquor.

Even so, before Grace went to bed, she laid her broom inside the front door to her apartment, across the threshold. If her mother had found her, that would at least buy her some time.

I’m here for my skin, daughter.

Grace shoved the creature away, and it fell back against her closet, laughing. She cried out at the sticky wet feel of its body. Bathwater hot, slick as raw chicken meat. She rubbed her fingers against her nightshirt to wipe away that feeling. So familiar she wanted to clutch at it.

Her mother rose, leaving a reddish-blue swirl of blood on the white door.

You took from me when I would have freely given. Her teeth looked chalky in the dimness. You’ve worn my skin, Gracie gal. Now, we’ll see.

The slipskin hag pounced, grabbed her daughter by the arms. Pulled her face close.

“No,” Grace screamed. “Don’t touch me!”

Once you ran to my embrace, daughter, she whispered. Her breath was salt, dark ocean, and sea life feeding on dead things. Soon enough, you’ll seek it again.

Grace wrenched free, scooted away from the foot of the bed, up toward the headboard. Her mother followed, climbing onto the bed, the mattress barely giving under her weight. Grace’s heart thumped, but she was in thrall, unable to move as her mother grasped her ankle. She pulled and Grace sprawled flat on her back like a rag doll. She stared at the ceiling, frozen, as her mother made slow progress up the bed to straddle her prone form.

She kissed Grace’s forehead with her lipless mouth and vanished. Barely able to breathe after the lucid dream, Grace lay there, the imprint of that kiss making her flesh itch and crawl, immobile until the sun came up. Its rays bathed her body, warming her limbs until she was able to take deep breaths again.

Grace crawled out of bed and stumbled to the kitchen where she turned on the tea kettle. Sunlight cut through the sheer curtains at her window and turned the blank television screen an inscrutable shade of charcoal. While the water heated, she spooned instant coffee granules into a cup.

If her mother had been able to send her such a vivid nightmare, she had to be close by.

She felt drained, but Grace knew that was her mother’s kiss. Even through dreams, the kiss of a hag could cause drowsiness, even temporary paralysis. Growing up, she’d only gotten them when she was fussy or sick and unable to sleep. One whisper-soft kiss and she’d fall into mist-filled slumber. All other times, affection was limited to tight hugs, rocking embraces, gentle fingers twisting her hair into elaborate braids.

The kettle whistled and Grace filled her cup, forgoing milk in order to get the sharp, bitter taste she’d sought from the tequila without success last night. Blowing on the coffee, she shuffled into her room to get dressed. She cursed, slammed the cup down on her night table, then went to get a damp rag to clean the blood from her closet door.

She’d been stupid. Forgetful. Only blocking the door with the broom. Her mother would have had to count—out loud in that childlike singsong tone Grace used to love so much—each and every bristle on that broom before she could enter the apartment. By that time Grace could be up and away with a head start, out the back door. Or to the kitchen to throw salt at her mother over her shoulder. But she had forgotten the window.

Even in this northern city, far from the marsh where she was born, her apartment could be close and tight in summer. She’d left her bedroom window cracked open a fraction of an inch to let cool night air seep in. More than enough for her mother to enter. Grace wouldn’t make that mistake again.

The clock on the microwave blinked, changing to the top of the hour. Grace scratched at the back of her neck, flicked the flakes of blue-tinged skin from under her nails, and swigged the last of her cold coffee. Then she left the apartment.

Dozier’s was a family-owned grocery store. Once they’d been the big pigs on the street, before supermarkets and online food deliveries took over. Now they were down to one less-than-industry-standard location. But it was cheap and nearby, and Grace’s ill-gotten money wouldn’t last forever.

A bell clanged as Grace swung open the door, making her jump at the brash sound. Heart leaping, Grace bent to grab a basket. Assailed by the scent of bleach-rinsed meat, she breathed through parted lips. The freezer section made an unwell-sounding hum/clack, and she danced past it, headed for the dry goods. Only two kinds of salt sat on the shelf, each with the picture of a white girl in yellow who wasn’t smart enough to keep her salt out of the rain. Grace plunked two cartons of each in the basket, then headed for the oils.

The selection here was larger. An assortment of peanut, canola, corn, and olive oils took up an entire section of eye-level shelving, leaving the solid shortenings to the lower racks. Grace picked up a bottle of sunflower oil, the brand her mother used to buy.

“Do you use that for everything?” young Grace asked, her head in her mother’s lap as she massaged the warmed oil into her hair and scalp. In the oven, a chicken drizzled with the oil and seasoned with gray sea salt roasted.

Her mother chuckled, then nudged Grace with her knee to indicate she was finished and she could sit up. “Well, why not?”

Grace’s mother rubbed her oiled hands into her sturdy arms, leaving them shiny and glistening. Today, she’d shaped her skin into one of Grace’s favorite appearances. Similar to one of the round-cheeked TV mothers who wore starched aprons over too-pretty-to-stay-home dresses. Her light blue skin now sported a deep brown shade and her hair was a tight Afro. Gold hoops dangled from her ears.

“We’re children of the sun, Gracie. Daughters of the marsh. Anything that thrives in heat, helps us flourish. Grow tall as sunflowers.” Her indulgent smile revealed purplish gums above paper white teeth.

Her mother went to the kitchen, her movements a slithery stutter. Grace watched, silent, while the knife crackled through the crisp skin, parted the juicy flesh below. Her mama filled a plate with chicken, fluffy rice, and buttered vegetables. Her mother turned away to head toward the dining room, while Grace stared at the chicken in the tray, now missing a breast and a leg, her stomach protesting loudly. She wasn’t tall enough to see the veggies in their pans, but the rich smells tortured her.

From the dining room, her mother called. “Grace? Closed mouths don’t get fed, you know. Learn to ask for what you want.”

“Mama?”

“Yes, Gracie?”

“I’m hungry. Will you fix a plate for me?”

“Of course, baby.”

A man cleared his throat behind her and Grace whirled to face him, startled from her reverie. She clutched the container of oil in a death grip, ready to drop the basket and bolt from the store if need be. Her experiences on her job had taught her betrayal; her experiences with men had taught her fear.

“Must be a pretty intra-sting bottle.” A store employee said from the side of his mouth.

He leaned his full weight on the broom he held, crushing its grimy bristles into the mismatched floor tiles. His apron, bearing the name of the store, was a stained dishwater gray. “Been staring at it so long.”

Grace winced at the treatment of such a useful protection tool. Her skin contracted, twitched as though reacting to a brush of fingers across its surface. Goosebumps pimpled her arms and her scalp prickled with sweaty heat. She wondered how long the man had been watching her, and if it had been a lecherous leer or a will-she-steal glare.

Unsure which was worse, the urge to flee gripped her and Grace turned on her heel, then hurried toward the checkout, the man’s raucous laughter following her. On her way, she picked up another broom for the back door in case her mother decided to visit again. Of course, Grace was exactly the kind of person who would steal, but not from a dank cesspool of a place like Dozier’s. She’d stolen from WorldWide First, the largest bank in the Southeast. Her former employer.

All Grace had to do was wait for the day after the cash shipment arrived. Katrina, the new manager, was lazy when it came to security procedures. Although it had been an enormous gamble that the woman hadn’t gotten around to changing the locks or the combinations, Grace had been right. She’d spent six laborious weeks training Katrina and couldn’t understand why the bank had hired someone with such a lackadaisical approach. Grace hated her attitude, but bit her tongue to complete the task. Little did she know the woman would soon replace her.

Her district manager had been sympathetic, but unyielding. “She’s a sales magnet, Grace. She gets out there, brings in the dollars and that’s what shareholders want.” He’d met her eyes at least, when he’d given her the severance letter. “The days of sitting behind a desk waiting for business to come in are gone.”

“But I . . . I keep our current customers happy.”

“I know that.” He sighed, running a hand over his face. “It isn’t enough anymore. I’m sorry.”

While Grace wept, her mother had been angry, her skin lifting and falling in rage under her fitted dress. “I told you these people . . .” She slammed the kettle down on the stove. “You have to fight this.”

“Mama, I don’t want a fight.”

Grace twirled the cup of green tea in her hands. It was from a local shop, a first harvest from the only tea plantation left in the country, but she barely registered the grassy flavor. Months, perhaps years of litigation over a wrongful termination was the last thing she wanted. The bank had money to spare for that. She didn’t. Even the thought of the publicity made her want to shrink inside herself.

“Want me to ride him?”

Grace looked up, shocked. Her mother rarely spoke of her horses, those she rode like a ghost possessing a willing body. Once, during the times where myth and magic ruled, those rides had been to deliver messages, but now it was almost exclusively to feed. And to take revenge.

“Would you do that for me?” Grace wiped her tear-stained face with the back of her hand. “And it would be a her.”

“Doesn’t matter,” her mother replied, carelessly resting her palm against the hot stove burner as she reached up into a cabinet for her favorite orange pekoe blend. “And of course I would. You’re my daughter.”

Fewer and fewer people believed in the old ways of calling hags to ride their unfaithful partners into weakness and submission. There were enough requests to put food on the table, but in Grace’s late teens, meals had gone from fresh fish and roasted chicken to dried pasta or canned beans. So Grace had gotten a job at the bank. At first, she fumbled in her interactions with people, fighting to remember all the procedures and regulations, stumbling over her words. But as she grew used to the customers, her usual anxieties ebbed away, allowing her to feel confident outside of her home and her mother’s protection for the first time in memory.

Could she live with herself after having her mother drain an ex-rival? Not a complete drain, just enough to put Katrina out of commission for a while. The woman’s smug face flashed in her memory, a triumphant smile on her lips as Grace handed over her set of keys to the building and the combinations to the vault.

“Can I do it?” Grace asked.

Her mother’s eyebrows raised almost to her hairline. “You’re only half hag, baby. I don’t know that you could. It might—” She scratched her neck where it met her hairline. “Do you want to?”

Grace nodded.

“I suppose you could wear my skin . . .”

***

Outside Dozier’s, Grace breathed fresher air again. Her skin still jumped, and she rubbed her arms to calm the feeling it was trying to get away from her, pull itself from her bones and muscle. The bleached meat smell clung desperately to her nostrils, but she stopped to take a deep sniff of a nearby florist’s bouquet to clear it. Slowly with the introduction of more good scents—fresh roasted coffee, sugar-glazed donuts, breakfast grease—her stomach settled from the clenched tension of keeping her nausea at bay.

Instead of jogging home, she headed for a cafe, the only one empty at this time of morning. No wonder. It stood out in this run-down area, windows clean and polished, the sign unmarked as yet by graffiti. Prob-ably came with a gentrified price tag, as well.

Didn’t matter. She placed her hand on the door handle, the metal cool against her heated skin. She rarely splurged, not since the robbery, and she missed the feeling of sitting down at a table knowing you can buy anything you want. Choosing based on her tastes and not her wallet.

No one was here to see.

Even more, she missed her mother. Her laugh, her food, her stories about why she decided to leave her family in the marsh to live with a human man who wouldn’t live nearly as long as her. But Grace broke that mother-daughter bond the night she decided to keep Mama’s skin.

Hag skin had given her more power than she’d ever felt—she was stronger, her body able to change into anything she wanted. She wasn’t sad, fearful little Grace anymore. She was strong. Six months she’d been living alone in near poverty, each day going under the floorboards in her closet to look at the bundles of bills still bearing the WorldWide First straps, only taking from the stash in dire moments of need. It was unlikely, but having a glut of the money resurface some five states away might send signals to the police. Best to keep to the poorer neighborhoods where no one checked, no one cared.

And in a case right next to the money, was her mother’s skin.

A few times, she’d taken the skin out of the suitcase and wore it while she pranced naked in front of the mirror, the perfectly sculpted Katrina looking back at her. High cheekbones, small upturned breasts, narrow feet. After a while, it would get too tight, too heavy, and she’d have to take it off. But the fearlessness lasted.

Maybe she’d put it on when she got back to the apartment. It had been a while since she’d worn it. Maybe she’d wear it to Dozier’s and look for that seedy shop worker. She pushed away from the cafe door, her desire for the brew gone. Grace headed back to the apartment, her mind racing with thoughts of sipping a rich, sweet hormone in the cool evening air.

Unbidden, memories of the last time she’d seen her mother surfaced, burning hot, making her face feel like flames licked her flesh from the meat side.

“I can’t give it back, Mama. I’m sorry.” Grace kissed her mother’s fingertips, the creature’s bare knucklebones scraping her lips. “This won’t kill you, but it’ll be uncomfortable. I’m sorry. It’s so hard to be me. I’m not strong like you. I—”

Grace shook her head, empty of anything more to say. She pushed her mother’s body, bound in coil after coil of rope, out of the weathered rowboat and paddled back to shore.

Heat was a wall between Grace and comfort. Unable to sleep, Grace tossed on the sweat-damp sheets. Burning inside, she sat up, her mouth dry and tacky. Her T-shirt stuck to her twitching skin like dank mud.

Grace padded to the kitchen and stood in the door of the fridge gulping strawberry soda. The carbonation fizzled down her throat, bubbling away the thick coating in her mouth. She filled an empty jelly jar with coarse-grained salt, topped it up with sunflower oil.

She ran a lukewarm shower. The water drizzled over her, beading on her skin, and she scooped up handfuls of the salt-oil mixture and scrubbed away the nervous, sour sweat. She’d change her sheets too; that would help her get some much-needed rest.

Grace scrubbed herself roughly to relieve the rippling, shifting sands feeling of her own skin. Her pores were opening and closing, desperate for something she couldn’t provide. She ran her fingers across her scalp.

As she rubbed, she felt an indentation down the middle of her head she didn’t recall being there. A cry caught in her throat as a burst of fiery pain engulfed her scalp, worse than the chemical burn of a bad perm.

Don’t scratch, don’t scratch.

Grace let the water beat on her scalp to no avail. Her body was rippling, growing. Her skin was stretching, fissures opening on the surface of her skin. Stretching to accommodate . . . something.

More salt oil. A little relief. But the water was too much of a lubricant. She clambered out from under the spray and grabbed handfuls of scrub to grind into her twitching skin. Flakes of brown fell from her body and she screamed. But she couldn’t stop. The scratching felt so good.

So right.

Finally, she gave in. Dug her nails into her skin to rake across its surface.

Not enough.

Slipping on the water and oil on the tiled floor, Grace reached for the rough sponge again and ground it over her body. Her hair tangled in the fibers, but she yanked it free, the sensation of stretched follicles a pleasure-pain she’d never felt before. She slammed her back into the textured wallpaper, scraping against it, leaving blue-brown streaks of herself.

Vaguely, from far away, she heard a whisper in the next room.

Forty-four, forty-five, forty-six . . .

She wanted to respond, but the change was on her. This molting, shedding of humanity, and she couldn’t stop it.

Grace turned to the bathroom mirror, spattered with minute flecks of toothpaste. Her reflection stared back at her: a pied combination of brown and hag-blue skin. She shrieked as the blue skin pulled, tugged to be free of its former shell, itching where it met the brown. Grace yanked open the cabinet.

Grace grabbed her boar bristle hairbrush, dragged it along her scalp, relishing the welcome scrape. She keened as her hair came out at the root, along with ragged, mottled flesh on a muted pop.

That sound brought Grace’s mind back to the night of the robbery. Mama had hugged her, then parted her own hair down the middle with her fingertips. With a sharp tug, her scalp parted with that same soft pop, and she shrugged off the suit of flesh Grace had loved so much.

She helped Grace into her hide, pulling it up over her nude body like a stocking. The skin snapped tight, and with Mama’s help Grace shaped it with her will to become Katrina’s exact copy.

The skin found the locks on Katrina’s door no barrier. Grace walked the long hallway of her beachfront home, moonlight reflecting off the water and onto the numerous awards lining the walls. Katrina slept on top of the sheets, sprawled out on her back in the middle of the bed.

Grace’s anger rose, making the skin flare with a cold fire. Then she scented hormone—fatty, briny, lush—and her mouth watered.

She kissed the woman’s ankles, a moth wing brush of lips. At her knee, Grace lingered, deepening the kiss, flicking her tongue over the smooth skin. Katrina murmured, still in the arms of sleep, turned over on her side. Up the bed Grace moved, immobilizing the woman under her touch. Before Grace could move to her arms, Katrina woke.

Seeing her own face above her, shadowed with lines from the slats of Venetian blinds, Katrina opened her mouth to scream. Quickly, Grace pecked her on the throat and the sound died before it began. Katrina’s mouth worked, but no sound emerged.

Grace blew her a kiss.

The woman managed to get her hands between their bodies and pushed. Grace fell backward, overbalanced with the weight of the skin. Katrina tried to leap from the bed, but her body from the waist down wouldn’t move. She pulled herself up on her elbows, reached toward the phone on her bedside table.

Unable to change her voice, Grace stayed silent while she launched forward again, pulling at the woman’s arms. Katrina’s muscles bulged with the strain of holding her off while she scrabbled for the phone with her one free hand. Katrina’s nails scraped the bedside table, trying to drag salvation closer.

No more time. Her fingers were about to close over the phone. Grace knocked the hand holding her at arm’s length away and dropped face first onto the other woman’s chest, pressing her lips against her heart.

Katrina emitted a strangled gasp, then went still, her arms collapsing to the bed. Grace’s tongue, proboscis slim, slithered out. It pressed deep into the woman navel, pushing through to gain entry to her body. The holes in that tongue drew the hormones like a lodestone, filtering them from the blood. She gulped once, twice. Then yanked away, disgusted, the hag tongue coming free with an illicit squelch.

Grace felt the woman’s neck. Her pulse fluttered like a wild, trapped thing. No harm done. She was fine. Grace pushed herself up from the bed, then checked her Katrina reflection in the mirror. Not a hair out of place.

She entered the bank alone, the sky still purple with night. The vault timer had expired, and the lock clicked open while Grace as Katrina accessed the contents. She’d pulled out the card with the combinations on it in view of one of the cameras and filled two shopping bags with stacks of bills. She worked quickly, head down. Within eight minutes, it was done. Grace left the vault open but locked the door to the property when she left.

Her mother’s skin had made her feel invincible. The tough hide responded to the slightest command, forming around her body like a couture garment. And she hadn’t wanted to give it back.

Only now did she realize her mother hadn’t resisted. Or spoken. Grace had been so drunk of the power of the hag skin, of defeating her rival, of a successful theft that she’d been willing to do anything to keep this feeling. So much had been done to her. It was time she had a little power for herself.

Now Grace flailed naked in her one-bedroom apartment where the floorboards wouldn’t come clean and the stove was on its last leg, with a duffle bag full of money she was afraid to spend.

Her back hit the porcelain of the tub, and it felt cool on her new skin. She hissed, and slowly stood on unsteady feet. The water from the showerhead still spluttered, barely covering the whispered counting coming from the other room.

One oh two, one oh three . . .

Her skin contracted hard. Grace pulled sheets of it from her body, each piece a triumph.

Again, she rubbed her body with the loofah, snagging it against a damp piece of herself and pulling it free.

Too soon, she heard gentle footsteps, softer than plops of foamed milk into coffee. Her mother’s shadow fell across her, blocking out the dim light from the painted over bulbs. She tried to scramble up, to throw something, to scream. Her hands, slippery with oil and new skin, slid on the linoleum. Grace tried to crawl away, to hide, but where? She could see the broom she’d brought leaning up against the doorframe, each bristle counted.

“It was stupid to keep the skin in the shape of that damn woman.” Her mother’s voice was a reprimand, and Grace took it like the blow it was meant to be.

“If they’d found this, you woulda been in trouble.” She shook the suit of flesh in Grace’s face. “You don’t have the sense you were born with.”

She shook the skin again, flicking out the Katrina likeness to allow it to take on its original Alice in Wonderland shade of blue. Mama stepped into the skin like coveralls, slipping her arms inside one at a time, then pulling the smooth bald head over her muscle and bone face.

The skin roiled, becoming the round-cheeked TV mother angry at her kid’s lack of judgment. Mama reached over, knocking Grace’s feeble punch aside, and grabbed the back of her neck, holding it to get her nails under a piece of loose back skin. Grace gurgled as she worked her nails in, yanked it off with one rip.

“That’s the last of it, Gracie.”

Grace coiled her body into a ball.

“I didn’t think you’d turn, to be honest,” Mama said. “Hmph. Guess you never know.”

She lifted Grace and placed her in the bathtub, plugged the drain. Filled the tub with water, salt, a few drops of her own reddish-blue blood.

“Soak in there until you feel better. First change is always the hardest. It gets easier. No, no, don’t move.” She kissed her daughter’s temple and Grace slumped into the warm, blood-enriched water, smelling of dark oceans and sea life eating dead things. So familiar. So much like home.

“I’ll be here when you wake up, baby. Be in plenty of time if you want to get to that man in the store before it closes.”

Mama sat on the closed lid of the toilet, rifling through the shopping bag of crisp bills, counting softly. “And I’ll help you through this. You don’t even have to ask.” 


A BELLY FULL OF SPIDERS

MÁRIO COELHO

Alone in a dark basement, Davey’s learned to do much without his eyes. He can hear the groaning of a house that never settles. He can taste different flavors of humidity: rust, cloth, mold, sweat. When he sniffs, he knows what Mom and Dad are cooking upstairs. Baked potatoes, drizzled in olive oil and peppered with garlic. Sirloin steak, charred on the outside, bloody within.

Sirloin. Sir Loin, Lord Gone whispers in his mind, his voice like scratches. Sir Loin, knight of the rotund table. You don’t need a knight, Davey. You just follow what I say.

Davey looks up at the ceiling he can’t see. He misses the old dark, the one that preluded lucid dreaming. He doesn’t dream anymore. Lord Gone doesn’t let him. Davey just moves between a darkness that is still, and a darkness that is stirring.

What do you smell, Davey?

“Cheesecake,” Davey says. “Strawberry cheesecake. Mom made it.”

Cheesecake doesn’t have a smell. Are you sure you’re not dreaming?

“I’m not dreaming.” Davey touches his face, to make sure. His arm is like lead. Odd, how the lighter you become, the heavier you feel.

The chains rattle. Knotted wrists, skin calloused in places you wouldn’t expect callouses to grow. He’s opened a sore again. Smells the sick-sweet signs of infection.

Are you hungry?

Upstairs, wood screeching on wood. Dad just pulled his chair back to tell a joke. His guests laugh before the punchline. There’s three of them. Two are scared, one’s a child.

“Not for spiders,” Davey says.

There’s nothing else to eat.

Spiders. That’s all he has now. Spiders, and Lord Gone. Davey can’t really remember when Lord Gone first appeared, when it uncoiled itself from the corner like an empty scarecrow bloating to life. Davey’s never really seen it, either, just a hunchbacked shape and hints of many eyes.

But Lord Gone’s company. Lord Gone’s a friend. And Lord Gone lies, sometimes, but it’s for Davey’s good. It is lying now, when it says there is nothing else to eat. Mom and Dad bring Davey food on occasion, but Lord Gone says he shouldn’t eat anything but spiders.

Lord Gone stands in front of him. Davey doesn’t see it as much as he knows. He feels its breath, like air that’s gone stale.

Open your mouth.

“How do you catch them?”

I don’t. They come, as a favor.

“What’d you do for them?”

Fed them. It pauses. Listened as they talked, too. The world is different now. People keep trying to extinguish the dark. Lightbulbs, lamps, lampposts, headlights. Spiders don’t like the light. They’re running out of homes.

“And they let just let themselves die? So I don’t starve?”

Lord Gone pauses again. Davey knows it well enough by now. He knows it is pitying him, and his empty stomach goes cold with a bit of anger, a bit of shame.

So you starve just enough.

“Okay.” Davey opens his mouth.

The first spider is big, fat, squirming. Her legs flail in either excitement or regret, prickling the inside of Davey’s lips, tugging at his gums. Davey says “sorry” in his mind and bites down. Bitter, crunchy, more gooey than usual. A tinge of iron in this one.

He chews slowly. After all, he has all the time in the world. He doesn’t even keep track anymore. He can’t. How do you make a clock out of the dark? How do you count the different shades of nothing?

And now one to stay with you, Lord Gone says.

Davey sucks on his teeth and licks his lips thoroughly. It’s only polite, to clean up the pieces before the second spider goes in. He imagines they don’t want to see the remains of their friends.

Open wide.

The spider goes down in a glob of saliva. She’s smaller, but smaller ones are okay too. Davey hopes she’s comfy, there in the graveyard of his stomach, with all her brothers and sisters.

He envies her, in a way. Davey hasn’t had brothers or sisters in a while. Used to be they were frequent, when his parents were younger. A succession of them, coming down blindfolded and crying. Different faces looking the same in the dark. Different voices circling back to the same words.

After the first few days they’d open up, they’d talk about things that were normal to them. Going out to eat a burger. Being tucked in bed. Being read to. Being out in the yard, kicking balls, petting dogs, not talking to strangers. Missing someone.

Eventually, they’d ask questions, too. But Davey had been there for so long he stopped having answers for anything.

How old was he? He didn’t know. He wasn’t even sure he still knew how to count.

Where were his parents? Upstairs, of course. What a dumb question.

Who was he talking to?

They could never stand Mom and Dad for long. It always ended the same way, same sounds with different timbres. Crying, screaming, thumping. Silence. Hauled upstairs limp. Skin like dry mops on concrete.

“I hope the spider’s okay,” Davey says.

The air moves. Lord Gone has a hesitant hand on Davey’s shoulder. She is, it says. They all are. I can hear them purring.

There is no more laughter upstairs. There is just Mom and Dad doing their one-two knockout, as Davey once heard them call it. Dad barking away and slapping the table, Mom highlighting the pauses in his bullying with derisive comments. The guests’ voices echo with the flat timidity of saying sorry.

The kid is crying. Hands pulling fabric. Tugging on his dad’s pants?

Your wrists are infected. Don’t let them swell, Lord Gone says. It stinks. Like cheese. Maybe that’s the cheesecake you’re smelling.

“You said cheesecake doesn’t smell like anything,” Davey says.

But I don’t have a nose . . .When’s the last time you had it?

Davey isn’t even sure he’s ever had it. Mom brought him cake, once or twice. Davey liked it, everything tastes good when you’re starving. But afterward he always doubled over as much as the chains let him, puking or shitting himself.

Dad would then berate Mom, saying it takes a lot of conditioning to eat sugar like that. Poor creature never eats any, woman, you can’t just give him your shit fucking cake.

And Mom would berate back, and then either one or both— depending on who lost—would punish Davey each in their own way.

Davey, Lord Gone says, shudders. Its shape grows closer and bigger, like Davey’s a spider and it’s his turn to be swallowed down. The air feels thicker on Davey’s back. Means Lord Gone has its arms around him. Davey . . . Things can change, even in the dark.

A sting in Davey’s eyes. Something asleep that Lord Gone’s trying to wake up. Davey told it to stop, many times before. But Lord Gone said Davey had to get used to his eyes stinging. That light stings harder than hope.

It does, Lord Gone says. But you’re not alone. You have spiders inside you. They know how the light can hurt.

“The guests are leaving,” Davey says. “Mom and Dad will be here soon.”

Lord Gone’s shape fizzles. Its version of shuddering in irritation. If they give you anything, don’t eat it.

Light or no light, Davey’s eyes sting harder. “I’m really hungry,” he says.

Is he choking up?

Is he dreaming it?

I know, Davey. But you agreed. Chew one spider, swallow the other. No more. No less.

Rattling. Chains. “We don’t know if it’ll work . . .” He almost meant: I don’t know if I want it to work.

Things work, sometimes.

“But what if it doesn’t?”

Then you’ll still be here, same as you are now.

Davey nods, head heavy, filled with buzzing. Mom and Dad’s footsteps echo louder, hollow.

Dad’s voice floats over, muffled, “Fuckin’ junkies . . . Can’t count on them for anything, not even to be junkies.”

Mom’s voice is decades younger than her. A spoiled brat, Dad still calls her. “They’ll come around,” she says. “It’s happened before. First visit’s for their conscience—”

“—second’s for their fix,” Dad completes, impatient. “Yes, yes. But what if they tell?”

Mom’s laughter, broken crystal. It’s clearer, they’re getting closer. “They’ve got no one to tell.”

“Crackheads don’t need an audience. They’ll talk to the clouds on a clear day. Wrong person walks by, someone with enough suburban boredom pent up, and we get a bad visit from some good person.”

She stops walking. Dad stops, too. Davey hears him shift in irritation. He hates stopping. “Could be,” she says. “But did you see the kid?”

“Yes,” Dad grumbles. “Skinny bundle of trauma. Junkie spawn. Won’t last a week.”

“Davey lasted.”

“Lasting’s all he fuckin’ does,” Dad spits. “Dave’s old. His hair is more gray than black. And he’s dying. Doesn’t eat anymore.”

A slap. Davey tries to imagine Mom’s hand printed in red on Dad’s face, but he can’t picture red anymore, and he can’t picture hands either.

“Davey’s our son,” she seethes. “As much as any of the others. And he’s not old, that’s not why his hair is gray.”

A pause. Not a good one, like Lord Gone’s. A heavy one. Davey makes a popping sound with his lips, in time with Dad hurting Mom. He mimics her scream in silence, tilts his head like hers is hitting the wall.

Clang. Another slap, this time from her.

Pause. Lips smacking, clothes sliding off.

Pause. Whispers. Grunts and moans. A smell, both acrid and sweet.

Keys rattling. The door opens. Davey closes his eyes hard. To him, the dark outside the door is almost like light. He’s not ready yet. He doesn’t want Lord Gone to go.

I’ll be with the spiders, Lord Gone says. You won’t see me, but I’ll be here.

Then Lord Gone’s gone. And Mom and Dad come down, still smelling of each other. Davey remembers what red is like, again, when Dad shines something on him. He sees it through his eyelids in striated lines of pain.

“Trying to starve yourself?” Dad says. “Won’t work, Davey. We’ve seen that before. You’ll eat, in the end. You know how long it takes to starve someone?” Davey hears the tendon in Dad’s thumb crackle. He’s pointing it at something. “Your jug’s not empty, so you’ve been drinking the water. You haven’t spilled it. That’s how you’d do it if you’d really want to do it.” A scoff. He’s shaking his head. “Sammy stopped drinking. So did Jenny. This you’re doing? This is just a tantrum.”

Davey whimpers, turns his face away from the shine.

A very slight pop, Mom’s lips opening. She always leaves them like that for a tiny while, before she says something motherly. “You have to grow up someday, Davey.”

Her fingers worm into his hair. She massages his scalp, hushes the lullaby Davey sometimes hears playing upstairs, in her music box. Then her fingers slow down, stop, pull away. A shudder of disgust, tears grinding like gears.

“Why must you be filthy? Why can’t you be like her?” she says.

When they’re done with him, when Mom’s hugging him and wiping her tears on the grime on his neck, Dad mercifully turns off the flashlight. He places it on the floor, and then squats down and puts his hands on Davey’s shoulders, and says fatherly things.

Behind them, Lord Gone stands up.

Davey. It’s time.

In the dark, Mom and Dad pull back. “What was that?” Dad says.

Davey opens his mouth. The first spider leaps out, lands on Mom’s hair. She jumps, touches her hair.

Davey’s hands slip out of the chains, skeletal, hard with sores, slick with pus. He uses them to stretch his jaws wide open. He feels the spiders crawling up his throat, amassing on his tongue, jumping over his teeth.

Mom screams. Shakes and slaps her head.

“What the—” Dad starts, and goes for his flashlight, but Davey snatches it and scrambles to get away, skidding on sweat and piss, mut-tering “sorry” every time he squishes a spider.

Dad stalks after him, stomping in the dark.

Davey stops breathing. He stays very still, hoping Dad won’t see him, looking for Lord Gone.

Dad catches his wrist, fat fingers like forceps on bird bones. “You think you’re—”

Davey opens his mouth as wide as it goes, jaws crackling, and a stream of spiders pours out, lunging like fleas.

The flashlight in Davey’s hand comes alive. The white light sears his eyes. He drops the flashlight, barely sees it roll away to Dad’s feet. Barely sees Dad contorting in place, slapping about his body, skin writhing with spiders.

He’s on all fours, hears himself hack out more spiders and apologize to them, while Mom screams and chokes and Dad heaves and snarls, little spider legs between his teeth, and he makes a veiny fist and—

Davey’s body hits the floor like water. Dad stands over him. Places a foot on his neck, pushes down hard.

“Dog!” Dad says, and spits on him. “You’re not our Sophie. You’re just a fucking dog!”

Dad shines the flashlight on Davey’s face. Davey turns away, whim-pering. Dad leans in to put more weight on his neck.

In blurry detail, Davey notices a blade of grass on Dad’s shoe. A small piece of outside, a small mercy, as the burning white starts giving way to soothing black.

The pressure stops. Davey gasps for air.

“What was that?” Dad says, startled. He scans the basement with the flashlight. He wipes dead spiders from his face, leaves a dark smudge of hair and legs. “Did you see that?” he asks Mom. She doesn’t answer, just gags and coughs.

The light wavers. Dad shakes the flashlight like a bottle, muttering in frustration. The glass is cracked, the light blinks, flails.

And then Lord Gone is behind Dad, a slice of stretched up dark. It reaches over with a hand like bleeding ink. It looks at Davey.

Go, it says, and with a single finger it touches the flashlight, and snuffs out the light.

Mom thrashes on the ground, gagging on spiders. Dad is breathing hard. Davey hears his vertebrae crack. Means he’s looking over his shoulder, trying to see where Davey is.

And Davey is closer than Dad knows, close to the rattling of the keys. Trembling, silent fingers slipping into his pocket.

Then he’s out, running—stumbling—and Dad comes after him. Mom starts screaming again, angry this time.

But Davey knows where everything is. He doesn’t need to see the chair with the two front legs bent, leaning over the deflated camping tent. The toolbox filled with nails. The bags of children’s clothing. A half-burned cradle, a bundle of rolled up cables, old VCR tapes with dates and names of people in cursive. Davey doesn’t trip. He just walks up the stairs to the door, hearing Dad trip on the toolbox, stick himself up with nails.

Davey opens the door, and gets out.

He stops. His hand trembles on the handle.

“Lord Gone?” he says, softly. His Mom and Dad go quiet. He hears their heads turn.

Lord Gone stands in front of him in beautiful, solid darkness.

“Don’t leave me,” Davey says. Spiders run between his feet, out the door. “Don’t leave us.”

Lock the door, Davey. Don’t open it, whatever you hear. I’ll be with you soon. A pause, one of its silence like promises. I’m just going to have a talk with your parents.

Davy steps away, climbs up the stairs, many flights of stairs, blinking as he goes. He touches the wet walls with the tips of his fingers.

First floor up. He sees a bathtub half-filled with tepid water, bathed in the weak twilight of a lightbulb. Painful, but bearable. Canned food lines up the walls. Salmon, tuna, beans, a lot of beans.

Second floor up. LEDs buzzing to each other. There’s a tank with water and chemicals on the counter. Photographs hang from a clothesline. Children’s faces, hollow-cheeked and hollow-eyed. Davy remembers some of them.

Third floor up, the door is closed, painful yellow shimmering beneath like fire. Davey breathes in for courage. There are many smells here. Grass outside, lukewarm food in the kitchen, mopped floors and dusted carpets and air fresheners. He opens it to a hallway boiling with light.

He stumbles, knocks over a music box, calls out for Lord Gone. But he’s alone now, alone with the light. He’s emptied of spiders. He staggers around, drawing the curtains and closing the shutters. There are only two floors above the ground. The house is deeper than it is tall.

When it is dark enough, he goes to the kitchen. He ignores the steak on the table, he’d never eat living things without their permission. He unplugs the fridge to turn off its light and opens it and takes out the milk and combs the cupboards for cereal, finds a box with a little brown rabbit. He remembers liking those, long back in his anonymous past. Mom and Dad’s voices and faces were different then. They were kind people in a different house.

As he eats, he feels a vibration beneath his feet: Mom and Dad crying far below in the basement.

He pukes the cereal in the sink and goes up, to Mom and Dad’s room, and slides under the bed where it’s darker. Somewhere, a spider is skittering. Davey says hello to her. He says thank you.

When he wakes up, it’s night outside. He eats, doesn’t puke as much, and walks about looking for spiders to thank, hearing Mom and Dad’s muffled pleading. Someone is ringing the doorbell. Davey doesn’t open the door, and the day ends and he sleeps.

And he wakes up, eats, doesn’t puke this time, and walks about fol-lowed by spiders, and opens his mouth to them, but none come in.

It’s all right, they don’t have to anymore.

Mom and Dad are louder, and Davey eats a second time, this time. The doorbell rings again and again. Someone throws rocks at the windows. And Davey sleeps. 

And it goes on like that, and in the meanwhile, Davey finds books and, very slowly, he learns to read as he did once and uses the page numbers to relearn how to count. It’s the tenth day now. Mom and Dad can barely be heard anymore. He misses Lord Gone. So much it’s like he still has spiders inside him, biting him from within.

It’s the dark of dawn. Davey is about to go sleep when he hears a crash. Hinges bursting out of wood. He goes see what it is, and finds a man and a woman in the entrance hall. Mom? Dad?

No. They’re much thinner and younger. The man has a baseball bat in his hands, the woman is gripping his arm. The man raises the bat, then wavers, and says, “Jesus.”

The woman covers her mouth. “Oh my god.”

Davey knows their voices. The guests from the other day.

“Who—who are you?” the man says.

“I’m Davey.”

They pale.

“Davey?” the woman says. She grabs the man’s forearm and starts crying. “Just down the road? Oh my god.”

“Where are your parents?” the man asks Davey.

“In the basement. Talking to Lord Gone.”

“Talking to—” The man clears his throat and turns to the woman. “Wait here. I’ll go see if there are others.”

He disappears inside the house.

“Come with me, honey,” the woman says. She touches Davey’s hand. They both flinch.

“There’s too much light outside,” Davey says.

“It’s night,” the woman says. “You’ll be okay.”

“There are stars.”

The woman grabs his hand, doesn’t flinch this time—but Davey does—and she pulls him out the door, to a sky dotted in light. Lampposts bathe the street in fire. There’s pain, boiling wounds everywhere. Where do dark things live, in all this light? Where do spiders sleep?

The woman sits on the porch and has Davey sit too, and she starts asking questions. The same old questions. But Davey doesn’t know how old he is, doesn’t know who those people she’s talking about are supposed to be. And she starts crying again anyway, and tells Davey to stay where he is, and starts going from house to house, ringing doorbells.

Davey looks around at the spots where shadows take over light, but he doesn’t see Lord Gone. It’s been a long talk, he thinks. Mom and Dad must be so bored by now.

The woman returns, followed by people. So many people, lining the street in their pajamas, covering their mouths, calling other people on their phones. Some are crying.

The man called Carlos comes back, says something to his wife, shakes his head. Davey hears something about thirst and infection. He hears something about how “that could’ve been our son” and “it isn’t, we didn’t do it, and we’re clean now.”

And then more lights flood into the street, flashing blue, making noise, and people with guns pull Davey aside and others run inside the house. And sometime later a woman with dark circles under her eyes and bedroom hair starts asking questions, and two very old people push her aside and hug him and cry so hard Davey is afraid they’re hurting themselves.

They take him away, to a hospital, and a night goes by, then a police station, and a day goes by, then to a house with the old couple, and days go by, but Davey doesn’t want to answer their questions.

They let him go out, to the yard, with the dog and the blue sky he’s learning to bear, day by day, hunger a ghost, darkness a longing.

His eyes almost don’t sting, anymore. He has to put eyedrops on them and wear a patch sometimes. He has a room, with a bed, and he sleeps under it and he doesn’t puke now. And Lord Gone doesn’t come, when he calls. Nor do the spiders. Dark as things may be, how many times he may unscrew the lightbulbs or hang blankets over the curtains, Lord Gone doesn’t come. Not even when Davey goes down to the basement of this new house, which isn’t as deep, and isn’t as dark. Or when he slips out during the night and looks for other, darker basements, in crumbling houses with fungi stains on the walls.

The old couple have stopped asking questions. Now they just tell things, describe him dreams he’s had before. He dreams of them again, in new colors, when he’s alone with no Lord Gone and no spiders, in a room of his own that’s been kept the same, waiting for him. Or so he’s been told.

Word by word, he starts asking questions of his own. And he learns why phones don’t have buttons anymore, why everyone is always staring at them, staring straight at the light, never truly alone. And vans come and go and pour out screaming people with screaming microphones, and the dog barks back and the old couple sit on the couch, taking turns crying and touching each other’s faces.

But these things change too. Eventually the old couple don’t cry as much. And Davey stops flinching when they touch his hair. And they stop whispering that’s it’s so gray, as gray as theirs.

And then, one day, he’s down in that new basement, standing in pitch black comfort, and . . .

Davey.

A shape in the corner. Arms unrolling like paper, warm air flowing, pulling him to a hug.

“I thought you’d left me,” Davey says.

I’ll never leave you, Davey.

A pause.

But we won’t see each other as often.

“Why?”

There are other basements, Davey. Other children.

“But you’ll come visit?”

I will.

“And the spiders?”

I’ll find them a home, too. 


THE LONG WAY UP

ALIX E. HARROW

Ocean’s twelfth therapist isn’t fully licensed in the state of Maine.

Her office is an RV parked behind the Hannaford, from which she also sells crystals, blueberry jam, and sex. Her advice is erratic and mystic, largely unhelpful, but Ocean doesn’t mind. She doesn’t want to be helped.

A therapist is, in her estimation, a person you can pay by the hour to listen to you talk about your dead husband. Ocean exhausted all her other outlets six or seven months ago, when her mourning crossed the invisible river between tragic and annoying. Her friends and relations were frustrated by her aggressive sadness, her refusal to proceed along the stages of grief they’d read about online.

“At some point, you just have to let go,” her sister told her one day. Ocean told her sister to fuck off, which she did.

They make it three sessions before Ocean’s new therapist says the same thing. Ocean tells her to fuck off, too.

“Look, everybody’s lost somebody. And they get over it and they go on.” Her therapist is looking at her with what Ocean suspects is personal, rather than professional, disdain. “You think your man was so special?”

“No.”

Privately, Ocean does. She was raised by a pair of starry-eyed hippies and, while Ocean uses real soap and pays her taxes now, she’s never shaken her childhood faith in the grand and beautiful design of the cosmos—fate, fortune, luck, soulmates, et cetera. She believes that she and her husband were meant for one another, that their love was a species distinct from the small and ordinary love of small and ordinary people.

Which is why she finds it so intolerable, so fundamentally incorrect, that he would crash through the guardrail on Route 1 going eighty-five miles an hour. Sometimes she can’t decide which she misses more: her husband or her good luck.

Ocean’s therapist is shaking her head. “You’re going to be unhappy for a long time, hon.” As prophecies go, Ocean feels this one is pretty low-hanging fruit.

She checks the time, and her husband’s face glows up at her for a half second before the screen goes black again. Sixteen minutes left. “I’ve been thinking about this one time, back when we were both working at the truck stop. I was taking out the trash and Ethan was on his smoke break. There was this stray cat that used to come around—not a kitten or anything, one of those old, tough toms with oozy eyes and one ear. Most people threw stuff at him. But Ethan didn’t. He knelt down and fed that cat his whole breakfast burrito. Every bite.”

It wasn’t the moment Ocean fell in love with him—she’d been falling in love with him since his first shift, when his curls stuck out of his hairnet like the frilled antennae of a moth—but it was the moment she knew she was right to do so. “He wasn’t trying to impress me. He didn’t even know I was watching. He just did it because he was so—”

“I’m sure he was.” Her therapist sighs for a long time, watching Ocean with eyes like a pair of brass scales. She must come to some conclusion, because she leans closer across the chipped linoleum and asks, “What would you do, to get him back?”

“Anything,” Ocean answers, and it’s the truth.

She expects to be told that this is unhealthy—a word all eleven pre-vious therapists have used liberally—but her newest therapist merely pulls an oversized handbag into her lap and produces a yellowed business card from some inner pocket. She hands it to Ocean.

Ocean holds it in the striped gold light that comes through the RV blinds. Matte lettering spells The House of Sticks. There’s no website, no phone number.

“What’s this?”

“Take the dawn ferry. Show the operator this card and don’t forget to tip.” They still have nine minutes on the clock, but her therapist stands. Ocean tucks the card in her jacket pocket.

Her therapist follows Ocean down the RV steps and flips the sign from OPEN to CLOSED. She catches Ocean’s eye, almost by accident, and her face contorts with an unfamiliar expression. Pity, maybe. “It’s a long way down,” she says.

The ferry comes out of the mist like a Polaroid developing. A shadow, then a shape, then a flatboat big enough for three cars and an operator’s booth. Ocean watches it arrive with a pleasant feeling of purpose, a sense that she is finally correcting a cosmic mistake.

She drives up the ramp and puts the Corsica in park. No one boards behind her.

Halfway across the bay, she leaves her car and knocks on the booth window. “I’m supposed to show you this?” Ocean flattens the business card against the window, her wedding ring clacking hard against the glass.

The operator looks at the card. He grunts once. A coin tray slides out at Ocean’s elbow, and she fills it with wadded bills and loose change, everything she had left in the house. He sorts through it, returning the bills but keeping two silver quarters.

Ocean waits for further instruction, her reflection pale and uncertain, but none is forthcoming. She clears her throat. “So you’ll uh, wait for us? On the other side?”

The operator’s eyes—small and bloodshot, infinitely weary—settle on Ocean for the first time. After a very long pause, he nods, and Ocean understands that he does not expect to see her again.

There’s no address on the card, but half a mile from the pier Ocean finds a white saltbox with the words The House of Sticks printed on the mailbox. There’s a sign taped to the door listing hours of operation and requesting that packages be delivered to the back entrance. Ocean enters without knocking.

Inside she finds a small waiting area and a reception desk. The woman behind the desk passes Ocean a pen and clipboard without looking up from her phone.

Ocean had assumed her journey was an exceptional, and therefore solitary, event, but at least half the chairs in the waiting room are occupied. She squeezes between an exceedingly morose young man and an elderly woman. The morose young man slides his guitar case aside and heaves a theatrical sigh, as if he would like to be asked if he’s okay, so he could say he isn’t. Ocean concentrates on her paperwork.

There’s a lot of it: permissions and releases and consent forms, pho-tocopies of photocopies now so blurred they resemble grave rubbings more than typeface.

Ocean returns her clipboard and hovers at the reception desk. “Hi, excuse me, but I had a little trouble reading some of this. Can you explain how it works, exactly?”

The receptionist looks away from her phone with a sigh suggesting she is not paid enough for this sort of harassment. She licks her index finger and flips through the clipboard pages. “Looks like you’re getting the standard deal. You go down and find your"—she double-checks the first page—"husband, you bring him up, he stays. So long as you meet the conditions listed here.”

The receptionist turns the clipboard around and taps a brief, bulleted list. The conditions don’t strike Ocean as particularly challenging; she signs and dates the final page.

The receptionist presses a small silver button, and the door behind her clicks open. She’s already looking at her phone again.

Behind the door there is a set of stone steps. They look very old to Ocean, white stone, their middles slick and sagging beneath centuries of feet. There are handrails on either side, the brass made lustrous by thou-sands of hands, and beyond them there is nothing at all.

Ocean can’t see where the steps end.

Ocean experiences a moment of doubt. She imagines many of the people in the waiting room would turn back at this point. Their small and ordinary love would falter in the face of death, and they would give up. They would let go.

Ocean clenches her fist around her ring and takes the first step.

It’s a long way down.

In the first hour, Ocean’s hamstrings cramp. In the second hour, she thinks fondly of the water bottle she left in the car. By the fourth or fifth, she starts worrying about food. She can no longer see the door behind her by then, just an endless series of steps receding into the distance.

Every now and then she encounters other people on the stairs, some headed down, some on their way back up. Most of them are alone.

Her phone dies on the second or third day, and after that she loses track of how long she’s been walking. The only sign that time is still passing is that she’s getting hungrier and thirstier, but eventually even that fades, leaving her feeling insubstantial, almost transparent, a mere shade of herself.

Still, she doesn’t turn back. To turn back would be to render herself unexceptional, a regular person with a regular husband, both subject to the routine tragedies of the universe. It would mean that her first eleven therapists were probably right, and also that she would never again kiss the crow’s feet at the corners of her husband’s eyes. (This last occurs to her a little belatedly, as an afterthought, but she rearranges the list in her head so it ranks more highly.)

The stairs end abruptly and without fuss. Ocean finds herself standing in someone’s basement.

The walls are cinder block and the ceiling is spotted with mildew; the air smells like the damp earth beneath a stone. In the corner there are two people sitting on a plaid couch, not looking at one another. Neither of them is Ocean’s husband.

Ocean strides by them without saying anything and shoves through a metal door. The next room is a root cellar lined with jewel-toned Mason jars, where a middle-aged woman is singing softly to no one. After that comes a bomb shelter, then a cave, then a catacomb, every kind of dark home humans have ever built beneath the earth. Ocean is running now, scanning strangers’ faces before slamming into the next door.

Eventually she stumbles into a room that resembles the basement of her grandmother’s house, where her cousins used to gather on Thanks-giving to get high. There’s a twin bed and a boxy TV playing a Law & Order rerun. A man is watching the screen, the hollows of his face bathed in blue light, but his eyes aren’t following the characters.

Ocean makes a sound. The man looks away from the TV, and Ocean watches him turn to her in exaggerated slow motion.

Her husband is older than she remembers him, the crow’s feet deep and black beside his eyes. He always tanned easily, but now his skin has a clammy, translucent look, like the underside of a fish, and his hair has thinned. Ocean decides, easily and firmly, that he’s still the most hand-some man she’s ever seen in life or death.

He sees her, and he flinches—a tiny, involuntary contraction. Ocean lets the motion pass through her like a wrong note in a recital or a flubbed line in a play, an accident the audience must ignore for the sake of the show.

There’s something acid and vicious boiling in her stomach, but she knows her lines. She takes a single step forward. Her breath catches on the shape of his name.

"Ethan.”

A part of Ethan has been waiting for her to show up—he once listened to Ocean talk the cable company into forgiving three months of late fees and adding six channels, so he naturally assumed death would be a temporary impediment for her. But he isn’t prepared for the sight of her. All that heat and light, that furious intent, sewn into the skin of a fragile white woman in her early thirties.

He winces, and her afterimage glows on the backs of his eyelids. “Hi, Ocean.”

She says his name again, already running toward him.

He stands to meet her and she slams into his chest like a small comet. “I can’t believe it—Ethan, God, I missed you—” Ocean sobs into his shoulder, clutching at his shirt, her entire body shaking. Ethan holds her, running his thumb between the wings of her shoulder blades. The motion is mechanical, instinctive, like petting a cat.

She pulls away, but her palm finds his. Her grip is too tight. “Come on, I can get you out of here. Just follow me.” Her voice is low and urgent. Being loved by Ocean always felt like this, less a decision than a demand.

Ethan doesn’t feel much of anything these days, but he’s surprised by a surge of nostalgia, a wistful fondness for the way it felt to deserve all that imperious, overwhelming, infuriating, infinite love.

He disentangles his hand from hers as gently as he can. Ocean looks down at her empty palm like it’s one of those metal brain teasers, a thing that doesn’t make sense.

“Ocean,” he says. “I can’t go back up there. I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean?” Ethan doesn’t answer, so Ocean clarifies. “What the fuck do you mean?”

Ethan is looking at the thin carpeting. “Look, I know that’s not what you want to hear. I know you came all this way—”

“I walked into Hell for you.”

“I didn’t ask—”

“And now you’re telling me that you can’t walk out with me. For some reason.” That vicious thing in her stomach is rising, licking up her throat. She realizes, somewhat to her surprise, that it’s fury, and that it’s been there for a long time.

She chokes it down, drags an effortful smile across her face. “I don’t know what you’ve gone through, but it’s going to be okay now. You just have to trust me.”

Ethan is watching her with the same expression her therapist wore: pitying, a little guilty. “Ocean,” he says again. “You know it wasn’t—it wasn’t totally an accident, right?”

“What do you mean?” Ocean’s voice sounds tinny in her ears.

Ethan looks back at the carpet. “I mean that I sort of came here on purpose.”

Ocean thinks: okay.

Okay: so maybe Ocean did know that. Maybe she knew Ethan never went over the speed limit and had great reflexes. Maybe she knew he’d been distant for months beforehand, slipping away like water from her cupped hands. Maybe she’d been having dreams where she stood waist-deep in a cold river, and when she looked down she saw his face beneath the current, pale as a star.

But he didn’t leave any evidence behind—no note, no weapon. He’d left her the gift of doubt, and she didn’t know how grateful she was until he took it away.

The fury is rising sick and fast, like bile, but Ocean manages to lift one shoulder in a shrug. “Well, I came here on purpose, too. To save you.”

That gentle, pitying look. “Sweetheart, if you could have saved me, I wouldn’t be here.”

He reaches for her as if he’s going to tuck her hair behind her ear the way he used to, but the anger is filling her mouth now, pressing against her teeth. “Don’t touch me. Don’t—” She hates the wobble in her voice. “Fuck you, Ethan.”

She turns away from her husband. She slams through doors until she finds the root cellar again. She smashes jar after jar against the cinder-block, until the whole wall is gummy and oozing.

She returns a few hours or days later, Ethan isn’t sure which; he has trouble telling time down here. There are flecks of gooey color spattered on her clothes and small red cuts on her hands.

“Hi,” she says. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Ethan says, but it isn’t. After she left, he’d felt restless and hot, like a dead limb waking up. He couldn’t sleep or follow the conversations on the screen.

Ocean walks around the bed and stands between him and the TV with her arms crossed. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you. Can I try again?”

Ethan shrugs. Ocean tries again.

She takes a rational approach first. She lists the advantages of going up with her (soft-serve ice cream on the beach, yard sales, Sunday morning sex) versus the advantages of staying behind (none). She talks about mental health resources and recovery and the privilege of a second chance.

Next comes the emotional appeal. She tells him about the twelve therapists and the sister who isn’t speaking to her anymore. She tells him how lost she is, how sad. She tells him, again and again, how much she loves him.

Ethan doesn’t doubt it. Even now, numb and depressed and dead, he can feel her love like gravity, pinning him down. It used to feel good, but then some crucial structure inside him had cracked, and he could no longer bear the weight of it.

Eventually Ocean runs out of words, and Ethan says, “I’m sorry. I just can’t.”

“Why not?” He can tell she’s trying hard to sound understanding and sympathetic, but that she’s mostly just pissed.

“Because I can’t be . . . I’m not the person you need me to be, anymore.”

Ethan isn’t sure he ever was; Ocean decided early on that he was clever and good, special in some indefinable, intoxicating way, and he’d done his best to make it true. But her version of Ethan wouldn’t sneak to the bathroom at three in the morning to Google anhedonia and disassociation. He wouldn’t spend his days off drifting from room to room, feeling the hours pass in sudden sickening gulps. He would never leave her, because he would never need to.

Ocean is looking down at him with her jaw set. “Remember back when we first met? This one time, you were on your smoke break, and that stray came around. You didn’t know I was watching, but you—”

“God, Ocean, I knew you were watching, okay?” He’d been helplessly, painfully aware of her every movement back then, as if there were a golden thread stretched taut between them. He knew the sound of her breath and the scuff of her steps, the Dollar Store smell of her shampoo and the prickling heat of her gaze on the back of his neck.

Of course he knew she was watching that day; of course he’d fed the damn cat. By that point he’d have done anything at all to keep the stars in Ocean’s eyes.

That’s why he didn’t tell her when everything started going sour in his head, why didn’t call any hotlines or make any appointments. Instead he found himself driving too fast, closing his eyes on the state highway for brief stretches. When his tires finally left the asphalt, he felt nothing but relief, that he would no longer have to live with himself, and a faint sense of heroism, that Ocean wouldn’t either.

Except it didn’t work. Here he is, still stuck with himself, and there she is, watching him with those stupid, stubborn stars still flickering in her eyes.

He takes her hands in his. “Just go. Please.”

He feels her waver. A bitter sort of satisfaction fills him: he always knew she would leave once she saw how he really was.

But then her hands clutch hard around his. “If you’re not coming with me, then I’m staying with you.”

“Down here?” Ethan doesn’t mind it down here—he doesn’t mind anything, anymore—but Ocean always loved the sun. In winter she fol-lowed the light from window to window, like a cat, and on the first fine day of spring she always stayed out until the tops of her shoulders were hot pink.

Ethan tells himself it won’t last long. This is merely her third appeal—a grand gesture designed to guilt him into compliance—and when it fails, she’ll leave him alone.

He scoots over on the mattress. Ocean settles beside him.

If Ocean is honest with herself, which she rarely is, her decision to stay was more of a grand gesture than a sincere offer. She thought it would take a day or two, maybe a week, before Ethan’s essential goodness overcame his brain chemistry. He wouldn’t let her languish down here for long, surely.

But here she is, languishing. There are no clocks or calendars down here, but she feels time rushing past them in a ceaseless current, eroding her at some cellular level. They watch TV together, but there’s never anything good on. They talk, but not about anything important. They sleep, but they’re never tired.

Every time they wake up, Ocean asks Ethan if he’s ready to go yet. At first he makes apologies, tries to explain, but after a while he just shakes his head. Eventually he ignores the question altogether.

Ocean hates being ignored. It abrades her pride, suggests that perhaps she isn’t as important as she thinks she is.

She asks more and more often, unsure which of them she’s punishing, until finally Ethan cracks. “Tell me,” he sighs. “How would it work? What are the terms of this deal?”

Ocean tries not to look overeager. “It’s easy. You just follow me up the stairs. We can’t talk to each other or hold hands or anything, and I can’t look back, but that’s it.”

Ethan smiles, not pleasantly. “And you think you could do that?”

“Of course I could.”

“You could walk and walk, all that way, with no proof that I was still behind you.” His smile is ghastly now. “You wouldn’t doubt, wouldn’t want to check, just to make sure—”

“Of course not.” Ocean’s lips feel numb. She can feel tears rising for no reason. “I trust you.”

Ethan’s tone softens, that terrible smile fading. “No, you don’t, sweetheart. Not anymore.”

“No,” Ocean whispers. “I don’t.” It feels like a thread snapping between them. It feels like the truth.

“Good.” Ethan looks away from her, nodding at the wall with the tendons of his neck stretched tight. “Neither do I.”

Ocean thinks: okay.

She twists her wedding ring off her finger and sets it on the plastic top of the TV. Then she leaves, pushing through the door without looking back. She knows he won’t follow.

She keeps going until she’s standing in that first basement again, looking up that long staircase.

She’s crying hard now, but all she feels is a furious embarrassment. She thought she and Ethan had something unique, a special place in the grand and glittering design of the universe. But if that were true, how could he leave her all alone up there? And how could she leave him down here? Perhaps they were only ever ordinary, subject to all the ordinary tragedies of the world.

Ocean stands at the bottom of the stairs for a long time, feeling the threads between them snapping one by one.

But still: she can’t seem to take the first step. She just stands there with a silly montage playing in her head: Ethan’s sullen moods and sudden smiles, Ethan’s curls, Ethan’s fingers when he rolls a cigarette, certain and clever.

Apparently, a final thread remains between them, spun from some stubborn substance that persists after everything else—trust, hope, pride—is gone, refusing to let either of them go.

It does not occur to her that it might be nothing but ordinary, everyday love.

Ethan isn’t expecting his wife to come back this time, but she does. She slips through the door, face patchy pink, and walks to the TV. Ethan watches her with a dull pain between his ribs. She’s frowning, looking for something that isn’t there.

Ethan clears his throat and holds up his hand. Her ring is wedged around the first knuckle of his pinky. She smiles when she sees it, and the pain in Ethan’s chest sharpens.

Ocean steps between his knees and takes his hand in hers. She pries the ring off him and slides it back into the pale dip at the base of her finger.

She sits beside him without letting go of his hand, and they watch Wheel of Fortune until they fall asleep.

Ethan expects her to be gone when he wakes up, but she’s still there, and still there the next time.

She doesn’t fidget or sigh anymore. She doesn’t ask unanswerable questions—like why? or how could you?—with that acid betrayal in her voice. She doesn’t even ask if he’s ready to leave, anymore, but just sits beside him, her thigh pressing alongside his.

It fills Ethan with a restless, unsettled energy. He can’t sleep, so he talks sometimes. About nothing at first, and then about how it used to be, and how it became. She was never a good listener, but she listens now, holding his hand palm up and tracing his lifeline with her thumb.

Ethan starts taking long, aimless walks, more and more often. One day he returns to find Ocean sitting beside a stack of mold-spotted magazines. She’s tearing out the best pictures—baby orangutans, rock climbers dangling from slim ropes, sandy beaches with candy cane lighthouses—and taping them to the cinderblock walls.

She looks over her shoulder at him and shrugs. “I found them three rooms over, in a library basement.” She could never abide a bare white wall; their house had looked like an underfunded art museum.

Ethan stands looking at the magazine pages for a long time when she’s done. It’s a very Ocean thing to do: covering up an ugly truth with pretty lies. It used to seem miraculous to him, like spinning straw into gold, until he began to worry what she would do when the gold faded, and she finally saw the ugly truth of him.

But she sees him now, surely. And she hasn’t left yet.

It occurs to Ethan, looking at the pictures she hung on the wall, that she isn’t going to leave.

Ocean is asleep by the time Ethan climbs in bed. He slips his arm beneath her head, breathing carefully around the pain in his chest.

She rouses. “I decided it doesn’t matter, you know. Why you fed the cat.”

He breathes a laugh into her hair. “I only did it to impress a girl.”

Ocean burrows deeper into her half of the pillow. “Yeah, well, I don’t think the cat cared.”

Ethan laughs again, but he lies awake, turning the thought gingerly in his hands. It has a circular, seductive logic: because she believed he was a good man, he became one, and she became right.

He doubts Ocean believes it anymore—the stars in her eyes are dim, dead things, now—but she stayed anyway. She’ll stay forever, wasting away in this unchanging dark, not to prove a point or win an argument, not to fix him or guilt him, but just to be with him.

It strikes him as another ouroboros, even more simple and seductive than the first: because she loves him, he becomes worth loving.

He waits for her to wake up, feeling the pain spread from his chest to his limbs, a sweet and terrible ache.

Her eyes open, and he takes her hand. “I’m ready.”

Ocean is standing at the foot of the stairs again. This time, Ethan is standing beside her.

She says, after a while, “It’s a long way up.”

“Yeah.” He’s holding her hand very tightly.

“We don’t have to do this. I’ll stay with you.”

He smiles, lopsidedly, fondly. “That’s sort of why I’m going.”

Ocean swallows several times. “I won’t look back,” she whispers.

“I know,” Ethan whispers back, and she knows he’s lying. “I won’t stop.”

“I know,” she says, and she’s lying, too. She’s riddled with doubt and terror, choosing to trust him without any evidence at all. But that’s what trust is: a function of doubt, an act of faith.

Ocean meets Ethan’s eyes and sees love there. Not certainty, not even much confidence, but Ocean supposes that makes sense. If love isn’t preordained and perfect, if it isn’t written in the stars or divinely decided, then it’s just an act of trust, repeated. It’s an endless staircase climbed in the dark, the steps worn smooth by all the lovers who have climbed and fallen and climbed again, long before you.

It doesn’t seem like enough; she decides it is.

She lets go of her husband’s hand. She turns her back to him. She takes the first step up. 


DOUEN

SUZAN PALUMBO

I see Mama in de cemetery when dey put de white casket in de ground. She was crying so hard she was shaking like when grandma died and Tanty, Mama’s aunt, had to hug Mama up tight, tight, to keep Mama from falling down.

At grandma’s funeral, Tanty say, “Doux doux Shalini, yuh have to hold up yuhself. Yuh have yuh daughter Samantha to bring up. Yuh must be strong fuh she.” Mama wipe she own tears and stop crying den. But she smile was spoil. I try to come first in school and eat all de rice and provision I hate when she cook dem for dinner, but Mama say she heart was broken. Fuh true she eyes didn’t shine full happy like dey did before.

Dis time in de cemetery Tanty didn’t say anything because even she was bawlin’ like a cow with everybody else. Mama was de loudest. She voice was like a cutlass chopping straight through de noise. Daddy stand up stiff next to she and was silent, like a stone.

I know why nobody tell Mama to hold up sheself dis time. It was because it was me dead in de casket in de bottom of de hole. It was my funeral.

Except I wasn’t in de box.

I was standing behind one of de concrete headstone watching Mama and all meh aunties and uncles bawl. I cry too, because I didn’t remember how I get there and I didn’t want to be dead.

I remember I was playing in de yard. I run to get meh ball and den bam, something hit meh. Pain, pain so sharp in meh chest, like a knife when I breathe in. Mama was screaming but she voice did get farther and farther away.

Come back, Mama, I thought. Where yuh goin?

Den everything gone black and I wake up in dis dead people place by de sea. No more pain. No screaming. I put meh hand on meh chest to check what happen. I wasn’t wearing de pink frill dress Daddy buy meh for meh seventh birthday. I was naked from meh belly up, wearing a long grass skirt and a hat shape like a cone. I try to pull de hat off but it was stuck to meh head.

Meh whole body was wrong. From meh ankles, meh feet was twisted with meh toes pointing behind me. I sit on de grass and try to turn meh right foot around to face de correct way but it wouldn’t go straight. When I walk around de gravestones, meh heels went in front of me but meh feet look backwards.

Douen.

Tanty and meh cousins, Shivani and David and dem used to say dead children’s spirits, douens, have backwards foot. When I ask Mama if what dey did tell me was true, she say, “I can’t tell yuh dat, chile.”

I wanted to show Mama meh feet when I see she in front of meh grave and tell she douens was real and I was frighten. But no one could see meh and it had too many people around Mama saying she was going to be alright. Everything happen for a reason.

“Am I all right?” I ask. Meh voice came out as a whistle and I couldn’t stretch my mouth open. My backwards feet pull and I run to Daddy’s car in de parking lot and watch meh face in de tinted window. Ah sharp pain hit meh chest again because wen I look at meh face, meh mouth was a tiny hole de size of a black tamarind seed and I had no nose or eyes! Meh face was smooth like a mango skin. How could I see with no eyes? I had jumbie face. I scream but it come out as ah angry whistle on de wind.

“I sorry, Sam. It was ah accident,” Uncle Ram was saying by meh grave. He choked up crying and gon back to sit in he van alone after. Everybody else was watching de ground. Nobody talk for a long time and den Daddy hold Mama by she shoulders, turn she around and walk she to we car.

I didn’t know if I could follow dem. They didn’t call meh to come. They didn’t even look back fuh meh standing in de cemetery beside de hole. I was frozen where I was while I watch every car and van drive away.

Den it was quiet except for de sound of de shush, shush of de waves from de sea nearby. I liked when we whole family use to go to de beach. We used to play cricket and eat hot fry rice. Now de sound of de sea fill up meh ears and head like it was inside meh skull. I didn’t dare go near it. I didn’t trust meh backwards feet not to run on dey own. What if they walk me into de ocean and kept walking until I was covered?

Later, two man drive up in ah noisy backhoe so loud it drown out de ocean inside meh head. They start to fill up de hole I was suppose to be in with meh casket. All dat dirt woulda been dump on meh. I would have never climb outta dat.

They was almost finish filling up de hole but I didn’t want dem to leave. So when dey turn off de backhoe engine and get two shovel to smooth over de dirt on meh grave, I went and stand behind de man who look younger and didn’t have a beard.

“Excuse me, Mista,” I whistle. He shake up at meh voice like a cold breeze touch he.

“Ey boy.” He cross heself and say to de next man. “Let we hurry up and done here. I don’t like to stay by child grave.”

“What yuh think? She go come an haunt yuh?” De older man laugh.

“Yuh think I joking?” De young man suck he teeth. “Yuh go see.”

“Okay, okay. I want to done, too,” de older man say. He went back in de backhoe with he shovel an turn on de engine.

“Rest, chile,” de young man whisper to my grave with he eyes closed. Den he went in de machine next to de old man and dey drive away like Mama and Daddy.

I sit back on meh grave and cry. I cry so loud de whole cemetery fill up with a ringing whistle. People who was visiting other graves cover dey ears and run back to dey cars. I was sure Mama would hear me back home in de house and she would come and get me and hug meh up and give meh a sweet and sour prunes like she did when she used to collect me from school. Mama never ever use to let meh cry.

She didn’t come back.

Den, it start to get dark. I watch de sea swallow up de sun. De air change. It touch meh skin like a bunch of cold hands and fingers all over meh chest. I wanted meh white and pink bed and a cup of milk. I wanted to be inside. If douens was real, den de soucouyants and loop garous and jumbies dat come out at night to bite you and take yuh soul was true, too. I didn’t want to meet dat kind of jumbie. I stay awake and watch to make sure none come for meh.

In de middle of de night a lady drive up to de cemetery. She had long straight hair and was wearing a black dress dat reach she foot and a black veil dat covered she face. Tanty did explain after grandma funeral, that if yuh go to de cemetery at night yuh must walk through de front door of yuh own house backwards when yuh go back home or de ghost and dem go follow yuh inside. Dis lady didn’t look like she was scared of ghost at night following she inside she house.

When I get closer, she smelled like de sandalwood incense grandma used to light when she say she prayers. I creep up quiet beside de lady.

“I go kill dem fuh let yuh dead,” she whisper. “I did tell dem, doctor. I did tell dem. Yuh wasn’t well and dey insist, an insist I was crazy. I was, what dey say? Overprotective. De lady’s voice did shake like Mama’s at meh funeral but softer like de sound of slippers on de wood floor. “But I know someone give yuh bad eye. Dem curse yuh. Dat’s why yuh get sick.” De lady wipe she face. “Come back and see meh, Alyssa,” she say. She take out a bottle of liquid and pour it on the grave.

“Don’t be sad Aunty.” I whistle softly. She turn she head slowly and stare at meh in de dark.

“Yuh not Alyssa.”

“Yuh could hear me?” I jump back.

“Yes, Douen, I could hear yuh. What is yuh name?”

“Samantha.”

She nod. “Yuh see meh daughter, Alyssa round here? She was four. Smaller than you. So, so little she was.”

“No, Aunty. I get here today and nobody else here like me.” De lady’s shoulders drop.

“Do you miss yuh mama?” She was looking at me but her voice change like she was talking to a baby.

“Yes. I do. I want to go home. But meh Mama can’t see me like yuh.”

She rub she arms and shiver like de man in de backhoe earlier dat day.

“Where yuh family living? Yuh know dey address? I go drop yuh by dey yard so yuh wouldn’t be lonely.” I think for a minute, I go get to see Mama and nod meh head.

“Okay, let we go.” She touch she daughter’s grave stone. “Mommy love yuh plenty, Alyssa.”

De lady let me sit up front in the car next to she while she drive. I give she meh address. She say it wasn’t too far drive from where by she live. We didn’t talk but I could see tears wetting up she face. She car was full with little colorful crosses and charms on de dash and hanging from de mirror. I try to behave and be quiet, like I used to do for Mama but I had so many questions.

“How come you could see and hear meh and no one else can, Aunty?”

“When yuh is a chile, yuh can see everything,” she say. “An when people get big some of dem can still see spirits and energy but others lose dat forever.” I didn’t ask she anything else after dat because she face get hard like she was finish talking. When she turn de car onto de trace where meh house was, she stop and turn off de headlights.

“Yuh could walk de rest of de way? I don’t want to drive up in people yard and wake dem.”

“Yes, Aunty, I can walk. Thank you.”

“Good luck little, Douen. I sorry. I sorry, yuh never get a chance to live and grow up and experience life.”

I didn’t know what to say. So I tell she, “thank you,” again and watch she turn she car around and drive away. Den my backwards feet point meh toward de house. Just down de hill and around de turn and I would reach home.

When I reach de yard of we big old house on poles, Lenny meh dog start to bark hard at me. He rush up like he was going to bite me.

“Lenny, doux, doux, is me, Samantha, puppy!” I whistle and pat him on de head. Mama never let Lenny in de house but everybody know he was my best friend next to meh cousin Shivani. He calm down when he hear meh voice and lick meh face. I laugh because it tickle de same as before I died.

All de lights in de house was off except for de one in Mama and Daddy’s bedroom. I try to climb up the concrete steps into de gallery but a force stop meh and I bounce back on de ground and fall on my backside like when I get hit before I died. I try de back step and I capsize again. I couldn’t even stay under de house in de hammock Daddy hang up for meh.”

“Dey must be went inside de house backwards to keep meh out!” I say.

I sit under we plum tree in de yard, scared that a jumbie would come out of de cocoa bushes behind me. I cry that Mama didn’t want meh in de house like de dog. But Lenny come and cuddled up next to meh and I get nice and warm. I closed meh eyes and went to sleep.

De next morning Tanty come to de house early with Uncle Ram and Shivani. Shivani wasn’t at meh funeral. Today she had on a new blue dress and she bring a doll with she. Tanty say Shivani was de cutest right in front of meh one time. Mama tell me later she thought I was de cutest. I still like Shivani even though Tanty thought she was prettier than me. I wanted to wear a fancy blue dress too and not dis scratchy hat and grass skirt.

“Shivani!” I call. She head move like she hear me but she didn’t turn around. She follow Uncle Ram in de house.

People kept passing by de whole day. All we family and cousins carrying containers of food and den leaving with nothing. Twice, I hear Mama bawling from where I was under de plum tree. It hook into me and pull me toward de house but every time I put meh foot on de step I bounce back.

Dat’s when I see de dent on Uncle Ram blue van and remember how I died. I ran into de yard to get meh ball after Shivani threw it dey.

I didn’t even see de blue van. Mama tell meh not to run in de yard like dat. It was my fault I died. I went back to meh plum tree and sat in de shade and cry quiet so I didn’t scare anybody.

Daddy and Mama didn’t come out de house dat day. I wait and wait. Lenny sit with me de whole time and only went by de back step when Daddy call to give him he food.

Everybody get to talk to Mama, even Shivani. Everybody, except me.

Daddy start to go to work. He look even more serious den before. Tanty come by in de afternoons and stay with Mama. De whole time I sit in de same place watching Mama’s window wishing she would come to it and see meh. I wanted she to tell me a rhyme or a story like she used to when she brush meh hair. Would she know me if she see meh? She used to tell meh she would never ever let anything happen to meh.

De days were so lonely and long. I walk up and down de trace, scaring de cats and de neighbour’s goats. Other animals could see me just like Lenny.

A next neighbor, Mr. Max, come to quarrel with Daddy one afternoon about how Daddy didn’t cut de grass coming up de trace for a long time. He say de road look a mess. Daddy didn’t even yell back at he like I see before. He just say, “okay” and went to cut de grass.

De next night, I went to Mr. Max house and climb up de pomerac tree in he yard. He always used to brag about how he tree had de sweetest fruit. I went and bite each an every pomerac so dey all spoil and he would have none. Den I chased he two dogs round and round he house until dey barking wake everybody in he house up and he wife start screaming, “Call de police!”

I run back to we house to de plum tree and laugh and laugh. Lenny was happy, too and he lick meh face. Mama come to de window and move de curtains. She look out, almost like was looking right at meh, and then close de drapes fast. I close meh eyes and dream of she singing meh to sleep.

De next morning, Mama came down de front steps. She didn’t look like meh Mama. She was so thin and around she eyes was dark, like holes.

She clothes was hanging off she like she was a stick and she had some gray hair.

“Ma! Ma! It’s me!” I wave and whistle. She shake she head and get in she car and drive away fast. When she come back home she was wearing a red string tie around she wrist. She didn’t look at de tree where I was at all.

A week later, Uncle Ram come over with Shivani by themself.

“I want to play with Lenny, Daddy,” Shivani said to Uncle Ram while he was taking some bags out of de van.

“Okay, Shivani. Stay in de yard,” he say and went up de steps.

“Yes, Daddy.” Shivani wait until he was inside and walk straight up to meh.

“What you doing in Aunty Shalini yard?” she ask. “And why yuh dress like that? Don’t yuh have any proper clothes?”

“Shivani, is me! Samantha!” I say, happy she could see meh. But this time meh voice wasn’t a whistle. It come out exactly like Uncle Ram’s voice saying, “Shivani, Shivani, Shivani,” over and over. Where was meh voice? Meh whistle? I cover meh tiny mouth and back away from she. Yelling, “No! No! Go Away!” But again it come out as “Shivani, Shivani,” and she was following me. I couldn’t control meh backwards feet. Dey keep walking toward de cocoa bush leading Shivani away from de house.

Meh chest went hot and hard. Why Shivani couldn’t hear meh prop-erly? Shivani could talk to Mama and wear pretty dresses and was cute and I have to sit outside half naked under a tree when she father, Uncle Ram, hit meh with he car. I focus and call to Shivani louder backing up into the edge of de cocoa bushes. “Shivani, Shivani, Shivani!”

“Shivani! Where yuh goin, gyal?” Uncle Ram call from de top of de steps. Shivani stop and stare at meh.

“Nowhere, Daddy,” she say and run back to de house.

“Lucky,” I scream, scaring a cobeaux in a nearby tree. Shivani look back at me but Uncle Ran didn’t when they went inside de house. I sit down under meh plum tree and stare at Mama’s window, so vex I was shaking.

***

Dat evening Daddy come out de house carrying part of meh bed with Uncle Ram.

“Where all yuh taking meh bed?” I shout. I run up to de van and try to grab Daddy’s arm but he didn’t feel meh. “Stop! Don’t give it away. Don’t let Shivani have it.” Dey went back in and come out with more pieces. I stomp back to meh tree and hug up Lenny. It was dark and de back of dey truck was full of my things. Mama come out. She looked so pretty. Not so tired any more.

“I hope yuh like de bed set,” she say. Mama hug Shivani up tight, tight. I don’t know if I had a heart anymore but if so, it break. That hug was fuh me. Before she get in de back seat, Shivani look back at me. I give she de worst cut eye I could from under dis stupid hat. Den Mama turn around and went back inside.

“How could yuh give Shivani meh bed?” I ask before I cry all night.

Days later, Mama put on de black long sleeve dress she had on at meh funeral and get in she car. De air feel heavy and I get pull to de car. Before she start to drive away, I climb up on de trunk and sit down. I wasn’t scared of falling off. What could happen to meh? I was already dead!

De road she take went through de whole town. Pass de market and de chemist. She was going back to de cemetery. When she reach, she park de car and sit in it for a long, long time. I see she through de back window. She shoulders was shaking. Watching she made meh sad. I jump off de car and went to meh grave. It was different now. Grass did grow over de hole. Yuh would never know meh body should be under de ground.

“Hi!” a little voice say. A kid dressed like meh, with a hat and grass skirt but smaller was standing next to meh.

“You is Alyssa?” I ask she, touching she shoulder.

“How yuh know meh name?” she say, bouncing on one backwards foot.

“Yuh Mama help me get back home. She was looking fuh yuh. Where yuh was de night she come to look fuh yuh?”

“I doesn’t stay here during de night! It have a scary bad ol’ man jumbie with bright red eyes. If he see yuh, he take off de top of he head and ask yuh to touch he brain.”

“Fuh true? Den I was lucky yuh Mama bring meh back home!”

“I see all kinda weird people here. Is dat yuh mama coming now?” She point toward de car park. Mama was walking over to meh grave wringing she hands. When she was in front of it she sit down and put she hands flat on de grass. She didn’t move or say anything.

“I want to see my Mama, too,” Alyssa say.

“Eh. You could wait till she come back to see yuh here or yuh could get a ride with we back to town and look fuh she. She say all yuh living close by we.”

Alyssa clap. “I want to come with all yuh.” Mama look in we direction but shake she head and look away.

“Okay den. Go and sit on we car trunk,” I tell Alyssa. “Dis is de first time I get to sit with meh Mama since I dead.”

Alyssa run off on she heels toward de car. I sit right next to Mama. She wasn’t crying.

“Samantha,” she say in she nice soft voice she used to use when she wake meh up for school. “I hope yuh know I love yuh. So much. I go never be de same.” She stop like something catch in she throat. “I know yuh not at rest, baby. Me, too. But tings is going to start to change.” She wipe she face. “I want to tell yuh dat, so yuh know dat I love yuh.” Den she was quiet a long time. De whole time she talk it did feel like pieces inside meh chest was breaking apart. It wasn’t a sharp pain at all. It was a deep ache. Den she blow meh grave a kiss and stand up.

I follow she back to de car and sit next to Alyssa on de trunk. Alyssa put she arm around me. Dat was nice because I don’t know when was de last time somebody hug me up. When we reached de village, Alyssa say she have to jump off de trunk by de chemist.

“How yuh go find yuh Mama house if yuh don’t know yuh address?” I asked she before she jump off at de main junction.

“I go, go to de market and wait fuh she dey.”

“Okay den, bye!” I call as de car drive off fast and left little Alyssa behind in de dark.

***

People start to come less to de house. Mama would sit on de gallery steps everyday and talk on de phone to Tanty or she cousins. At first she voice was heavy, heavy, and she didn’t talk much but slowly, she start to talk more. She sound better and dat make me happy. One day, on de phone she laugh and it make meh jump. It was a quick bubbling thing that shake meh chest. I laugh with she and dat make Lenny start to howl and howl. Mama laugh at him howl and de sound fill up de air and fill meh up, too.

Mama’s clothes start to get tight. She face get rounder, same as she belly. One day Uncle Ram drop Tanty and Shivani by de house. Shivani was holding a balloon in she hand dat say Baby on it. Den all de aunties and cousins come. De aunties was laughing and talking and dancing to soca while de kids play with Lenny below de house.

“Lenny, puppy!” I call but he wouldn’t come. He was busy jumping with Shivani and David and de other cousins having fun. “Lenny!” I scream at him. All de kids look at me under de tree. Lenny didn’t move and Shivani grab he collar.

“No! No, Lenny. Don’t go by she. Dat is a jumbie!” De other little kids scream when she say jumbie and run up de gallery steps.

“Dat is a Douen. Look how it dress and look at it foot.” David pick up a stone and pelt it at meh. He miss and I laugh so hard all de kids had to cover dey ears. Den David throw another rock. Dis time it hit me right in de center of meh chest. It hurt meh. Not de same way like when I was alive but more inside like ah burn. Den de other cousins all start to throw rocks at meh, hitting meh everywhere and I had to run in de cocoa bush to hide.

“What happen all yuh?” I hear Tanty voice from meh hiding spot.

“It have a Douen, Tanty!” Shivani say. Everybody was quiet.

“All yuh come inside de house,” Tanty say. I stay in de bush with de bugs and lizard and worms until it reach night and everybody gone home.

“Lenny, Lenny puppy, come!” He come over and whimper and lick meh face. “Now yuh want meh, ent? Before when Shivani was dey, you didn’t want to come by meh.” Meh face get hot like ah flambeau. I stand up and whistle at Lenny to come. Den I lead Lenny into de bush. We walk and walk in de dark, deep, deep into de forest. I whistle and whistle and soon I could hear wild dogs barking so crisp and vex.

“Come, puppies, come,” I call as I climb up a tree. I look away when Lenny growl and de wild dogs tear him apart. I wasn’t so bad dat I could watch that.

Two days later, Daddy and Uncle Ram went in de bush to look for Lenny. I could hear dem call he all day. Shivani cry when dey come back and tell she Lenny was gone. I cry too because I shouldn’t have kill meh puppy.

Mama had de baby, meh brother. Daddy was happy. He smile and laugh when people come to visit. Shivani and David and all de little cousins came to see de baby. Dey name he Rajiv. Sometimes, Mama would put Rajiv in a basket on de gallery and talk and sing to he. I would listen and pretend she was singing to me but then she would take Rajiv inside and I’d be alone again with no one. Not even Lenny.

Soon, Rajiv was talking all kinda silly words and trying to walk. When Uncle Ram and Shivani or Tanty come over they did blow kisses and laugh at every noise he make. He was cute. Maybe he looked like me! But den Shivani start to call Rajiv “brother.”

One day on de gallery Mama said, “Dat’s right, he is yuh brother!” My chest went red hot and hard again. I wanted to drag Shivani into de bush by she hair but I couldn’t because she never came near de plum tree anymore.

I wasn’t going to get bigger. Nobody talk to meh and anyone who could see meh left meh or pelted meh with rocks like Shivani or David. Mama never let Rajiv come on de grass. Daddy was busy with work and now right in front of meh Shivani was calling Rajiv brother.

“He’s not yuh brother, yuh jackass!” I scream. Meh voice come out like de growl Lenny make before he died. Everyone look at de plum tree, even Rajiv and Mama. Mama scrunch up she face like she was going to cry.

“Let we go inside, everybody,” she say and she pick up Rajiv from de gallery.

De next day, a familiar car come up in de yard. It was Alyssa’s mother, de Aunty who brought me home from de cemetery. Aunty went inside de house. Alyssa slip out de car and come to sit with me under de tree. I put meh arm around she and stare at Mama’s window.

“How come all yuh come here?” I ask she.

“Yuh don’t know?” Alyssa say, picking up one of de almost yellow plums dat had fall off de tree. “Meh mother is de village obeah woman.”

“Fuh true?”

“Yeah.” She nod. “An yuh mother call she and say it have a bad spirit in de plum tree and ask meh mother to get rid of it!”

“Mama ask she to get rid of meh?” I held meh self back from screaming. Dis was worse den when Mama left meh at de cemetery. I hug up Alyssa so tight I would have crush she bones if she was alive. She didn’t complain. Den Alyssa’s mother come down de steps and walk up to us under de tree. In de daylight I could see she was pretty and had beautiful dark skin. All de air around she smell like sandalwood again.

“Little Douen,” she say. “Yuh mother ask meh to get rid of de bad spirit by dis tree. I don’t know all what she could see and hear but she say if it have anything to do with yuh, to put a protection spell to keep yuh from hurting yuh self and de other chil’ren.” She mouth turn down after she tell meh dat.

“What yuh go do Aunty?” I ask she, still hug up Alyssa.

“Is me who bring yuh here and I won’t do anything to hurt yuh. I go wok a spell so yuh can’t come in de yard at all. But I cannot control de bush and yuh could have free reign of dat.” She nod she head at meh.

I was quiet fuh a long time. Watching Mama with Shivani and de baby didn’t make meh happy but I didn’t want to never see Mama at all. Aunty wasn’t givin’ me a choice.

“Okay Aunty. I go, go an stay in de bush.”

Aunty nod. She bend over and kiss meh cheek and I almost start to cry. I squeeze Alyssa goodbye and walk backwards into de cocoa bush. I couldn’t see de house or Mama’s window any more. I cried so hard all de animals near me run away to hide. Aunty splash water around de yard and chant quietly. I hear she get in she car. I was so hot and vex I thought I would set de whole forest on fire.

How could Mama do dis? How she could forget meh? I bang my fist against a tree. But it wasn’t Mama’s fault. It was Shivani showing off that get meh upset on purpose and make Mama scared for she self and Rajiv.

“I go fix she,” I say out loud to de trees in de dark.

I wait patient until I hear Uncle Ram’s car one day.

“I could play in de yard, Daddy?” Stupid Shivani ask. I stay quiet until I was sure Uncle Ram was inside de house and I could hear Shivani bouncing ah ball. My old ball.

I whimper like Lenny, as loud as I could from de bush. De bouncing stop. Den, start again. I remember all de times I help Daddy feed Lenny. I whine so hard it echo in meh head and Shivani stop again.

“Lenny?” Shivani call. I answer she with Lenny’s excited yelp, yelp. A few minutes, later I had footsteps in de dead leaves at de edge of de bush. I did bark like Lenny when Shivani and meh used to throw a ball for he to fetch. “Len-ney?” Shivani call again.

Into de jungle farther, backing up over fallen trees and through branches, I whimper like Lenny hurt. I miss him. Poor puppy. It wasn’t he fault either, like Mama. It was Shivani. It was always Shivani. She make meh howl like Lenny was in pain again and again. Shivani start to run and crash through de trees.

“Lenny! Lenny! Where are you puppy?” She scream. She was scared. Good.

Howl.

She trip over de rocks and start to cry about bugs and tearing she dress.

Bark. Bark.

“Where are you? Lenny. You can’t be far!” She stop moving. “Where am I?” She ask, crying. I laugh and she scream loud because she hear me.

“Shivani?” Uncle Ram called. They’d come from de house to look for she.

I copy he voice. “Shivani!” I yell. “Shivani!” She footsteps pace back and forth. She wasn’t sure which direction to go. “Shivani!!” I call again and she move toward me. I start to back away toward de place where de wild dogs kill Lenny. I wouldn’t look away dis time. It should have been she instead of meh puppy.

“Samantha!”

Meh feet stop. “Samantha!” It was Mama’s voice. It hook into me like a scythe. Why she was out here? She must be looking for Shivani. She didn’t need meh anymore. I wanted to back away, but I couldn’t. She spoke and meh feet went toward she voice.

“Samantha,” she call like when she woke me in de morning for school; “Samantha,” she said like when she laugh at meh jokes; “Samantha,” she sang like when she put meh to bed when I was little; “Samantha,” she cry like de day she left meh at de cemetery. I couldn’t stop meh self from going to she. I pass Shivani scratch up and bloody, sitting on an old rotten tree. She get up and follow meh back de way I lead she toward de house. When she could see de yard, she run past meh out of de bush.

“Shivani!” I hear Uncle Ram say. He was choke up again, crying. Mama’s voice stop.

“Daddy!” Shivani sob.

I sit down and wish I never come back here because all dey want was Shivani and not me anymore. I belong with de dead not with meh living Mama. Dey would call de aunty to do something to meh again for sure. I stand up to go back deeper into de bush.

“Samantha?” I hear Mama again close to me. I turn around. She was standing there, in front of meh, tears on she face. De red string from she wrist was gone and I could see Alyssa’s mother, de Aunty, behind she.

“Dat’s she,” de Aunty say.

Mama come toward meh and put she hand on my cheek. She stared at meh tiny mouth and no eye face and smiled with she tears. She voice shook when she talk.

“I can see yuh now, Samatha, baby.” She hugged me up tight, tight. “There yuh is.” 


THE ERCILDOUN ACCORD

STEVE TOASE

Small Finds Nos. 034-082

A series of small metal coins, heavily worn through apparent use. Each coin is stamped on the reverse and obverse. Larger than standard coinage and heavier, with a golden appearance. During the preparation to remove the finds from site, the material was identified as: leaves (variously sycamore, elm, and ash), sheep’s wool, and bone dust.

—EXTRACT FROM SMALL FIND REPORT ExCAVATIONS IN THE LOWER KINGDOM OF THE SEVEN SILKEN GHOSTS

I pour the hot fat into the concentric circles and watch it settle against the stone. The winds across the moor are fresh, cooling the fat white and opaque. In the central hammerstone-chipped cup I pour the whiskey, the alcohol staying golden. For years we did not know what the cup and ring stones were used for until we found the Calkerdale Stone in a peat bog, offerings preserved by the lack of air and death.

The irony of using prehistory as a gateway to study prehistory does not escape me. I place my hand against the rock, feeling the grain shift beneath my touch. The surface softens and flexes against my weight and then I’m reaching through for another place.

For a few moments after I arrive my skin is gray and glittered with feldspar, then fades back to normal flesh. In this place I feel myself ageing as everything around me does not. I can feel myself rotting with life.

Ignoring the sensation of decay, I close my eyes and open them again to take in my surroundings. Above me the sun is always setting but never set. I breathe in the air of Faery and wonder if I will make it out this time or if something else will look out through my eyes. My hand goes to the hawthorn and linen thread hanging around my neck and I shudder despite myself.

The place where I’ve arrived is deserted. The agreement between the Choked Monarchs and our company does not allow me to approach the Royal Cities. Instead I am required to travel directly to the excavation site.

I look back toward the stone that stands behind me, but it has dis-solved like sugar in rain, leaving bones in the grass hollow. I wipe a smear of grease from my hands. My fingers smell of peat, though whether from the single malt or the bog where I traveled from I do not know.

We all have our ways of dealing with the journey into the Deathless Kingdom. I open my hipflask and take a sip as my way of coping.

I set up the tent, canvas soaked in oils for protection. As I unpack the flysheets and poles the area fills with the scent of cat urine and mold-spotted bread. Not for the first time I wish that some of the ancient folk stories were not true.

All my equipment is old. Plane tables and alidades. Vintage transit levels encased in sturdy varnished timber boxes. Wood and brass. No iron or electrics. That lesson was learned by the first archaeologists who made the journey across, their bones welded to their surveying devices by Faery’s allergy to iron.

After my shelter is ready, my next job is to mark out the trench for excavation. I don’t have many hours until my presence is noted, either by the stench of my mortality on the wind or the gossip of the Faery Court. I want to be set up before a delegation arrives so that I will not be distracted when forced to indulge in the tedious riddles that seem necessary for every interaction with the inhabitants of this twisted land.

Using wooden stakes I mark out a trench twenty meters long and two meters wide. Only once during the setting out do the ropes transform into adders. I look around for the source but cannot see any puckas or redcaps lurking at the treeline. Reminding myself the serpents are just a glamour I drive blackthorns into the snakes’ tails, watching the ropes shrug off their deceit. I continue with the measurements to make sure that the trench is straight.

The Thing of Blemished Claws is the first to visit the excavation, face decorated in tendons from a recent meal. I am still organizing the paper-work and I pay no attention to its approach. In the distance I hear other inhabitants, their steps only audible because they make that choice. I do not see them and focus on finishing my preparations.

In Faery, the Land is the Monarch and the Monarch is the Land. In Faery, there is no metaphor. Any division between the two is a delusion. When excavating in any of the kingdoms, as much care should be taken as if you were performing surgery. Appropriate offerings should be placed around the edge of the trench to anaesthetise the ground. Each spade cut is a scalpel blade going into the Monarch’s flesh. Each bucketful of soil carried away is a scar left on the Regal Torso. You will attract attention. You will be tested. You will have to account for yourself.

—DR. GWEN SEDBUSK, GUIDELINES FOR ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS IN OTHERWORLD LOCATIONS

The pyres of valerian and willow bark send up smoke plumes that hang in the air. There is no breeze to disperse them and they accumulate around me as I begin to strip back the turf, laying the grass-heavy tiles to one side. Beyond the fumes The Burning Children eat a picnic of toasted fear and boiled sorrow. They only observe me and do not attempt to interfere.

Directly below the root mat the subsoil is butterfly wings, fluttering as the overburden is lifted. I plan the layers, then shovel them away to get to the focus of my work, trying to ignore the spoil heap’s attempts to take flight. The graves are clear in the natural, not that anything in this place is natural.

There is no history in Faery. Not really. History would imply some kind of written record. The Faery Court can barely agree on what color the sky is, never mind reach a consensus on the past. For our records we class the prehistory of Faery as anything before Robert Kirk wrote his treatise on the place. It makes no difference. Time is fickle here. Everything is eternal and fleeting.

I begin to plan the features. Cutting across the site is a single ditch, backfilled with precious stones. Opals, rubies, and sapphires glitter in the ground, worthless in their abundance. I shovel them out of the way, drawing the plan and section, taking a sample of the fill, knowing it, in time, will turn to seeds or dust.

The ditch cuts three of the graves but several darken the bottom of the trench without any later disturbance. As I walk around the trench I avoid stepping on the grave fills. In the soil the shadows of those interred twitch and convulse. If I concentrate I can hear their voices turned hoarse by the dirt.

I decide to leave them in the ground one more day.

I do not sleep, the sound of the Faery Rade processing around the excavation disturbing my rest. I do not bother to look out. No one will be there. In the morning my tent is stitched up with nettle thread. It takes me several hours to cut my way out. Every time I sever the cord it whips back together.

Once I have countered the prank I sit outside and eat my breakfast. The Herald approaches as I finish, its still-living pennant stretched by roughly pierced brass eyelets, its screams and sobbing too loud in the silent landscape.

“I bring greetings from the Choked Monarchs of the Coruscate Palace, the Three Siblings of the Honeysuckle Matricide, the Victors of the Festering Wood. They compliment you on your scent and wish you moderate success in your pointless endeavors.”

I take a breath and put my cup to one side. “Please send my greetings in return, and my thanks for allowing us to undertake this important work to help foster better links between our two worlds.” The Herald laughs and the pennant squeals in agony. “They have no interest in any diplomacy between our worlds. They are only interested in the mild diversion of your presence. With luck you might become mortally wounded during your work so that they can suspend you at the moment of death and enjoy your perishment.”

“Will you thank their Majesties for their consideration? Of course, if I feel myself on the verge of expiring, I will call on the servants of the Court to preserve the moment in perpetuity for the delight of the occupants of the Charred Thrones.”

“Our skin-flayers and embalmers are at your disposal.” With a deep bow the Herald strides back across the meadow, kicking divots through the air with its pierced feet.

Once I am sure the Herald has left the area, I remove all the food it has concealed in my supplies, watching it turn to spores as I throw it to the dirt.

The second article of the Ercildoun Accord between the Nation States of the Waking World and the Choked Monarchs of the Lesser Tenebrous Court allows one (1) representative of Multivallate Archaeology to enter the profane territories and carry out targeted excavation in the Fields of the Tarnished Orchestra. The aim of the excavation is to allow for the recovery of remains lost in the territories of the Court during the recognized Prehistoric Period of that land(∞present), for the purpose of recovering human remains (number unspecified). The archaeologist may only excavate human remains predating first official recognized contact between the Waking World and the Perpetual Realms. Any deviation will be seen as a disparagement of the diplomatic relations between our worlds and treated accordingly.

— ARTICLE 2, ERCILDOUN ACCORD

The first grave is child-sized and I begin to chase the edge, scraping the fill back from the natural until the cut is clear and precise. From below the soil voices continue to taunt me. I consider plugging my ears against the tricks, but in this place I need all my senses, as fragile as they are.

Before I break for food, I reveal the first bones. They are narrow and corroded and for a moment I picture the chains of ancestry that led to the birth of this one person. I see their parents catching each other’s gaze across a bar or passing a word in the noise of a nightclub. I picture the scuffed bedclothes and the crib, and I feel the loss and grief like a cloud of ash.

Taking a break, I walk through the meadow to clear my head. The vegetable lambs mew as I brush against them, snapping at my clothes in their disturbance.

When I return to the trench the loose has been returned to the grave and I spend the next hour returning to my first point of progress.

The bones are the color of peat water, stained and accreted by time, but still recognizable in the stillness of death. With care I lift the soil from the skeleton, the bones fused where they should not be and articulated where no joint should occur. Yet despite the appearance, the glamour imposed on the remains, I know this person came from the same place as me. Would have walked the same streets, if they had not been cradle-snatched. If they had not been prised from their nursery. From their parents. I wonder if there is a body in a grave somewhere back in the waking world where the bones are returned to sticks as the glamour erodes. In the ground the remains whimper as if they have not been told they are dead. They smell of wet cardboard and sour cream. I clean the ribs off best I can and prepare to lift them.

In their plastic bags the bones look slight and diminished. What they represent, the humanity and the loss, is lessened by the process of my profession, but in this place, where the world changes on a whim, my procedures anchor me.

I sense the scrutiny of the Faery Court as I continue recording, labeling, and bagging the remains. Beside the body I find several artifacts: a baby’s rattle, a single golden coin, the remains of a soil-stained blanket. Until I return I have no way of knowing if they are genuine or legerdemain. I treat them as authentic and record them.

The Traveling Court arrives as I start work on the second burial. I only sense their presence by the scent of saltwater in the air and a shimmer of verdigris in the corner of my eye. After two hours they reveal themselves.

Two hundred and twenty-two creatures crowd the trench edge, all trying to observe the uncovering of the burial. I ignore them. Not inter-acting is the best way to not transgress and transgression is sport to the Choked Monarchs. When they communicate it is through the pucka, a creature of spit and branches that drives a flint knife into its mouth before speaking.

“How go your endeavors? The siblings are incredibly interested in your progress.” Moths tip from between its lips and it pulls them apart one by one.

“Slow and considered,” I say and continue with the excavation.

“And will you be remaining long?”

“As long as it takes to excavate all the remains and prepare them for travel.”

The burial I am currently uncovering is also accompanied by grave-goods. I find two bronze knives, a small bracelet of gold, and three glass beads. The pucka reaches down to grab one of the blades and I move it beyond reach. A grin splits the bark of its face wider, but the eldest of the Royal Siblings reaches out and digs razor nails into its scalp.

“We are not to interfere. We are not to disrupt your work. We do not agree with this situation. We have no choice. If we had, our conditions would have been far more punitive.”

The sibling pauses.

“Maybe we would have insisted on your intestines being on the outside of your torso, or your lungs filled with poppy seeds. Your tasks are boring and we have no interest.”

The residents of Faery place no value on artifacts, beyond their novelty. This means that the diligent researcher can build up a complex picture of the intrigues and interests of the rival factions through the archaeological record. By treading a fine line of etiquette and determination, there are many opportunities to build up a detailed picture of these complex societies.

—DR. GWEN SEDBUSK, GUIDELINES FOR ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS IN OTHERWORLD LOCATIONS

They leave and when they have gone, I take a moment to catch my breath. In the trench the remains climb out of the grave, disarticulate themselves, and I watch the separated arms crawl across the soil into the finds bags.

Tipping the bag out, I wait until the pucka has reassembled itself before grabbing it by the scruff of the neck. It tries to struggle free from my grip. Emptying my pocket I take out the silver coin soaked in vinegar and press it into the creature’s mouth. While I still hold tight, it folds in upon itself and scrawls scars on the air as it is returned to the Royal Court.

Once the trickster has left, the remains are still in the grave. Now that I am alone I can see the bones have been shattered and gilded. There is no way of knowing if the gilding is real, but I treat it as such. First I plan the grave, drawing each splinter of bone in its place, before gently prising it away from the dirt.

This body is silent, yet in its own way it still speaks to me. I hear the first time it awoke in the Hall of Salted Faces and saw the Court stare down at it like the curiosity they considered it to be. I saw the person they were, providing amusement for the Courtiers, until this land of artifice could no longer sustain them and they perished, the flesh stripped from their bones as a delicacy, their bones covered in rare metal as a novelty.

The invite arrives a few moments before my transportation. And I am caught in a Cornelian dilemma. Refuse and I offend the Monarchs. Accept and I break the conditions of the agreement for my presence in Faery. I read the notice again. It is written on the inside of a desiccated crow and it is hard to concentrate as the bird recites bad poetry. The carriage is decorated in spirals of lichen, marsh gas burning in place of any driver. There are no horses or oxen. The harness is snagged with grass and the pulped remains of still-bleating vegetable lambs. While I delay, I prise several free. They show no gratitude and bite my fingers raw.

I know I cannot obstruct much longer so I place the bird back in the carriage and bow to the driver.

“Please thank their honors for their consideration. As they may be aware, I am unable to approach the Royal Court due to the conditions of the agreement between their House and my organization. If they would like to inform me of another suitable location, I would be more than happy to attend on their whim.”

I struggle to make out any expression but the features are hard to see through the flames. He leaves, driving the horseless carriage through the long grass and I return to my work.

The Court arrives during the night, erupting from the soil fully formed, stretching through the birth caul of the land. I am in the middle of the Throne Room, my trench below the tiled floor. Courtiers dance around me, their gowns covered in carvings and pressed gold sheets. The walls of the hall are hidden behind cuckoo spit and wilting flowers. Several skin bags hang from hooks, their contents squirming in their containment. I do not look too closely.

The youngest sibling dismounts the dais, their vast hands obscured by clouds.

“You appear to be in the Throne Room, contrary to the agreement between your company and our Court. This tastes like . . .” They pause as slaked lime tumbles out of their mouth to scorch the Courtiers that surround them. They giggle in their agonies. “Yes, this tastes like trans-gression. A breaking of contract. You humans do like to transgress.”

I look around me. I am surrounded by the Amaranthine Guard. Their weapons are held aloft, the chipped stone blades naked. I stand and stretch out my hands.

“If your Lordships wanted to trick me into breaking our compact, surely there are less extravagant ways to humiliate someone as insignifi-cant to you as I.”

The laughter sounds like thorns against skin.

“Of course we do not manifest our desires this way, because of your value. We do it for our entertainment.”

Their hands grab me and they pin me to the ground. I can see all the human remains. All the catalogues abandoned. Forgotten. I wonder if others will come to find me.

First they strip me and tie a band of fox fur around my arm. They paint my skin with copper until I glisten in the lights of the Court. As the Guards prepare me the Courtiers crowd around like I am a new skit or ballad.

They feed me burnt bread stuffed with mistletoe. When I try to refuse, knowing the meal will anchor me to this land of lies, the pucka forces apart my jaw, then stitches my lips shut with embroidery thread. Then they kill me. First they walk across me, hoofs and talons breaking my ribs. They want me to sing. Want me to be their brazen bull, my agony exhaled for them. I refuse and stay silent. With my face to the ground, they loop sinew around my neck and tighten until I have no voice anymore, and then they shatter my skull, scooping out portions of what’s within to share amongst the most honored of the Court.

They leave me for three days and nights in the middle of the Throne Room as they indulge in their masquerades and intrigues. On the fourth day they strap me to a stretcher and drag me through the fields to the peat bog.

Between the reeds and sphagnum moss they drop me into the water and leave me for the land to preserve. For my bones to soften to paste and my skin to harden to leather. I do not know if they will return or even if they will remember I am in the water, never rotting, never dying. In their trap I have become archaeology. Lying below the surface of peat, waiting for time and dirt to compress me to soil. 


SHARP THINGS,
KILLING THINGS

A. C. WISE

The First Billboard

We saw the first billboard while driving along Lake Road. We’d driven the road a hundred times before, because it was the only road out of town that went anywhere worth going, and there was fuck-all to do in town except get drunk, get stoned, and get in trouble.

Lake Road let us go ice fishing in the winter. Lake Road let us go camping in the summer. Lake Road let us drive and pretend like we would keep going, like one day we would get out for good. Yesterday we’d taken the road to the old factory at the edge of town to throw bricks at the scraps of remaining glass, so we knew the billboard hadn’t been there then. It hadn’t been there until the moment we drove by, flashing in our peripheral vision, as if it had grown up overnight against the trees.

“What the fuck?” Josh said.

Trey was already stomping on the brake and none of us had to ask what “what the fuck” Josh meant, because we all knew the billboard felt wrong.

The car idled in the northbound lane, but there were so few people in the town that no one would come along to rear end us while we sat there and breathed.

We were scared, but none of us said it aloud, because you don’t say that kind of thing when you’re out with your boys. Unless you want to get your ass beat, you never admit being afraid out loud.

Trey slowly turned the car around. Tires crunched the gravel along the shoulder as the car dipped briefly off the road. Then we were pointed right at the sign, headlights washing the poles holding it aloft, staring.

Any Way You Slice It, Our Blades Are the Best!
A Cut So Clean, You Won’t Feel a Thing.
Winston Blades.

The words in bright white against true black took up most of the billboard. In the left-hand corner, like an afterthought, was a picture. It looked like the photographs we messed around with in the darkroom at school when we were supposed to be getting easy credits for a class that didn’t ask us to do fuck-all except wander through town with the cameras we checked out of the school lab, taking pictures of trees and broken-down cars and artsy doors and shit. It could have been a picture any of us might have taken and left to overexpose, hazy and half-hidden, the subject fighting to emerge.

A sink, but not all of it. An old-fashioned razor with its straight blade left halfway open or halfway closed, we couldn’t tell. There wasn’t anything as overt as an ominous blood splatter staining the porcelain, and that made it worse.

“Why would someone put that there?” Ryan asked, and we all looked around, expecting one of the others to answer.

It made us think of those signs that had started springing up around town a few months ago, with words like You Matter, and You Are Enough, and You Are Loved, that we all knew were bullshit, because nobody in town really cared. They were in our yards too, so we knew them well. The billboard even had the same kind of number you could text, crammed way down in the corner, which we didn’t even notice until Trey pointed.

“You think we should?”

“Don’t be stupid, man.” Ryan cuffed Trey on the back of the head. “You know those things are just a scam.”

“What the fuck are you talking about? What scam?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a scam.”

Ryan couldn’t explain, but it was enough to break the tension and pull us out from the terrible thing hanging over us like a storm, so we could go back to calling each other assholes and passing a joint around.

Three days after that, the first suicide occurred.

The Day After the First Billboard

We were all lying around Trey’s basement, stoned, because what else was there to do, sipping beers someone’s older brother bought for us.

“We should drive out to the old factory,” Devon said.

“Why?” Trey said, because he was the one with the car and he didn’t want to get his ass up off the ground. “We were just there.”

“Something to do,” Josh said. “I’m sick of fucking nothing happening.”

“I can get us more weed on the way,” someone else said, and we all sat up and looked around. “I got the hook-up for some really good stuff.”

The guy in the corner grinned, and we all realized we’d forgotten he was there. And we all wondered who had invited him and tried to remember his name.

We knew him, of course we did. He was the new guy, and one of us must have said “Hey, why don’t you come and hang out with us later?” because we all had classes with him, even if none of us were sure exactly which ones. Our town was the kind that once you were there, it was like you’d never been anywhere else. So if we really thought about it, we could remember playing Little League with him, water-gun fights when we were ten, and that time one of us dared him to jump off the library steps on a skateboard and he broke his arm.

His eyes were kind of half-closed, and he did this thing with his head to flick his hair out of them. The part of the basement where he was sitting had the most shadows, so his teeth looked extra white in the dark.

“All right. Fuck it, let’s go,” Trey said and slapped his hands on his thighs as he stood.

The guy in the corner unfolded from the beanbag chair and we all trooped up the stairs. Because he was the one with the hook-up to the good weed, we let the new guy sit in front so he could give directions while the rest of us crowded into the back.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Trey punched the steering wheel and passed the joint back over his shoulder, and we realized we must have already stopped and picked up the weed while we were all trying to figure out exactly how well we knew the new guy and for how long.

Trey pulled into the lot in front of the old factory—dust and scrub grass, broken bottles and used condoms. The chain link fence had fallen down long ago, and no one bothered to put it up again, because there was nothing left worth protecting. Our older brothers and our fathers and maybe even our grandfathers had come here before us to throw bricks and bust out windows, but somehow, there always seemed to be one last bit of glass to shatter.

“Bullseye!” Devon shouted as a brick arced perfectly and smashed through a window like a tooth regrown. We were all amazed he could throw so straight as high as he was.

“You know what they used to make here?” the new guy said, his hands in his pockets, his chin tilted slightly upward.

“Razor blades,” he said. “The old-fashioned kind. They used to make guns too, and needles for sewing machines, and mirrors, and all kinds of things.”

He rocked back and forth from his heels to his toes, and none of us asked how he knew all this stuff or why he thought we’d care.

“They tried to go into mass production during the war, but they couldn’t figure out how to scale, so the factory shut down. The owner killed himself and the factory fell into ruin.”

In the moonlight, a faint W stood out against the brick, followed by an I and an N, the ghost of letters that we could just now read as WINSTON.

“Shit, wasn’t that—” Ryan said, uneasy, but the new guy cut him off, still delivering his history lesson.

“They used to run these billboard ads, like Burma Shave on Route 66 back in the day.”

His grin was a razor cut, the two halves of his face not quite fitting together. We all tried to remember if he’d been in the car with us yesterday, if he’d seen the sign and was trying to fuck with us now.

“This place is haunted, you know,” he said, and his voice went soft, whispering a secret, so close we could all feel his breath right up against our ears. “When my brother killed himself, he did it with a razor that he found in the rubble. It looked brand-new, even though the factory had been shut down for years, like someone had left it there just for him.”

“What the shit?” Devon swatted at the air near his ear, like he’d caught a mosquito buzzing.

We all looked where the new guy pointed with a tilt of his head and for just a moment, we did see someone standing there where two crumbled sections of brick that once had been walls met. Something gleamed in his hand and it could have been a razor blade or just a piece of broken glass. Then the moon went behind a cloud and when it came back, there was nothing there at all.

“What did you say?” Ryan asked, but the new guy shrugged apolo-getically like he wasn’t sure what any of us had heard, but he hadn’t said anything at all.

Three Days After the First Billboard

The guy who killed himself was named Steve. Some of us knew him from AP Bio; some of us knew him from track. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would kill himself. He seemed happy. College recruiters had already been around, watching him run. He got good grades, so he could probably have gotten a scholarship even if the track coaches didn’t want him. He had a girlfriend named Amber who we’d all fantasized about losing our virginity to. His family owned the one good restaurant in town. He was the one we were all sure would make it out one day.

We heard he walked out onto the train tracks. We heard—though how could anyone know unless they were there and watched and did nothing to stop him—that Steve stood in the middle of the tracks waiting for a train to come, waiting for the light at the front of the train to burn into him and erase him. And when that didn’t happen, he took his dad’s handgun, put it under his chin, and shot himself.

But we didn’t really know, because we didn’t see it happen. Like we didn’t see the bruises and how hard Steve pushed himself, how sometimes his hands wouldn’t stop shaking, how maybe it wasn’t just one thing but a thousand little things piling up until it all got to be too much.

We told ourselves that it was a fluke. Maybe even an accident. It couldn’t have really happened that way, because Steve was the one who was supposed to get out, and if he couldn’t, then what hope did any of the rest of us have? And we tried not to think about it.

We were almost successful. Until the second billboard appeared.

The Second Billboard

The second billboard showed up on Lake Road too, but on the other side of town. There wasn’t much southbound, no camping or ice fishing, but if you drove far enough you might eventually find a highway, though none of us had the patience to figure out how far we’d have to go. Our town is like a black hole. It exerts a pull and time slows down on the edges. Even as you’re falling backward you think you can still get out, until you realize you’ve been going nowhere your whole life and it’s always been too late.

Trey was running the heater full blast for some reason, but the new guy had his window down, so we were sweating and freezing at the same time.

“Shit,” Devon said. “There it is.”

Like we’d been out specifically looking for another billboard, like we’d already known.

The lower half of some guy’s face ghosted out of the billboard’s darkness. His nose down to his chin, but the only thing in focus was his mouth. He had very full lips, sewn shut with black thread so thick it almost looked like wool.

Loose Lips Sink Ships!
Sew Up Your Secrets with Winston Needles.
They’re the Sharpest.

“Fuck me,” Ryan said.

“Do you think . . .” But none of us could finish or give voice to the rest of that question.

Then the new guy started telling a story, his voice all low-like, so at first, we couldn’t be sure we were really hearing him. He spoke directly inside our skulls and by the time we realized it, it was too late. We couldn’t tell him to shut up or fuck off; we had to sit there and listen.

“When my brother killed himself,” he said, “he stitched his mouth closed. He took a big needle and pushed it right through his skin. He had to keep wiping the blood away, but he kept going until his mouth was sealed, then he climbed into the bathtub with a straight razor blade.”

We listened, even though we didn’t want to, and somewhere deep down we were all afraid this was a story we already knew. It ticked in the back of our minds, a terrible thing we’d tried to forget. The new guy excavated it and held it up to the light while our breath filled the car, steaming in the dark like ghosts.

“His blood ran down the drain and the razor fell on the floor and I found him the next morning with his mouth stitched shut and his wrists cut open. And I know who to blame.”

Two Days After the Second Billboard

“I did it,” Trey said, his eyes glassy, not just high, but really fucking high, his breath shallow and fast like he’d run a two-minute mile. “I texted the number after we got home.”

He held out his phone. His hand shook. None of us wanted to look at his screen.

“Why the fuck would you do that?” Josh tried to slap Trey’s phone away, but he kept holding it out into the circle of us, tilting the screen so we would have to see.

We watched fingers push a needle through skin, dragging dark thread and stitching a pair of lips closed.

“What the fuck?” Ryan said.

“I tried to delete it,” Trey said, “but it won’t go away.”

The video ended and started again without any of us touching the phone. It could have been a special effect, some movie makeup bullshit, except it looked really fucking real. And we knew, we all knew, whose lips those were, and that as the new guy said without saying, we were all to blame.

A Week After the Second Billboard

The girl who killed herself was a cheerleader. She hanged herself from her bedroom ceiling fan. And we all thought, stupidly, because it was the least important thing in the world right then when we heard, how it was hanged, not hung, because our English teacher, Mr. Melton, had made a big deal of it earlier in the year. An active word, not a passive word. Hanged, like it was emphasizing that this was a thing she chose.

We all knew her from football games, when we’d show up high and scream like we cared about the score, but really we were there to make fun of the kids who painted their faces half white and half red and went to spirit rallies and tried so hard to belong to something, to fit in.

Her name was Christy, and we’d all heard the rumor that she’d been pregnant in junior year, but that she’d lost the baby. She was pretty, and we’d fantasized about her like we’d fantasized about Amber, but that never stopped us from writing shit about her on the bathroom walls.

The third person to kill himself was a teacher, and that really caught us off guard. Mr. Henry taught physics to freshmen and had a mustache and wore pullover sweaters even in the summer with the sleeves rolled down all the way. Sometimes in class he would read aloud from a book of poetry, like he wished he was our English teacher instead, and he liked to keep all the windows open in the spring. He drove a Volkswagen and one year some guys carved the word faggot into his driver’s side door and he had to pay a lot of money to get rid of it, but he didn’t press charges even though everyone knew who the boys were.

After Mr. Henry, we started sleeping with the lights on.

We waited for the next billboard to come.

And then Ryan showed us the text he’d gotten on his phone even though he’d never contacted the number from the billboard the way Trey had. A hand reached for a razor blade, lifting it to press against skin, but the video always stopped and started over again before it could draw blood.

We spent every day after school in Trey’s basement, in Devon’s base-ment, in Ryan’s basement, getting high even though we were already paranoid. None of us ever invited the new guy, but he was always there.

We told ourselves there was safety in numbers, but the truth is, we were scared to be alone.

A Week and a Half After the Second Billboard

Ryan wasn’t there at the beginning of track practice though we could all swear he’d been right behind us a moment ago. Coach Miller had us running laps, and the next time we passed the bleachers, we cut off and jogged back to the locker room, cold despite the sweat sticking our shirts to our skin. We found Ryan in the shower, sitting in the smell of bleach and mildew, his back against the wall, his knees up under his chin.

“I got another one,” he said. “And I don’t know. I don’t know.”

He held his phone out, and we all looked, even though we didn’t want to. We watched a pair of hands we knew belonged to Christy twisting a bedsheet around and around. We wanted the camera to show her face so we could see if she looked afraid or calm, if she was crying, or she was just relieved it would finally end. It never did though. The shadow of the ceiling fan passed over her again and again.

Ryan buried his face, muffling his words.

“I don’t know if I can. Much longer. I don’t know.”

We wondered if he’d been in love with Christy, but we didn’t ask him. We wondered if he’d filled secret notebooks with poetry he’d never shown her. He always wrote the nastiest stuff about her on the bathroom wall, because that’s what we did to make ourselves feel better. If we were heartless, we could never have our hearts broken. If we were cruel, we were safe from any kind of pain.

Three Weeks After the Third Billboard

“We should go camping,” Trey said. “I’m serious. I don’t care if . . . I have to get out of this fucking town, or I’m going to lose it. If I have to stay here another night I might . . . ”

He swallowed the rest of the words, but we all exchanged glances, knowing what he’d been about to say. Could he bring the sickness into our midst by speaking it out loud?

“I’m serious,” he said, and looked at all of us to see who would back him up.

Then we heard, though we weren’t sure exactly who told us—maybe the new guy—that the old lady down the street had killed herself. We were pretty sure all our moms knew her and that she used to babysit us when we were small. She took too many pills, all of them, and knowing that was like the storm breaking over us that we’d all been waiting for. We said, yeah, fuck it, let’s go, because we knew it didn’t matter. We weren’t safe. It would find us anywhere.

There was no billboard on Lake Road on the way to the campsite. We were looking for one, waiting for it to pounce from the trees and tear our throats out. Instead, it paced us, unseen. Flickering between the trunks, hiding words we couldn’t read, a ghost for each of us, like we’d packed it on purpose along with our socks and our sleeping bags, like we’d invited it along, because we knew we could never leave it behind.

We thought about the time we’d pushed Bobby Sykes off the jungle gym in third grade and called him a pussy and made his nose bleed. We thought about how we’d called Tamika Hill a slut. We thought about every picture that shouldn’t have been on our phones that we’d shared, all the times we didn’t ask Steve if he was okay, all the people we looked away from because they looked too much like us.

We peered into the corners of our minds to dig out whatever might be lurking there. We were sure there was something important, something we’d forgotten, something even worse than the things we could recall.

The new guy stuck his hand out the window, catching the air. He leaned his head against the seat and closed his eyes. None of us had invited him along, but we all had, and we knew as much as we wanted to, we couldn’t ask him to leave.

The shadows from his eyelashes caught on his skin and made his eyes look like they were stitched closed.

We drank too much beer.

We passed joints around the fire.

We hooted and hollered and defied our terror with the sounds of forced joy. When our bladders were full, we stood up unsteadily to piss against the nearest trees, afraid of straying too far. We brought enough tents that we could all have our own, but we only set up two and crowded into those.

And sometime between when we crawled exhausted into our sleeping bags and when the sun finally rose, we woke to realize we were listening to a ghost story.

A voice next to our ear, a body pressed close against our own.

“You took him out onto the lake in the middle of winter.”

Our teeth chattered, our muscles ached with the pain of wanting to flee and being unable to move.

“When you were young, your fathers taught you how to chop a hole in the ice and dangle fishing lines through and that’s what you said you were going to do. You made him think he was your friend. But when you got to the middle of the lake, you made him take his clothes off. He was too pretty for a boy, and he scared you. The very fact of his existence made you angry and anger made you cruel.”

We wanted to say no, it never happened that way, we never would, but it sounded like something we would do. We could feel the cold slipping around the edges of our parkas. We could see our breath clouding in the air. We remembered, even though we were certain we’d never been there. But we were, and we knew.

“You called him a pussy. You called him a cocksucker. He was so scared he pissed himself and that only made you laugh harder. You only wanted to mess with him, push him around a little, but he slipped into the hole and you said oh shit, but you were still laughing. You pulled him out and his skin was blue.

“For you, it was only a second between when he fell and when you pulled him out, but for him, it was a lifetime. Burning in the cold, unable to tell up from down. Certain the ice would close over his head and you would leave him there and no one would care.

“You gave him one of your beers. His hands were shaking so hard, his teeth clinked against the rim of the bottle. There were bruises on his skin where he hit the ice. Under the water, the cold put its fingers on him, it put them right inside. Shame crawled inside his skin because he couldn’t stand up to you, he couldn’t say no. He so wanted to please you. He desperately wanted to be your friend.

“You wrapped him in an old blanket from the back of your car that smelled like a dog. You called him ice dog all the way home and put the heater on full blast like that made it okay it was just a joke it’s fine we’re all friends and you won’t tell will you. You gave him a hit of your joint and you were already forgetting what you did to him because to you it didn’t mean anything. To you it was all a game.”

No, we wanted to say. Stop. We didn’t. But it didn’t matter. If we didn’t do it, then someone else did. In our town, we all wore armor. We were all cruel. We all had the signs planted in all our yards like white flowers, but we were too afraid to really care. We didn’t ask who was okay and who wasn’t. We couldn’t say when we ourselves were not okay.

“My brother was the only one who saw my bruises,” the voice whis-pered against our ears. “But I was too afraid to tell him about the cold from the lake that had come to live under my skin. I was too afraid to talk about my shame and I already knew there was only one way to get out for good.”

Did we even notice when it switched from a story about his brother to a story about himself? Had we killed him one day a long time ago? Maybe it wasn’t us, but we were still guilty, because it sounded like something we would do.

The Third Billboard

Waited for us on Lake Road on the way home.

See No Evil?
Look in the Mirror!
Winston Crystal-Clear Glass Always Shows the Real You.

The picture might have been from one of our high school year-books. The eyes had been scratched out, like someone had taken a black marker and scribbled over them, so even though we almost recognized the person, we couldn’t tell quite who it was. He looked familiar. Like someone who we’d always known.

“Shit, where’s Ryan?” Josh said.

We looked around, trying to remember when we’d last seen him, if he’d been there when we’d woken up. Maybe he’d stepped away to take a piss while we were packing the car and we accidentally left him behind?

Except we knew. Somewhere between the time when the ghost story stopped and when the sun finally rose, Ryan walked into the lake with stones in his pockets. And we were to blame.

The Day After Ryan’s Funeral

We set out looking for the billboards, wild with mortality and anger and fear. We had some bullshit idea that we could be heroes. We would burn the billboards to the ground, fell them like trees with axes and chainsaws.

We drove the roads all night, but we never found a single one.

Two Days After the Funeral

We had dreams that were like that out-of-the-corner-of-our-eyes-shit-what-did-we-just-see feeling. Dreams we couldn’t quite recall, full of terrors we couldn’t precisely name.

A guy who looked so familiar even though we couldn’t remember his name followed us through a series of crowds.

A child’s scribble drawing crawled across an endless series of bill-boards a thousand feet in the air.

There were words and words we couldn’t read.

A hole opened in the ice, waiting for us to fall.

Three Days After the Funeral

People kept dying.

We tried not to hear about it, but the news found us where we huddled in basements, a flock of birds coming home to roost.

A girl we all knew swallowed broken glass.

A man three streets over put his head in the oven.

A boy we’d seen around ran out in front of a car with a smile on his face and let it hit him.

Young people. Old people. So many people we kind of sort of vaguely knew, but had never thought to ask about, had never tried to care about, not in a sense that mattered anyway. A plague, rippling out through the town, and we were patient zero.

We looked around for the new guy, and for once, he wasn’t there. We wondered if he ever had been, or if we’d manifested him out of our collective unconscious, guilt crawling from under our skin like words crawling across the billboards.

We sat on battered couches and beanbag chairs, curtains drawn closed, drinking and smoking at all hours of the day. We stopped going to school.

We dreamt about Ryan, who looked kind of like someone we knew, crawling out of the lake, crawling into our beds, whispering killing words into our ears, closer to us than skin to bone, slipping inside us and making a home.

Four Days After the Funeral

We prayed, even though none of us had been to church in years.

Five Days After the Funeral

We got blackout drunk on cheap vodka we stole from the liquor store.

Six Days After the Funeral

We finally, each of us alone in the private darkness of our rooms, broke down and cried.

Seven Days After the Funeral

We drove into the woods. We screamed we were sorry at the top of our lungs.

If there were bones we could lay to rest, we would.

If we could show our sorrow, we would carve it into our skin.

We didn’t mean it, we swear, we’ll never do it again.

We would stitch our mouths closed if we could make it stop.

Make it stop.

Please.

Ten Days After the Funeral

It doesn’t matter what we do.

A long time ago a man built a factory on the outskirts of our middle-of-nowhere, fuck-all-to-do town. The factory produced sharp things, killing things, and glass so we could see ourselves. We didn’t like what we saw. We tried to outrun it, pretend we were strong—the hunters, not the prey.

But all the while, we carried our ghosts with us, just under the surface of our skins.

Now they haunt us.

They will never let us go.

They will hound us and bully us to the ends of the earth to prove that they are stronger, they don’t need us anymore. They are not afraid.

It doesn’t matter if they’re real or not. They’re real to us. And they will never stop. They will never let go.

We know. We understand them.

Because it sounds like something we would do. 


SWIM THE DARKNESS

MICHAEL KELLY

We don’t choose the skin we live in, she’d said.

Our little fish girl. She knifed through water like a hungry seal, sleek and black.

Our little fish girl, swimming the darkness.

It had started as a small pinkish patch of skin on Olivia’s cheek. It was diamond-shaped, the size of a small button and hard to the touch, like plastic, like the skin of a doll, and shiny and iridescent like fish scales. We paid it little heed at first, thinking it was a rash or eczema, which ran in the family. It would go away. It would go away. Except it didn’t. It spread. Ichthyosis. And it spread.

Ichthyosis.

Our little fish girl.

She might live into her teens.

That seemed a cruelty.

So, I am going back. It isn’t calling me. Not like it called Dad. Not like it called Olivia. Especially Olivia. No, I am going back because I have nowhere else to go. That’s what I tell myself.

Grief is an open wound, raw and always healing. You wear it like the skin of the dead. You can never completely slough it off.

Olivia had been gone a year now. But the gray fugue that held me had changed. It was still a weight, but I carried it differently. It was like black clouds in a dark sky—sometimes, if you were fortunate, a little light peaked through. Sometimes. It was manageable, like a dark stone in my pocket that I could pull out and throw away. But I didn’t want to throw it away, didn’t want that release. It was too final. I wanted some small measure of pain. Deserved it, even.

Olivia is still with me, of course. Just in another form. And she always will be.

Over distant hills the sky is leaking red, like a bloody mouth. The road is a silvery, twisting ribbon, endless and uncertain. The car wheezes and sputters. Angie loathed the car. She probably loathed me. She hated that I didn’t take care of the car, the house, our marriage. Or Olivia.

Olivia. I grip the steering wheel tight, roll down the window. The tang of the sea air makes my eyes water.

I should have paid attention. She’s suffering, Ethan, Angie had said, exasperation in her clipped tone. She hides it behind smiles, is all.

Angie was right, I should have paid more attention. It would go away. Should have taken better care. She said that’s what men did—took care of things. But I wasn’t very good at being a handyman. Wasn’t good at romance, being a husband, or a father. Not anymore. Not really. Instead, I spent time in the study, or, more increasingly, at the cottage.

Angie would call from outside the study door, “I’m going to bed, Ethan.” I’d mutter something about being up shortly, but I never was. It’d be hours before I silently crawled into bed. In the dark, in the near quiet of night, I could feel her silent, tomb-like recriminations. It got to be that the cottage suited me better. Suited us both better.

And Olivia. Poor Olivia. Smiling. Always smiling, despite the pain, despite her daily rituals: the ointments and emoluments; the washing and scrubbing; the endless medications and hospital visits.

This narrow two-lane road wends through hilly countryside. Thorny brush and tangled branches claw at the vehicle as it bumps along the pitted road.

I’ve been driving a couple hours and should be close now, but the scenery has taken on a peculiar quality. Perhaps, in my gray fugue, I’d made a wrong turn.

I had made many wrong turns, I knew. Done things I shouldn’t have—and hadn’t done things I should have. This, though, finally, is the right thing. Angie deserves the house. She doesn’t need me, a constant reminder of what was and what would never be. And after Olivia . . . she’d never want to visit the cottage. And who could blame her?

“Why would you go back there?” Angie said. “Especially now. First your father. And then Olivia. Why?”

"For Olivia,” I answered, and Angie just stared.

The road grows narrower and bumpier. The sky pulses redly. A thin sheath of pearly mist forms. It is like looking through parchment. I can smell the distant sea. It’ll be dark soon and I don’t want to be traveling these roads at night.

The trees fall back, and the road opens up to fields and distant, mist-cloaked hills. Then, on the horizon, a dark shape looms, and beyond it I glimpse a black bar of sand, and a glint of blacker water. The fugue I constantly carry lifts, somewhat.

Minutes later, I pull into the large unpaved driveway. The cottage is long and narrow like a coffin, and the color of an old mop, like the life has been leached from it. I step out of the car and glance around, suddenly uncertain. But I’ve nowhere else to go, really. The wind is strong, brackish. My eyes sting. And the sky still bleeds. Another open wound.

The water was the only place where she was free from pain. At first, as a toddler, it was at bath time. She’d splash and roll like a cork, bobbing. When we’d try to pull her from the water she’d scream until her face was tomato-red. Then it was the small inground backyard pool we’d installed. She’d wear a full wetsuit—My real skin, she joked—to cover her red and ruined skin. She would rocket back and forth under the water, bashing into the sides, hardly taking a breath. It wasn’t enough to appease her. It was confining. Then the cottage. We’d anchored a floating dock in the middle of the lake, and Olivia would dive from it, slice under the dark water and resurface many interminable minutes later. She’d be down there entombed in the chilly darkness so long that I always feared she’d never return. My little fish girl.

Only the limitless dark-bottomed lake held infinite possibilities for her.

I wake early, cold and trembling, as the first frail fingers of pink dawn reach into the dark cottage. I make a cup of instant coffee and take it out to the back porch. Dark sand. Black water, still and smooth like an occluded mirror. A lone dark bird high against the unending ashen sky. One fat black cloud, its swollen belly scraping over a stand of dark pine.

I blink, squint against the sooty sky. A wave of hot anger surges through me, and I shake, spilling coffee. I squeeze my eyes and hands shut and my rage dissipates. Slowly, I unclench my hands. I open my eyes, stare at the black lake. A deep moan escapes me, and a sudden brisk wind makes my eyes water.

I wipe my eyes, put down the coffee mug, step off the porch and walk down to the small wooden pier.

I spent two weeks with Olivia at the cottage last summer. It had been Angie’s idea. “Go,” she’d said. “She’s not a child, anymore. Get to know your daughter.” And, left unspoken, but hanging in the air like a dark cloud—Before it’s too late. It was Angie who usually spent summers with her at the cottage; filling their hours with swimming until the light faded and darkness took hold, as it always does. I was always working; always too busy.

And Olivia swam and swam that summer; morning, afternoon, and sometimes at night. Swimming the darkness. Hours and hours in the dark lake. I’d watch from the porch or lake edge as the sun dripped into the black waters, as the stars coldly observed, unblinking, as time seemingly slowed in a syrupy, summer haze. She would stand on the dock, thin and lean like a cormorant, then dive, and the lake would swallow her up, gone, gone . . .

Olivia had grown so much that summer. Angie had been right. Suddenly, Olivia was a young woman, on the very verge of adulthood. Strong and independent. It was as if I’d blinked and she’d bypassed those early, awkward teen years. And somehow, I’d missed it all. It was a blur. My heart broke a little seeing her seemingly grow into adulthood that summer. Too soon, I thought. Don’t grow up. It was selfish, I know. Soon she’d be gone, and her presence would be an occasional thing. I spent that summer at the cottage in her company, overcome, wondering how much time we’d have together.

Not much, as it turned out.

It was an anomaly—you could smell the sea, but you couldn’t see it.

All I ever knew was that this lake was good for fishing and swimming and if you followed it along, through the adjoining lakes, somewhere distant lay the sea.

I told that to Olivia.

“I want to see the sea,” she said, smiling, a dark light shining in her eyes. “Swim the darkness.”

I smile at the memory. I sniff. Always, the hint of the sea, and some-thing underneath it; oily and fishy and tainted.

Tainted. Even the word is sour. I’m on the porch again, looking out across the grounds, across the black lake, to the far side with its dark woods and rocky outcrops and secret coves. The late-morning sun throws down a prismatic rainbow of light. Beautiful.

My father had spent his last summer at the cottage as the taint and corruption of bone cancer ate him from the inside. And knowing our time together was waning, I had joined him at the cottage; played euchre with him; drank scotch; sat quietly with him on the back porch as the moon glinted off the black lake and the stars shone coldly. Just the two of us, wrapped in sweaters and memories and stardust. During those moments I had secretly despaired, wondering why I hadn’t made more of an effort with my father while I had had the time. Too late, I realized. We always leave it too late.

And that last night together, under the darkening night sky, I had tried to make my meager amends.

“Dad, I . . . I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner.” I remember raising my whisky tumbler. “This is nice. Just us.” He was so thin. The skin clinging to his sharp bones. And a quiet sob had wracked me. “I should have been here more. I should have told you how much—”

My father had waved a hand, cutting me short. “Don’t,” he said. “Don’t do that to yourself. You’re here now. That’s what matters in the end. You’re here at the end. We all gotta go sometime. Down there deep in the dark. Most don’t get a chance to do so on their own terms.” And father had drained his glass and turned to gaze out across the still water. He’d smiled. “It’s been a life.” Then, “Come on, I want to see the dark water.”

He stood and stumbled down to the water’s edge as I followed. The lake was a glassy obsidian darkness. Father stared, transfixed, at the black surface. “When it’s time,” he said, “it calls to you. You’ll know.” Then he smiled, clapped me on the back and stumbled back to the cabin.

From the porch the next morning, dazed, I watched father row our twelve-foot rowboat—the boat we’d fished from for years—out to the center of the mist-covered lake, drop the oars, stand, and slip silently into the dark water, never to resurface.

Just another of life’s unseen wounds.

Olivia was in agony that summer, and I should have noticed sooner. Should have done something. But she’d been eager to come to the cottage.

“It will be fun, Dad,” she said, eyes glimmering. “Just the two of us and the stars and the lake.”

And in that moment, something inside me broke. Just the two of us. I was a wretch. A failure. We only have a finite time with our loved ones, long or short, and I’d frittered it away.

Olivia put on a brave face, but near the end I could see the pain. Saw it in her movements, saw it etched in her face. The same sting of worry and sadness and grief—yes, living grief—that eventually carved a path on my father’s face. It’s hard to hide our pain. Maybe we should stop trying.

After breakfast one morning, Olivia and I took a canoe out on to the lake. The air was still, pine-scented with summer. The sky the blue of fairground cotton candy. The lake rippled and wavered like an inky dream, mossy and black. Olivia, though, was in long pants, long sleeves, wearing a large, floppy sun hat. She’d spent a considerable amount of time and energy applying her ointments, and covering herself up. I’d seen her grimace as she eased herself into the canoe.

“We can stay inside,” I said.

She half-smiled. “No. I’ll be okay.”

We rowed out to the middle of the lake, then let the canoe drift and bob in the tiny waves and eddies. Except for the occasional bird call, all was still and quiet. For a brief moment the world and everything in it was perfect. I closed my eyes, and an image of my father came to me. He was floating past our canoe, just under the water’s surface, his gray face up, eyes wide and staring, mouth moving as if he were trying to communicate. My eyes snapped open and the image dissipated like so much smoke. Then I started to cry. For Olivia, her pain, and the life she was dealt. For my lost father. And for Angie, also lost to me. For me and my selfishness, knowing this very act was also selfish, yet unable to stop myself. I batted uselessly at my face.

Olivia looked at me, eyes glistening with care. Had I ever looked at her with the same compassion?

“It’s okay,” she said. “Really.” “I—I . . .”

Olivia smiled, eyes crinkling. “It’s normal. It’s life.”

She looked down at the black lake, leaned over and trailed a hand through the water. “Do you smell that?” she asked.

I breathed deep. I did. The sea. Some mystical, distant place. If we paddled and paddled we might find it.

As if reading my thoughts, Olivia said, “You can’t find your home if you don’t start the journey.”

“Home?”

“Your true home,” she said. “Where you’re meant to be.”

“Where are you meant to be?”

She surveyed the lake. “Out there,” she said, nodding. “Swimming the darkness.”

“As long as you don’t lose sight of the shore,” I said.

She looked at me warmly. “We all lose sight of the shore at some point. That’s life, too. That’s normal. How else can you discover new lands?”

I’d drifted too close to the shoreline my entire life, I realized.

***

Dad’s disease was internal, corrupting his organs. Olivia’s was external, corrupting her cells. All disease corrupts. Live with it long enough and it corrupts your mind.

That’s what I like to think—that Olivia wasn’t in her right mind. But I know that wasn’t true. I know it was her choice. The brief note made that clear.

I woke at first light that morning. Perhaps I sensed something. Or maybe I heard Olivia fumbling with the canoe at the pier. When I got down to our pier a meager silvery light bathed the black lake. Olivia was already on the dock, an inky shape, limned in a silver halo. She turned to me, held my gaze. I imagined a faint smile creasing her pain-lined face. After a time, she turned back to the silent dark water and dove in. A small splash, then concentric ripples. And it was like all those times before where I waited and waited for her to reappear, bobbing up to gulp some air and laugh and do it all again. But I knew she wasn’t coming back up. I knew. I sank to my knees, held my breath, waited. There was a pain in my chest. My paper heart ripping. A lone crow cawed overhead, breaking the silence.

Olivia had taken the canoe, so there was nothing for me to do but wade in and swim out to the dock. And I waited there as a pink light etched watercolor daubs on the horizon, as dark birds disappeared into darker trees to tell the forest their secrets, as lazy thick clouds dreamed and drifted across a rough canvas of blue-gray pages, as the sun woke, warmed, then winked away to sleep in a cloudless indigo night of brilliant stars. And in the dead of night I canoed back to the cottage, and in her room I found Olivia’s note, resting like a feather on her pillow:

Do not grieve overly long, for I am accomplishing my one true dream. I am swimming the darkness. I am going home. Hold me in your hearts. Hold me in your minds. And one day I will see you in the dark

— o

***

I found the wetsuit on the cottage’s tiny strip of sandy shore. The suit was flat and smooth and perfectly laid out as if it had been placed there and not just washed ashore. I picked it up and pressed it to me. I could smell her; her oils and creams; her sweat.

I turned the suit over. The unzipped back flapped open. And now I could see her. Olivia’s raw skin was crusted to the inside of the suit, in parts pulpy and glistening, in others dry and flaking. She’d shed her skin, sloughed off her former life. And I pictured here out there somewhere in the black water, swimming skinless into the darkness.

When it’s time, it calls to you.

I stripped my clothes off and pulled the wetsuit on. Grief is an open wound, raw and always healing. You wear it like the skin of the dead.

Then I turned and faced the black water. 


THE SUMMER CASTLE

RAY NAYLER

I have spent my life trying to understand what the thing called memory is. I know some of what it is not. It is not the opposite of forgetting. And it is not a record of what happened.

How many summers did we spend at the castle? Five? Seven? We did not go there every summer, though now it seems impossible childhood summers could have existed without the castle.

We always arrived by train. The city was fumes of beer and cigar smoke, the constant din of silverware scraping out from the restaurants, the sweating faces of overdressed citizens mashed inside the trams.

Our motorcar drove past the city morgue. There, important people who died were taken and set up in a great chair, where for days they sat in state. Generals in their uniforms choked with medals, the burgomaster’s wife in jewels and silk. A string, we were told, was tied to a finger. The slightest twitch would ring a bell. When we passed, I would picture my grandfather in there, in that great chair, in his morning coat, his gray hair brilliantined, his striped trousers neatly creased. Trying to move. Trying to be alive, though he was dead.

But our grandfather was not dead. He waited for us at the castle, his silk hat in his hands. As if we were not children, but the most distin-guished guests.

Summer began in the rafters of the hay barn, in that first leap down into the hay, when we left our insides in the air and what remained of us plunged into heat and fragrance. We passed, in that moment, through the final membrane—out of the elsewhere spring, into the world of the castle.

No one scolded us at the summer castle. There was no place we could not go, nothing forbidden. Our own fears were the only borders. And so, in that last summer, when we could hear artillery like distant thunder, and sometimes see flashes that were not lightning on the horizon, we did what we had always done: we explored the castle’s secrets. And in that last summer, our borders had widened.

We played tag between the yeasty barrels in the beer cellar, as we had done in years before. But we also explored the castle’s other cellar, reached from a trapdoor in the courtyard. There we pondered a dark hole, shut off by an iron gate. We had been told it was a secret passage leading to a ruined monastery a mile away. We would crouch in the dark behind the pile of old potatoes with their feelers twisting toward the light of the cellar’s only window. We huddled there, ears to that grate, and listened until we could hear the monks chanting, and we ran screaming from the darkness.

We confessed all of our sins to our grandfather over dinners in the great hall, at the long table beneath the antlers ringing the upper walls, the cooing of pigeons who had taken up residence somewhere in the rafters.

He was never angry with us: there were no rules to break. We told him of the grate in the cellar. “Oh yes,” he said, “One of your many uncles tried to crawl down that tunnel, but the air was bad, and he nearly fainted. We put up the grate to prevent others from losing their senses.”

“I heard the monks,” I said.

“I should imagine so.” And he placed another hunk of fish between his teeth.

We went on drives down roads lined by pear trees, into villages where people took their hats off and greeted our grandfather with "Gruss Gott, Herr Professor!” as our car passed.

The village inns were tall. The skittle alleys rumbled inside them, audible even from the road. The pins clattering, the hoarse shouts of unseen men. The maypoles banded blue and white, monuments to some-thing we did not understand.

Did I see, standing in front of an inn, a soldier on crutches who stared at us as we passed, failing to remove his hat? A soldier who said nothing, the empty trouser leg of his uniform neatly rolled and pinned?

I think I did not. I think the thing we call memory added it later.

Our father came to visit, in his uniform. He came three times, as if marking for us the passing of time which otherwise we could not feel. We resented his intrusion, stiff and pale in his tunic of no color. He tried to be kind, but we just wanted him to leave. He was the ticking of a clock, the inevitable end of joy.

“Is this trout from the pond?”

“Indeed.”

An underground river welled up into a pond near the castle. It was one of the castle’s marvels. Fish surfaced in it white from their time in the darkness, of enormous size, and blind.

The pond was ringed with irises. Its water was cool and dark, its surface roiled with currents. We often watched the farm laborers netting the fish there, standing knee deep in the water and then emerging with their nets full of white, wriggling fish.

The laborers would sit afterward on the shore, carefully salting the tails of the leeches attached to their legs while the fish struggled and died on the grass.

After dinner our father departed, chauffeured in our grandfather’s car, headed back to the station. He held each of us briefly by the shoulders before we went, telling us to be good.

He was ignorant, of course, to the fact that “goodness” had no place at the castle.

“Why won’t he go and fight, like the other fathers?” we asked, as the car drove him away.

“He was one of the first to go,” our grandfather said. “And now he needs his rest. Perhaps one day he will be ready to go and fight again.”

Was it in that last summer that our grandfather showed us the chest?

It may have been in another visit, but the thing called memory writes the scene as if it occurred in that final year. We stood in that whitewashed room at the top of the keep—a room with no windows, only arrow-slits. Outside, the sound of the guns rolling over the plains. Almost not a sound at all—just a vibration in the blood. Warm air and the smell of cut grass through the arrow-slits. The chest was of iron. It was twice as large as the door. It must have been made in that room. When was it made, we asked? In the twelfth century.

Our grandfather had one key, and his steward had the other. Tradition said the chest was never to be opened unless the castle was in great danger.

But what was inside? Our grandfather smiled. “Not even I can know.”

We dreamed of gold, of Greek fire, of a magical clockwork knight. We decided it was unlucky to speculate. We dreamed we heard sounds coming from the chest. We stalked the steward in the courtyard, searching for where he might hide the key. We cooked up plots to open it, and were appalled by the thought.

Summer went on: Rye bread, pine honey, ice cream puddings of raspberry juice, chilled by the snow stored in the icehouse.

And the anger of the guns increasing in the night. We stuffed cotton in our ears to sleep and were ashamed of being afraid. Then one night, they grew so loud we could not sleep at all. They did not seem closer, just more furious. We stood at the window and watched the horizon shudder in ripples of fire, the stars faded to nothing in contrast.

We were walking in the field when we saw the commotion: a group of farm laborers running. We ran after them, to the pond. There, on the shore, were dozens of pale, twitching bodies. Bodies the color of snow under winter pines, their eyes white-blind in an alien sun.

Fish nearly the size of men. The laborers danced and whooped in excitement. We could barely understand their dialect, but there was talk of smoking, of pickling, of feasts. One of them untangled a fish from the net and gutted it with his thumb. They tore great hunks from it, passing it around, eating it raw.

That evening our father arrived late. We were hungry, plunging our forks into the fish-flesh on our plates. The ribs lay open like two hands raised toward the hall’s antlers, shuddering above us in candle-shadow.

We ate with gusto, rudely, pretending we were tearing hunks of meat from the fish right there under the sun, straight from its cold, deep source. We grinned at one another with greasy mouths. We had hesitated, in the field, to join in the feast. Now we made up for our hesitation, aping the way they had torn into the beast netted on the grass. Eating with our hands, barbaric and unnoticed, while our father and grandfather talked.

“Your own factories contributing, of course.”

“The finest standards of quality.”

“But a bad shell fell short among my old company, I heard. Killed the last veteran who fought with me.”

“Not one of ours.”

“And I wonder, sometimes, what an army is. I had thought it was a thing one joined to fight. But it seems to be a place of passing-through. We compose it, for a time, but it is so much larger than us. The company— two hundred men? No. Just two hundred places into which men shift. Two hundred slots into which they are fitted. Thousands and thousands of men, over the centuries of a company’s existence. Materiel. So much materiel, replaced when broken. And we know it. We even call the new ones replacements—as if they were only struts, or wheels. Not men.”

“Not one of ours, I am sure. That shell. The highest standards.”

“And where was I when it happened? When the last man who served in the company with me died? Was I with him? No. I was on horseback, in a field. Recovering. I can still feel the path where the bullet went through me. But I am well enough to go and do my part. I may no longer want to kill, but I can, at least, make it a bit better for the men. Do my best—for them.”

“Your body may be ready, but not your nerves.”

“Oh, but none of the officers’ nerves are good. They never were. We were all held together by rum and irony. That’s what courage is really made of, you know.”

“Do you have any medals, Papa?”

I do not remember which of us asked it. It could have been any of us.

“I got one for courage, child, the day your mother died. They pinned it on me at her deathbed. They have pinned other things to me since, but I will throw them in the sea.”

“Enough,” our grandfather said. “Let’s get you back before the last train leaves.”

“Can we see them, before you throw them in the sea?”

“No, dearest ones. No one can see the medals. It is the medals who see us. They look right into our hearts, and know how brave we really are.”

That was the first time we saw our grandfather touch our father. He put a hand on Papa’s head. He stroked his hair like a child, leaving the hand at the nape of his neck.

“Enough, my boy. You will miss your train.”

Was it that night we decided to break into the chest? The thing called memory has made it seem as if it were that very night, but I believe it was a month later, when August had already come.

August, when true evening thunder blended at times with the relentless guns, and the sky often answered the fire on the ground with its own.

We crept up the stairs in the dark. We brought a candle with us, and a stolen horde of hairpins.

We had practiced the art of lifting tumblers, finally managing to open an old padlock in one of the outbuildings. We were certain of our success, and horrified by the thought of it. We would lift the great chest’s lid. We would finally see what was inside. That was inevitable. And we would be destroyed by the sight. That was also inevitable.

But that destruction, in the logic of children, was no deterrent. Dis-covery was greater than death, and death was nothing more than a tem-porary change of state from which you returned again, good as new.

For most of the night we attacked the heavy, unmoving tumblers with trembling fingers, until finally the candle was a blob of oil and wax, the stub of wick floating in it like a life raft on fire.

In the darkness that followed its sinking, we all heard it. Something shifted in the trunk, like a sleeper turning on their side. We fled.

We were throwing stones into the pond when the soldiers came through. They did not come up the road, but cut directly through the fields.

There were hundreds of them. They were nothing like the soldiers in our minds. There was no officer on horseback, buttons gleaming, to lead them. They did not wear what one could call uniforms. They were clothed in misshapen rags, their feet wrapped from the knee down not in puttees but in what looked like bandages, terminating in sodden masses that would not resolve into feet. They wore blankets wrapped around them that blurred their bent outlines. Some had no helmets: their heads were wrapped, like their legs, in winding cloth.

But there was one thing about them that was uniform: the paleness of them. They were covered, from head to foot, in chalk dust. It was as if they had come from a flour mill. The colorlessness of them made them all the same, and blended them into a mass that still walks through my mind at times, nearly silent except for the creak of leather and the clank of tin. At its straggling pallid tail were several men being led. They held on to a rope, their eyes wound with bandages.

We stood, watching them pass. And we might have thought they were ghosts if it were not for the stench of them: a stink of unwashed men and their sodden, unwashed clothing, of earth and rot.

For some time, the thing called memory created a moment where one of them turned, and saw us. But I know this is false. They went past and never raised their heads. I think none of them ever knew we were there. I remember all of the grasshoppers in the field went silent as the soldiers came through, then suddenly sang again, the moment the last man disappeared into the trees.

The thing called memory would like to insert feelings that were not there. It wants to create a moment at which we understood what was happening. A feeling of revelation that caused the entire summer to cohere. More than anything, it wants to condense all of this season into a single feeling.

But I do not believe its alterations. We felt many things. And above all, while the world twisted in agony just over the horizon, we were happy. We flung ourselves into the air from the hayloft and chased one another around the cellar barrels. We shuddered at the thought of the thing in the secret medieval chest and enjoyed that fear. We snuck away to the crumbling walls of the monastery to find, if we could, the other end of the secret tunnel—but there was just quiet stone, open to the sky, spattered with bird shit.

We were happy in the Summer Castle. We feared many things there, but that fear was a part of happiness—blended with it in a world where nothing yet had consequence. Only later would the season become a symbol to haunt us.

Coherence is a construct, never occurring in the moment. A moving river cannot reflect clearly. So it is with the motion of life: Only in later stillness do we see the shapes of things thrown out upon the surface. The inverted, clutching fingers of the trees. The enormity of sky.

September came, and our father with it. By that time, the bloated, blind fish being dragged from the pond had become a daily occurrence. We went in the morning to watch it. They rose, helpless, from their depths into an alien world. The laborers were already there to net them and drag them from the water where they drowned, unseeing, on the grass. The laborers took them off in barrels, loaded them on carts. The first few days there had been joy in it. Now it had become routine, executed with a lazy efficiency.

They would be sold fresh, or pickled, or smoked, or canned. They would be made use of. They had gone from being something miraculous to merely being a resource.

“I can’t eat it, knowing where it comes from.”

“The flesh is good. It is some of the best trout we’ve ever had. An exceptional season. And we know where it comes from. The limestone here is riddled with caves, and the rivers disappear everywhere into them, only to . . .”

Our father laid his silverware down. “Not that. All of it. All of . . . this. This medieval fantasy world. I know where it comes from. In the town, our factories darken the sky. While over there . . .”

He gestured toward the great hall’s fireplace, but we all saw where he was pointing. The fields, and beyond the fields, beyond the pleasant woods, the pear trees of the village roads, to where the earth was torn and shattered.

And we could hear, the thing called memory insists, the creak of leather and the clank of tin.

Did I see, standing in front of an inn, a soldier on crutches who stared at us as we passed, failing to remove his hat? A soldier who said nothing, the empty trouser leg of his uniform neatly rolled and pinned?

Our father’s hand shook. So white, and fragile. The blue veins in it, the delicate wrist jutting from the uniform cuff. Pointing, accusing . . . and then dropping to his lap.

“I’ve been discharged.”

“Yes,” our grandfather said. “And you have earned it. A noble wound, gotten bravely in service.”

“No. That wound healed. It is my nerves that will not.”

Our grandfather wiped his mustaches carefully.

“And that is another noble wound, gotten bravely in service.”

“I’ll . . . I’ll take a walk. And once I’m back it will be time to go. Children? Pack your things.”

After our father had left the room, there was silence. We felt something hanging in the air. People use that metaphor without thinking of what it means, but I use it purposefully here: We felt something hanging above us in the air. Something in the rafters, above the blossoming angles of antler bone. Hanging.

Our grandfather broke the silence. “I have something I would like to show you, children. Come with me.”

We knew it would be the chest. The castle was under threat. Now, finally, we would see what was inside.

We followed him down hallways filled with the slant of summer evening light. Here, crossed swords on a wall, thinly coated with dust. Here, a tapestry of men at joust. We mounted the staircase, glancing at one another in joy and terror. Now. Now we would know what was inside the chest. Now.

But then he turned off, to another door. A door we had crept past without even noticing it was there. A door so obscure that later we would suspect it had not been there at all. Not until that moment.

Our grandfather opened the door with a key from an iron ring. On it were so many other keys. And one of them, of course, to the trunk.

In the room, light barred down through one narrow, stained-glass window. It was a small room, filled with swimming dust. A table in the center held nothing but a wine glass. We gathered near it. An unexcep-tional thing, of crystal, but no different than others we had seen.

Our grandfather cleared his throat.

“Your uncle’s father found the glass. He fought in the Franco-Prussian war. He was separated from his cavalry unit, and half-unconscious. His horse bolted. When he awoke, he found himself in the middle of a village. The village had been bombarded, and burned to the ground. This glass was the only thing intact. It was standing upright, in the middle of the square. He took it and placed it here. You see . . .”

Here he faltered. At the time, we thought he was choking from the dust. Adults did not have feelings like children did. Our father sometimes had feelings, it was true. But he had not had them before the war. The feelings he had now flowed from him like blood, we understood, gushing from a saber cut. When the cut was healed, the feelings would stop.

Our grandfather continued. “You see, your father has been hurt. Many have been hurt. But something of beauty will always survive in the world. Always.”

This scene has a stillness to it, a clarity—as if it were the lesson, and we had learned it in that moment. But that is not true. We learned nothing in that room, where dust motes writhed in the colored beams of dying summer. We shifted from foot to foot, staring at his keys.

Finally, one of us was brave enough to ask it. “But Grandfather . . . what is in the chest? The chest that cannot be opened unless the castle is threatened?”

“The one you tried to open?”

We glanced at one another in guilt. But our grandfather just smiled and walked out of the room.

When we came out to the portico, there was a commotion. No, that is not true: there was a scene there which was, clearly, the scene after a commotion. Two of the farm laborers were holding my father by the arms—as if restraining him, or supporting him. We could not say which. His tunic was torn, his hair in rare disarray. And he was wet—soaked to midthigh above his riding boots.

There were other laborers and servants there—half the staff of the castle. The steward and our grandfather talked, just out of range.

Our father shifted away from the men who were holding, or sup-porting, him, and came over to us.

“Come, children. It is time for us to go.”

Our grandfather broke from the steward. He held each of us at arm’s length, examining us, the way he always did when saying goodbye—as if looking to see whether we were intact.

Later we would remember him having held us for a few moments longer than usual, but I do not think he did. Then he did the same to our father, and said something to him we could not hear. But all of us heard our father’s response.

“It was nothing. Just a moment of weakness. I wanted to be with my men, that’s all. I wanted to find a way back to them.”

In the car, as we drove away from the castle, we did not know it had been our last summer there. But the whole scene is saturated with the tone of goodbye, as if the colors had begun, already, to fade. As if, when our grandfather lowered his hand and turned to enter the great front doors, he was walking directly into his grave.

Not so, of course. Though we did not see him again, he would live for years. He would write us letters on holidays, describing harvests and cycles that outlasted the war.

But this, I know, is true: As we passed the morgue I saw through its walls. I saw through them, as if through the thick glass of an aquarium. And like an aquarium, the morgue was filled with water, all the way to the top, green and drifting with water weeds.

There, in that underwater forest, in that great chair, in his morning coat, his gray hair drifting slightly, but his striped trousers neatly creased, was our grandfather. The slight motion of the water made it seem he was alive, but I knew he was dead.

One of us said, “Father, we have to know. What is in the chest?”

Our father, who had been looking out the other window, silently, passed his eyes over us, and smiled.

“I suppose your grandfather took you to the little room, and showed you the stained-glass window, made from a wine glass he found shattered in a village his artillery bombarded during the Franco-Prussian war? And told you the story about how sometimes, when things seem broken, they can still be repaired? Made whole again, or even into a greater work of art?”

“He took us to a room,” I said. I had to speak, to clear what I had seen from my head. To come back to the world. “But he didn’t show us a window. He showed us a wine glass. He said our great uncle had found it, unbroken, in a French village. Just standing there in the middle of the square.”

The expression on our father’s face did not change. “Well, child, I suppose both things can be true. Or one. Or neither.”

I would not be deterred by riddles. “But what is in the chest?”

We had come to the station now, and the car was being unloaded. The crowd sweated in their clothes, too heavy for a warm September summer evening. Pale faces said goodbyes. Sweating, flushed faces loaded and shouted.

“What you must understand about this family,” our father said, leaning down and straightening the clothes of each of us in turn, “is that we are the type of family that will never open the chest. And so we are the type of family that will never know what is inside.”

“But we did try to open it, Papa. We tried our hardest.”

He wiped a smudge of something from my face. “No, child. You did not. But you thought you did. And that is important, too.”

I knew, then, that our father would survive his wound. He would live.

I have spent my life trying to understand what memory is. Still, I am uncertain.

What is this thing that killed my grandfather years before his true death? That made our leaving that day seem final, though at the time it was nothing but the end of another summer? What is this force that shifts our experiences around to fit its schemes, changes what we felt, manipulates the order of the scenes?

We are unable to recall the true shapes of our lives, because the thing called memory is forever altering them. How is it that we live with it inside our skulls without succumbing to terror? What can be more awful than the fact we are helpless against the memory’s machinations, its rewriting of what was? What should disturb our sleep more than the fact we can never know what, of our past, was real?

Yet a part of me believes we have nothing to fear at all. Perhaps memory is nothing more than the mechanism that fulfills our desire to be whole. Our desire for a world that makes sense. The true world—the objective world—is indifferent to us. I think that indifference is the real terror we fight against. In order for the world to have meaning, something must shift the past around to suit our present and our hopes for the future. Something must make the seasons of our lives cohere.

Memory made the train come, right at that moment, and all of us rushed to get on it. 


IN THE SMILE PLACE

TOBI OGUNDIRAN

It is amazing how some things never change. Where we grow older, crawling from youth into adulthood and all its attendant responsibilities, some things remain unfazed, unbothered by passing years— perhaps even existing out of time—as though its sole purpose is to anchor you to a particular moment, a particular memory, a particular place. As I stood in front of my childhood home that late October evening, I felt like I was staring at a Polaroid from 1992. The brick walls were the same watery pink, faded by an unrelenting sun; the roof was the same lichen-spotted affair of interlocking shale tiles; the rusted drainpipe hanging down the west wall like some limp mechanical phallus. Even the clothesline still sagged between two poles as though it had only recently been relieved of fresh laundry. If I closed my eyes I could almost imagine I was twelve again, playing football in the front yard with Deji and Chinedu and Nonso, while my mother threatened softly through the kitchen window to let my brother play with us or she’d give me the beating of my life, so help her God. But I wasn’t twelve anymore; Mama was several years in the ground, and my brother, well . . .

He was the reason for my return. I had been in the middle of a practice sales presentation, exalting the merits of our new cobalt drill bits to a roomful of test audience, when I received the call that my brother was missing.

“Missing?” I asked a little too loudly, eliciting quizzical stares. I stepped out of the conference room, legs suddenly weak as I hissed into the phone. “Are you sure?”

“Affirmative,” said Deputy Emeka, wheezing. Then he broke into a hacking cough.

Never gave up those cigarettes, did you? I thought, while I waited for his cough to subside. I could almost see him in my mind’s eye, squeezed behind the wheel of his too-small cruiser, blunt in mouth and sweating like a pig—he was always sweating—as he patrolled the neighborhood.

“Sorry. Where was I? Yeah, so Timi didn’t show up to work for a week, which according to his employer, is highly unusual. He also wasn’t responding to phone calls. So they sent someone to his home, you know, to check up on him. No luck. She thought it prudent to report him as a missing person.” More wheezing, as though he’d just climbed up a flight of stairs. “Look, John, I won’t lie. It’s not looking good. We went through the house, and . . . well, we found your number. He had you listed as his emergency contact.”

I didn’t catch much after that. I just sat there, staring at the wall, wondering how to feel. I hadn’t seen nor spoken to Timi in nearly fifteen years. I wouldn’t know if he had grown a paunch, or a beard. My brother was . . . a stranger to me, had been a stranger for most of my life. He might be missing now, lost, or . . . or dead. But that was really only his physical body. The truth was I lost my brother many years ago.

The truth was, I wasn’t really sure Timi ever returned from The Smile Place.

The house reeked of neglect. Rats scattered as I flipped on the light switch and stepped into the living room. The curtains, so stiff with dirt they hung like cardboard, were drawn across the windows. A thick layer of dust coated every surface. In the kitchen I found a rotting tower of unwashed dishes already blooming with mushrooms and fungi. The refrigerator still worked, though, and I helped myself to the lone bottle of Gulder.

I plopped onto the couch, nursing my beer, wondering why I had come here, what I had hoped to accomplish, when my eyes settled on the cardboard box tucked beneath the coffee table.

Curiosity got the better of me. Surprisingly heavy, it took more effort than I’d have liked to pull it out and place it on the table. I opened the box to find a camcorder seated atop a pile of VHS tapes. “Oh, Timi.”

I fought to steady my hands as I reached for the camera, a gray 1996 JVC camcorder. It smelled of him. God help me, it smelled of Timi: of lollipop, and Delight!, the only body cream he used because he reacted to every other brand. Long-forgotten memories raced through my mind as I turned the camera over: Uncle Ephraim gifting it to Timi for his seventh birthday; Timi, bright-eyed, going everywhere with the damned device, shoving it in our faces as he pretended to be a videographer. I remembered how much it had annoyed me, but mum had encouraged him, calling him her “fine little director.” I was frankly surprised he still had it, that he’d kept it intact even after all these years. But then we all have things like that, bits and pieces of paraphernalia, cherished not for their function but for the memories they hold. Shaking my head, I tossed the camera into the box. My eyes fell on the tapes. Timi had recorded everything, at least until he didn’t. And as I looked at those tapes I realized that some small, nostalgic part of me wanted to remember how we had been as children, happy and without a care in the world, what we had been like as a family before our lives changed forever.

I spent the next half-hour hunting for a VHS player, eventually finding one in the old pantry-turned-junkroom, moldering beneath a pile of broken bicycles, old baby cribs, and other childhood knicknacks. It took me a while to clean it and get it working, and by the time I finished, evening was fast approaching.

I popped the first tape into the player.

Static bloomed across the screen for a few seconds before resolving into a lo-fi video recording of what I recognized with a sinking feeling of dread as Providence Mall. Small white text at the bottom right corner of the screen read: MAY 21 2000, 5:14 PM. The camera slowly panned from left to right, showing a yellow dump truck parked next to a heap of gravel, the half-completed mall looming in the background.

My brother’s excited voice poured through the TV speakers: “So this is Providence Mall.” He turned the camera on himself and my heart immediately melted at the sight of that face. Those bright eyes filled with wonder and innocence. He had only been an annoying little prick at the time who I couldn’t get rid of fast enough, but seeing him now, the child that he had been, I realized I loved him.

“Do you want to know a secret?” He whispered. “I shouldn’t be here!” He giggled, then cast around as if to make sure he was alone. “It is-is f-f-forbidden. John and his friends always c-c-come here. He n-n-never takes me even—even . . . even th-though I want to come. But I s-s-saw him coming this time and I f-f-followed him. I’m g-g-going to scare him.” He winked at the camera, then swiveled it around. Heavy chains and a large industrial padlock bound the doors, which did not quite shut completely, but had a sliver of space between them like a half-closed eye. It was just large enough for Timi to squeeze his small form through and crawl into the foyer beyond. I had always wondered how he managed to enter the mall; us bigger kids could never squeeze through but always went in through a high window near the back of the mall. “This is sooooo awesome. We’ll have our own mall so close to the house! If Mummy knows I’m here she’ll go mad. But I won’t tell. I’m n-n-not a snitch.” The sounds of his footfalls as he advanced further into the mall. “John says there’s going to be an arcade! Can you imagine? An arcade! I’ll be able to play pinball and Mario and—”

He looked off-camera, as a loud sound echoed in the distance.

“I think it’s my b-b-brother,” he said. “I th-th-think I found him!”

A devilish smile lit up his face as he flipped the camera around, the frame snapping into focus. His hand was surprisingly steady. But then mama was right; he was a natural videographer. Timi’s breath quickened—from excitement, perhaps anticipation—as he stalked into the recreation area where a large carousel idled in the very center, two dozen wooden horses impaled on steel poles, their black eyes gazing unseeing into the distance. There was no electricity at the mall yet, and the empty bulb-sockets stared like gouged-out eyes; but sunlight streamed in through the windows and skylight, leaving unlit parts as dark as night. Perhaps from a trick of the light, or the camera lens, or the general gloom of the recreation area, the horses looked oddly alive. Alive and in agony.

“Oh my God!” Timi whispered. “A carousel.”

He scrambled onto the platform, weaving between the horses, patting and stroking and speaking to them. He clambered onto one horse and made galloping noises as he pretended to ride it, yee-hawing like a cowboy. Then he remembered why he had come in the first place and slid off the horse and off the platform, entering into a hallway with the sign CINEMA hung over it.

The sounds came then: synchronized grunting and moaning, and over it a rhythmic squeaking which grew louder the closer Timi drew to the door.

“I wonder what they’re doing?” he whispered before kicking open the door and leaping into the room. “Surprise!”

Bent over a folding chair was my then-girlfriend, Naomi, her skirt bunched around her waist. Behind her stood a fifteen-year-old me, sweaty and shirtless, jeans around my ankles. We both froze, rabbits caught in a trap, as we gawked at the camera.

Then, several things happened at once.

Naomi screamed, pushing me away and hastily rearranging herself to preserve her modesty. I stumbled backwards, tripped on my jeans, and sprawled onto my ass. At that same moment my dick twitched, spouting long strings of spunk. Timi let loose a cry of disgust and horror as he realized what he’d just walked in on.

“What are you doing here?” I cried, my voice strangled with rage and shame. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

“I—I j-j-just wanted to—”

“You j-j-just!” I mocked, yanking up my jeans and struggling to my feet. “Why do you have to keep following me around, eh? GIVE ME THAT CAMERA. GIVE ME THAT FUCKING CAMERA!”

Timi bolted. The frame dissolved into an incoherent blur, camera swinging up and down so I could scarcely make sense of where he ran. But I didn’t need to; I remembered this part all too well. I hadn’t wanted my mum to see the video. I hadn’t wanted her to see what I had been up to. I had wanted so badly to destroy that camera and beat the shit out of Timi for following me in the first place. Childish preoccupations. I wished now I hadn’t chased him. I wished . . . there were so many things I wished for, but wishes don’t change the past.

On screen, Timi came to a halt in the recreation center with its carousel of impaled horses. He flipped the camera on himself for a brief second, long enough for me to see the sadness in his eyes.

“Why . . .” he panted, “why does he hate me so much?”

Tears stung my eyes. “I don’t hate you,” I whispered at the screen. “Oh, Timi, I don’t—I was an idiot teenager, but I don’t hate you.”

As Timi turned the camera away from himself, the recreation area came into view. To the right, partly hidden in the shadows, was a door. Propped open by what looked like a drawer, or a stack of tiles still in its pack. A thick, almost palpable darkness spilled out of the room beyond. Even all these years later, the sight of that hollow void of a doorway sent gooseflesh crawling up my spine. A large, yellow smiley face hung over the lintel with the words THE SMILE PLACE printed in bold beneath it.

“Don’t go in there,” I muttered, even though I knew it was useless. Me speaking to a video recording twenty years later would not change it. “Please don’t go in there.”

But Timi could not hear me. He went in and the darkness claimed him.

Lines of static stuttered across the TV, then everything went black. Black and silent. In the living room the sofa groaned as I leaned forward, eyes glued to the TV, watching, waiting. The soft whirr of the VHS player cut through the weighted silence.

After a moment, I sank back into the sofa, wiping my eyes. I tried to think of anyone who would know of Timi’s whereabouts, anyone who would have seen anything. Perhaps Mrs. Bright from down the street, if the police hadn’t already questioned her. I should drive down to the station, speak to Deputy Emeka—

A bloodcurdling scream rent the air.

I fell backwards, stifling a cry of my own, plugging my ears as more of Timi’s screams tore through the TV speakers. A moment later, color burst across the screen as the camera spun and spun, eventually coming to rest a few feet from The Smile Place. The frame was upside down. I turned my head sideways.

Timi burst out of the darkness, ran straight into my arms and almost took me down.

“What is it?” on-screen me yelled, still shirtless, my belt hanging lose. “Why are you screaming? Stop screaming!”

"There w-w-was a man!” he gabbled.

“What man? Where?”

“In th-th-there.” He managed before dissolving into incoherent bab-bling.

I watched on-screen me strain to keep him in my grasp. But he strug-gled like a child possessed, a child who had come face to face with the devil himself, and he wouldn’t stop screaming, wouldn’t stop trying to claw free of my grasp.

I smacked him. Hard.

The video ended, and we froze onscreen. On my face was an expres-sion of mild annoyance; Naomi, who had just been coming into frame looked confused—confused and slightly harassed. But Timi . . .

He looked like a corpse.

I sat there for a long time, staring at the TV. I had never watched this tape. I didn’t even know it still existed. I had made a point of destroying the tape to hide the evidence of my sexual escapade. It seemed Timi managed to restore it. But when . . . and why?

The aftermath of the event still burned bright in my mind. Timi withdrew into himself. He wouldn’t speak of what happened, at least not to me or mum. At the time I had chalked it up to an irrational fear of the dark, and I was mostly glad he stopped following me everywhere.

I stared out the window, surprised to find it dark outside. The dusty wall clock showed some minutes to nine. I hadn’t planned to stay this long. I started to rise. The drive back to Lagos would take three hours. but if I left now I could avoid traffic and make it in time for—

The player hummed and whirred and our frozen image broke on screen. I stared, confused, as it resolved into another scene.

***

JUNE 24, 2000. 12:03 PM

Timi sat in an armchair in Dr. Bello’s office. Behind him, a hideous yellow curtain with repeating bird motif stretched across the window. Next to it a wall clock ticked loudly.

“Alright, Timi.” Dr. Bello’s gentle voice came off-camera. “There is no one else here. Just you and me, okay?”

Timi didn’t respond, just kept staring at his hands.

“Would you like to walk me through what happened?”

“I was . . . was r-r-running in the mall . . .”

“Why were you running? Were you being chased?”

Timi looked up at the doctor, then at the camera. “I wasn’t . . . I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

I frowned. I remember Dr. Bello as a kindly woman with butterfly glasses who always had a smile for everyone. She had been Timi’s speech therapist, helping with his stutter. He often recorded their sessions to aid his practice at home. What I don’t remember is her being a psychologist. A pang of guilt twisted my insides. How alone had Timi been that he felt he could only talk to Dr. Bello about The Smile Place?

“Alright,” said Dr. Bello. “You were running. What happened next?”

“There w-w-was a room with a smiley face on t-t-top and . . .” he wrung his hands together, then began to worry at the edge of his shirt, picking at a loose thread. He looked so small and I wanted nothing more in that moment than to hold him. “And then I went in.”

In the background the clock ticked, and ticked, and ticked.

“Go on.” Dr. Bello said. Ever patient, ever gentle.

Barely a whisper, so quiet I almost didn’t catch it. “Then I saw the Long Man.”

Timi’s eyes slid to the camera, and I could have sworn he was looking straight at me. Guilt clawed at me, and I wanted to look away. Because it was my fault, all my fault. If only I had been a better older brother to him, none of this would have happened. So I looked back at Timi, held his gaze. But there was nothing in those eyes. Not fear, not even blame.

Just an . . . absence. As though whatever animated him, whatever made him Timi, was long gone, leaving this shell of a child.

“He asked me to smile,” Timi continued. “He s-s-said I had come to the smile p-p-lace and he wanted a big fat happy smile from me. He said . . . if-if-if I d-d-did not smile, he wouldn’t let me leave.”

“And . . . did you smile?”

“I was too scared to smile.”

“Why were you scared?”

Silence, but for the tick, tick, tick of the clock.

“Because of his face,” Timi whispered. “It was . . . it was. I tried not to look but . . . he made me. He made me look at his face and . . . and he said bad things. Things that made me scream. And it was so dark . . . and . . . and . . . I was so scared . . .” he looked at her. “You don’t believe me,” he said flatly, without blame. “Nobody does.”

“No, not at all,” said Dr. Bello, and I could tell she was humoring him. “I do believe that what you experienced is real; the emotions, the fear. They’re all real.” A telltale thud as she closed her book. “I have a question, Timi. The Long Man told you terrible things that made it impossible for you to smile. If you couldn’t smile, how are you . . . here now, with me in this office? How did you leave?”

Timi’s answer was so low that I initially missed it. Only upon replaying the last few seconds did I realize that his lips had moved in reply. I scooted closer to the TV, turned the volume up to max, as I watched his lips shape the words:

“I didn’t leave.”

Providence Mall, what remained of it, stood stark against the night sky. The government had abandoned its construction halfway as they were wont to do with such projects, Governor Amosun spiriting away public funds to offshore Swiss accounts. The mall stood under the rot and dilapidation of twenty years, already being reclaimed by nature’s green hand. Gravel crunched underfoot as I made my way toward the entrance, flashlight beam cutting through the dark. It was nearly 1:00 a.m. by my time, and I would have waited till morning before coming here, but I couldn’t sleep. I needed to know.

That last tape had left me thoroughly shaken. The grainy image of Timi’s face still loomed in my mind as he whispered, I didn’t. Was he being metaphorical in saying he never left The Smile Place or—and I feared to even think it, found the notion ridiculous—was he being literal?

But ridiculous or not, here I was in the dead of the night, trudging through the ruins of Providence Mall, looking for my brother.

I had gone on to boarding school shortly after the mall incident, and never gave Timi the time of day whenever I returned home for the holi-days. When I did notice him, it was to remark that he was such a weirdo, moping around, his eyes forever on the ground. If only I had known, if only I could have done something . . .

A chill settled in my bones as I stepped into the mall. I shuddered. This place . . . it felt wrong. It was in the way the silence pressed at me from all sides, weighted, expectant. It was in the air; stale and rank with the stink of a freshly opened grave. It was in the absence of rats and cockroaches, for even those mindless creatures knew to avoid this place. I could hardly see; my vision limited to whichever strip my narrow flashlight beam fell on, so that I felt unmoored, unable to shake off the gnawing sense of vast space, as though I blundered blindly toward the lip of an abyss. What walls had not succumbed to the years were stained with moisture and mold bloom. Beer cans and condom wraps, cigarette packs and filthy panties—two decade’s worth of teenage hauntings—littered the area.

The carousel still stood in the recreation area. The base had collapsed, wrapped in the grip of roots snaking out of the sunken floor like a ship half-submerged by the reaching tentacles of a sea beast. I swept my flashlight through the wreckage, the beam lighting up the horses, glancing off their shiny eyes and shiny coats before finally settling on The Smile Place.

The door still hung ajar as it had twenty years ago. The yellow face still smiled down invitingly.

“Timi?” I called at the darkness.

The walls threw back my voice in a mocking succession of echoes that brought the dark to life and raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I licked my lips, gripping the flashlight in one sweaty palm as the echoes died out. Some small part of me wanted to run, to turn around and hightail out of this mausoleum of things that never were. But I had come all this way, and I had to know.

I stepped into The Smile Place.

An old rug filled the damp floor, and on the walls were hard wood boards for tacking papers and notices, all of which were empty. Scribbled on a black board in chalk were proclamations such as WELCOME, KIDS, and, WHAT ELSE CAN YOU DO BUT SMILE? And, NO CRYING, NO KICKING, NO FIGHTING. THIS IS A HAPPY PLACE! And, YOU WILL RIDE THE CAROUSEL.

I realized The Smile Place was some sort of daycare. No doubt intended for hassled parents who desperately needed reprieve from their kids while they indulged in the frivolities the mall had to offer.

Laughter. Quiet, relieved laughter bubbled up my throat. There was nothing in The Smile Place. Of course, there was nothing here. What had I hoped to find, Timi? I laughed even harder. This was just an empty room, one like several others, like the mall at large, which never served its true purpose. Relief washed over me. I knew in that moment that this wasn’t my fault. Whatever Timi had gotten himself into, wherever he was now, I was not responsible for his disappearance. I shook my head, turning to leave—

And found the horses blocking my path.

“What?” I said softly. The horses clustered at the entrance—looking strangely bigger, twelve pairs of eyes fixed on me—as though someone had moved them there.

Or they had moved of their own accord.

Fear, acrid and oily, slid down my throat.

“Who’s there?” I called, my voice cracking. “Timi. Is that you? Are you—?”

“John.”

I whipped about as a bulb sizzled into life, its jaundiced yellow light illuminating our . . . living room? It looked like our living room, with its peeling wallpaper and rusted ceiling fan and moth-eaten drapes. But it was a veneer, a poorly rendered imitation, because our living room did not have that horrible table at the center, with the figure shrouded in shadow sitting at the head, an ungodly marine stench wafting from—

With a groan of wood on wood, the figure pushed to its feet. Up, up, up it stretched, endlessly unfolding, twitching like an inflatable dancing man until it stood ten, twelve, fifteen feet tall, a grotesque aberration of the human form. Long arms and long torso, swathed in a coal-gray coat with a white collar like a preacher, or a mortician.

And where the face should be was darkness.

I took a great, whooping breath, and belted out a scream.

The Long Man moved: gliding toward me with lanky limbs.

“John.”

I shuddered at the way my name rolled off his tongue. Possessive. As though he’d known me for a long time. On the Long Man’s lips, my name became an incantation, each pronunciation laying claim to me, rooting me to the spot so I couldn’t flee. “John . . . John . . . John.”

A whimper escaped my throat. Trapped, I turned my head away, turned from that awful specter and croaked: “You took my brother. Where is my brother?”

The Long Man paused, head cocked as though considering me. “Don’t you remember?” he rasped, his breath foul and marine. “I will remind you. Ever since he was born, and you found your mother’s love and attention turning away from you and to Timi, you wanted him gone. You were selfish. Selfish for attention, selfish for love. You weren’t going to share that with Timi. That needy, whiny little rat who could never stop following you around. You didn’t want his love, didn’t want his adoration, not when his presence was just an unwanted reminder of your replacement.”

“That is . . . that is not true. You’re lying.” I wanted to plug my ears, but the Long Man’s voice came at me from all sides.

"You wanted him gone, John. You wanted him dead! But you couldn’t live with yourself.”

I began to bawl, hot tears streaming down my cheeks, snot dribbling into my beard. It was all true. Every last bit of it. I had wished him away, I had been jealous of the attention he received. But I had been a child, a stupid, stupid child. And I didn’t mean any of it.

“Please . . . I’m sorry.”

The Long Man placed a hand on my shoulder. It was cold. So cold.

Slowly, he turned me around.

“Who are you?” I looked into his face. And saw that it was mine.

And then I was on the carousel, riding a massive black horse, the Long Man’s possessive arms wrapped around me.

There were many things I wanted to say, many things I wanted to do. Mostly, I yearned to see Timi one last time, if only to apologize, to let him know that I didn’t hate him, I never truly hated him.

I don’t hate you, brother. I love you. I love you with all my heart.

I am so sorry, Timi.

Round and round and round we went. Into the night, into the dark, where there was nothing.

A CCTV camera surveils Providence Mall, a security measure by the neighborhood watch. After all, abandoned, uncompleted buildings make for the perfect den for hooligans. But this was a quiet neighborhood, with good church-going folks. And they didn’t want hooligans.

Gbenga has just returned from his fifth piss of the night (he really needs to stay off the coffee, but how else will he keep awake?) when the camera stutters into life, its motion sensors detecting movement. He squints at the grainy video of the mall, the front area overgrown with weeds. He’s about to dismiss it as triggered by an animal—probably a bat or a finch, they get lots of those. Then he sees the figure cutting through the grass.

A young boy, wearing clothes he wore when he was a kid, the sort of outfit his daughter calls old school. But that is not what terrifies him.

It is the strangest thing, perhaps because he needs to sleep, but Gbenga could have sworn the boy’s shadow is long and moving in a way it’s not meant to.

Only later, much later, he remembers what it reminds him of:

An inflatable dancing man. 


A MONSTER IN THE SHAPE OF A BOY

HANNAH YANG

When Peng opens the door, he finds himself face to face with a boy who looks exactly like himself.

The other Peng stands in the doorway, as though surprised to have been caught. Two eyes peering out from the dark. Fluffy black hair, messy enough to stand up in every direction. Ruddy cheeks and scraped elbows.

It’s him. But it isn’t.

Even their clothing is identical. His straw slippers, his gray tunic, his twice-mended trousers with a hole in the left knee. The only difference between them is the dried blood on the other Peng’s hands, as though it has already eaten a child for its breakfast. And the delirious gleam in its eyes, as though it’s still hungry for more.

Peng is twelve now, old enough to deal with a yaoguai on his own. But now he stands frozen, like a little boy. Fear squeezes its cold fingers around his neck and pins him in place.

He should kill the monster, the way Baba taught him. Kill it now, before it gets a chance to come inside. No mercy. No hesitation.

He doesn’t have his spear with him, but Baba has taught him that anything can be a weapon if you really need it to be, and there are plenty of options inside their hut. The heavy wok hanging from the wall, the wooden stool with its sturdy legs.

The yaoguai steps closer. One step. Two.

Still Peng doesn’t move. Can’t move. A whimper scratches its way out of his throat.

And so it is Baba who comes up behind the other Peng and runs his spear through its stomach. It is Baba who watches as its life fades away. And all the while, Peng stands there paralyzed, feeling as though some-thing inside of him has been scooped out and scraped clean.

Practically every village within a hundred li has hired Baba to deal with some yaoguai or another.

There are many kinds of monsters in the valley. The one that came to the hut today was the type that scares Peng the most, the ones that can borrow the shapes and mannerisms of real people. If Baba hadn’t gotten home in time, that creature might have inserted itself into Peng’s life and not even Baba would have known the difference.

All through the evening, Peng can’t stop shivering. The memory of his cowardice lingers in the hut like a foul smell. While Baba cleans and sharpens his spear, Peng sits quietly on his cot, holding his pet rabbit Xiao Bai close to his chest. Strokes her soft fur, her twitchy pink nose.

He tries to keep his expression stoic even as he does this, but it breaks whenever Baba looks at him. Something between them is strained now, stretched thin.

“What happened to you back there?” says Baba. “I didn’t raise my son to be a coward.”

“I was going to fight back if it came any closer. Really I was.”

“You know what’s even worse than a coward? A liar.”

Baba says nothing more, just keeps scrubbing the yaoguai’s blood out of the wood beneath the spear tip, the water in the basin frothing pink.

“It’s definitely dead now, right?” Peng says after a moment, hating how childlike his voice sounds.

Baba grunts. “Course it’s dead.”

“How can you know for sure? Aren’t some of them supposed to be immortal or something?”

“There are ways to banish a monster for good. My father taught them to me, and I’ll teach them to you.”

They build a bonfire that night, a light breeze blowing from the moun-tains, a full moon hanging in the sky. All the men of the village come to watch the monster burn, unearned pride on their faces, as though they were the ones who wielded the spear. They look at the body and mutter to themselves in apprehension. Some spit on it, hit it with stones.

In the stories, sometimes the yaoguai can shift to their original form at the last moment. But this one doesn’t. It’s already dead by the time they put it on the pyre. Peng watches its battered body burn, its face identical to his own, its fingers stretching toward empty air.

In the following days, Baba increases the rigor of Peng’s training. Peng is glad for the distraction. It keeps the nightmares at bay, the relentless visions of a monster wearing his face. In the daytime he is brave, grows quicker and stronger, but at night he has trouble falling asleep. He begs Baba over and over to keep their small lantern burning.

Baba never leaves the lantern burning. Instead, he teaches Peng how to stand his ground in a fight. How to wield his spear, the commoner’s weapon that their family is famous for. How to use all the techniques that Baba’s own father once taught him.

One day, Baba tells him it’s time to practice on Xiao Bai.

They stand outside together, in the middle of the dirt footpath that leads from their hut to the rest of the village. Xiao Bai sits, chomping on her last cabbage leaf, watching Peng and Baba with mild curiosity. Her nose twitches. Once. Twice.

“We don’t need to kill her. I’ll practice harder, I promise.”

“Monsters come in all forms, son. Most of them look innocent. They’ll play mind games on you if you let them. A monster slayer must be able to do what others find unthinkable.”

Peng hesitates.

“I had a dog once,” Baba says quietly.

Peng sets his jaw and does as Baba asks. A single thrust of the spear is enough.

When he’s done, Baba asks him to run through the entire set of exer-cises he’s learned over the past few days. Peng lets his muscles take over, grateful for the chance to let his mind slip back into unthinking calm.

He performs to near perfection. But Baba does not clap him on the back, does not offer any words of praise. He only tilts his head to the side, as if considering something.

“Rumor has it there’s a new yaoguai in Jiangfei,” he says. “One of the nasty kind that takes the shape of a beautiful woman and lures men into its arms before it eats them.”

Peng stays silent. A puddle of red has grown beneath Xiao Bai’s carcass, seeping into the dirt.

Baba keeps speaking. “There’ll be a high price on its head, I bet, for the hunter who gets there first.”

A question disguised as a passing remark. Peng knows what Baba wants him to say, but he’s afraid his voice will tremble or crack if he opens his mouth.

“We’ll go tomorrow, then,” says Baba finally, deciding the matter on his own.

True to Baba’s word, the yaoguai in Jiangfei is beautiful. Long hair as dark and smooth as spilled ink. Small feet that walk in dainty steps.

They find her alone by the riverbank, hanging up laundry to dry. When she sees the hunters approaching, she utters a cry of alarm and begins to run away, just as a real woman would. She only makes it a few paces before she trips over a tree root and falls.

Peng walks up to her. Wet clothes flutter from the tree branches around them, long skirts and wide-sleeved tunics in faded blues and grays.

“Please,” the false woman whispers. “I have children at home.”

Her voice is rawer than Peng had expected, almost hoarse. It reminds him a bit of his mother’s voice. The memory is sharp and sweet, like biting into an unripe persimmon.

Peng pushes the memories aside and makes his voice loud and strong, the way Baba would. “That’s enough, monster. You aren’t fooling anyone with your lies.”

“I’m not a monster,” she says.

That’s what all the monsters say. Everyone knows that.

Peng glances at Baba. Baba does not move. His eyes are fixed on Peng, rather than on the woman. Checking to see if his son is finally the size and shape of a real monster slayer’s son.

So this time it is Peng who stabs the spear through the yaoguai’s chest. It is Peng who watches as her life drains away.

This yaoguai is harder to kill than a rabbit. He has to stab her once, twice, three times before she falls still. Blood spatters over his shirt, his hands. He feels as though there are two of him. One wielding the spear, strong and ruthless. The other watching on in confusion, begging him to stop.

She doesn’t fight back. Near the end, she makes a soft gurgling noise, but Peng can’t hear what she says, can’t even tell if she’s trying to speak at all.

Afterward, Baba counts out the coins they receive from the Jiangfei elders and gives half of them to Peng.

All the way home, Peng wears his pride like a new coat. He has never had money of his own before. He wonders if this is how Baba feels every time he finishes a job, this confidence that he has earned his rightful place in the world.

When they reach their village, Baba claps him on the shoulder. “You go on home, son. I want to tell the other villagers what you’ve accom-plished. We’ll be feasting in your honor tonight.”

Peng walks back to the hut alone. He looks for the spot on the path where Xiao Bai died, but he’s relieved when he can’t find it. Baba must have taken her carcass away after their training session. Even her blood has faded so that it looks no different from the mud around it.

After their long journey, the hut looks small and safe. He reaches to unlatch the front door.

It swings open.

Peng finds himself, for the second time, face to face with a boy who looks exactly like himself. He walks forward, undaunted. One step, two. And realization hits him like a sharpened spear, bright and fast and burning. 


LEMMINGS

KIRSTYN MCDERMOTT

You likely know the game by now, or at least know of it. Can picture the little dudes, with their shock of green hair and blue . . . overalls? Onesies? Athleisure wear? Who can tell from a handful of pixels? Marching in lockstep as lemmings do, right over the edge of a cliff, or into a bubbling green tank of acid, or mangled by one of the gear machines. Just a handful of pixels, though, and not a one of them ever turning red. It was a big deal, back in its day—sales and rankings and countless obsessive hours eaten up chasing the quickest time, the highest percentage, level after addictive goddamn level. But if you’ve played the game, it’s been on an emulator, right? Appreciating the retro graphics and simplistic mechanics, shaking your head over the clunky controls and wondering how people sat still for shit like this for so long, wondering that even as it winds you in and whispers its second-hand nostalgia right into your cortex—if nostalgia can be the right word for a time you never knew. Because if you did know it, if you weren’t just alive but old enough to play the game on your Commodore 64 or fledgling PC or, hell, the original Amiga version, then you’re here on another mission. You’re reading this for answers, or clues at the very least. You’re shopping for reasons, but we’re fresh out of those. (See also: toilet paper, hand sanitizer, unsullied dreams.) We don’t know why. We only know what. And we knew it first.

***

Finally. Jinx screenshots the end-of-level infodump before carefully tran-scribing the next level code into her notebook, just in case. She’s lost screenshots before and, besides, there’s something about having all the level codes written down in her own hand that feels comforting. That feels real. Listed down the page in chunky blue capitals, it looks like Egyptian hieroglyphs or notes a Russian spy might keep. Of course, what would be even better is if she could just put a pin in her progress each session, but the game dates back from before genius programmers thought up the whole “save game” concept. Whatever. Lemmings is worth it, the best of the bunch of archaic video games that Tyler hooked them into back when lockdown looked like only lasting till the end of term. Three months later and Jinx has ditched them all—Lode Runner, Prince of Persia, Archon, a dozen others she can’t even remember now— and is patiently eking out her fave at the rate of no more than one new level a day. It’s a dead game, frozen in silicone, and once she’s played it through, she’s played it forever.

Sitting on its charger, her phone sounds the bleat of a fainting goat, the novelty alert weeks past its best-by but Jinx can’t summon the effort to change it. The message is from Cazz, peppered with multiple emojis: several astonished faces, three different gravestones, and a purple cat. There’s always a purple cat.

seen it yet???

Jinx thumbs a response. seen what???

omg!! the SUICIDE its evrywhr!!

She doesn’t even have time to open TikTok before her bedroom door swings wide and there’s her dad, hand outstretched, face caught somewhere between furious and terrified. Jinx remembers that look from those last days with her mum, driving home from hospice each night, her dad clutching the steering wheel so tight she expected to see indentations in the vinyl cover when he finally let go.

“Phone,” he says. “Now.”

Jinx rolls her eyes, trying for casual. Her stomach isn’t having it, is already churning up a fresh batch of anxiety. “What, I can’t even talk to my friends now?”

“That’s not . . . please, the phone.”

She locks it before surrendering. Her dad switches the device off, shoves it into the back pocket of his jeans. When he sits down on the bed, it’s right near the edge, as far from her as he can manage to keep, and the mattress sags dramatically. He wobbles, rights himself. Jinx wants to laugh, but worries she might not stop.

“It’s not a punishment, Janelle.” He’s staring at the ground between his feet, like the manky gray carpet holds infinitely more interest than his daughter’s face ever could. “Your school texted me. There’s something going around the socials right now, so best if you stay off them for bit, yeah? Just till it’s cleaned up.”

Jinx shrugs, whatever, no big deal, like her phone isn’t a lifeline of any kind. “A virus?”

“Just a video. Some sick f— person who thinks it’s funny to scare kids.”

“I’ve probably seen worse.”

He does look at her then. She wishes he hadn’t. It’s worse than the mum-is-dying face, somehow, even though Jinx doesn’t really know how to decode it with any precision. Like Jinx killed his puppy, is how she might describe it to Cazz, or maybe like Jinx is the puppy.

“You haven’t been out today, right?” Her dad stands, absently reaches round to pat the phone still in his pocket. “Why don’t you go for a walk, kiddo? Get some fresh air.”

Fresh air wasn’t something they used to worry about much, till lockdown. Now it’s all go outside this, get your exercise that, sixty minutes, five kays, blah blah blah. No one she actually knows lives within five kays; she hasn’t seen her friends outside of a screen since forever. Sometimes she catches herself wondering if they still exist, if they aren’t just data on a server somewhere, blipping into life at her beck and call.

What if all we ever were is data, she asked Cazz a couple of weeks back. Would we even know any different?

The girl on the screen stared at her through a pinkish orange fringe, uneven home-colour job that didn’t really take but, hey, that’s what filters are for. Keep it together, girl. Don’t matrix-out on me.

“Janelle?” Her dad snaps two fingers in front of her face. “Exercise?”

Jinx scowls. “Okay if I get dressed first?” She grabs the hem of her pajama top, makes a show of being about to yank it over her head. Her dad flinches and flees the room, leaving the door pointedly ajar behind him. She waits until she hears him messing about in the kitchen before retrieving her old phone from where she’s stashed it between the mattress and base. The thing is stone-cold dead and doesn’t have a working SIM, but she finds an old cable and plugs it in beneath the desk. By the time she gets back, it’ll be charged and ready to suck down some Wi-Fi.

Jinx smiles as she pulls on her shoes and grabs a clean mask. Like she wouldn’t keep a spare.

In real life, lemmings are a monumental disappointment. Small arctic hamsters, or some distant cousin, brown and tailless with a penchant for extreme cliff diving if their population gets out of control, or so you’ll no doubt have heard. It’s not even the weirdest notion to have attached itself to them. Lemmings spontaneously generating within storms and falling from the sky like fat, furry hailstones. Lemmings harboring a rage so cataclysmic they eventually explode, strewing pelts and body parts all over the landscape for naive naturalists to stumble over. But lemmings as suicide squad, blindly following one another to their collective doom—that’s the story that stuck, thanks mostly to Disney. An intrepid group of documentarians on the payroll of an altogether different rodent, trudging through the arctic wilderness to capture on film the fabled mass migration of lemmings, cameras unflinching as the animals tumbled from a cliff to splash into the choppy, frigid waters of the ocean below. The filmmakers even nabbed an Academy Award. But it’s all a goddamn lie. Alberta, to start with, not the Arctic circle. Inuit kids contracted to bring in the lemmings, the bounty a few pennies a piece. A giant turntable swinging those same confused creatures around again and again, that old animation background trick rejigged for close focus. And then the grand finale: herding the lemmings toward the edge, over the edge, little claws no doubt scrabbling for any kind of purchase as they realized the fatality of their error. The desperation of their fall. The terror of their end. It was never suicide; we want you to see that. It was nothing less than mass murder.

***

The bin at the edge of the park is overflowing. Takeaway coffee cups mostly, and some disposable masks, their thin, white elastic twisted yet intact. Jinx remembers the short clip someone shared a couple of weeks ago: those clumps of used masks on beaches, in riverbeds, clinging to grassy verges; death-traps tangled around the legs of sea birds and other critters, one even found in the belly of a dead turtle. Be responsible, the voiceover pleaded, tear off the elastic before you throw your mask away! Such a simple request, the work of less than a second, less than a thought, and yet.

For a brief, hope-thin moment back there it looked like things might be starting to change. People bringing their own coffee cups to cafes, their own bags to supermarkets. Single-use plastics on the way out, recycling on the rise. Maybe, just maybe there was a corner being turned, however slowly, however reluctantly—or smugly, depending on the type of zero-waste lifestyle you could afford to lead.

But now, one panicked whiff of pandemic, and it’s all gone to shit.

Single use everything and all anyone’s talking about is COVID, infection rates, death counts, and how soon a vaccine might be produced. No one’s looking more than two steps in front of them anymore.

Jinx remembers the climate protests last year, marching elbow to elbow with Cazz as they brandished their hand-lettered THERE IS NO PLANET B sign—complete with a wonky blue and green ball that only looked like Earth if you squinted generously enough— yelling for change, yelling for action, yelling because it made them feel strong and fierce and seen for once in their lives. And for what? For fucking what?

She kicks the bin. A coffee cup at the top of the pile teeters and falls to the grass below. She kicks the bin again, harder this time, feeling the metal reverberate beneath the sole of her booted foot. And again.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

The man is standing a couple of meters away, fists braced on his hips. He’s about her dad’s age, maybe older, and is wearing his blue disposable mask beneath his nose. In his hand is a takeaway coffee cup.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Jinx shouts back.

His eyes narrow and he points to the rubbish that’s tumbled from the bin. “Pick all that up, you little brat.”

Jinx feels flushed, like when she’s embarrassed, only this time she’s really not. This time, the heat floods from a dark and livid well deep inside her, floods molten through her limbs until her hands are shaking and her teeth clench tight enough to crack. She wrenches off her own mask and marches up to the man.

“You pick it up,” she yells at him. “It’s your mess, you fucking pick it up. All of it. It’s not my job to clean up after you, you . . . arsehole!”

Alarmed, the man steps back a pace, muttering something that Jinx can’t quite catch, although the words crazy and bitch manage to make it through the triple-ply. She swallows, all too aware now of the other people in the park, all of them staring straight at her. Nearby, a mother holds her little boy close to her legs, pushing the kid behind her like Jinx might be about to rush them next. Almost all the adults are wearing masks and it’s unnerving how she can only see their eyes— or not, because so many of them have sunglasses on as well. It’s like they’re robots, or aliens. It’s like that old movie that Tyler made them watch about the creepy pods that hatched things that looked just like you except they weren’t, and Jinx wonders if the park people aren’t all about to point at her and scream.

Her heart beats hard in her chest and Jinx just can’t anymore. She sucks in a deep breath and yells at the man one last time, a wordless gut-tural roar that means everything and nothing and hollows her to a spent and brittle husk.

Then she runs.

There is the tiniest fraction of truth in the lemming-suicide myth, a seed from which the tales grew tall. They take things to extremes, those little rodents. Tundra-bound in winter, digging through the snow for buried grasses and moss, excavating a subterranean metropolis of tunnels and burrows and generally living the hardest of hardscrabble lives. Come spring, though, they’re off to the high country to hang out among the trees and heath-patched plains, catch some rays and pretty much fuck so damn prolifically that every three or four years they reach critical mass, population wise. Too many lemmings, not enough food, not enough space, not enough of anything except more lemmings, and so off they go. Wave after furry wave they migrate, very nearly all of them dying along the way. Starvation, thirst, hypothermia, exhaustion, and yeah, getting your throat torn open by your buddy over the last blade of cotton grass, or because he just doesn’t like your face. You’d get tetchy too, resources stretched so slim and no promised land in sight. But enough of them survive, the species skimming extinction’s edge but nevertheless man-aging to keep their grip, and the whole vicious cycle begins again. It’d be easier, you’d think, to simply keep things under control. To manage your shit with a little more finesse year to year and so avoid the very real risk you’ll end up a forgotten, decomposing carcass on the road to nowhere in particular. But they’re only lemmings. They can’t see that far ahead.

Her old phone is almost fully charged by the time Jinx has nuked herself a cup of instant noodles—because her dad won’t let her slink back to her room without taking something to eat with her and the microwave is quicker than arguing. Sitting on her bed, she slurps wet carbs into her mouth with a fork while she waits out the interminable updates, signing into the most vital apps, putting her notifications on silent. The vid has already been pulled from TikTok but who cares when it’s been copied and uploaded to any number of places since. Her friends have been passing new links around like swap cards; nothing online ever dies.

Jinx puts in her earbuds, glances up to make sure her door is closed. Taps play.

It starts with sky blue, a wisp of clouds, then pans swiftly down to a boy who looks maybe a year or two older than her. Dark, shaggy hair and a smile that wobbles at the edges. Angry rash of acne along his jawbone but still cute, in a sort of K-Pop way, if K-Pop boys could ever give up their filters. Wherever he is, it’s windy and behind him, around him, are the tops of tall buildings. He’s high, wherever he is. He’s really high.

We are the virus, he says. The wind snips the edges of his words. And we are also the cure.

Another smile that stretches a beat too long, that looks scared and certain and about as wrong as a smile can look and—

—he jumps. No, falls. No, lets himself fall. Backwards and over and down and it’s so fast it can’t be real, must be staged, some clever trick and the boy is going to leap up from the bottom of the frame any second and yell, fooled you suckers!

Except the camera was so steady, leaning forward over the edge to track the descent as its subject flailed and grew smaller and—stopped. It wasn’t a selfie. Someone was holding that phone, up on the rooftop with the boy, knowing what he was planning to do the whole time. Probably the same person who uploaded the vid in the first place.

Jinx’s cheeks are hot.

She taps replay. Because there’s something . . . right at the end . . . there: when the boy lands (dies), you can’t see it clearly through the burst of pixels that’s been put in over the top. A minor explosion of blue, green, and white, like a tiny cartoon firework . . . replay: that sound, another digital manipulation edited in post, and she knows that sound.

She knows it. Jinx replays the last few seconds. And again.

It’s from the game. The noise a lemming makes when it falls too far to land safely, that weird computerized squish that sounds remarkably akin to something very soft hitting something very, very hard. The explosion is from the game as well—the primitive pixel spray of lemming meeting ground. Someone took it all and edited it into this vid. To obscure the worst? To be funny? What kind of sick fuck thinks it’s cool to make a joke of this?

Jinx replays the vid, again and again until her stomach threatens to send back the noodles, express service, no signature required.

“Okay,” she whispers. “Enough now.”

There are dozens of alerts and notifications all over her apps, mes-sages from Cazz and Tyler and a bunch of group chats with randoms from school who’ve tagged her in the general frenetic buzz of OMG and WTF and have you seen?

A fresh DM pops up from Cazz who must’ve noticed she’s back online.

whats up with all this shit??

yeah, Jinx messages back, its fucked. that poor kid

which one??

which what?

Over the next hour or so they find eight more. Different kids, dif-ferent cities and times of day, but otherwise a terrible familiarity to them all. We are the virus. And we are also the cure. The same pixelated explosion as they hit the pavement, the grass, the water, the body already sprawled broken on the ground. The same squishy sound effect that seems less and less ridiculous the more Jinx hears it. We are the virus. And we are also the cure. Another handful by the time her dad knocks on the door to say that dinner is ready and Jinx shoves the phone under her pillow in case he comes in and confiscates it as well.

She eats as much of the home-delivered green curry as she can manage, which isn’t much at all, and mumbles something about not feeling well when her dad notices.

He throws her a sharp glance, reaches out to touch her face. “Fever?”

Jinx flinches. “Jesus, it’s not COVID, okay? I’m just not hungry.”

He lets her go back to her room. Where she curls up beneath her doona and searches and taps and swipes until she can barely keep her eyes open. Until all she can see when she closes them is that fucking pixelated explosion. There are so many, mostly kids around her age give or take a couple of years but a couple of people who looked like they were in their twenties maybe. It’s trending on Twitter and Facebook too. It’s trending everywhere. Jinx keeps searching.

We are the virus. And we are also the cure.

Replay.

The lemmings in the game, they’re organized. Organizable at least. Climbing, building, digging, bashing, floating—together they command a skill set that will see the whole tribe through the deadly array of obstacles and safely home. Most of them, anyway. Most of the time. Not the blockers, who plant themselves with arms outstretched, foot tapping in refusal as they shake their heads back and forth. No. You shall not pass. There be dragons . . . or acid, or lava or a fall from which you won’t recover. Turn back, stay safe. And the other lemmings do, and they are. You’d think, wouldn’t you, that the blockers would get to go home too? Once their job is done and all their buddies are successfully warned away, they could simply unblock and bring up the rear. But once a blocker, forever a blocker, holding the line until the clock runs down to zero. Unless you get bored of waiting and make them a bomber instead—the other specialist who won’t ever see a warm burrow again. 5-4-3-2-1: POP! Five tiny white pixels be all that’s left of those dudes. Blasting a necessary access point can be the only way through sometimes and they take up the mantle so readily. Hunkered down, hands on head as they shudder and shake, beeping out a tinny Oh no! just before they explode. It’s cute, if you don’t think too hard about it. But if you do think about it—all those stoic little blockers and bombers sacrificing themselves to warn the others, to forge an escape route they can never, ever take—then you might see things differently. They’re brave, those lemmings. The bravest collection of pixels to ever grace a screen.

At 6:18 a.m. the multi-story parking lot at the shopping center is all but deserted. A handful of cars on the ground floor, spaced out and shadowed in thin dawn light, and it’s one of the creepiest things Jinx has seen. Postapocalyptic. The stairwell smells bad, rancid with stale piss. She pulls the collar of her shirt over her nose as she hauls herself up the several flights to the roof. It’s hard work on so little sleep.

Out here the air is clear, crisp with the chill of early winter, and Jinx sucks it deep into her lungs. She’s never paid attention to the view before: the surrounding suburbs unfolding around her, the roads eerily empty of commuter traffic. A few people are out running or walking their dogs but they all look so small and distant, like they’re not really part of the world. Or like Jinx isn’t.

“Hey!”

The girl is sitting against the wall of the cark park, tucked into the corner opposite the stairwell. She pushes herself to her feet as Jinx approaches, tucks her curly brown hair behind her ears. Her T-shirt is bright pink with a unicorn across the chest. Its mane and tail are painted with rainbow glitter.

“Hey,” Jinx echoes, offering a timid wave.

The girl looks her up and down, eyes narrowed. “We are the virus?”

Jinx pauses. “Oh, right. And we are also the cure.”

The girl with the unicorn shirt nods. “I was wondering if anyone else would think of this place.”

“Yeah.” Jinx looks over the edge of the railing to the entrance below. Empty bitumen, a clear line of sight. “It’s pretty high.”

“High enough anyway. A few good seconds, right?”

Jinx leans back, rubs her upper arms.

The girl is holding out her iPhone. It looks like a new model. Expen-sive, encased in bling. “Have you done this before? Filmed, I mean? Obviously.”

Jinx shakes her head.

“Okay, no probs. I’m signed in to everything you’ll need.” She spends a few minutes walking Jinx through. How to record and save, how to find the sound file and filter, how to edit, how to upload and tag and share, and even though Jinx knows almost all of it already, she lets the girl tell her, lets her tell her twice even. “Got it?

“Got it.”

“You sure? There won’t be a second take.”

“I got it.” Gently, Jinx takes the phone from the girl’s outstretched hand. “Do you think . . . do you think this will work? Do you think it will make any difference?”

The girl shrugs and climbs up onto the railing. “At least we’re doing something. And a few less people in the world can’t be bad thing, you know.” She swings a leg over the top, spreads her arms wide. “You feel it, right? The connection? Being a part of something bigger than just yourself? Maybe if more people felt like that we wouldn’t be here.”

“Maybe,” Jinx whispers. She steps up to the railing, phone ready.

“Hey.” The girl grabs Jinx by the wrist, her dilated pupils as flat as drops of oil on a garage floor. “You’re not going to flake, are you? I’ve heard that’s happened. You know, like, people not filming, dropping the phone. Or not posting after.”

“I got you,” Jinx says. “Promise.”

And she does. Keeping the girl center frame as she speaks her final lines, following her descent all the way down. It’s so fast, Jinx’s hands only start to shake as she’s editing the clip, making sure the little burst of pixels cover the girl’s legs, the broken way they twist on the bitumen, and also the halo that glistens and seeps from beneath her head.

Once the video is posted, Jinx sinks to the ground. She switches off the screen and leans the phone against the concrete wall. She never asked the girl what she should do with it, after. Never even asked the girl her name. Jinx closes her eyes. Her hands aren’t shaking anymore and maybe she can feel it, a million fragile filaments stretching out from her fingertips and into the world, snaking and sparking their way through the air, through Wi-Fi and Bluetooth and data driven on currents of 5G, seeking connection and, finding it, calling them all to arms. Calling them all home.

The hinges on the stairwell door screech and Jinx looks over as a boy in a gray beanie steps onto the roof. He sees her and raises a hand, more in salute than a wave, then starts toward where she’s sitting.

Jinx pulls her phone from her pocket. She can’t really describe it, the calmness spreading through her body. It’s not that she isn’t scared, but still. It’s like there’s a very thin, very strong cord anchored in her sternum, guiding her forward. Gently. Firmly. She’s never been more sure of anything.

Holding the phone up to her face, she presses record. “Dad? I love you, okay? You’re not . . . this isn’t your fault.” The boy in the beanie is close now. “Don’t watch, okay? Please don’t watch.” She stops recording, texts it to her dad.

The boy has stopped a couple of meters away. “Um, hi.”

Jinx straightens, swipes at an errant tear. The cord in her chest tightens and tugs. Taking a deep breath, she holds the boy’s gaze. His eyes are green, bright as bottle-glass and just as hard. Jinx holds out her phone.

“We are the virus.”

And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure. And we are also the cure.
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also

the

cure.
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