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Prologue
Pasha, India– near the Nepal and India border-July 1798
~~~~~
The dead walk the streets of Pasha.
The leper repeated this through the matted wraps covering his face.
The British officer turned to his interpreter. “Ask him again. Does he have any information concerning a James Wilkins and his family?”
The leper shook his head and said The dead walk the streets of Pasha then turned away toward a collection of small huts recessed into the walls of a cliff.
“Poor soul. The disease has affected his brain,” the Indian interpreter commented. “I’m afraid, sir, he will be of no help.”
There were only fifteen soldiers remaining. They had started with twenty-five from their landing at Calcutta over a month ago. The weather, dysentery, and rogue bandits were responsible for their losses.
“Hang it all!” the officer swore. “Sergeant Hookes, a moment please.”
“Sir!”
“Bring that Weathers chap here. The one from the Company.”
“He’s gone over the hill, Sir. His shits has hit again.”
“Then, go and find him, tell him to wipe his arse and bring the fellow here.”
“Sir!”
“Oh, Sergeant, better take a few lads with you. We don’t know what lies beyond that crest.”
“Sir!”
The sun was approaching its westward plunge, and twilight shadowed the small village. The officer hailed his remaining men for a search of the huts. No one save the leper was found. The meager shacks held nothing more than broken furniture and discarded bowls. Something had sucked the life from the village of Pasha.
A young private came running over the hill. “Sir!” he hailed. “Come quickly. We’ve found some bodies.”
Just over the ridge the remains of an ancient temple spread out. The officer found his sergeant and a pale Mr. Weathers standing at the top of a descending stone staircase.
“Sir, the rest of the men are down already,” the sergeant explained as they moved down the stairs. Flickers of light could be seen from inside the temple. “We found these torches, Sir. They were still sticky with tar and lit up fine.” Inside, the air was cold and spoke of decomposition. In the center of the room was a large statue. The soldiers gathered there. “We also found these,” the sergeant said, pointing to a pile of bodies at the base of the statue. “Looks like maybe twenty dead, Sir.”
The officer covered his mouth. “My God, what a stench!”
“Heaven help us,” the interpreter whispered as he knelt before the bodies and the statue.
“For God’s sake, man, get up off your knees,” the officer chided, “unless you worship the rotting dead. It must have been a plague of some sort.”
“No, sir,” the kneeling man said. “It is Kali”
“Who?
The dead walk the streets of Pasha. The voice of one disembodied coldly beckoned from the temple doorway. The shadow of the leper fell on the men.
“You again,” the officer said. “Cheeky bugger, aren’t you?”
Behind the men a stirring began. When they turned to see what the disturbance was, the decaying bodies began to rise.
~~~~~
The Journal of Andrea Wilkins
~~~~~
January 17, 1798
As father feared, the winter monsoons have arrived before he could reach the mountain range to locate a favorable pass for future Company travel. The East India Company wants him to go through Nepal and into Tibet. These winds may be dry, but they are powerful and bitter cold in their frigid yowlings. There appears to be scant population in this area unless, of course, they are in hiding. The reputation of the British is not particularly good.
From what my father says, we are some two hundred miles short of our destination. One of the army regulars, a Sergeant Miles, agrees with his calculations.
It seems strange to know that I will be celebrating my seventeenth birthday so far from home. Feeling the edge of these winds makes me long for the warm hearth left behind in London.
I must close for now as mother is calling me to dinner.
January 19, 1798
We moved our camp because of the wear on our tents by the persistently strong monsoons. Sergeant Miles located a small village called Pasha about five miles south through a pass that cuts the effect of the winds. The place is built into a recessed hillside and consists mainly of clustered huts. The hill deflects the wind making the area, although still cold, rather calm. The people here look as desolate as the surroundings. However, they do not seem afraid or in awe of us.
There is one man who looks to be the leader of the village. He is not as gaunt as the rest of the people and is muscular and tall. His skin is dark and his eyes are an exotic brown. He has talked through an interpreter to my father, and I am certain he is responsible for arranging the large square living area for my parents and me to be housed in.
Toward evening he came to our door and spoke, through an interpreter, to Father again. From what I overheard, he was assigning a few men to help us get settled. Before bed, I asked my mother the man’s name. She eyed me suspiciously and said, “Your father calls him Dayal, but to you, Andrea, even though he seems to hold a position of importance, he is only another dirty native, whatever veneer of respectability he has. Remember that.” She, like all mothers, suspects sexual innuendoes when their daughter asks about a man. In this case, dear diary, she may be right, for he is indeed a handsome fellow, and before he left earlier this evening, he cast a dark glance to me that made my legs feel as if they were made of rubber.
I have tired now and feel a little off. Our supplies of dried beef and fruits are nearly exhausted so we accepted a local meal tonight. It was horrid, consisting of a lumpy gruel spiced to conceal its true taste and smell. Although I cannot get Dayal’s longing stare out of my mind, my stomach is becoming more wretched by the minute. Besides that, as can usually be expected to occur at the most inopportune time, I feel my monthly cycle approaching as well. So, I will say goodnight, dear diary.
January 20, 1798
I am still not well. I have slept most of the day and plan to stay in bed. Mother has checked on me off and on. She says I have no fever and that it is probably a gastric disturbance I should soon overcome. She says she has been sick herself, but not to the extreme that I have. She tells me that my father is in no way ill. He is his usual stout burly self and is planning to leave soon with an expedition party that Dayal has arranged. We are to remain behind in Dayal’s care. Also, from my mother’s suggestion I am certain, some of the army regulars will stay with us. By the tone of her voice, it is clear that mother does not trust Dayal or his people.
I am fatigued and will stop for now.
January 22, 1798
I slept yesterday away and missed my entry. It was worth it as I feel much better today.
Father left. I seem to remember him coming to my room to say goodbye, but it is more like a dream than reality. I find it odd he should have left without knowing if I was well or not. I suppose mother must have reassured him, but I am still a bit perturbed as he will miss my birthday tomorrow. I realize I cannot expect the party I would have had in London, but it would have been nice for father to be here.
Dayal has sent us some servants. They are two young girls and the older man who serves as Dayal’s interpreter.
As I am writing this, I feel the familiar cramps of monthly pain. I was right about the nearness of my cycle. At least it is not as bad as the gastritis I suffered. I just wish it could have waited until after my birthday.
January 23, 1798
Today I am seventeen years old.
My mother arranged with Dayal for a few village children to attend a small party. I’ve noticed that she is much more irritable with father gone. They are hardly ever apart from one another.
The party was held in the center of the house. There was a local type of pastry present that resembled a cake. Mother located a few candles to place on it. There was also a bland pudding. I found neither tasty, but my younger guests were beside themselves to have such a treat. After awhile, Dayal and the interpreter arrived and sent the children away. They sat with mother and me and had tea. Dayal spoke to the interpreter. “He wishes you a most happy day,” the older man said to me. Dayal spoke again, and this time the interpreter said to my mother, “He wishes also to tell you, Madam, that your beauty shines truly through your daughter’s eyes.” I thought mother would choke on her tea, but she managed a pleasant smile and thanked him, telling him how much we appreciated his hospitality and protection while her husband was away. She would never be rude to someone she had to trust, no matter how suspicious she was of them. That is why she allowed me to accept the gift Dayal gave to me. It would have been an insult otherwise.
My breath escaped as Dayal placed the necklace around my neck. The jewels in it were heavy. I knew they must have been precious and probably some type of family heirloom. With as much composure as possible, I thanked him. He then made an amazing gesture; he took my hand and kissed it. I didn’t know if it would be mother or me who fainted first. Thank goodness we both maintained our poise.
After Dayal left and the party things had been cleaned and put away, my mother took me to my room and sat me down on the bed. “No matter what you think you feel, young lady, this man means nothing to you. Why, he is at least twenty years your senior.” When I protested, she cut me off. “Get him out of your head, Andrea. Remember, he is just a native. As far as that piece of jewelry he gave you, well, I’ll leave that for your father to deal with. I could not very well refuse his gift and insult him. Your father trusts this man, although I can’t fathom why, so we must be careful not to offend. I just hope your father is aware of the predicament he has put me in. Why, if I didn’t know better, I’d believe this Dayal person was courting you. Imagine that, a savage foreigner courting a proper British woman. How absurd!”
She told me goodnight and was so flustered she forgot to take the necklace. After she was gone, I held it in front of me. It was so beautiful and extraordinary. The light from the candles by my bed reflected through its red and green stones, throwing shadows like restless painted ghosts on the walls. I held it close to my breast and vowed no one would ever take it from me. Surely I will dream of Dayal tonight.
January 24, 1798
Was what happened last night only a dream, or did Dayal really come to me?
I had put my nightclothes on and dozed with the necklace safe on my neck. The force of the wind may be depleted by the hillside, but some gusts manage to steal through. One of those errant breezes was playfully knocking on the sides and roof of the house last night. Its mischievous dance awakened me.
It was late. The candle at my bedside had burned half way down. The lacy curtain that covered the doorway to my bedroom was moving as if caught in a breeze. Since the doors are secured at night, there was no way this could happen unless someone had entered the house.
Like a phantom, Dayal stood by the curtain. I should have been afraid, but I was not. I felt instead a chill of expectation as he moved slowly through the split in the curtain. He was wearing a long white robe, opened down the front. He wore nothing beneath it. His beautiful sienna skin glistened in the candlelight as he moved to me, his face set without expression. I did not speak. Dayal dropped the robe from his shoulders and sat next to me. He smelled of incense, sweet and dark. Placing his hands beneath my shoulders, he pulled me up, his movements deliberate, but tender. I wrapped my arms around his neck. His hands moved behind me, loosening the tie that held my gown. He slipped it from my shoulders and free of my body. For a few moments we embraced, content at the touch from each other’s skin. Then, he started kissing me, my lips, my breasts, and the soft skin of my abdomen. A low moan settled in my throat. On hearing it, Dayal gently spread my legs and lay between them. I wrapped myself around him and pulled him towards me. There was a sharp pain followed by a warm sensation. It was terrible and it was wonderful, so primitive. Part of me wished to cry in pleasure whilst another part of my essence wanted to vanish.
When the moment was finished, he lay by my side until sunrise. Without speaking, he got up, put on his robe and left as silently as he had entered. It felt surreal. Had this actually happened or was it only a wishful dream? The soreness I felt answered my doubts. Dayal is now my lover.
January 25, 1798
Dayal did not come to me last night. I will be patient. I know he will come again to my bed.
Mother has been brooding about the house. She seems distracted. She said she has grown weary of staying in the house and arranged for the servant girls to take us on an outing so we can explore the geography of the area. Much to my surprise and delight, Dayal and his interpreter joined us as well.
Although clear and sunny, the weather had remained cold so we dressed accordingly. Dayal wore a heavy white smock with baggy trousers. Mother and I donned fur-lined coats and hats. The interpreter’s garb seemed a bit light for my taste, but he didn’t appear uncomfortable and turned down our offer of a coat as if insulted.
Dayal’s attitude toward me was only cordial, betraying no other emotion. I thought that wise even though I yearned for a secret glance or touch as he took us around the village. Through the interpreter, Dayal pointed out homes of the oldest residents. I asked the interpreter where he had learned to speak English. He said that Dayal’s brother, who had been educated in England, taught him. When I asked where the brother was, he said ‘gone’ and then abruptly left me to point out something to my mother.
After seeing the village, we walked over a hill and down into a small ravine which ended in a circular flat area surrounded by cliffs. At its center were the ruins of an ancient temple. Pillars which had crumbled into ragged fragments formed a ring around a central stone alter. Stairs descended from it into the earth. Intricate carvings decorated the altar and stairway. They were obscene, but I did manage to get a good look at them before mother skirted me away. Men and women in various sexual positions leered from the stone. Those that weren’t engaged in sex exposed their genitalia. On the neck of each person was a carapaced insect. I was about to ask the interpreter about the strange bug when mother pulled me away. I told her I wanted to go down the steps to see what was below. Before she could stop me, I headed down the stairs. Dayal rushed in front of me and held up his hands to stop my progress. He rattled something to the interpreter who said, “It is not for you to go down there, Lady. It is not for foreign eyes.” I admit I was agitated by Dayal’s actions, but there was a wildness in his look that made me stop and walk back up.
When we returned home and Dayal and the interpreter left us, mother told me she thought it rude and tasteless for Dayal to have shown us the carvings and just as inappropriate to have stopped me from going down the steps. What could we care about his ungodly religion anyway?
I was put off by the incident, but, as the evening progressed, I cooled down. When mother came to say goodnight, she looked lonely. I knew she missed my father.
I will stop for now and sleep, hoping that Dayal will come to me once again.
January 28, 1798
The last few days have been a blur, enshrouded in the passion that Dayal has brought to me.
He came on the night of my last entry and on each of the following nights. The scenario is always the same: I awake in the early morning hours to find him standing at my door. He enters, disrobes himself and me, and then proceeds with new and wonderful ways of lovemaking. It is as if the temple carvings have come to life in my bed.
Since my period is nearing its end, I wonder if he will continue to visit my bed if the threat of pregnancy exists.
Mother acts even stranger than before. I don’t believe she has any notion of what goes on between Dayal and me. The fact that she sleeps through the night like a dead soul may be due to alcohol or even drugs. One night I awoke earlier than usual and heard voices coming from the living room. I got up to investigate and saw mother and the interpreter, whose name I discovered is Sanjay, talking. They were speaking softly so I could not catch their conversation. They had teacups in their hands. I noticed mother sipped at hers while I never saw Sanjay drink any of his. At one point, mother set her cup down and placed a hand to her head as if to swoon. Sanjay helped her up and to her bedroom then came back and took the cups away for cleaning. I wonder if Dayal is having her drugged so he can come and go unnoticed.
One point of interest, dear diary, is disturbing. I have not seen any of the soldiers father left behind. Being young, perhaps they have women of their own in the village or maybe they have become neglectful of their duties. I’m certain father would tan their hides if he knew about their behavior.
I will close for now.
January 29, 1798
Mother has informed me why the soldiers are gone.
Sanjay gave her some information about a rumor spreading from village to village. A group of bandits with a distinctly murderous leader are raiding in the southeast and could possibly come across my father’s expedition. This group of raiders is made up of Deceivers, meaning they were part of a larger group known as Thuggees who worship Kali the goddess of plagues, destruction, and violent death. These Thugs are especially feared because of their habit of garroting victims before stealing their possessions. Sanjay explained to my mother that the leader had a singular dislike for the British, especially those connected with the East India Company. Evidently the man blamed the death of his family on the Company. Before that time, the leader had been very helpful to the British government.
At the urging of Dayal, my mother had the remaining soldiers sent to join my father in case trouble should arrive. “Let me tell you, Andrea,” she said, “I was uneasy about the whole affair, but what choice did I have? Had it not been for the medicine Sanjay has given me for my late night tea, I’m certain I would have suffered the vapors.”
Whatever drug had been administered to Mother served my nights with Dayal as well, but now I cannot help a feeling of dread in regard to father’s expedition. I can only pray, dear diary, he will return to us unharmed.
January 31, 1798
Almost two days have passed and I have not seen Dayal or Sanjay. Perhaps the fact that my cycle is finished has kept Dayal from my body, but I do not understand why he has avoided mother and me altogether, and Sanjay never missed a day of checking in on us. The situation is odd, made stranger by the sudden snowstorm that has bested the natural geographic protection of the village. The winds howl a ghastly wail, day and night. Ice and snow pepper the roof and walls of the house in a continual staccato rapping.
The serving girls still see to our daily food and cleaning needs. They seem to look at me differently, as if they know of my sexual liaisons with Dayal. Just now and again I will catch a flash of jealous anger from their eyes. Could it be they are Dayal’s concubines? That I have taken him away from their beds? If so, will I be able to trust them, or am I becoming suspicious due to the isolation in this storm?
Melancholy does have the better of me, and mother’s progressively distracted state only makes my loneliness more intense. Maybe Dayal has not come because of the storm. If that is the reason, it is an odd one indeed. I do not understand how passion could be so easily tempered.
I will close for now, dear diary, but I doubt sleep will come tonight. Besides my longing for Dayal, there is my father’s continued absence to dwell on. Not to mention this horrid storm. If demons exist, they are full of hunger and seek entrance to our home on this icy night.
February 2, 1798
Last night I had a disturbing dream.
I was back in England standing by a small pond adjacent to our house. Father and I have been fishing there many times. Surrounded by trees and wildflowers, it is a place of quiet contemplation for me as well. In my dream, the trees are still, not one leaf disturbed by wind. The pond, however, is in turmoil with rolling waves that boil above the surface. A solitary figure occupies a small boat. I move closer and see it is Dayal who is dressed in formal affair: a top hat and tails grace his upper body. Strangely, he wears the same baggy trousers he had on the day he showed Mother and me around the village. He holds a long fishing pole and struggles to land his catch from the turbulent waters. The pole is bent to the extreme, attesting to a large creature on the hook below the surface. Dayal senses my presence. He turns, tips his hat, and smiles grotesquely. With his free hand, he reaches in the water and pulls out his catch. A human head dangles on the end of the line. Wet hair is plastered to the sides of the face. Its swollen eyes bulge. The nose and ears have been eaten away. Attached to its cheeks are clumps of the insects I saw in the carvings at the ruined temple. The mouth opens to speak. Thick dark gore rushes from it. It is my father’s head. “So good of you to come, my dear,” Dayal says in a sharp British accent. “Your father has told me so much about you.” Dayal then laughs a high piercing cackle as he swings the grinning head back and forth like a hideous pendulum.
I awoke to the screaming of the wind. The day only worsened.
Although only one of the servant girls has come of late, she has managed adequate meals for us. Mother consumes hers like a ravished wolf, never conversing between her hurried bites. The general gloom has killed my appetite. I can only pick at my food.
Before the girl left tonight, she tried to communicate with me. Her actions seemed desperate, but I could make no sense of them. She finally gave up, shrugged, and left.
Dayal and Sanjay have still not shown themselves. Perhaps they have left the village to search for my father and his party. I need to make an effort to lift Mother’s and my own spirits. This custom of being trapped by my depression must cease no matter what nightmares I suffer in dreams to come.
February 6, 1798
Dear diary the world has turned to ashes. Whether this will be my last entry lies in the hands of a bandit.
The day after my wretched dream, I was awakened by my mother’s screams. Somehow a young soldier from my father’s expedition, a Sergeant Miles, had managed to make it back to the village despite being seriously wounded. Mother had answered his knocking. I found him lying on his back with my shocked mother kneeling beside him. A gaping wound extended down the whole right side of his chest. Dark blood bubbled from the torn tissue. A pale figure near death, he tried to speak through the pink foam on his lips but could only rasp unintelligibly. He must have traveled in great pain to warn us. “We must get our things together and leave immediately,” Mother screeched hysterically. As I tried to calm her, the sergeant let out a gasp, then convulsed violently and died leaving his eyes wide and empty. Mother clasped her hands to her face. “Oh, lord. Oh, my lord,” she whispered. I managed to calm her enough to be able to go out and look for help.
The winds had abated. A cover of thick gray clouds accumulated above. The contrast of dark sky and thin light brought a picture of desolation. No living being stirred. The village looked deserted.
I moved from door to door, but no one answered my knocks. I became frantic and pounded wildly on the doors. Still, there was no response. I sat in front of one of the homes, placed my head in my hands and wept. As darkness approached, I knew we must plan our next action. Should we stay in hopes that father would arrive, or leave, placing ourselves in jeopardy because of ignorance of the terrain? We certainly could go nowhere that night. To travel in darkness would only amplify our danger.
When I returned to our house, Mother was sitting in a chair, staring blankly ahead. I tried to talk to her but even a sharp slap could not bring back her senses. I tired and slumped in a chair. I looked at the sergeant’s body and thought how sad it was that one so young should die so far from home.
How capricious life is. A few nights ago I experienced pleasure with my strange lover, felt warm and protected, fulfilled as never before. Now, cold despair held me. I sensed that I might fade away and vanish into the air of hopelessness around me.
My father, Dayal, and Sanjay arrived on horseback the next morning.
I spent a sleepless night concerned with the disposal of the corpse in our house. When I finally managed to doze, the sound of approaching horses awakened me.
I opened the front door and saw three riders coming into the village. The horses exhibited a confused erratic gate. At first, I couldn’t make out who the riders were, but then I recognized my father’s coat. I ran toward them, rejoicing at our rescue.
As I came closer to the horses, I realized something was very wrong. They milled in front of Dayal’s house, whinnying and jerking their bridles. Their riders sat rigid with rigor mortis. My father, Dayal, and Sanjay had been tied to wooden poles. Each had been strangled. A large black bruise ringed their necks. Their eyes had been cut out, leaving sockets filled with clotted blood that dried in dark red tears streaming down the sides of their faces.
I stood transfixed as the horses, frightened by their ghastly burdens, moved about in nervous agitation. I sensed someone stood behind me and turned to find my mother. “James,” she said irritably, “you come down this instant. Why, the very idea of leaving us here in the care of savages. I think we should pack up and leave immediately. Do you hear me, James? I said immediately!” She continued to babble, moving back and forth around the horse my father’s body was on. She turned and looked directly at me and said in a high-pitched squeal, “We must get some tea, Andrea. All your father needs is a little tea to make him right as rain. You’ll see, right as rain.” She collapsed at my feet. The sound of her fall caused the horses to bolt away toward the pass where we had walked with Dayal and Sanjay only a few days before.
I managed to guide mother back to house. I sat her down then dragged the sergeant’s reeking body outside. I had no idea where to find a shovel, so I could not give the boy a decent burial. In truth, I don’t know if I would have had the strength necessary to dig a grave. Now without father or fellow countrymen, I felt defeated. I went into the house, walked past my mother, and fell exhausted into bed. All hope had ridden away with the dead men.
My dreams were rambling things, a frightening ride into the abyss. I felt my body struggling for consciousness, but my mind refused to leave the safety of sleep. I was literally pulled from my slumber by the strong arms of a man who stood beside me. He was dressed in heavy canvas clothing. A small turban was strapped tightly around his head. He yanked me up and stared coldly at me. A string of incomprehensible words flew from his mouth. I was still in a daze, and my surprised stare only irritated him further. He grabbed and shook me. I heard my mother sobbing from another room. I shot up, startling the man holding me, and I broke free. I rushed toward the sound of mother’s voice. In the living room were other men dressed the same as the one in my bedroom who caught up to me, grabbed me from behind and screamed in my ear.
Two of the men held mother down. I yelled at them to release her. Mother, upon hearing me, looked up and started screaming. We struggled to break free. Our captors found our resistance amusing. They laughed at us.
One of the men approached me. By his superior dress and the silence that transpired, I knew he was the leader. Standing taller than the others, his presence reminded me of Dayal’s stature. One look at his face was all I needed. He could have, indeed, been a relative of Dayal.
The room was quiet except for a pitiful sob from my mother. The man before me issued an order, and my mother was gagged. The leader turned back to me. Small patches of scars dotted his granite face. His eyes were full of hate. He removed a kerchief from his pocket and gagged me as well. He spoke English with a heavy accent and said, “Gags and death are the only way to quiet a screeching British bitch!” He then put his face close to mine and whispered, “Watch what we do to British bitches in heat.”
He barked another order, and the man directly in front of my mother disrobed. The odor of his unclean body filled the room with stench. The men holding my mother spread her legs as the naked savage tore her undergarments away. My mother’s eyes widened, and her struggles intensified. The leader snatched me from the other man’s hold, forcing me close to mother so I would have to witness each horrible detail of the rape.
The ravager spit on his hands and stabbed himself into Mother. She pitched her body spasmodically as the man grabbed her shoulders and thrust himself deeper, grinding and grunting like a pig. He ripped her blouse away and bit her breasts and nipples as he climaxed. Blood ran in slow streams from her torn skin.
Each of the men then took their turn in raping her. All, except their leader. I tried to lower my head away from the horrors, but my captor jerked it up and pulled my eyes open. After they were through with her, my mother lay still. Her eyes open, her expression blank. Had it not been for the soft rising of her breast, I would have thought her already dead. She was a discarded torn doll covered with the men’s sweat, her breasts and body bleeding from the inflicted bites of passion. The leader issued another command, and two of the men lifted her upper body from the floor. Her head flopped forward for a moment, then, she raised it and looked at me. “And this is what we do to all bastard British,” the leader spat in my ear. One of the men approached Mother from behind. He held a thickly knotted rope. I uttered a stifled scream through my gag as he looped it around her neck and pulled back with killing force. Her hands grasped in desperation at the rope around her throat. The strangled air trapped in her throat rasped as she twitched in a dance of death. At that moment, her hair strewn wildly about her face, I witnessed the primal craving for life. Only raw animal instinct remained and struggled violently for the air needed to stay alive. Finally, she fell forward, limp, a swollen purple tongue protruding from her mouth, her eyes fixed and void. The assailant took the rope from her neck and pushed her body away.
I felt myself fainting. The leader shook me and screamed to keep me awake. He pushed my shaking form back toward the bedroom. I was thrown on the bed, and there I resigned to let him have his way in the hope of pleasing him enough not to be killed immediately. He stood looking at me for a few unbearable moments then reached out to grab me. I jumped back, but his intentions were only to remove my gag. I looked at him with as much hate and loathing as I could muster. He seemed only amused.
“I could use this gag to kill you,” he said with cold malice.
“Go ahead then,” I responded with pale conviction. “It seems easy for you to prevail over women as you did with my mother!” I tried to hold back the tears but one slid slowly down my cheek. He laughed and I lunged at him. “She was innocent you coward!” I screamed and beat at his chest with my fists. He shoved me back.
“You will not speak to me of innocence!” He roared, grabbing my wrists. “Not of innocence!” His tight grip remained then he relaxed. A slow composure embraced him. “My brother gave you something that must be returned. He was weak, and it was not his to give. Dayal was always tempted by the sweetness between a woman’s legs. Even from one, whose people killed our parents.”
This was the man Sanjay had spoken of? Dayal’s brother who had attended school in England? “You are Dayal’s brother?” I asked.
He held up his hand to silence me. “You will not,” he demanded, “speak yet. Not until you are ready to return the necklace. Really, it has no value for you. How could my mother’s necklace be anything more than a trinket to a spoiled child of the Company?”
The necklace. His mother’s necklace. I was astonished. “You murdered your brother because of a necklace?”
He slapped me. My face stung but I realized he was not ready to kill me, not until I gave up the necklace.
“I will have it back,” he growled then flipped me on my stomach. He reached under my skirt and pulled down my undergarments. He sodomized me. The pain was terrible. My breath left me with the humiliation and injury, only a strangled sob escaped my throat.
When he finished he said, “I will return, and you will gladly tell me. Yes, and you will beg me to kill you afterwards.”
Then, he was gone. I was left torn and bleeding. I could only stare at the trunk against the wall where I had hidden the necklace from my mother in a small secret compartment.
February 10, 1798
The man who holds me captive is the bandit Vairaja.
For the past four days he has kept me confined to my room, allowing me out only to go to relieve myself. He has sodomized me repeatedly with no attempt at normal intercourse. He has been brutal and relentless in his search for the necklace, but I will not relinquish my only advantage.
On one occasion he ransacked my room, but the compartment in my trunk held its hidden treasure through all of his berserk rampaging.
He threw up his hands and left in a rage.
February 11, 1798
Last night there was a meeting in the living room. I could hear angry voices arguing. After a while there was silence. The acrid smell of smoke permeated the air. Vairaja must have been smoking a narcotic plant. When he came to my room, he was subdued, not annoyed. His eyes were puffy and dreamlike. He spoke in a whisper to me in his native tongue. It was as if Dayal had returned. He made love to me slowly, with care, and I loved him back. It was not a murderer who filled me; it was my lover’s ghost, returning through his brother’s drugged body.
When he finished, Vairaja fell into a deep sleep. I could have cut his throat. I curse myself for not doing so. Had I suffered so much to actually believe Dayal had returned in his hateful brother’s body?
I got out of bed and walked into the living room then out the front door into the night. The guards must have smoked the same plant as no one attempted to stop me.
The air was still. The moon sat austere against a cold sky. In its brittle light, I saw the body of my mother on the ground. As I approached, I heard something scurry and saw flashes of red and yellow animal eyes, scavengers that growled lowly at my intrusion. I circled around then headed for the ravine at the edge of town.
Eventually I stood on the center slab of the ruined temple. Something the size of a large dog lay on the altar stone. When it became aware of my presence, it stood on all four legs and raised its head in a mournful howl. In a second it was gone, leaving me alone by the altar.
The carvings and broken stones were outlined by the moonlight. Each stark ray pointed to the steps Dayal had forbidden me to descend. At the bottom of the steps, direct moonlight illuminated a large door. I walked down to it. Like the crumbling walls of the temple, ornate carvings also adorned the door. I pulled on its large ring, but the door was stuck in place by years of neglect. I struggled to pull it open. Sweat broke out on my cold skin and I shuddered. Someone grabbed me from behind. I turned into the strange stare of Vairaja. His expression was a pale effigy of marble. Without speaking, he moved me aside and pulled at the door which, with reluctance, groaned open. As if from some long dead putrefying lungs, a rush of foul air covered us.
Vairaja went ahead of me. He entered the vault and faded into the darkness. He came back holding a lighted torch. He took my hand and led me into the vault. I was not afraid as I glided in a dream of mold and decay.
The walls were lined with torches. Vairaja lit each with his own. Their light filled the room with flickering shadows, the heavy smell of tar and the crackling of flames split the damp silence around us.
A great statue towered at the vault’s center. The figure had long flowing hair and four arms. One hand held a sword and another a severed human head, while the other two hands seemed to beckon. Corpses dangled as earrings. A necklace of skulls hung from the neck. Its face was monstrous. Deep red stones were depressed into its eye sockets. The tongue lapped crimson from its mouth.
Vairaja bowed before the form. He whispered “Kali” again and again. In time he stood up, the last murmur of the name withdrawing in a ghostly echo. “She is great and terrible,” he said. “She is Kali. She holds the head of Raktavija, the leader of a demon army.” Vairaja turned to me, his eyes vacant as he continued, “Kali beheaded him in a fierce battle, but Raktavija had great power as well and each drop of his blood became hordes of devils. Still, Kali claimed victory. She swallowed all of the fiends, draining Raktavija of his blood. Kali then vomited their mass, forming a great gray stone. She covered it with a bubble of blood, trapping the demons inside.”
Vairaja moved closer to me. I could feel his warm breath on my face. His eyes cleared. “But even Kali cannot save us from you damned British,” he said flatly. “One of my scouts has brought news of a large group of British soldiers moving steadily toward us. They have superior weapons.” Vairaja turned back to the figure of Kali. “My father sent me to England. He wanted me to be educated there. He felt that our cultures should learn from one another and that we could exist peacefully and develop trade. But, he could not imagine the greed and malice of the British.” He faced me once again. “Kali has come to me in a dream. She has instructed me to impregnate a British woman. She told me that the child will bring a terrible plague to the British and that I am to help the mother of this child release the demons of Raktavija in preparation of the savior’s coming.”
Now I knew why he made love to me. But to believe the madness of his dream only proved Vairaja’s insanity. I was certain of this until he took my arm and led me behind the statue. A large square area had been cut from the base of the figure. A massive lump covered by a membrane resembling an insect cocoon sat in the recessed area. Vairaja removed a small curved dagger from his waistband and placed it in my hand. He then guided me to place the tip of the blade just beneath the casing, removing it as easily as one would uncover a sleeping child. Exposed was a pumpkin shaped object. Instead of a bright orange shell, the thing was a mixture of ugly grays like it was rotten. Whether it was a trick of the shadows or my imagination, the object undulated as if something struggled to break free from it.
Vairaja whispered in my ear, “You must be Pandora, opening her box of miseries. You must be the creator and destroyer Shiva from whom all is and continues to be.” He moved my hand forward, slicing through the outer shell of the gourd shaped object. A cloud of smoke was expelled. The vault filled with thousands of tiny bodies, insects that covered me and Vairaja. They were the same creatures I had seen in the carvings only more infantile. Voracious from years of hunger they bit and tore my flesh. They drained my blood as they did Vairaja’s.
Before collapsing, I saw broken rays of moonlight through the flowing mass as it pushed down the vault door with the might of its ancient hunger.
* * * *
Whether today is actually the 11th of February I cannot substantiate. I dated my entry as a matter of chronology.
After passing into unconsciousness from the assault of the insects, I awakened in my bedroom. Bites covered my body. I had difficulty rising because of dizziness from blood loss. The creatures had not taken enough to kill me, but I was weakened. I don’t think Vairaja, if he is still alive, would have possessed enough strength to bring me back to the house.
How did I get here? Have days passed unknown to me? Did I somehow manage through instinct to make my way home?
The effort of writing is exhausting.
I must rest.
February? 1798
I have no idea what day of the month it is. It may not even still be February.
I suffer from high fever and bouts of oblivion. I cannot comprehend the passing of time. I must have had seizures as my room is in total disarray. It is all I can do to pull myself from bed to write this.
I should be starving but all I feel is a strange thirst. Maybe I am a ghost, unaware of my own death.
I must stop because of fatigue once again.
. . . will no longer attempt to date these entries. There is no point.
I am dying, of that I have no doubt. I feel I have no connection with the physical world and that I am floating.
An animal’s corpse lies in the middle of the room. It has a wretched marvelous stink.
It is difficult to concentrate. My brain is on fire and all light is painful. My throat is aching and parched but the thought of water is dreadful.
The sound of scraping feet resonates in the darkness. Groans of hunger are joined with my own. Vairaja appears through the blackness. His face is strained and pale. His touch icy. We kiss each other on the neck and taste the saltiness of our blood. I must drink for two. My belly swells.
. . . . I no longer see the day. Only shadows bring comfort. The dead walk around me, their howls of hunger are ghastly. My child’s wails are silent in the womb.
~~~~~
Dr. Glenn Russell
Round Rock, Texas
1995
~~~~~
1.
The small emergency clinic where I moonlight three days a week had been quiet since just after the witching hour. I dozed off in the front office.
All hell broke loose when the screaming woman came in.
The girl, of not more than sixteen years, had been rushed to the trauma room by the night nurse. When I walked in the room, I almost slipped in a large pool of the girl’s blood. I could see there was probably more on the floor than in the child’s body.
A young man of about the same age stood fidgeting in the corner of the room. While starting what treatment I could, I learned from him the girl was his sister. He said she had suffered a bad abortion, but, in my judgment, the hack that performed this brutality went way beyond bad.
The girl appeared to have been gutted, the fetus ripped away by a powerful force, leaving ragged tissue behind. She convulsed on the table making it difficult for me to stabilize her. I yelled at the nurse to get two IVs of Ringer’s started immediately and to have the blood bank bring down four units of O negative, ASAP.
Before the nurse made it to the medication room, the girl’s convulsions abruptly stilled. She reached one bloody hand to her mouth as if to catch the last escaping breath, and then she died.
It happened so quickly, before I could do anything to help. I turned to ask the brother some more questions, but he was gone. I went out of the room to find him. He must have panicked and bolted.
When I went back to the trauma room, the nurse was pale and shaking. The dead girl’s eyes were open and fixed on the nurse. “After you left,” the nurse said in a whisper, “she moved her eyes.”
“Just an involuntary reaction,” I said with a shiver as I walked over and closed them. I never got used to the tricks a dead body can play.
I heard the outer doors opening and hoped that the brother had returned, but it was not the boy, just another trauma case. A worker at a metal plant had a significant laceration of his right hand. While I attended to the man, I told the nurse to notify the police about the girl’s death. The injury to the hand would require surgery, so I called the clinic operator and advised her to alert the surgeon on call. By the time he got there, the police and the coroner had arrived.
They went through their routine: What happened? Did it appear that foul play (no shit!) had occurred? What did the brother look like? Had I seen him before? Would I recognize him again? Their questioning went on for the better part of an hour.
They thanked me and advised that since the girl appeared to have been murdered the body would be sent to Dallas for an autopsy. They also said they would need me to come downtown to look at some mug shots.
I went to the police station just after my shift ended, sorted through what seemed a never-ending array of pictures but could not identify the dead girl’s brother. Again I was thanked and told that I would be contacted if needed.
They never called me back. A few months rolled by and I assumed they must have come to their own conclusions. Oddly, I never saw the incident mentioned in the paper. I might have missed it since I tend to be half asleep when I read the news. I suppose it might have been mentioned on television, but I haven’t owned one of those idiot boxes since my divorce.
Events in the emergency room continued in their fickle manner. No case I saw after that night was as gruesome, and the affair was eventually diluted in the jumble of cuts and bruises that came my way for treatment.
2.
Before I made my way to Round Rock, I was a partner in a small general practice clinic just outside of Dallas, Texas. The practice was thriving, and all seemed well until my wife, Janice, became restless.
She got into aerobics. She also got into her instructor as well. Turns out they were doing exercises everywhere but the gym. The day I caught them in the garage, on a weight bench of all things, I actually thought I had walked into the neighbor’s by mistake and was about to apologize when I noticed Janice looking up from under the dripping instructor and of all the things to say she just smiled and asked, “Home early, dear?”
I had not seen this coming. I was in such a state of shock that she managed to file on me before I knew what happened. Papers were thrown in front of me to sign. They might as well have been written in hieroglyphics. After the storm of lawyers and courts, I found myself sitting alone in an empty house, with only a half-eaten can of cat food for company. Seems Janice had taken her pussy with her.
My parents were consoling, but of no help. They were in that time of life where the realization of old age and all the things that go downhill with it stared at them from the mirror each day.
My work habits suffered. I couldn’t get out my depression. One of my colleagues at the clinic became concerned enough to suggest I talk with a friend of his who was doing some work in the Austin area. I think it was a kind hint that I find somewhere else to practice.
So I took the nudge before something embarrassing occurred. After all, the relationship with my fellows had been a good one. No sense in burning bridges. The more I thought about it, a change to a different area, and one a good distance away from Janice, seemed like a good idea.
I accepted a position at a satellite clinic near Austin between Georgetown and Round Rock. This was convenient as it allowed me the opportunity to fill my hours with moonlighting at the various hospitals and emergency rooms in the area.
I decided to rent an old farmhouse just east off interstate 35, a major highway that snaked through Texas. There were some scant acres of land involved, but the owner was more interested in renting the house. We came to the understanding that if the land eventually sold, the house would go with it and I would have to find somewhere else to live.
The house was an aging structure; a kind of Gothic ranch style affair. It was built on a grand scale, with high ceilings, a spacious living room, two bedrooms, and a large bathroom. These dominated the small kitchen, but that was fine; I wouldn’t be cooking much or entertaining guests. I just wanted to work and stay isolated.
One of the striking features of the house was the ornately carved porch railings, windows and roof trims. It reminded me of a gingerbread house with a sinister atmosphere as if from a Grimm fairy tale. Other than the need of a little paint and some minor repairs, the home was in decent condition.
The land around the house was another story. Spreading out beyond a fenced yard and gravel drive, the ghosts of former crops, weeds, vines, and wild Bermuda grass populated the few acres that remained. It was dry and desolate and just the seclusion I needed.
After the first year of living and working in my new location, the medical community selected me to be part of a group assigned to inspect clinics that offered abortions. I advised the committee that Obstetrics and Gynecology were not my strongest areas, but they explained I would be involved in judging whether or not the proper counseling and waiting periods were being observed by the clinics.
These inspections started as autumn descended on the Lone Star state. The days were brisk with the smells of fall. The nights were chilly with the promise of colder days to come.
3.
The committee decided to give us ten clinics each. The first nine I inspected were diligent in their methods. I could find nothing wrong in their procedures, and I discovered no documented incidents in their records.
By the time I got my last assignment, the better part of September had drifted away.
Located off a state county road, the Branson Medical Complex seemed a bit out of place. I suppose the rapid growth of Austin and its surrounding communities would soon bring a more suburban atmosphere to the clinic, but approaching it down Pond Springs Cemetery Road bestowed a certain gloom to the spot. A sort of “The Munsters Go To Medical School” impression. However, as it was my last clinic, I drew near with more relief than dread.
Sure enough, there were no creaking door hinges, howling wolves, or squeaking bats. Instead the clinic was a clean, well organized place. The staff was friendly and cooperative. They appeared to adhere to OCEA guidelines and legal restrictions.
When I completed my assessment, one of the nurses directed me to an empty exam room where I could fill out a preliminary report to which the chief physician, a Dr. Lockley, was entitled. It was late in the day and the majority of the staff had departed.
The nurse returned and informed me that Dr. Lockley had left earlier for a hospital consult in Austin. She said that his assistant would be in shortly to pick up the preliminary report. Soon a man close to my age came in, introduced himself as Dr. Kraig, took the report from me and left with the promise he would give it to Dr. Lockley first thing in the morning.
As I was about to leave, the janitor came in to clean the room. He spoke then quickly averted his face. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but on the drive home I couldn’t get what little of his profile I had seen out of my head. I was certain I recognized him and just couldn’t put my finger on from where.
The next day I received an early call from Dr. Lockley. I had failed to cover an item dealing with counseling offered to a patient seeking an abortion in my report. He asked if I could stop by after my clinic hours and clear it up. Although I didn’t relish making the drive back to the dreary locale, I knew he would not discuss the issue on the phone because of patient privacy rules so I agreed to come by later that afternoon.
I arrived just after three o’clock. Except for two cars, the parking lot was deserted. Lockley’s secretary, a striking Latino woman who looked to be in her early twenties, greeted me. She explained that the clinic closed at noon that day, but the doctor usually stayed over to catch up on dictation and other paper work. She led me to Lockley’s office and smiled as she opened his door. I could only imagine her glance was more than cordial. I should be so lucky.
Lockley sat behind his desk. He stood when I entered and offered his hand. A tall gaunt man he looked no more than fifty years old. His hair was blonde and trimmed. His appearance was neat.
“Sorry for the inconvenience, Dr. Russell,” he said, releasing my hand.
“No trouble at all,” I answered. “Now what point did you need covered on my report?”
His office door opened and the janitor I thought I had recognized from the day before entered.
“Is this the man, James?” Lockley asked.
The young man nodded.
“Thank you, James,” Lockley continued, “you can go now.”
I knew then where I had seen the man before. That night, the night the young woman came into the emergency room butchered from an attempted abortion, he was the one who brought her and then disappeared.
“I’m afraid we have a delicate situation to resolve, Dr. Russell.” Lockley sat down and gestured for me to do the same.
‘I’ve seen that man before,” I said. “The police were trying to locate him. His sister died in the emergency room when I was on duty.”
“He remembered you. That is why I asked you to come in.”
“So this has nothing to do with my report?”
“No.”
“I’m confused. What was the outcome of the police investigation involving this James?”
Lockley advised me that James had told him about our brief encounter yesterday and that the young man was concerned I would alert the police if I remembered the night his sister died.
“His sister’s death was an unfortunate event,” Lockley observed in an odd, almost distracted, tone. “She was scheduled for her abortion here. James had arranged it since he knew and worked with us. But the girl’s lover found out and went into a rage at what she was going to do. He cut the fetus out of her. He said anyone who didn’t want his child should not live. I believe he was quite deranged and psychotic.”
“So her lover was arrested?”
Lockley sighed, “James panicked. He never should have brought his sister to the hospital that night.”
I was mystified. “I don’t understand, doctor. What has this to do with me? Do the police need another statement?”
Lockley poured a glass of water for himself then offered one to me which I refused.
“This girl’s lover,” he said after a drink, “comes from a powerful family in Austin. They have strong political and economic connections.”
“But surely not that influential.”
“I’m afraid you’re a bit naïve in regard to what can be done when a family has the amount of clout this one does. This isn’t fiction or some movie, Dr. Russell. Even you can appreciate what leaders of governments and cities can accomplish and what they can arrange.”
I suppose I was naïve to a point. My ex-wife’s activities made an argument for that. I knew what presidents and dictators could do, that genocide exists in places we are unfamiliar with, that money is misappropriated, and all the other dark dealings in the world, but I had witnessed the death of that poor girl. How could nothing be done? I felt my anger rise.
“Just who are these people, these pricks who are above the law?” I said with a noticeable edge.
Lockley frowned, “Well, I cannot name names, Dr. Russell. I don’t think prick is quite appropriate, however.” He looked directly at me, like I was being scolded. “Let’s just say they have whatever it takes to cover up any scandal.”
“So their son just goes about his daily business now?”
“Not exactly. They had him admitted to a psychiatric facility where he could receive help,” Lockley answered, looking very pleased.
“This is incredible. What about the girl’s family?”
“James was all she had,” Lockley said. “Because of some past criminal activities he had been charged with, James felt he should not press the issue.”
Lockley directed his last statement to me. To make sure I understood he added, “I realize it is a lot to ask, Dr. Russell, but I wonder if I might rely on your professional discretion. The family I mentioned is willing to help your future career. Besides, any attempt to right this matter is, I assure you, futile.”
This time I gave him a cold smile. “How do you know I haven’t already tried to right the matter?’
He laughed softly. “Because they haven’t contacted me.”
“If you’re in bed with them, whoever they are, they must be doing some favor for you. The same type of favor they will do for me, right?”
“Well, we do have some research projects here at the clinic. Some of these projects would ordinarily be difficult to fund. So, yes, I have had some mutual dealings with said individuals.” Lockley then further explained, “Before the girl’s untimely death though.”
“This is unbelievable,” I almost shouted as I stood. “And no, you will not be able to depend on my professional courtesy. I will report this to the police. I can’t imagine a person of your training simply dismissing this.”
Lockley shrugged and made a gesture to the door, dismissing me with a wave. “Well, if you must, you must.”
I answered that indeed I must and headed toward the door. I felt a sharp sting. I don’t remember touching the doorknob.
4.
I was in and out of consciousness for some time. I experienced hallucinatory dream states. In them I felt restrained.
One dream was particularly disturbing: I was at my home in Richardson, Texas. The room was dark except for the receding rays of twilight filtering through the window blinds. There was only one piece of furniture in the room – the kitchen table. My ex-wife sat there. Her head and face were as I remembered, but her lower body was that of a bloated cat. She gazed at me while she licked the remaining morsels from an open can of cat food and purred with a rasp as her tail flipped against a table leg.
It was enough to awaken me.
I was strapped to an examining table. The room was dark, the door to the adjoining office open. Lockley talked to his secretary there. He somehow sensed I had come around.
“Well, Maria,” he said, “it seems Dr. Russell is awake.”
I raised my head and saw him standing in the doorway silhouetted in the light behind him. He flicked on the light to the room where I lay. It took a moment for me to adjust my eyes. By the time I could see plainly, Lockley stood beside me.
Still dazed from the drug that had been injected, I asked, “What exactly do you want?”
Lockley smiled. “Nothing now that we have you, Dr. Russell.”
“You know I will be missed. I was to moonlight in the emergency room tonight, not to mention my daily duties at the clinic.”
“We have some people filling in for you, Dr. Russell, colleagues that owe us a favor, those who work with us. You see, you’ll not be missed at all.”
I felt too drained to fight, but I knew it was my only hope.
“Listen, you fucker!” I hissed. “Untie me. I mean right now!”
Lockley grinned down at me.
“Do you have shit in your ears, asshole?” I tried to scream. “I said untie me. Right fucking now!”
I struggled as Lockley bent down, “No need to be insulting,” he said, his face next to mine.
Lockley grabbed my head and wrenched it to the right. Then, he bit me. His teeth tore into my neck. I could hear him chewing and slurping my blood like a wild dog. I was left breathless by an intense orgasm followed by a sinking sensation. Just before I passed out, I heard a voice plead with him, “Stop. Stop before you . . .”
* * * *
I awoke to a strange bubbling noise. The pain in my head and neck was excruciating. I was no longer restrained and could move my arms and legs. I stirred slowly as any attempt to reposition myself resulted in more pain.
I had been placed, ironically enough, in a blood donor chair. Through nausea I raised my head. Around me was a large laboratory. Lined against the walls were rows of aquarium tanks. It was the constant murmur of their water pumps I had heard before. The dim light in the room came from the bulbs inside the tanks. And there was something else in them.
I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. In the semi-darkness it appeared that each tank held two to three developing human embryos.
“Your eyes do not deceive you, Dr. Russell.” Lockley’s voice came from the darkness. “What you see is very real.” He walked out of the shadows and stood in front of one of the tanks. “Don’t they look delicious?” he asked, tapping on the glass and pointing like a gourmet peering at a prospective lobster.
A strange urge rushed through me. For a dreadful instant, they did look luscious, so much so that I drooled.
My body shook and a flood of repulsion swept over me as I realized I wanted to eat those things in the tanks. I tried to speak but my throat was sore and swollen. I touched it with my hand and felt the gash surrounded by puffy tissue from the bite. I managed to whisper, “What is happening to me?”
Lockley turned from the tank and smiled, the light from the aquarium reflecting on his slightly prominent canines. He knew I had seen his teeth. “That’s right,” he said, his smile fading.
I tried to respond but a strong spasm seized my larynx. The agony of it was so intense I thought I would pass out again. I lay my head back and fought the spinning motion of vertigo.
“It would be better for you to remain silent,” Lockley said. “The swelling in your throat is from the virus I introduced into your system. It is a cousin to the Rabies strain but not a killer. In fact, it is more of a resurrector.”
Virus? Rabies? What had this bastard done to me?
He approached and I made an attempt to turn my head away from him. He grabbed my face before I could, forcing me to look directly into his.
“You’ve been here for three days. That might be hard to believe, but it is a fact,” he said and released his hold. Too exhausted and ill to resist I could only gaze at him. He seemed pleased at my weakened state and actually patted my hand. “A captive audience,” he almost laughed. “How nice.”
Lockley moved to the tanks and stood with his back to me. He clasped his hands in contemplation behind him. “I spared you for two reasons,” he said. “One is Maria. It’s not love in the sense you understand it, but you will learn soon enough what she desires. The other is something I sensed when I was drinking from you.” He turned and licked his lips. “By the way, your blood was exquisite. It has been ages since I have feasted on the blood of such a healthy young male as you, Dr. Russell.”
His words made my body tingle with pain. I had the perverse notion I wanted him to drink from me again. The sounds in the room became exaggerated. His voice and the bubbling tanks assaulted my eardrums. When I opened my eyes, the dim room light had turned into a blinding sun. All my sensations – smell, touch, hearing, sight, and taste - were exaggerated. I thrashed in the chair and my body shook violently. Calm descended when I stopped breathing. My diaphragm would not move. My lungs screamed for air.
I was dying.
I could feel what urine and feces remained in my body soil my underwear. I sensed myself fading away with Lockley’s voice.
Then, oblivion swallowed me.
5.
When I awoke, I was in my bed at home.
I felt wretched. Every muscle screamed with protest when I moved. My mouth was dry and raw. My head hurt beyond reason.
The sun was just setting, and a purple twilight extended pastel fingers through the partially opened bedroom blinds.
I had been stripped of my clothing. My body was hot and clammy. I craved water to soothe the dryness in my throat. Gingerly, I got out of bed and made my way toward the bathroom. As I passed the dresser mirror, I gasped at the reflection confronting me.
My hair had grown in length and was a mass of tangles. When I reached to touch it, I saw long fingernails that curled like animal claws.
To avoid scratching my skin, I carefully parted the hair away from my face and was relieved to find my features haggard but unchanged. I thought it odd that I had no beard. With the abundance of hair on my head, I had expected to find a grisly face. The smoothness made it appear as if I had just shaved.
I then did what anyone would reflexively do when looking in the mirror – I smiled. My upper canines were missing. What remained in their place were black gaping holes. I moved my tongue over and around the empty sockets and felt protrusions of new teeth working their way in. The tips were sharp and rigid. The moment I touched them the gums around the developing teeth began to ache.
A parched throat, still mad for a drink of water, moved me away from the mirror toward the bathroom. I felt unusually light as I walked. Examining my body, I found the paunch around my waist had disappeared. Indeed, all the body muscles were tight against me like I possessed no residual fat.
Just as I was about to walk through the bathroom door, I slipped on something wet and sticky. A horrid stench made my stomach roll and my eyes water.
To the side of the door was a silhouette of something on the floor. I flicked on the bathroom light to see through the falling gloom of evening. The decaying body of a large pig lay on the floor in front of me. The animal’s body was ravaged with bite marks. Around the room were piles of dried feces and crystallized splotches of urine the pig had expelled trying to escape.
Fighting the odor, I moved closer for a better look at the carcass. I turned the head toward me and was met with a glassy condemning stare from the wide eyes. As I ran my fingers around the neck, I felt something stuck under the bloated skin and removed what looked like two thorny objects. When I examined them closer, a feeling of despair and revulsion overwhelmed me.
They were not thorns.
They were my missing teeth.
I just made it to the toilet before vomiting a large mass of clotted blood. Dizziness struck me. I hugged the toilet afraid I would fly into space. As swiftly as it had arrived, the spinning sensation abated, and, like a dog, I consumed the blood I had vomited.
It was a reflex action. No thought of the repulsive act occurred to me. My body needed nourishment and could not afford to have the undigested mass flushed away.
When I had finished, I scrambled back to the bedroom. The stink was no longer abhorrent. It was enticing and luxurious. I fell on the corpse and gorged myself. Rotten juices and tissue gas exploded into my searching mouth. My lips and chin were sticky with gore. I tore and ate until I lay swollen by the dead animal. Then, I slipped into a sated dreamless sleep.
* * * *
I awakened to the sound of someone whispering my name.
When I opened my eyes, I was back in bed and Lockley’s secretary, Maria, sat beside me. She ran her fingers gently through my matted hair.
“We’ll need to trim this and get you cleaned up,” she said softly.
I stared at her, not certain if she were real or only a phantom.
Her skin was dark brown and her hair black, nesting in a pool on each side of her neck. Her deep chocolate eyes regarded me with consideration.
I felt grimy and smelled appalling. I was not presentable for a woman’s company.
She held out her hand. “You will be weak, Glenn. I will help you.”
It had been so long since I had been addressed by my first name that it echoed with a strange displacement through my head.
“No, please. I think I can manage, I . . .”
She sensed my shame and placed a finger on my lips to hush me.
She helped me out of bed and led me to the bathroom. My legs shook as she sat me on the closed toilet lid then drew my bath water.
Looking out the door, I noticed the body of the pig had been removed. Only a dark stain remained as proof that it had been there at all.
“What happened to the animal’s body?” I asked.
Maria smiled. “No need to be ashamed of your actions, Glenn. All of Dr. Lockley’s clan went through the same thing in one way or another. As for the body of the pig, it was removed and incinerated.”
“Then you are . . .?”
“Yes, I am,” she answered while pouring bath salts into the steamy water.
“What are we?”
“Dr. Lockley will tell you what you need to know. He takes care of all his children.”
She finished preparing my bath. “We’ll let the salts sit for a while,” she said then walked to the bedroom. Returning with a pair of scissors and nail clippers she added, “Let’s get you trimmed up first. You’ll find this has to be done more often than you’re used to.”
Maria stood behind me and started to cut my hair. I watched small tangled clumps fall silently to the floor. The bathroom fogged over from the hot water. It was like being in a sauna, but I was far from relaxed. I felt leaden, limp, and a little nauseous from the clammy heat.
When she finished with my hair and nails, Maria took my hand and helped me into the tub. I felt better as soon as the water touched my body.
Standing in front of me, Maria pulled her dress over her head. She was naked beneath. Her body glistened from the steam. Her breasts were full and firm, the nipples dark and erect. She slipped effortlessly into the tub, the dark mass of her pubic hair disappearing below the line of bubbles in the water.
Where passion should have stirred, I felt only emptiness. I lowered my head, embarrassed by my flaccid response. I sobbed like a disappointed child.
Maria glided behind me. She put her arms around my waist. Her body was like fire against my back. She spoke with reassurance. “This will pass. Your time will come.”
“Why didn’t he kill me and be done with it? If he was afraid I would cause trouble, why not eliminate me, not leave me in this pitiful state.”
“He was going to but he sensed a ruthlessness in you.” She began washing me with a sponge, letting the water squeezed from it flow down my body. “The transformation can never destroy all our humanity. If it did, we would be nothing more than mindless beasts.” She moved her hands to my head, rubbing the soap into my scalp. “Only the savage hunger that comes when we have gone too long without feeding can overpower our human emotions. Even then we feel remorse after the act.” She stopped for a moment then started to rinse the soap from my body. “But some have a genuine taste for killing. Dr. Lockley believes you are one of these. He told me that our race needs more like you – those who can overcome a conscience with rage. He thinks you will be a great leader, and that you will sire an even greater one.”
I wanted to tell her how wrong Lockley was, but then I recalled how savagely I had fed on the carrion in my bedroom. Could Lockley sense the darkness in one’s soul?
These thoughts brought even more exhaustion to my lethargic body. I felt no need to talk to her anymore and resigned myself to being bathed by the strange and lovely creature behind me.
After Maria had finished washing me, she got out of the tub, dried herself with a towel then helped me out and dried me off as well. She made no attempt to dress and remained naked as she led me back into the bedroom. She put me in a chair and I silently watched her replace the soiled bed linen with clean ones.
The bedroom windows were open slightly and a light breeze brought a pleasant nature to the evening air. Maria lay on the bed and covered herself with a single sheet. She motioned for me to come and lay beside her.
I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the sheet away from her. I moved my fingers down her throat over her breasts and through the thatch of hair between her legs, but even her beauty could not inspire an erection. I was flooded with shame and turned away.
Maria placed her hands on my face and turned me toward her. “Look at me,” she whispered then reached between her legs. She brought her fingers to my lips. “Taste me,” she pleaded.
I ran my tongue over the saltiness of her. My nostrils burst with her smell. The same mindless hunger that forced me into a rage of feeding now drove me in sexual fury. We made love like savage animals, grunting and twisting our bodies together. Every nerve ending screamed with pleasure. I convulsed an eternity inside her, spilling what was left of me into the shadows of her womb.
When it was finished, she fell back and I lay beside her. We were covered with sweat and neither of us spoke for a long while. Finally, Maria got out of bed, dressed then turned to me. “Dr. Lockley will be here later to feed you,” she said coolly. I wanted to say something, but the words stuck in my throat. “I’ll see you at the clinic when you have recovered,” she stated flatly then walked out the door.
I had been no more than a drone, ensuring the survival of the species.
I understood instinctively that I would never make love to Maria again, that this would be the last act of sex for me. Of the desires that drive us to live, only a hunger and thirst that begged to be satisfied remained for me.
6.
Lockley arrived not long after Maria left. He carried two small packages wrapped in butcher’s paper. Blood had soaked through them. As he handed them to me, Lockley licked the excess from his fingers.
I ripped them open. Drool clung to my lips.
“I’ll let you eat in peace,” he mused then added, “bon appetit!”
I never realized he was gone as I assaulted the slabs of raw meat, tearing and gulping the sweet congealed gore. It was much tastier than the rotten flesh of the pig. I stuffed my stomach until the food backed up into my throat, spilling down its corners in waves of tacky red. I fell into bed and slept like an engorged tick.
The days that followed were mixed with periods of euphoria followed by heavy fatigue that left me sick and ravenous. I had no desire to leave my home.
Lockley came daily with more portions of red, raw meat. I was soon eating more slowly, without the urgent need to consume. As the meals continued, I found I was full and satisfied but something still seemed to be missing.
One day Lockley did not come, nor did he show on the following day. By the time he arrived late in the evening on the third day, I was in a panic from lack of food. I had experienced the need to go out and hunt, but I still could not stand the thought of leaving the house.
When he walked in, he was not surprised at my wild appearance. In fact he seemed smug, like he had expected it. I approached him like a wild man, shaking from the need to eat. I gnashed my growing teeth at him; guttural growls came from my throat.
“I’ve brought you something,” he said, “but you have to settle down if I’m to get her in the house without any trouble. I apologize for not coming the last few days. I had to be certain your appetite would be at its peak.”
I calmed some then, knowing I was to be fed.
“You will need to straighten up your appearance a bit,” he added, and by the time he returned, I had done as he asked.
The girl looked to be around eighteen. She was nonchalantly popping a wad of gum and regarded me with little interest. She wore a dirty lettered football jacket much too big for her, but I knew her going-steady days were long over. It was clear the girl had been hardened by life on the street.
Lockley whispered something to her. She shrugged and held out a hand for the fold of bills he passed to her. He then led her to the bedroom.
In a few moments, Lockley returned. He walked toward me with a big grin on his face. “I told her it was your first time,” he giggled. “If she only knew.”
I was in no shape to share his joke. All I could think of was the meat waiting for me.
When I walked in the room, the girl was slipping off her panties. She had already removed the rest. A pile of dirty clothes lay in a lump beside the bed. The girl was muscular with large breasts, her body thick with just a hint of cellulite on her thighs. She stretched on the bed and spread her legs to show what had been purchased for me. Her unwashed clothes and body spilled a sour fish tank stink into the air.
“Better come and get it, man,” she offered.
Like a stalking beast, I moved toward her slowly. She eyed me suspiciously, as if to question my hesitation.
“Oh, that’s right. You don’t know what to do with it, do you?” she said and scooted across the bed, wrapping her legs around my thighs. She unzipped my pants and pulled them and my underwear down. She frowned. “Why are you so shriveled? You got to get some lead in it if you want to fuck, man.” She took the pink wad of gum from her mouth and stuck it on the bed rail. “Maybe I can blow some life into it,” she said and placed my limp member in her warm mouth, sucking like a greedy child on a nipple.
I pushed her away.
“Hey!” she exclaimed, looking at me with disgust and just a hint of fear.
Before she could utter another word, I was on her.
She struggled but even her toughness was no match for the power of my hunger. I sank my teeth into her throat and ripped it open. She gasped and wrapped her arms around me as if inviting death. The taste of living flesh and blood was maddening. I couldn’t get enough. I slurped and smacked as the warm arterial stream filled my mouth. I moaned with pure pleasure.
The girl whispered, “Please don’t stop,” then she gasped and stiffened under me when she stopped breathing.
I kept drinking from her throat until there was nothing left. I was wild for the taste and started biting all over her body. In my rage I tore off her breasts and sucked what I could from them. With my nails I slit open her abdomen and fed, searching for any pooled blood in the vascular system. I removed her heart which was full of clotting blood and wolfed it down. I flipped her body and dug for the kidneys, eating them as well.
When I could devour no more, I fell forward on the ruined body and slept, bloated with my first kill.
I faded in and out of sleep. The effect of the live meal was puzzling. One moment I would be relaxed; the next I would wake unable to move as if paralyzed. At times I would see Lockley standing in the bedroom doorway. He looked amused.
When I finally did become awake and alert, I found I was still in bed with the girl’s corpse. Her skin was mottled and reeking of decomposition.
Lockley appeared by the bed. “The time for your days of being spoiled has come to an end,” he piped.
“How long have I been out?”
“A little over three days. Enough time for that creature next to you to ripen, don’t you agree?” He then told me I was going with him to dispose of the body, but he wanted me to bathe the stench off first. “Feeding in this manner,” he added, “is crude and messy, but necessary for a fledgling such as you.”
When I got up, I was a bit shaky. I noticed my hair and nails were already growing back so after bathing I cut my nails and pulled my hair back in a ponytail. I could get it trimmed later.
After I got dressed, we put the body in a sheet, carried it out and placed it in the back of Lockley’s black Suburban. We drove to Sam Bass Road, an area not far from my house, then past Old Town Cemetery. Not long after, Lockley turned down a road paralleling the cemetery. It wound for better than a mile before passing into a thick area of weedy growth and ancient Oak trees.
The path we followed was in the heart of a forested area. Trees on each side of the road had expanded over the path, forming a canopy that covered the way. It was near sunset, but the dense growth had put the place in early darkness. Lockley turned the headlights on as we moved through a pallid ground fog.
Eventually, we went down a slope that ended in front of a large mausoleum encircled by a rusty spiked fence about five feet tall. We got out of the car and removed the body, carrying it by the fence to a gate where Lockley opened a corroded lock. He pushed the gate open and then unlocked the door of the mausoleum as well. We carried the body into the structure. We were greeted with an odor of rot and mildew. The gloom was so thick that Lockley used a key ring flashlight to point the way to another door just across the stone floor. He asked me to open it.
On the other side of the door was a downward staircase illuminated by a row of low wattage bulbs on each side. As I turned to go back and help move the body, I became aware that my vision had adjusted to the darkness. I discovered two sepulchers rising from the middle of the room. Heaps of dried flowers littered the floor around them and they were enshrouded in a cocoon of spider webs.
As we carried the corpse toward the stairs I made out the dim letters of a name carved above the door – MORGAN.
At the bottom of the stairway was a large living and dining room. The living area contained a spacious red leather couch, coffee table, and a big screen projection television. The dining room had a table that could have seated twenty-five people with no problem.
“We need to carry the body to the kitchen area,” Lockley instructed as he pushed through a pair of large swinging doors at the back of the dining room. The extensive kitchen on the other side had an array of assorted utensils and cutting instruments hanging from the ceiling. Several ovens, open pits, and grilles lined the walls. At the center was a generous food preparation island with a large square wooden cutting board. It was big enough for the girl’s body.
Lockley removed two cleavers from the wall, handed one to me then pulled the sheet from the corpse. He told me to start at the head while he went to the ankles. I needed no further instruction. What he wanted me to do came quite naturally.
We cut the body into sections and, with the exception of the head, wrapped them in butcher paper and placed them in a large freezer. Lockley took me through a door at the back of the kitchen. This smaller area had a dirt floor. It smelled like a root cellar. He dug a hole and buried the girl’s head. I had asked no questions on the drive over, and I asked none now. I knew in due time he would explain why he saved the head.
We washed our hands in the kitchen, went back up the stairs and left. Lockley secured the mausoleum door and the front gate. We got in his car and drove away. On the drive back to my house, Lockley informed me I would start working at his clinic. I asked about my old job and he said it had been taken care of.
“But won’t I be missed at the Georgetown clinic? And what about my emergency room duties?” I asked.
“Apathy is a great ally these days, Dr. Russell. Any excuse seems to be a good one. Besides, as I have previously pointed out, we have friends who can arrange anything for us.”
Lockley said he would clarify my situation at a dinner party he was having this weekend. It occurred to me I had no idea what day of the week it was.
“It’s Thursday,” he said. “I will pick you up this Saturday for the dinner. You’ll start at my clinic this coming Monday.”
“I’m afraid my experience in OB GYN is limited,” I said as he turned down the drive to my home.
He smiled a bit. “Don’t concern yourself too much. Like everything else, after you’ve done the procedures time and time again, they become second nature.”
After he left, I walked to my back door and entered the house. Someone had collected my mail and placed it in neat order on the kitchen table. The junk ads, bills, and one personal letter were separated from each other. The letter was from my mother. Her script had always been precise and lovely. Now it was a shaky scrawl. She said my dad was getting worse, not knowing who she was most of the time. Couldn’t I come home and help them because she tended to misplace a day or two lately herself and . . .
I didn’t finish reading the letter. I dropped it in the trash without care or guilt.
If I had a parent now it was Lockley. I did not love or hate him; he was simply the source of my new life.
I went to the living room, turned on the light and watched television. I felt no hunger. After awhile, I turned the television and light off and stared into the darkness. There, without need for human companionship, I sat alone.
~~~~~
The Record of Charles Vairaja
~~~~~
October 20, 1820
I have decided to write a record of the events leading up to my twenty-second year.
I must say I do not enjoy keeping diaries. For that reason I have no existing account of my life so far. As I have recently found my mother’s journal, however, I feel that I must put my memories down. Research by my fellow scientists may find it helpful in the future.
My adolescence is vague. Assuming that my mother’s records are correct, I was born in 1798 in Pasha, India. I have no recollection of the place or my parents.
I must have been no more than nine or ten when I was taken to England. That is the most concrete memory I have, so it will be the beginning of this account.
I remember being transported by coach to an orphanage. It was late fall and the trees’ foliage had been replaced with an austere skeletal appearance, stark against the gray twilight of the English countryside.
I was not alone in the coach. A shadow sat next to me, holding my hand.
The coach was stuffy and smelled of tobacco and sweat. I recall being nauseated by the odor and the rough ride. I did not particularly enjoy sunlight, so the overcast day and coming night made the trip endurable. Being adverse to bright sunshine, my skin was a lighter brown than most Indian children, but there was no doubt of my heritage, nor could the blue eyes of my mother keep my British inheritance a secret. These physical traits made me pleasing to the eye but were a handicap in a society of Britons. I would quickly come to understand what the term ‘mixed breed’ meant.
As the coach made a long winding turn, I looked out the window and caught sight of the distant silhouette of a large structure at the top of a hill. The closer we came, the more brutish the place appeared.
The orphanage and the ample grounds it stood in were surrounded by a tall stonewall. At the center of this barrier was a massive iron gate. The coachman got out, opened it then drove the coach to the front door of the building.
I remember how dark and immense the place was. Carved stone beasts adorned the roof and ledges. Its two stories culminated in numerous gabled windows. When my ghostly companion grasped the lion-head doorknocker and pounded, we were soon face to face with a tall stick-figure of a man. He was dressed in black except for an immaculate white shirt that reached out of the darkness. This gaunt figure held a lantern. Its light exaggerated the lines of his face. I saw that his left eye was partially covered with a webbed growth of skin.
As I continued to gape at the hideous face before me, my hand was released. Before I had a chance to understand what was happening, my companion walked away, deserting me on the steps of the orphanage. I made an attempt to follow, but a hand grasped my shoulder.
“Now, now, little one,” the cadaverous sentry said, “come inside out of the cold and dark.”
I heard the coach leaving. My stomach sank to my feet.
The man released his hold on me, replacing it with a reassuring pat. “You will fare well here. Just wait and see.”
His name was Broom.
Many lamps hung from the hallway walls, but darkness was still prominent. The house appeared to be operating on meager funds. An orphanage for children of mixed races and those below the poverty line, it was isolated and, ironically, owned by the church. As I was to learn, the children within these walls were not given a proper education. Instead, they were hired slave labor. Later, I was to be shown a small cemetery behind the main house. Located on a sloping hill were graves without headstones, only a soft rise in the earth distinguished the resting places for its inhabitants.
Broom surprised me. He was the opposite of the ghastly countenance he presented. Kind and helpful he was a sort of ‘dorm father and mother’ to the children. I suspected he had been a resident here when he was a child and sympathized with us.
Other adults worked there, but the staff was limited and had little time or inclination to look upon us children as anything more than fixtures requiring care. We were lamps to be dusted or rugs to be cleaned.
A cook did pay more attention to me than most. She was Indian and had a girl not much younger than I, named Nara. She helped her mother and was never hired out of the orphanage. I sensed that the cook must have had another child, maybe a boy that I reminded her of. She once called me by a strange name and then realized her mistake. A pitiful gaze spread over her as if some painful memory long buried had surfaced, catching her by surprise.
The orphans were of various ages and heritage. None were pure blooded British children, of that I was certain. We were not segregated boys from girls, infants from adolescents. We shared a large room on the upper level furnished with cots that hugged the floor. A clear blessing was the fact that no child picked on or ridiculed another. We were allies sharing a common desperation.
After I been there a few weeks, a hefty, formally dressed man came to the orphanage. Broom led him to the dormitory where we were just rising for the day. The man went from cot to cot until he had made his selection: three of the older girls, me, and another boy about my age.
We were washed, dressed and moved downstairs to the main room. It was early morning and the lamps were still burning. The man who stood in front of us was a large burly character. He looked out of place in his suit, like a bulldog dressed for the opera. His face was red, sweaty, and huge. Enormous mutton chop sideburns covered the sides of his face. When he removed his top hat to wipe away the moisture from his face and head with a handkerchief, his baldness was exposed. Only a small thin ring of hair encircled the sides of his head.
“This, children, is Mr. Grubbs,” Broom announced. “He will be in need of your services for the weekend.”
Before we left, Broom pulled me aside and whispered, “Watch your step with this one, laddie.” Grubbs was ominous enough and Broom’s warning only added to my terror of the man.
Looking back now, I know that Broom held power only with his words of warning. The orphanage patron left him no recourse to discourage a renter’s choice, for that is all we were, rented items. Broom accepted Grubbs’ money, but when Grubbs turned his head, I saw an expression of loathing on Broom’s face.
Two coaches waited outside. One was splendid. The other one was a scarred heap. It was evident which one we would be taking. We stepped into the antique, squeaky rig and headed to our fate.
The three girls sat across from me and the other boy. They were older. They were not beautiful but neither were they unattractive. Their figures indicated blooming womanhood, the one in the center of the three being more mature in physique. My attention went to her as did my companion’s.
Her skin tone revealed just a hint of darkness, but her other features were very British. Dirty blonde hair spilled in ringlets to her shoulders, her face was handsome with delicate lines and a nose that turned upward just slightly above a pair of full pink lips. There was the thin outline of a pale blue vein just above the pulse in her neck. The longer I gazed at her, the more my throat constricted. Had I tried to speak, no more than a squeak would have escaped.
My attention had not gone unnoticed. She smiled at me.
“That one fancies you, she does,” my companion whispered.
After he spoke, I stared in surprise as the girl pulled her skirt up just a bit above the knee. She pretended she was adjusting her dress, but her action lasted too long to be anything other than a flirtation.
The coach came to an abrupt halt, jarring me from my fascination. She had been a wonderful distraction, taking my mind away from the uncomfortable and bumpy ride.
The girls got out first. I was about to follow my companion when the girl I had been eyeing came back into the coach and sat next to me. She grabbed my hand, placed it on her thigh and said in a low voice, “My name is Elizabeth. Come to my cot some night when the others are asleep and after Broom has made his first rounds.” She then took my face in her hands and kissed me on the lips. “You are so beautiful,” she said, staring with deep intent into my surprised eyes. “There are so many things I can teach a lovely boy like you.”
Before she could say any more, Grubbs was rapping on the coach door. “All right you two, enough of your silliness. Let’s get moving.”
The girl jumped out and I followed. As I passed Grubbs, I caught the unpleasant odor of stale tobacco mixed with whatever he had eaten for breakfast. He winked at me, cutting his eyes toward Elizabeth. “Never too young,” he said and shoved a meaty hand into my crotch, “or too small to learn a thing or two, eh, boy?”
I hurried to take my place behind the others, my face pale and warm, and my stomach acid and tight. The lewd sneering figure of Grubbs followed close behind.
We had arrived at a large country estate. Grubbs deposited us at the rear where the servant’s quarters were located. We were given uniforms and instructed by the head butler as to our duties. There was a gathering that weekend to celebrate the owner’s recent appointment to a government position. We were to serve food and drink to friends of the host.
The work was boring but easy. We glided through the next two days, merging in and around people who could buy or sell us, people who only noticed us if their glasses were empty or if they needed more hors d’oeuvres placed in their soft hands.
As gloomy as the orphanage was, I found myself eager to return there by Sunday. Grubbs informed us, however, that we would be required to help clean up that evening so we wouldn’t be leaving until Monday morning.
While we were busy polishing the silverware, Grubbs came into the kitchen with two men. They were young, lean, and hawkish. They smoked small cigars that, unlike Grubbs’ giant green monstrosities, had a wonderful aroma.
The affluent pair scrutinized us. They would stare at me for a while and then whisper something to Grubbs, who would shake his head or grin and shrug his shoulders. Every so often one of the two would giggle, look over, raise an eyebrow then murmur something else to Grubbs.
Eventually, the pair left. Grubbs approached the butler and spoke to him while pointing in our direction then exited the kitchen.
Once we had completed our chores, we went to the sleeping quarters. Before the lamps had been turned down, one of the housemaids came in and announced that the girls would be needed for some extra duties in the dining room. I sighed with relief while the girls groaned at the thought of even more work. I fell asleep soon after they left. When I awoke the next morning, the girls were still gone. They did not join the other boy and me for breakfast. It wasn’t until Grubbs came and took us to the coach for the return trip to the orphanage that we saw them again. Their hair was mussed, their clothes tousled.
“Where have you been?” I asked.
The three glared at me. “Just don’t you worry about it, boy,” Elizabeth answered icily, “and kindly keep your mouth shut the rest of the ride.”
However, I was young and naïve and tried to lift the girls’ bad humor. The other two girls just turned away from me, but Elizabeth, before gazing vacantly out the window, offered an angry response. “Just be glad they didn’t prefer petite male cherubs for their amusement.”
I decided to keep quiet. It was the first of many lessons taught to me by the opposite sex.
I realized that Elizabeth’s earlier invitation to me had become unwelcome. In fact, I never did search out her cot. She and one other girl died from an influenza epidemic that devastated the orphanage that winter. Had it not been for the tireless unselfish efforts of Bloom and the Indian woman, I’m certain more than two of us would have perished from the fever, diarrhea, and respiratory symptoms.
Since most of us were on the path to recovery, we were not allowed to attend the girls’ burial. It would have been risky to expose us to the wintry elements. I recall Broom came to our room and told us he had offered a prayer in our behalf at the burial.
I had no sense of loss. It seemed none of the other children did either. There was only the reality of two empty cots. Caring was a luxury too much to ask of those who only sought survival.
Later that year, when the first portents of spring appeared, Broom took us to the orphanage graveyard. The most recent mounds were easy to separate from the older ones.
“We cannot afford stones,” Broom told us, “and we decided long ago a wooden effigy would belittle those who rest here. Innocents need no names.”
I always admired Broom and would like to have known more about him. He was dedicated to us, even though we were nothing more than gears and spokes of a machine dedicated to labor. Unlike those who hired out our services, Broom saw us as flesh and blood individuals. As much as he possibly could, Broom attempted to give comfort and love to us. We gladly accepted him as our guardian and respected the privacy he held for his past. To this day, I still don’t know much about the man.
* * * *
It was almost a year before Grubbs came back to the orphanage. I have to admit the jobs in between, mostly manual labor in local factories, had been much harder than the first one with Grubbs.
As before, he arrived in the early hours of morning. This time he chose only one child. It just happened to be me.
I was taken downstairs and forced to wait while Grubbs talked with Broom. The more they talked, the redder the patch of flesh became on Broom’s eye. He argued heatedly with Grubbs. I thought they would come to blows, but in the end Broom took Grubbs’ money and left the room without looking at me.
Again, there were two coaches. Grubbs didn’t lower his status for even one child, so I rode alone. Without someone to talk to, the trip was long and uncomfortable.
The estate we reached was not half as large as the first one. Grubbs took me directly to the front door where we were greeted by a butler dressed in dandy attire not quite suited for his station. Grubbs said nothing, handed me over to the butler and told him to “be quick about it,” then left in a rush. Evidently, the place did not agree with Grubbs, but it seemed nice enough to me, grand in fact. The residence was immaculate and smelled wonderful, like scented candles and perfume. As I was led to the servant’s quarters, I saw that the ceilings were adorned with flamboyant chandeliers and the staircases intricately carved with floral designs.
I was moved to a small room with a tiny bed and tub for bathing. The butler retrieved a pile of clothing from the top of a dresser in the room’s corner.
“I believe your name is Charles,” he said in a nasal feminine voice.
“Yes,” I answered, suppressing a smile at his comical accent.
“Well, Master Charles, please bathe then change to this attire. We will be dining in the ‘Arabian Nights’ this evening.”
The costume I was given to wear imitated a sultan’s clothes: baggy yellow trousers, a red blouse with puffy sleeves, a maroon turban, and crimson slippers curved to a point with brass jingle bells on their ends. It felt like great fun, so unlike the boring jobs I had done before. It was like getting ready for a masquerade party.
Downstairs two young men and an older woman sat at the dinner table. She could have been their mother or an older sister as there was a certain resemblance between the three. When I came in with the soup tray, I got a better look at them.
The three were wearing wigs. One man’s was pink and the other, fatter man’s was periwinkle. The woman’s wig appeared out of place and unruly on her head. The more I examined her, the more I became convinced she was no woman at all. The shadow of a beard under heavy makeup and a large Adam’s apple betrayed the older man’s disguise.
“Well,” the thinner of the young men pointed out, “I do believe our small Aladdin is quite taken with you, Henry.”
The three giggled, and the older one turned to me. He wiped a napkin across his broad mouth, leaving a trail of lipstick on the linen. I stood right beside him. He put his face close to mine and pinched my cheeks with stubby fingers. His nails were painted pink.
“My, my,” he smacked, “what beautiful big blue eyes you have, Aladdin.”
Their fatter companion remarked with a leer, “Does he realize, our little Aladdin, that he can have three wishes by rubbing your magic lamp, Henry?”
“Oh, dear, oh my dear,” Henry responded, “just the thought of that, Clive, brings hardness to my character.”
They were having immense sport with me and laughed loudly. I blushed and had no clue as to why, but they soon became involved with each other and left me alone for the rest of the dinner. I picked up bits of their conversations: “But is that wise, dear?”; “Don’t waste your time on that one. He’s such a tight bitch, hardly worth your tears.”; “I think a grand tour would be perfect this September. The house gets so stuffy that time of year.”
I was aware of such men, those who preferred their own company to that of women. I was confused as to how I felt about them. I knew it was not natural, but wasn’t certain if it was offensive or not. My blush was certainly different from the one Elizabeth had caused, but they did stir something in me, something unwholesome and frightening. A shiver moved down my spine just being near them.
After dinner, the butler directed me to my bed. I had just started to doze when I was wakened by someone shaking my arm. The butler had returned. He held a lamp that threw light on his face, a face covered with a ghoulish white cream. His lips were outlined with a red slash, making him look like a diabolical circus clown.
“This way, little boy,” he whispered as he took me out the door and down the hall.
I was still drowsy and stumbled a bit. “Where are we going?” I asked.
“Quiet, boy” he hushed me. “We are going to the study for a moment.”
Once there, I was aware of an unpleasant salty smell just under the aromatic crackling of the wood in the fireplace. I wore a thin nightgown and shivered. The butler moved me closer to the fire. The three men were in the room. The two young men lounged on a large couch. The older one sat in a spacious armchair. They were naked.
One of the men on the couch looked to be in good condition, with just a hint of fat hugging his waist. His companion, however, had a bloated belly and spindly arms and legs, making him resemble a tick full of blood. The old one in the chair was not fat but lacked muscle tone. His skin hung loosely, particularly around the nipples, giving them the appearance of odd and unattractive feminine breasts. He also had an abundance of hair that covered his chest and trailed over his shoulders.
“Mmmmm,” the chubby one chortled, “wake up you two, dessert has arrived.”
Evidently they had been drinking heavily. It took a moment before the other two were aware of my presence. They looked pleased and told the butler to “position the sweet meat.”
I struggled, but could not prevent him from bending me over the arm of the couch. The thinner man knelt in front of me and grabbed my wrists, stretching my arms toward him in a tight grip. The butler seized my ankles and spread me like a wishbone. The arm of the couch dug into my stomach; my rear stuck up in a painful angle. The fat one and the older one were behind me. I could not tell which one ripped the nightshirt from my body. Something cold and greasy was rubbed in and around my rectum. My sphincter constricted. I begged them to stop as I felt myself being spread even wider. My pleas were silenced by an excruciating pain that ripped through my body. The last thing I saw before fainting was the grinning face of the man holding my arms.
I awoke next morning and was hardly able to move, but I made it to the piss pot where I wretched until empty. No one came to check on me. When my door was finally opened, Grubbs entered and hurried me to get dressed. His eyes expressed no sympathy; there was only repulsion and loathing in them.
The ride back to the orphanage was agonizing. My backside screamed with each bump on the road. When we arrived, I got out and noticed a large stain of blood left behind on the seat. Grubbs remained in his coach. As I tentatively walked to the door, I glanced back and saw large clouds of his cigar smoke drift from the coach’s window.
Broom came out and rushed me inside. They must have suspected something foul in respect to my job, as the woman cook was waiting and spirited me away to the bath area. I saw Broom dash angrily out the front door, but Grubbs must have already left as Broom returned shortly.
The cook undressed me in the bathroom. I did not protest. I was too tired and ill to care. Gently, she placed me on the floor and turned me on my side. She began cleaning my wound with cool water from a small bucket. She called for her daughter. I made no attempt to cover my nakedness. The girl stared at me with large brown eyes.
“Nara,” the cook instructed, “heat some water for his bath.”
The girl left to do as her mother had asked.
The cook was easy with me. She made no attempt at conversation. When she had finished bathing me, she led me to my cot where I fell into an exhausted sleep. Not even a dream disturbed me. I remained there a few days in and out of sleep with only a vague recollection of being taken to the toilet. Whoever guided me was more of a shadow than flesh and blood. When I finally felt better, I found myself in urgent need of a bowel movement. It never occurred to me just how much pain would be involved from the damage the three monsters had inflicted on me. I literally screamed in anguish when I defecated. Broom came in quickly. I was in tears. His expression on seeing me was a mixture of pity and guilt. He helped me back to my cot. After I was down, he looked at me with tears in his eyes and said, “I’m sorry.” That was all. Whatever hold Grubbs or his connections possessed was strong enough to cause Broom’s unwilling alliance with them. I knew Broom to be haunted by the things he was forced to comply with; they left furrows on his aging face.
The incident passed, but was not forgotten or forgiven. Two years went by and Grubbs never returned. I overheard Broom talking with the woman cook, whose name I now knew was Ranjana, one evening. He said there was a rumor Grubbs had been killed over a gambling debt. She replied, “Shiva can be swift in delivering retribution.”
“Whoever it was, “Broom added, “I heerd he slit old Grubbs’ throat in a wide grin all right. I hope he died squealing like the rotten swine he was.”
I always suspected Broom had done Grubbs in. Broom may not have been able to refuse the devil’s demand, but he could have surprised Grubbs and rid himself of his unholy taskmaster. Whether my suspicions were justified or not, there was a strange light in Broom’s good eye after Grubbs had disappeared.
* * * *
Before I had time to realize it, I was fifteen.
The fact that I could read and write fluently in English was a welcome discovery to Broom. I had come across a book on agriculture by chance, as we were never given the opportunity to amuse ourselves with anything other than work. I found it on a shelf in the room where cleaning supplies were stored. It had been so long since I had read that I closed the door for privacy and settled on the floor to catch what light I could from under it. Broom opened the door and caught me.
“Why, see here, lad. Can you read?”
I told him I had been taught to read and write before I came to the orphanage. The person who instructed me was vague in my memory, but I did remember it was an older man of Indian heritage. Broom was ecstatic and said he would notify the people in charge of the orphanage. “You’ll get some nice work from this,” he winked.
He was right. Being literate procured easier, but more challenging, work for me. Although I was not paid, the jobs were preferable to the tedious manual labor usually given to us at the orphanage. There were many businesses, counting houses, libraries, schools, medical and law offices that put the literate lower class to work with research and copying duties. The orphanage would lend me out for weeks at a time. On occasion, the company using me would provide housing during my tenure, especially if it were located a great distance from the orphanage.
I never made friends during my employments, but sometimes there was a library available that offered a wealth of knowledge and escape for me when I wasn’t working. The fiction books were entertaining enough, but I developed a keen interest for life sciences. My drive for wisdom in this area would one day help me acquire the position of lab assistant in the medical school at London University.
As I matured mentally, so I did physically as well. The cook’s daughter, Nara, had blossomed into a young woman and became the object of my youthful desire. When I was in her presence, I could not suppress a warm blush, and though she never seemed aware of my admiration, I would catch a brief smile from her occasionally.
My seventeenth birthday was approaching when a law clerk arrived at the orphanage. The clerk announced, in a formal snobby voice, that he was employed by the prestigious firm of Bennington and Heartstone. Imagine the stir at the orphanage and my astonishment when I learned he had come to do business with me.
Broom came to the kitchen where I was supposed to be helping Ranjana with polishing the silver. In fact, I was shamelessly lusting after Nara. Broom informed me that I had a visitor. He was quite excited by the whole affair. I, on the other hand, was tentative and a bit frightened.
Broom led me to the little office he used for record keeping. Waiting there was a mousy man with a slight forward bend of posture who studied me over a pair of harshly lined rectangular spectacles. It was hard to guess the man’s age, but he must have been in his late forties or early fifties as the slight patches of facial wrinkles and subtle streaks of gray in his hair implied.
“This is the boy, then?” he asked in a grating nasal tone that reminded me of chalk being squeaked across a slate.
“It is, sir,” Broom answered.
“Then be seated, boy. I have news for you. News that is important to your heritage.”
He explained that his employers saved the government time and money by searching through unsettled estate cases. These could result in inheritance or indebtedness depending on the circumstances.
“Would you please state your name,” he continued.
“I only know my first,” I said. “I am called Charles.”
“Our field workers have discovered,” he informed with a ferret grin, “that your full name is Charles Wilkins.”
The clerk then read from a document. His inflection was flat and mechanical, more like dictation to a machine than to an individual. “There is strong evidence that your mother was Andrea Wilkins, the only child of James and Catherine Wilkins. Your father is unknown. Records indicate you were born in the latter part of October or early November 1798 in India. As I can see, there are strong physical characteristics you possess that lead me to believe your father was a man of Indian or mixed Indian blood.
“Your grandfather, James, worked for the East India Company. He searched for trade routes through the mountains leading into Tibet. His last station was in a small village called Pasha on the border of India and Nepal. From what we gather, that village is desolate today. Evidently a plague of some sort devastated the area when your grandparents lived there. If this is why they perished, we are not certain, but our sources are quite sure they are, in fact, deceased.
“After giving birth, your mother somehow made it back to England. She was moving toward London, where her parents had lived, when you were separated from her. An adoptive parent of sorts took you under his wing. I gather he is the individual who brought you to this very place. He had suffered economic ruin due to unwise speculations. That is the reason he sold you to the orphanage for a tidy sum. By law, I cannot reveal his identity, but I can inform you that he has since passed away, dissolving any claims to you he might have had.
“We were unable to locate your mother. Since the allotted period of time has passed for her to be declared legally dead, we are under the assumption she has met her maker.”
I was almost hypnotized by this clerk’s matter-of-fact monotone. The manner in which he said ‘met her maker’ caused me to feel as insignificant as the thin layer of dust on the desk before me.
“To continue,” he said, “I will now explain the dispersion of your family’s properties.”
According to the clerk, my grandparents had owned a small town house in London and my grandfather had been in the process of purchasing a modest country home located by a small lake. Upon his and my grandmother’s death, what properties they owned were dispersed to the East India Company to make up for the financial losses incurred by my grandfather’s failure to find the trade routes. The Company paid off and released the servants employed by my grandparents.
Save one brother who had departed England for America some years before, there were no relatives to be held responsible for my grandfather’s debts. My grandmother did have surviving relatives, an aunt and uncle, but they were senile and destitute. As for the brother in America, some attempt was made to locate him with no result. It was assumed he was part of the westward migration in the Americas and that trying to find him would be like looking for the proverbial ‘needle in a haystack’ and not worth the effort. So the Company claimed legal possession of my grandparent’s assets. The town house was sold to a lady of independent means. The country estate brought a nice profit, but still not enough for the Company to retrieve their investments.
The Company’s interest was renewed when they learned of my mother’s movements back toward London. They anticipated she might be able to contribute to their monetary losses, but her disappearance and the fact that I was basically sold for labor to the orphanage deterred their notions of ever breaking even. The Company accepted the fact it would be impossible to recover the investments placed in my family with any expedience.
Finding me had been a stroke of luck. My guardian’s financial problems were cross-referenced to my grandfather’s obligations by one of the law firm’s field workers. The trail ended with the orphanage and me. I was not to receive any monetary inheritance, but would be, by law, responsible for the money lost with incurred penalties of interest.
“However,” the clerk informed me as he gathered his papers together, “Bennington and Heartstone are not monsters. They expect you to make payments on your family’s debt only after you have found gainful employment. I suggest, Master Charles, you are hasty in this enterprise as the interest will only grow the longer you wait. I have discussed this with the church and made arrangements that will allow you to search for such employ. Once you have gained a position, you will no longer be under their patronage here.”
How ironic it was to be freed from the masters of the orphanage only to be placed under the thumb of Bennington and Heartstone. I would become my own man due to my grandfather’s failure, not my own self-significance.
“In conclusion,” the clerk continued, placing some documents in front of me, “I will now ask you to sign these papers stating that you understand the information I have given you.” I hesitated for a moment and he said, “If you are unable to sign, Mr. Broom can offer his signature in your stead and I will witness.”
I felt Broom place his hand on my shoulder. “The boy can read and write better than meself, sir. Go ahead, lad, sign the papers.”
“I will sign,” I said to the clerk.
“Fine,” he answered and pointed out the spaces where I was to place my name.
After Broom had witnessed, the clerk removed another document from his folder. “There is one last item to deal with,” he said. “We happened to receive a personal item of your mother’s from India. It is a lady’s travel trunk. Since we located the trunk after we were aware of your whereabouts, and since it was locked and securely sealed, we had no legal right to open it. It is, however, within Bennington and Heartstone’s privileges to have a legal representative present when you break the seal. If there is anything of value in the trunk, Bennington and Heartstone possess the rights of possession of said items and the dispersal thereof.” The clerk placed the paper on the desk. “So when the trunk arrives within the month, either I or Mr. Broom will be present when you open it.” He placed his finger on the blank space. “Place one last signature here please.”
I did not hesitate. For once, I had something to anticipate: a past I longed to discover.
The trunk arrived five weeks later.
It was a large piece. I was barely a head taller at five foot seven. The trunk, dark blue and bordered by brass fittings, must have been heavy as the two deliverymen struggled to get it up the front steps. As the clerk had stated, three padlocks sealed it.
The clerk could not attend, so it was in my favor that Broom would witness the contents of the trunk. I knew if there was anything of real value he would turn his head away and allow me to take possession of whatever I found inside. A locksmith came with the deliverymen and went swiftly about his job as soon as the trunk was placed in Broom’s office. After he opened the locks, the man gave me a form to sign, then he and the deliverymen left, bidding Broom and myself a good day.
I stood there face to face with the only link I had to my past. I opened the partition, gradually separating the two halves. A sudden stream of stale air wafted over me. It did not smell of decomposition, only of musty toilet water and old clothes. Five sets of drawers were on each side. Besides a thin nightgown and one pair of ladies black shoes, the trunk was empty. The struggling men had delivered a heavy but almost empty trunk. I would discover nothing of my past here. The hopes I had entertained in regard to my mother’s history were as pallid as the nightgown I held in my hands. I placed it on my face and inhaled, hoping I could breathe a trace of her essence into my lungs, but only the scent of a delicate phantom perfume lingered there.
After Broom witnessed me sign the document left by the clerk in respect to any valuables found, we moved the trunk to a storage room near the kitchen. I noticed Ranjana and Nara were preparing dinner. I took the nightgown and shoes to Ranjana. I told her that after they had been properly cleaned and aired she might be able to wear them. She held the nightgown against her and giggled at the fact I had presumed her large body would fit the petite gown. She made no attempt to try the tiny shoes either.
Ranjana held the gown next to Nara. The girl’s slim developing body was perfect, if not a bit too small, for it. “Thank you, young Charles,” Ranjana said. “Nara will grow into this and the shoes nicely.”
At that moment, my lust for Nara was not the only feeling that overcame me. As I watched her turn, the gown clinging to her, she smiled with those full brown eyes, her lips slightly parted in expectation. My heart fluttered and plummeted to my stomach, and I realized I was hopelessly in love.
I often wondered if Broom and Ranjana were lovers. I knew that her husband had been killed in a tragic accident, so Broom had told me, and, on occasion, I would happen upon her and Broom in isolated areas of the orphanage. I never saw them embracing, but they did seem to be whispering confidences to each other. It would have been delightful had my theory been true. I had come to care about them very much.
Broom must have told Ranjana about my predicament with Bennington and Heartstone because she approached me with a suggestion one day. I was making a nuisance of myself in the kitchen, trying to spend as much time with Nara as I could when Ranjana said “There is a man I know, Charles, who might be of help to you. He lives in a section of London where Nara and I used to stay.”
The man came from a similar background to mine except his mother was Indian and his father British. He had attained a high level of importance in the overseas trade market. His mixed blood may not have been necessarily acceptable in British society, but the familial passion his father gave to him was incentive enough for a push in the right direction. His parents had been killed in rebellion against the British Crown in India. Luckily he had been in England at the time, attending London University. After his parents’ death, he inherited a large amount of property. The Empire put certain legal restrictions on the man due to his Indian heritage, but not enough to prevent him from flourishing in the lucrative business of trade.
Ranjana and her husband had operated a small shop for the man. They sold various herbs, spices, and incense there. Ranjana told me the shop was in a dangerous area of London, a place not safe for any color of skin, especially after dark, and that the trade was poor. The residents there, other than those of Indian blood, were more interested in Mother’s Ruin than spices or herbs.
The man she spoke of was named Thomas Hampton – this proper British name made his contacts feel at ease – but was known in the district as Pavan. He had treated Nara and Ranjana with much kindness after her husbands’ death. Pavan believed the responsibility of the business would prove too trying for Ranjana, so he arranged to have her employed at the orphanage where she and Nara could live in better conditions.
Ranjana was certain Pavan could help me find a solid position. After three months, I was called to the man’s office in London for an interview. Broom arranged my carriage ride and sent me off in a state of excitement. I realized in gaining employment part of my wages would be garnished by Bennington and Heartstone, but I was in great hope of having a job I could call my own. I was not to be disappointed.
Due to my experience with bookkeeping, Pavan hired me to work in his home office. It was an honor for one as young as I to be given this responsibility. Pavan would turn out to be one of the kindest and most gentle people I would come to know. He would also be my benefactor. Due to his patronage, I would erase my grandfather’s debt and attain the education I sought. Pavan was one of those individuals who moved with ease through life’s obstacles and was always assisting those he judged in need. Although I would be in his presence on many occasions, Pavan would remain a mystery to me. He preferred to keep his personal life in the shadows. I hoped he would live to see me graduate from London University, but a frail heart did not allow him to survive that long.
My joy at finding a job overshadowed a fact I had failed to recognize: now that I was free of my responsibility to the orphanage, I would not be allowed to live there anymore. As it turned out, this fact would prove to be beneficial.
As I had suspected, Broom and Ranjana were involved romantically. They could not marry and continue at the orphanage. Without the funds to leave, they had been forced to hide their deep and abiding affection for each other. When Pavan became aware of their plight, he made arrangements for Broom and Ranjana to become the proprietors of the shop she and her first husband had once operated in London. There was ample space in the rear of the store to accommodate Broom, Ranjana, Nara and myself.
I guessed that Ranjana was aware and approved of my attraction for Nara. She permitted me to share a room with Nara, which, of course, was modestly divided by a curtained partition, allowing familiarity without impropriety.
We were to be a family and although it was not the most desirable of locales, Pavan assured us that over the years he had gained enough influence to confirm our safety there. It was the first real home I had known.
I started work and quickly mastered the system used at Pavan’s office. Ranjana and Broom were just as swift in starting up the shop again. The increase in Indian population over time marginally supported sales. Nara, as always, was a great help to them.
Another year sped by, a year that witnessed my yearning for the shadow dancing on the other side of that curtained partition. During that year, Nara and I became friends, confidants, and lovers.
If I thought a wealth of books had been available before, it was nothing in comparison to the volumes Pavan placed at my disposal. Realizing my desire for education, he had done all in his power to help me prepare for classes at London University.
Nara began to share my interests, sitting for hours at a time with me. She did not know how to read, but I could tell she wanted very much to learn. So I became a teacher as well as a pupil. At times, when I was showing her a word or reading aloud with her following the printed lines, Nara would slip her hand into mine and move very close to me. I held her and kissed her gently. We remained clinched all night sometimes, embraced as lovers but not yet intimate.
One Sunday, Broom and Ranjana went to the market for the day. They said they would return before nightfall. I was preparing for an entrance examine Pavan, to the dismay of some faculty and board members, had arranged for me to take to be admitted as a first year university student there in London. Now, as I neared my seventeenth year, I had assimilated enough basic and advanced knowledge in a variety of subjects. Pavan and his associates were impressed enough with my scholastic endeavors to use their combined influence to acquire an appointment for me providing I passed the entrance exam. So with the shop empty, except for Nara, who always stayed very quiet when she realized I had serious studying to do, I had immersed myself in the preparatory questions provided by the university.
In the middle of a boring history passage, I heard the soft sound of water falling. I believed it to be a mild rain pattering on the shop windows. Then, I heard the hushed echo of Nara humming and realized she was bathing.
I set my studies aside and walked to the bedroom. Nara was naked and standing in the hip bath. She held a sponge to her chest and squeezed it, releasing beads of water that flowed over and around her firm breasts. From there the droplets glided over her flat belly and collected just above the dark bush of her pubic hair.
I stood, stunned by her beauty.
Nara turned to me. She made no attempt to cover herself, smiled and continued to bathe with the sponge. Without speaking, I undressed and stood next to her. We were close together; her head came only to the middle of my chest. We examined every unknown line of our bare flesh. I moved my palms over her nipples, feeling their dark erection as she placed her hands between my legs and knew the urgency of mine.
We made love all afternoon without the fear of discovery. Every passing moment was filled with the joy of discovery and the pleasure obtained through it. I knew that I could not breathe without her by my side, her heart in rhythm with my own.
Nara would become my wife, of that I had no doubt. Ranjana must have known this all along. She and Broom were joyful at the news.
We waited to wed until I had successfully passed the entrance exam. It was a modest wedding but elaborately catered by Pavan who would take no refusal. We postponed any honeymoon plans during my first year at the university and stayed in the shop at the insistence of Broom and Ranjana. They said we could live there until I had finished my studies and could find suitable employment.
So, as I started my first year of classes, the veil had been lifted from the education I had been denied as a child and the curtain removed separating me from my love.
With Pavan’s help I had managed to erase my family’s debt to Bennington and Heartstone and was free to concentrate on my studies. Nara still worked in the shop with her mother and Broom. I procured a part time position at the university. Because of my interest and achievement in the sciences, I was assigned the duties of laboratory assistant, responsible for organizing the weekly biology and anatomy laboratory attended by a high percentage of medical students.
As the year progressed, I felt at home in my responsibilities and the school. I even made some friends among the predominately white students. I am certain they were a bit shocked when looking at the blue eyes beaming from my brown face. But I was not the only oddity. London University also allowed women and the poor to study within its new status.
No matter what friendship I acquired, none were inclined to chance visiting me in the district where I lived. There, they would be the foreigner, the outsider in peril. I was happy in both of my worlds: the one with Nara and the other of education. I was paid for my services as laboratory assistant. It wasn’t a great sum, but it made me feel like I was contributing to our lives and not a parasite living off Broom and Ranjana’s kindness.
I started to work exclusively for the medical laboratory in my second year at the university. It was during this period I was requested to carry out a mission that was not legal. Such an act could get me and others into trouble and I wasn’t exactly keen on doing it. However, I was still a man of dubious heritage to the professors in charge of the medical students and enough pressure was exerted to leave me little choice. I was too frightened not to cooperate.
The faculty was adamant in regard to the need for cadavers, as fresh as could be obtained, for study in the anatomy labs and just as adamant to ask no questions of the shadowy figures that supplied them. It was my job to pick up the ‘packages’.
Being informed that this business had been operating for a number of years with no problems made me feel a bit better. Certainly a well endowed university could wield enough influence over political and law enforcement groups to cause certain heads to look the other way in regard to what the medical students needed. However, there was always the possibility of an incident, a fact that gave me pause when I was asked to pick up the merchandise. There were even rumors that some suppliers, when faced with a shortage of the recently deceased, would not think twice about creating their own stock by whatever means required.
It was one evening toward the end of my second fall semester that I was asked to go with a fellow lowly laboratory assistant to collect a package from The Bricklayer’s Arms in Lambeth. This was not my first trip, but I felt no more secure for it, especially when I saw the destination was to a part of London considered even more dangerous than where I lived. My very British partner in crime refused to go and I could find no other volunteer to help me. I suppose I could have asked Broom, but he, Ranjana, and Nara knew nothing of my shady activities. If I even remotely involved them, they might be considered accessories.
So I went alone to Lambeth.
My carriage driving was limited, but I could foresee no problems unless the horse was spooked. It was the early part of November and the night air was crisp and chilly. Snow had been falling for the last few days, but a cold mist was all that hung in the air that night, creating a frosty halo around the streetlamps. The streets were empty due to the lateness of the hour and the uncomfortable conditions. As I approached my destination, The Bricklayer’s Arms, the horse’s hooves echoed sharply in the still cold.
The setting was eerie, made even more so by the decreasing number of street lamps. In time, I spied the pub’s light through what was quickly turning into a freezing mist. As I halted the carriage in front of the entrance, I saw a figure standing in the shadows.
“Are you the university boy?” a gravely voice asked from the darkness.
“Yes,” I answered through a fear-dried throat. “I am here to pick up the package.”
The figure walked with a considerable limp to the opposite side of the carriage and got in, sitting beside me. There was sufficient light from the pub window for me to see my companion. He was a stout short man dressed in a heavy coat and top hat. In his gnarled hands, he clutched a long black cane with a knobby crest.
I hesitated for an instant and he turned toward me, exposing a scarred face. There was one particularly ragged area encircling his neck. His rough raspy voice bore evidence of the damage inflicted there.
“Well, drive on!” he commanded, eyeing me like I was an idiot.
The man moved closer as if to get a better look at me, allowing the light from the window to further illuminate his face. I stared in shock at a mangled nose almost completely sliced away. He resembled a pig that had somehow survived its own slaughter.
He noticed my reaction and laughed through his mangled lips, “Not pretty, no not pretty at all.” He took the reigns from me and said, “It’s not here, your package. We have to drive down to the end of the street. Even the Runners have second thoughts about visiting where we’re headed.”
We entered an area that was shrouded in heavy darkness. Our passage was surrealistic, the carriage like a ship skating on a sheet of black ice. Even the horse’s steady plod was muffled by the frost heavy ground mist. The distant barking of some dogs was the only proof we were still in the city.
He halted the horse by a dilapidated loading dock. I heard the lapping swish of water. He stepped down and told me to stay put. In a moment, I heard the low sound of conversation then the scraping of something being dragged. I started at the surprising shift in weight when a large object was thrown in the carriage bed.
The man climbed back in and took the reigns in hand.
“Don’t worry at my rough treatment,” he said with a slight chuckle, “that one back there can’t be damaged none.”
We arrived back at the pub after what seemed an endless trip through the shadow lands of London.
“This is as far as I go,” the man said and held out his hand. “Now, I’ll have my fee, laddie.”
I handed over a small pouch. I had no clue how much the university paid him, nor did I want to know. I considered ignorance to be in my favor should I ever be caught.
After I gave up the money, he slipped it inside his coat pocket and withdrew a large cigar. When he lit it, the flame illuminated him fully. It was all I could do to stifle a shriek. Grubbs had suffered dearly from his injuries. Broom had been told the truth about the man’s wounds, but Grubbs was certainly still with us. As much as I loathed him, I was terrified and turned away to keep him from getting a long look at me.
“Well,” he said through the cigar smoke, “nice doing business with you, laddie. Maybe we can do it again sometime.”
I did not answer, only shuddered under my coat as I watched him limp into the gloom beyond the pub.
I returned to the university and unloaded the body. I was still shocked at seeing Grubbs. By the time I got home I was exhausted and trembling. Everyone was already bedded down, so I undressed quietly as not to wake Nara. She turned over when I slipped under the covers but just sighed softly before returning to her deep slumber.
My night was restless and plagued by the scarred image of Grubbs. I wasn’t certain if I should tell Broom that he was still alive or not. It was unlikely their paths would cross, but because of the ill feelings between the two it seemed prudent to alert Broom. I had long suspected that Broom had been Grubbs’ assailant. Just because he had not recognized me, after all I had grown from a boy to a man since my last encounter with Grubbs, did not assure he wouldn’t know Broom, especially with the tell tale patch of webbed skin covering Broom’s eye.
As it happened, Broom had known about Grubbs’ reemergence for quite some time and had said nothing in order to prevent old bitter memories from afflicting me. Broom was upset and worried that I had put myself in jeopardy by picking up corpses for the medical school, but he was even more disturbed that I had crossed paths with Grubbs.
“I thought that filth was, if not dead, gone,” Broom said. “It’s lucky, it is, that he didn’t know you. I imagine he’ll stay close to that area of London to keep away from the law, but you ought to steer clear of that territory no matter what the university wishes.”
I confided to Broom my speculation that he had been the one to inflict those wounds on Grubbs. Broom chuckled but did not affirm or deny my suspicion. The subject was dropped, but both Broom and I still kept a vigil out for Grubbs.
Not long after my confession to Broom about collecting cadavers for the university anatomy classes, he asked me to accompany him to a local Public House called Shaw’s. “There’s someone I would like you to meet. An acquaintance of mine from earlier days,” he said. I usually finished my Friday lab early and saw no reason not to go. After all, I trusted Broom in all things, including my wife and my well being. When I arrived home, Broom told Ranjana and Nara not to keep supper for us then whisked me away. Both women eyed us, but made no complaint.
So I was on my first night out with the man who had looked after me for such a long time. I had never been to a pub as a patron and was not prepared for the cold stares from within. “Pay no attention, lad,” Broom said as he placed a hand on my shoulder. “This is not like The Bricklayer’s Arms. It’s a clean family place.” He was right; the patrons soon turned their attention from me and went back about their own business. After the initial shock of unwelcome glances, I found the place to be warm and inviting. There was the aromatic odor of tobacco laced within the pleasant smell of cooking meat. Indeed, the dressed body of a pig turned slowly on a spit inside the fireplace. The clink of mugs and glasses along with good-natured laughter added to the pleasant atmosphere of the place.
Broom directed me to a table in the far corner of the room. There sat a middle aged man dressed in simple clothes. A faded top hat and weathered coat hung above him. He was thin of build and seemed to be drifting in his own thoughts. A flagon of ale and a plate of picked over food sat in front of him. He held a long slender white pipe nonchalantly in his hand while a line of smoke drifted out of the corners of his mouth. His spell of relaxation was broken when he recognized Broom.
“Well glory be if it ain’t Mr. Broom,” he said cheerfully, put down his pipe and extended his hand. “And who’s this young fellow then?” The man took a second glance at me. His brow creased. “A bit dark isn’t he, Mr. Broom. Don’t know as they’ll serve him here,” then to me as he gave me his hand, “No offense, young sir. No offense.”
“None taken,” I answered as Broom and I hung up our hats and coats and sat down across from the man. Once I had a better look at him, I saw his face was sunken and dreadfully pocked. His hair was dark and fell to his narrow shoulders.
“This is the young man I talked with you about. This is Charles Wilkins,” Broom explained to the man.
A light danced in the man’s green eyes. “The university boy?” he asked Broom who nodded. “You’ll have to excuse me, I’ve had a bit to drink already but it’s comin’ back to me, what you asked when we crossed paths a few days past.”
A plump woman wearing a short bonnet and apron came to the table and asked what our pleasure was. She glanced at me, then at the publican behind the bar. He shrugged and went on wiping down some glasses.
“Are you hungry, lad?” Broom asked. I had to admit I was. The tang of the cooking meat had set my stomach to rumbling. “Then we’ll take of plate each of that pork along with potatoes and peas and two loaves,” Broom said then added, “I’ll have a pint for me and,” he pointed to the man across from us, “this gentleman. I don’t think the lad cares for spirits though.”
“Not ale,” I answered, “but I’ve had a glass of gin now and then during late nights at the lab.”
Broom grinned. “Then a glass of gin for the young man,” he said to the woman.
As the woman walked away, I saw the man staring at my face. “Lord but your eyes are as blue as the heavens, boy,” he said, “and the name Wilkins, that’s not no foreign native tag by God.”
“His mother,” Broom advised.
“Well, I’ll just say,” the man extended his hand to me again. “A pleasure it is to meet a fellow countryman, even if only half.” I could feel my cheeks blushing but checked the anger. This man was not insulting me. He was only a bit coarse, so I took his hand. “The name is Stevens, young sir,” he announced. “John Stevens, cabman at your service.”
Our food arrived. As we ate, Broom and Stevens exchanged pleasantries. I was more concerned with curbing my hunger with the delicious pork and vegetables than in their conversation, but I gathered enough to understand they had met through Stevens’ cab service.
After our plates were picked clean and removed from the table, Broom ordered another pint for him and Stevens, and another gin for me. I was beginning to warm up from the meal and the drink. I could see the ale was relaxing Broom, but Stevens, who had been drinking before our arrival, was beginning to get that sotted look around his eyes. It wasn’t long until his lips were loose enough to tell me what Broom had asked him to. “Resurrection Men,” he said softly, stumbling over the s.
“Resurrection Men?” I asked, apparently too loudly as Stevens put a finger to his lips.
“Ssshhh, lad,” he whispered then looked around to see if anyone was listening. Of course by that time of the evening the patrons were mellowed out with food and drink and content to commune in their own groups. Satisfied no one was spying, Stevens continued. “I used to be in Edinburgh,” he said, his speech thickening. “The cabby trade weren’t all too profitable so I did a little extra work for the medical school. Like what Broom tells me you do on occasion.” I glanced at Broom who directed my stare back to Stevens who leaned back and sighed, then took another healthy swallow from his mug. “I had no missus and no children,” Stevens continued. “My parents, God rest em’, had departed a while back so I was my own man and not necessarily particular about the work I took. Mind you I never did no actual ‘resurrecting’, and, being the God fearing person I was, it took a right chill to me the first time I saw a body digged up in the wee morning hours.
“The university’s contact was the actual digger. He used a wooden spade so to be as quiet as he could. He never said much, just told me which graveyard to go to. It didn’t take long for families to raise a voice over the harsh treatment of their recently departed. A lot of them grievin’ kin would guard the grave, or hire someone to, until they knew the body would be corrupt enough and less desirable for anatomy classes.
“So we mostly transported deceased paupers or those dead who had no family or none with enough money to post a guard at the place of interment.” Stevens picked up and repacked his pipe. He lit the bowl and turned it upside down as he drew the smoke. “But even a bright boy like you, young sir, understands the rule of supply and demand. There just weren’t enough bodies.” I saw a visible shudder cover Stevens. He shook his head. He turned those piercing green eyes to me. For what had been an inebriated man, Stevens’ look was stone cold sober. “The university’s resurrector man contacted me as usual only his meeting place this time was a group of old, run down lodgings derelicts frequented. You know the type: drunks, the sick, and the wretchedly poor. Anyways, when we arrived there, the man motioned me out. ‘Your cozy days are over’, he told me. ‘I’ll be needing a hand tonight’. Well, downright insulted I was and told him so. He threw back his head and laughed. He grabbed me by the collar and snarled. There weren’t much light, but it was enough. All the trips I’d made with him I had never been this close to the man. I could see a long scar round’ his neck. And his nose, God’s mercy, was almost cut away.”
The food that had set so warmly in my stomach now turned cold and hard. A beaded sweat broke out on my forehead. Stevens let wisps of smoke drift from his nostrils. “That’s right, lad,” Stevens said, aware of the pained expression my face. “It was your Grubbs, one and the same. He must have fled London when some assailant laid a heavy hand to him and there I was, clutched by the vile man hisself’.
“Well, I was petrified of him and put up no fight. The Lord hates a coward but I was willing to be hated by a forgiving God rather than killed by a madman. He smiled at my weakness, released my collar and brushed off the place where his hold had been. ‘Just follow me,’ he ordered, ‘and be quick about it. These sods take their liquor better than you think. They won’t be out for long.’
“We had no lantern, but made our way through the place following candles set and lighted sparsely down the different passageways. Grubbs stopped outside one open door and motioned me to follow. A ruined bed lay in the corner of the meager room. On the bed, stretched out in disorder, was a body, breathing with difficulty. Grubbs lit two wall candles. The light shifted in the stale air and shadow danced along the walls. The body was that of a man. His age was a mystery, but he was certainly not an elderly one. His grizzled appearance hid his true years. Wet snores came in spasms. As I walked closer to the bed, the smell was horrid, like rotted meat and sour wine. ‘Tie this round’ his legs and hold em’, Grubbs commanded. “What?” I asked still appalled by the smell and condition of the fellow human lying in that poor state before me. Grubbs grabbed my hands, placing a rope in them. ‘Tie up his legs and hold ’em!’ he growled.
“I did as he asked, but my hands trembled. Grubbs grabbed the man’s arms and started to tie them as well when the fellow woke up. The man belched loudly and a grimace covered his face. ‘What the devil?’ the man on the bed mumbled and began struggling with Grubbs. ‘Grab them legs!’ Grubbs roared at me, but I was shocked and let go. The man flipped away from Grubbs and landed hard on the floor. He held up his hands to knock away Grubbs’ effort to garb him. Grubbs actually slipped, falling face first to the floor. The poor derelict was trying to crawl away and out the door. He was cursing and whining. It was pitiful.
“Grubbs was only stunned. He righted himself and stood. A slow trail of blood slid down his cheek. ‘Idiot,’ Grubbs said to me. ‘Now I got to work harder.’ He knew I was useless and gave me no more orders. He approached the crawling man. ‘Come here, you rummy,’ he said and tossed the man over. The weak fluttering of the man’s hands was useless against Grubbs. ‘Please,’ the man begged. ‘Mercy. I never done no harm. It’s just the drink, just the . . . .’ Simultaneously, Grubbs fell on the man, pinning his flailing arms, then put his thick hands in a hold over the man’s nose and mouth. The derelict thrashed about, his wailing muffled under the force of Grubbs’ powerful hands. As I had tied his legs, the man had no chance to break away. I watched him die, choking for air, any air, even the air that had only moments before ran with difficulty through his drunken body.
“When it was over, I stood stunned and speechless. Grubbs got up. ‘You can’t damage the goods, you see.’ He said, wiping sweat from his head. ‘You have to catch them passed out from drink, tie them and smother them. Asphyxiation don’t damage enough to make a difference for the university lab.’
“But what about the authorities?” I stupidly asked “And the university professors? This one will still be warm, no rigor will set in yet.
“Grubbs walked to me. There was dried blood on his face and lips from his earlier fall. He punched a finger into my chest. ‘Don’t worry about those things. And don’t think of telling neither. You’ve picked up plenty of stiff ones, and you just stood and watched me dispatch this one. You’re in it just as deep as me and don’t you forget it.’ Grubbs removed his finger and smiled the most menacing vile grin I’ve ever witnessed. ‘And the university? The warmer the better and bettered paid for it.’ He went back to the body and tied the arms together. ‘Just you grab one end then,’ he directed, ‘unless you want to be the second package for the evening.’
“I helped him all right, I did. And he murdered two more that week, one of them a frail lass. And I ain’t had a decent night’s sleep since.” Stevens set his pipe down and looked directly into my eyes. “If you want my advice, young sir, you’ll separate yourself from that monster just like I did. When I left Edinburgh, I thought I’d seen the last of him. Imagine my horror when I talked to Mr. Broom and found out Grubbs was back in London. Now I live in terror Grubbs will run into me one day, enough terror that what little sleep I did manage is taken away.” Stevens sighed and took a drink then said, “And even though I never ratted on him, Grubbs will see my sudden departure from our work arrangement as an insult. He’ll think I treated him unfairly, he will.” Stevens sat down his drained mug and looked me straight in the eye again. “Unless you stop this business, young sir, you just might find yourself rubbin’ elbows with them resurrectors down at The Bricklayer’s Arms, for that is surely their second home.” Stevens stood and took down his hat and coat. Putting them on, he visibly shivered. “Bit nippy out,” he said with distraction as he looked around the pub. He shook Broom’s and my hand. “Good evening to you both,” he said then added, “I think I’ll be headed to Wales. Too small an area for Grubbs to bother with.” He tipped his hat and left.
Broom and I sat in silence for awhile. “I just wanted you to know what you’re really exposing yourself to, lad,” Broom finally said.
What could I say other than he was right, but I also told him that refusing to continue this grisly business might bring about repercussions from the university, maybe costing me my status there. “And what about Grubbs?” I asked Broom. “What terrors might that monster inflict on me, on you, Ranjana, or Nara if I don’t comply?”
Broom stood and took down our coats and hats. He handed me mine, placed his hand on my shoulder and said, “Then if you won’t stop, please let me go with you.”
“But then you’ll be involved, and you know Grubbs will recognize you.”
He winked and walked me toward the door. “I’m not worried about being involved, lad, only your safety concerns me.” Then, we walked out of the warmth of the pub into the night’s chill.
I was called upon very little in the following months as far as picking up bodies was concerned. Fortunately, what trips I made were nowhere near the area I went with Grubbs.
That summer, Nara and I had planned to take our postponed honeymoon, but I was asked to help at the university. Their summer session laboratory assistant had broken his leg in a cricket match and would not be able to set up labs for the medical students. Nara was disappointed, but did not dwell on it. She said she realized the importance of my university activities in regard to our future.
“Besides,” she said with a laugh, “in a short while I’ll have you to myself, to do with as I please.” She did add that if the opportunity presented itself, she expected me to whisk her away on a romantic trip.
The summer crawled by. The lectures in the laboratory were longer and more tedious than the ones held during the academic autumn and spring semesters. Close to the end of the second summer semester I was called upon to obtain another body for anatomy studies. The pickup was to be in an area close to where I lived, putting me more at ease. That section of London was populated by a high percentage of Indian and mixed Indian blood.
I told Broom where I was going. As usual, he said he would come along.
After picking up the body, we headed back through the night. The location was vastly different from the dreary area where Grubbs had taken me. The aroma of food being prepared permeated the nighttime air. I could almost be certain by smell alone just what was being prepared and the spices used. People milled about taking no notice of us. Death and the remains it left behind were a familiar event in India. Disease and starvation had made these travelers to London accustomed to the bundle we carried in the carriage bed.
As we reached the last turn before the university, a figure came out of the shadows and grabbed the horse’s bridle, surprising me and the animal. My first impulse was that the police had been tipped off and were in wait to catch us with the evidence resting stiffly in the carriage bed. I turned to Broom and told him to run. If anyone was to be arrested, I wanted it to be me and not my innocent friend.
When I looked at Broom’s face, I knew something was dreadfully wrong. He appeared to be caught in the middle of a silent cry, his mouth open and twisted. A pointed blade exited just below his Adam’s apple. A knife had been skillfully and silently driven through the back of Broom’s neck.
Only a faint trickle of blood ran from the wound. Broom fell forward, and his head landed in my lap just as I felt a blade being pressed against my throat.
“No screaming, laddie,” an all too familiar voice whispered in my ear. “Get down slowly. No heroics unless you want to join your companion.”
As I climbed down, he followed me out of the carriage. “No need in a young university boy choking on his own blood now is there?” I shook my head ‘no’ and he continued, “I think you know who I am. We did business last fall, remember?” This time I nodded in agreement.
Grubbs’ silent partner was busy removing the cadaver from the cart’s bed. I was petrified at the prospect of my own demise and, at the same instant, filled with a black primordial hatred for Grubbs. Had I been larger and stronger I might have bested him and his accomplice. Instead, my frail weakness placed me in the position of a predator’s embrace.
One thing in my favor was that Grubbs still gave no indication of recognizing me, or Broom for that matter. Had he attacked Broom face to face, Grubbs might have recalled the scar tissue covering my friend’s eye.
Broom! Staring at his body the comprehension of his death hit me like a steel mallet. I struggled and Grubbs tightened his grip on my throat. “No need for that, laddie,” he hissed.
I went limp, the warm rage lingering on my face matched by the hot tears streaming down it. “That’s more like it,” Grubbs said and lessened his hold on me, “now listen, laddie, there is a man at your university named Hobbs who will be in touch with you soon. He will tell you where to make future pick ups.” His grip tightened again, “You will do business with no one else. Is that clear!?” I swallowed convulsively against his hold on my throat and nodded in agreement. “Good,” he clucked then added, “if you cross me, boy, I will see to it your death is slower and more painful than your friend’s was.” Grubbs struck the back of my head, sending me dazed to the ground. He turned me on my back and struggled with his bad leg to put all his weight on my waist, immobilizing me. My sight blurred. Grubbs’ face looked huge and inhuman as he bent toward me. He spoke, his words a strange echo in the night air. “Just a slight sting, laddie. Something to bind our contract.”
It was astonishing! He stabbed me just above my navel. The pain was so severe I was certain Grubbs had changed his mind about killing me. As he slid the blade away, I felt the warm flow of blood soak into my shirt. I passed out watching him walk away.
There were no police, no questions.
I’m not certain how I was transported to my home, but I imagine Grubbs’ collaborator had a hand in it.
When I finally regained consciousness, I awakened to the sound of soft weeping.
I was in my room. Nara sat next to the bed and placed a cool cloth on my forehead. I tried to move but a sharp sting in my abdomen stopped me. A cold sweat broke over my body and I shivered.
“Stay still, Charles,” Nara sighed, “you will start bleeding again if you stir too much.” I saw her face was set with concern, but there were no tears in her eyes.
I lifted my head tentatively. Ranjana was in a chair across the room. She was the one sobbing. She must have drained her eyes, only trails of dried tears remained on her cheeks.
I looked at Nara and asked, “Is she . . .?” Nara shushed me. “But I want . . .” Nara placed her hand lightly on my lips and implored with her eyes for me to be silent.
I lay my head back on the pillow. Nara gave me a spoon of bitter tasting liquid.
“This is an herb that will calm you and ease the pain,” she said.
I was in and out of awareness for what seemed a long time. At times I would wake and see Nara still sitting by the bed. Sometimes I would hallucinate and see Broom’s face descend on me as the knife point burst through his throat.
When the drug wore off, I awakened and found Nara asleep in the chair next to me. Ranjana was standing behind her. She glanced at me and said, “They took his body,” then repeated, “took his body.” She turned and walked away on shaky legs from the room.
I knew what she meant. Broom’s body had been sold to the university. The idea of a student cutting open my friend was so repugnant it caused me to shake and sob. Nara woke at my disturbance and held me until I could contain myself. She looked into my eyes and said, “Your wound was just under the skin, no muscle was injured. You must lie quietly for the tissue and vessels to heal properly.”
“But, Broom’s body!”
“A man brought you here. He told us Broom’s corpse had been taken away. He said if we contacted the police or anyone else about the matter we would find ourselves on a dissection table as well.”
“You must ask Pavan for help,” I pleaded. “You must . . .”
Nara cut me off. “No,” she said. “He cannot be involved. What happened is over, finished. You will heal and go on just as mother and I will do. I’ll not have you taken from me. Never!”
“Nara, the man responsible for this hurt me in the past. He has to be stopped. He . . .”
Nara put her hand over my mouth. “I know what you have been involved with. The man who brought you here told me. If you expose him, you will expose yourself. There is too much sadness in this home already. Do not add to it.” My eyes brimmed with fresh tears as she continued, “My mother’s husband, our good friend and adoptive father, is dead. We cannot bring him back. You have come too far in your studies to seek a vengeance that will only lead to your ruin. I beg you to put this behind you, dear husband. For my sake, I beg you.”
She hugged me and shed tears of her own. I knew she was right in what she asked of me, but to allow Grubbs’ escape from his monstrous deeds without punishment was a horror in itself. I accepted the need for revenge, no matter what Nara wished.
I was up and around in less than a week. As Nara had said, the wound was superficial, inflicting more pain than damage. The university had been informed I would be absent due to a stomach ailment, but would return to set up the remainder of the summer labs shortly. After I had gone back to my duties at the university, I was contacted by the man Grubbs had mentioned. This man Hobbs resembled a ferret. He constantly wrung his hands together when he talked. When I had finished the first errand he sent me on, Hobbs offered me my end of the money. I refused it and he smiled, saying he would put it up for me. I told him not to bother, that I wished no further profit from the dead. “Well, when you change you mind, you know where to find me,” he offered as he left me alone in the hall leading to the anatomy lab.
It was during this period my grades hit bottom. I was still passing, but not with the high marks my professors were accustomed to. When they questioned me, I told them my health had suffered that summer and I was easily fatigued.
I was approached by Hobbs fewer times than anticipated. It occurred to me I could lie about the pickups. I might tell Hobbs no one had showed up with the body, or that the police were in the area where I had been sent, making it too risky for all involved, but I never knew when Grubbs would appear on an assigned route. Occasionally, he might show up along the way, surprising me at a dark corner. Sometimes Grubbs would be waiting at the pick up point. He never said much other than to give me some added instruction, so I could not risk trying to cross him. How I prayed for the day when I would find the right moment to dispatch him for Broom’s murder. I carried a scalpel purloined from the medical laboratory in my coat pocket. Nothing would have satisfied me more than cutting out Grubbs’ heart and shoving it down his throat.
As much as I hated Grubbs, I was still a coward in his presence. There was more than one instance when I could have attempted to murder him, but fear of Grubbs always took precedence over my abhorrence of the man. I would return home trembling in disgust at my impotence. I was short tempered with Nara and had become as despondent and moody as Ranjana. Poor Nara, how alone she must have felt with her husband and mother moving like zombies throughout the house.
My final year at the university would be marked by two life-changing events: the death of Pavan, and the discovery of my mother’s journal.
It had been impossible to keep the events surrounding Broom’s death from Pavan. I’m certain he had tried to bring Grubbs to justice, but although Pavan had influence, he was still a man of color and limited to how much power he could wield. Whatever attempts he made to obtain justice for Broom or to get me released from my association with Grubbs failed. Being the kind and helpful soul he was I’m sure Pavan’s disappointment at not being able to aid me contributed to his failing health. He died from heart disease at the beginning of my final spring term.
In his will, Pavan left the spice and herb shop to Ranjana. For Nara and me, he had purchased a small town house near the university. He guessed Nara would continue to help her mother at the shop, but it was his desire that Nara and I have a place of our own for the privacy a young couple yearns for.
Pavan also left a large sum of money to Ranjana, Nara, and me. Enough, in fact, that we could make the grand tour for a year after I graduated and still have ample funds to begin our life with on our return. Nara and I decided to stay with Ranjana until I finished my classes. This would allow time for Ranjana to get used to the idea of living alone so soon after her loss of Broom.
I did not finish with honors, but I graduated. It was a miracle I managed to complete my studies despite all that had happened in the last year.
It would have been naïve of me to assume the end of school would terminate my connection with Grubbs. Hobbs came to the shop one evening and informed me that, since I had more time on my hands after graduating, Grubbs would be increasing my duties in the body trade along with some other special jobs. I told Hobbs I had no intention of doing any further missions for Mr. Grubbs. I was angry and shook as I spoke to him, but Hobbs was unmoved and seemed amused at my outburst. “We’ll see about that, boy,” he offered cynically and left.
I realized any physical harm to me or my family would come from Grubbs, not Hobbs. Had it been Grubbs come a’ calling to the shop, I’m confident my cowardly manner would have surfaced again.
After obtaining my degree, the university offered me a position as assistant teacher in charge of the science and medical labs. It would be my responsibility to hire the laboratory assistants and conduct lectures. I was pleased and frustrated at the same time, hesitant in accepting due to Grubbs’ illicit connection with the anatomy labs.
Being unsure of what action to take, I decided to seek a place in Pavan’s old firm after Nara and I moved. Since I had worked there previously, I felt the new owner might take me in.
Our leaving the shop appeared to have no effect on Ranjana. Since Broom’s murder, she had turned into little more than a specter, haunting the shop rather than living there. Maybe she felt ill toward me. After all, I was a witness and could have turned Grubbs in to the authorities. Surely she appreciated the fact that had I done so, Grubbs would have arranged for her and Nara’s death by whatever grisly design came to him. After we moved, I could not help but feel a stab of regret and guilt toward the woman who had given me a home over the last four years.
The town house Pavan had purchased for Nara and me was situated in a strong middle class section of London. The new neighbors appeared suspicious of our brown skin, but I knew this would pass in time. While we were moving our things in, those who had been scrutinizing us became bored and went back into their own homes. Twilight was stirring the warm air as I struggled up the steps with the last piece of furniture - my mother’s trunk.
On more than one occasion, I had considered selling the large bulky case but could not go through with it. I suppose it still tied me to a strange past I desired to understand. Nara and I were exhausted physically and mentally from the move. I told her not to bother helping me with the trunk. She could get started unpacking inside. Had she been guiding me, I probably would not have missed the last step, lost my hold on the trunk and tumbled with it to the yard below.
Besides falling hard on my rear, I was not harmed. The trunk appeared undamaged with the exception of a notable rattle when Nara, who had come to my aid, helped me right it and move it into the house. When I opened it to see what had come undone, I was met with an ornate jeweled necklace and a worn leather bound journal. On closer inspection, I discovered a concealed drawer had sprung open during the fall down the steps, spilling its secret treasure into the body of the trunk. I picked up the necklace. It was cold and heavy. Its gems winked at me with red and green flashes as the room light played over and around them.
“It is so beautiful,” Nara gasped as I held it against her.
I clasped it around her neck and beheld a princess of India before me, the thick golden frame of the necklace leaping out from the dark brown of her skin. I was overcome with passion and kissed her deeply. She returned my kiss with equal intensity as I began to remove our clothing. We made love with abandon. The movement of our flesh against each other was primal and the most exquisite sensation I had experienced.
Slaked, we lay naked in each other’s arms, the sweat warm and clinging to our skin. I stood up and she smiled, the necklace rising up and down slowly on her chest as she breathed. I picked her up in my arms and carried her to the bedroom.
“I love you and only you,” Nara whispered.
In the morning I felt wonderful, all my darkest moments were far away. Nara must have been in a similar mood as she hummed when bathing, something she had not done in a long while.
As I listened to her soft song, I remembered the journal that had fallen from the hidden drawer. I went to the front room of the house. The trunk was standing like a sentinel who had observed our lovemaking in silence. The journal was lying just in front of it.
For the rest of the day, Nara and I read and reread my mother’s writings of the wonder and terror during her days in Pasha, India:
January 17, 1798
As father feared, the winter monsoons have arrived before he could reach the mountain range . . .
~~~~~
Dr. Glenn Russell
Round Rock, Texas
1995
~~~~~
1.
Peter Lockley is not my friend.
Being a fellow M.D., he is a colleague, and as a mentor, my teacher. Friendship is an emotion I do not desire. When I asked Peter just what I had become, he left me some of his extensive research on the virus. I am certain he kept some knowledge from me. No sense in giving too much away.
His group was extensive made up of doctors, lawyers, and C.E.Os. There were lower members, but not many. Most of the females, like Maria, were used for producing a child from the above select group to insure intelligent breeding. If we were anything, we were social insects, ironic in itself as studies suggested the virus was originally transmitted by an insect. The queen of our society was the infection, the king Peter, leaving us drones and the workers.
During the days after I was taken home from disposing of my last meal’s body, I studied the research Peter had done over a period of more than fifty years. The virus resembled the rabies strain, but, unlike that killer, it used the human brain to build a better beast. The virus selected the most efficient attributes of the animal it infected, applying them for a tenacious ability to survive. Any warm-blooded mammal would do, but man turned out to be the best vehicle, the highest on the food chain so to speak.
What a wonder the organism was.
The infected individual experienced physiological and metabolic mutations. Increased myoglobin oxygen affinity ensured a rich supply of oxygen to tissues and organs even in a state of decreased air for breathing. The increased myoglobin required more iron, fueling the hunger for blood and raw flesh. The heart, liver, kidneys, and lungs decreased in size due to their enhanced efficiency. Waste in the form of dried feces came in small amounts from a shrunken stomach and modified intestinal tract.
To protect this marvel of anatomy, the subcutaneous muscle tissue thickened by doubling and redoubling its striations, enough to keep a small caliber bullet from piercing it. Large caliber metal, unfortunately, could still kill as well as a good strong blade, a blow to the head, fire, and old age. The virus could not make the body immortal, but it certainly gave it extraordinary healing prowess and longevity.
The teeth. Ah, yes, the upper canines were replaced by a slightly larger and more slender pair of razor sharp weapons. The new teeth were serrated on the reverse side for ripping and tearing. These killing machines could slit a throat and shred an abdomen in a matter of seconds. The increased pounds per square inch pressure from the jaw muscles and strengthened bone fashioned a human version of a pit bull.
And I was one of these wonders now, a monster and a predator in a world of bleating prey.
It had been two days and I was feeling pangs of hunger. Tonight Peter would pick me up for a dinner at the mausoleum in the forested area behind Old Town Cemetery. There I would meet my colleagues; there my hunger would be slaked.
2.
After we arrived at the tomb and descended its stairs, we were greeted by a small group consisting of twelve individuals. Among them were other doctors and nurses from Peter’s clinic, some lawyers and businessmen, and a few young women including Maria.
We were served a stimulating drink of champagne mixed with blood. Soon after, we were seated at the dining table.
“Glenn,” Peter informed the group, “will be working at the clinic soon.”
“That’s marvelous,” a man sitting next to Peter said. “We always welcome an experienced pair of hands.”
“As I told Peter,” I explained, “I’m a bit rusty in the OB GYN procedures I performed during my residency.” The cook entered and all heads turned from my conversation. He placed a large steaming tray of medium sized pies on individual plates by the table. The smell was maddening. It was all I could do to restrain myself from seizing the one placed in front of me.
Peter noticed my yearning. He stood and said, “Our newest member looks a bit anxious.” He paused then looked in my eyes. “By all means, Glenn, you may begin.” This prompted the rest of the guests to dig their forks into the pies as well.
My appetite was out of control. I ignored the fork and tore open the crust with my greedy fingers. Inside the pie was a living human fetus. The crust had been baked then folded around it. The tiny body twitched like a larvae inside a cocoon. I felt no abhorrence, no repulsion. All that came to mind as I ripped the fetus apart, gorging and slurping bits from my bloody fingers, was the nursery rhyme ‘Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie’. It was the most luscious meal I had experienced in my life.
Unlike my impetuous feeding, Peter was restrained. He sliced his meal into small pieces and ate slowly and methodically. “It’s a lovely preparation,” he said to me as I wiped my hands and mouth. “The pastry shell consists of remaining body parts from victims like the young girl you feasted on recently.” Peter pointed to bits of crust with the tip of his fork. “The cook grinds the parts into a pulp, adds water and flour,” he continued while pinching his fingertips in front of his lips, “and voila, a delightful crust to wrap the squirming mass in!”
Just as Peter made his speech, the cook reappeared with another tray and asked, “Seconds, anyone?”
After all were satisfied, the guests formed small separate groups around the room. Peter took me aside, asking me to accompany him for a stroll outside. As we left, I heard a television click on behind us. With the exception of the meal, it was no more than a normal night after a family dinner.
The evening was cool and crisp. An October breeze fashioned a weird chorus in the treetops. Although obscured by the heavy growth of oaks and vines, a bright moon bled a pale light that filtered through the limbs and bathed the area in a pallid radiance.
We walked down a path leading away from the mausoleum and soon came upon another burial crypt. The body of this vault had crumbled and stretched out in sections of scattered stones. The coffins at its center resembled a pair of ancient altars awaiting a sacrifice. Most of the fence around the fallen structure remained intact. There were sections of it here and there that had collapsed and been covered by vines that twisted serpentine around rusted bars. A set of cement benches stood not far from the base of the vault. Peter sat there and I joined him.
“I’m sure you noticed,” Peter said, “the young victim you had prior to this night sustained your appetite much longer than usual.”
“Yes. I felt no hunger until earlier today.”
“The meal tonight,” he said smiling “will hold you for close to two weeks. Amazing, isn’t it, just how much nourishment fetal tissue can provide.”
“How did you discover this?”
“Actually, it was my teacher, Dr. Andrew Morgan, who revealed it to me.”
I recalled the name above the mausoleum door. “Is this the same Morgan I saw carved in the stone?”
“It is. He and another rest there,” Peter sighed and continued. “Our relationship came about because of my father. I was not infected by the direct introduction of the virus into living tissue as you were. Mine was genetic, from my mother when she gave birth to me in London. She had not received the needed stimulus to be transformed, but the virus was present and passed to me. My father, however, was quite normal.
“I was sickly and given to bouts of melancholy as a child. My father, being the proper Englishman he was, considered my behavior strange and decided I needed some ‘straightening’ out. He thought it prudent for me to be placed in a private school where I could learn the attributes of becoming a man. I was eight when he enrolled me at the Stillwell Home, a very stark and starched boarding school. Some of the neighborhood children were familiar with the home’s reputation and were more than happy to share it with me.
“Stillwell had once been an institution for religious training. It was said to be an unsavory place, with tales of debauchery, molestation and murder littering its dark history. Ghosts had been sighted apparently, their moans echoing in shadowy places. You can imagine just how chilled a pale lad of eight felt at the prospect of living there.
“But the place proved to be gloomy, not haunted. The only beasts around were the upper classmen who made life a living purgatory for us underlings. There was one particular boy, an oaf named Henry Hull, who delighted in persecuting me mentally and physically. His behavior was never checked by our instructors despite several complaints, and when I pleaded with my father during his visitations I was told to ‘buck up and act like a man.’ When I was ten, just before the Christmas break, Hull chided me about my paleness, saying I was a soft, impotent excuse for a Stillwell Man. He shoved me against a door and proceeded to pinch the soft flesh under my arm. It hurt badly. The more he grinned and inflicted pain, the madder I became. Although sickly, I had grown over the past two years. I had endured enough of Hull’s turdish behavior and kneed him in the crotch with as much force as I could muster. He screamed and doubled over, slipping to the floor. I leapt on him and pounded his back with my clenched fists then clamped an earlobe between my teeth and ripped it away.
“Needless to say, the fellow was quite surprised by my fury. However, he did recover his ground and awarded me the beating of a lifetime. Before he could kill me, which I’m certain was his intention, Hull was pulled away by one of the school masters. The punishment given to us was banishment to our rooms for the remainder of the day, nothing more. Sitting on my bed, tears and mucous streaking my face, I became aware of a strange sweet taste in my mouth. It was Hull’s blood. And that was the key, the impetus for activating the carrier gene. Cooked or heated blood did not work. It had to be fresh from the vessels. As a scientific point, Glenn, there is an extra molecule on the enzyme chain of amylase found in a carrier’s saliva. This is passed on to offspring. It opens the door for the dormant virus to infect the host.
“My transformation was gradual. I became sick when eating prepared food. The headmaster of Stillwell was concerned and summoned my father, advising him to take me for medical evaluation which was not available at the school. Of course, father dismissed the idea. ‘This will pass,’ he told the headmaster. ‘The boy’s just faking it to get out of Stillwell. It’s too tough here for his tender nature. Just like his mother in that respect.’
“I did not improve. Besides loss of appetite, being in bright light or around loud noises caused me physical agony. Due to my mother’s persistent pleas, father did arrange for an appointment with a local doctor. This was Dr. Andrew Morgan. Fortune blessed me as he suffered from the same viral infection. He recognized the symptoms immediately. It was astronomical luck that I was taken to him. Any other doctor would have suspected rabies and given me up for dead. Andrew convinced my parents I was suffering from severe iron deficiency and should be hospitalized for a time. I believed his diagnosis as well, but he was soon to instruct me in the true nature of the disease. He treated me, he taught me, and he fed me.
“Mother was pacified by my quick recuperation. My father seemed at a loss as to what to do with me. He wasn’t sure they would take me back at Stillwell, but Andrew had connections and saw to my reinstatement. He made arrangements with the headmaster to allow me to be excused for weekly exams at his office, checkups Andrew deemed necessary for my recovery. Soon after I went back to Stillwell, my mother became pregnant. She died in childbirth and within a year of mother’s passing father was murdered by unknown assailants. After their estate was settled, there was very little left for me. After resolving their debts, Andrew adopted me. There was no resistance to this arrangement by any of my parent’s surviving relations. In fact, besides a few people who had worked with my father, I saw or heard from no one after their death.
“When I completed my studies at Stillwell, I was accepted into medical school. It was during this period that Andrew made his discovery regarding the nourishment of fetal tissue in regard to our condition. After I graduated, I went into practice with Andrew in a small clinic much like the one I oversee now.
“I became obsessed with the origin of the virus. I grew cultures to study its chemical structure and characteristics but was unable to keep them viable long enough for use in live animal studies. One evening when I was working late in the laboratory, Andrew came in and asked that I come with him. ‘I have someone I want you to meet,’ he said. ‘I believe you are ready now.’
“As well as I knew him, I realized it was no use to ask questions, so I put on my coat, extinguished the lights in the lab and walked into the cool London night with him. We eventually entered one of the poorer districts of London. I recognized the area well as many of my younger female patients in need of a helping hand came from there. Eventually, Andrew stopped at a shop that sold herbs and spices. He took a key from his pocket and opened the door. He motioned for me to follow. After he closed and locked the door behind him, Andrew led me past a long counter where the herbs were stored then through a doorway covered by beads. Once we entered, a strong smell of incense filled the air. The more we advanced, the hint of an underlying decay drifted through the incense. Passing through another beaded door, we entered a small room with only the dim light of a candle illuminating it. The scent of incense was overwhelming, but for all of its pungent nature it could not cover the stench from a cot in the far corner of the room.
“A figure rested there in the dim candlelight. Its features made hideous by the flickering bursts of shadows. It resembled a hairless monkey on the verge of mummification. It was about five feet in length and no more than skin and bones. It was naked and had a shriveled tan color as if dried parchment had been stretched tightly over the skeleton. The prominent features of the body were an oversized head and stomach. I moved closer and saw two dark areas and a stubby appendage in the pubic region, shadows of dried and useless genitalia. Large fingerlike projections of veins spread over the sides and bald top of the skull, giving one the impression of a grotesque egg with large knobby ears. As I bent to touch the skin, the thing’s eyes flashed open, a painful moan escaped from its throat. It spread its lips, bearing sharp yellow canines.
“I was taken by surprise and jumped back, almost knocking Andrew down. He held me until our balance had been recovered then said softly, as if not to disturb the horror on the cot, ‘He has gone beyond the limitations of human flesh and no longer recognizes one of his own kind.’ As Andrew spoke, I stared in wonder as the thing struggled to get up. It hissed and rolled, glaring milk-blue eyes at me in frantic hunger.
“Andrew moved behind the bed and gently massaged its forehead. It continued to snap its jaws, but was unable to lift its head so Andrew was in no physical danger from the pitiful thing on the cot. Slowly, under the urging of Andrew’s touch, the creature calmed to its comatose state. ‘As I did for you, Peter, this one cared for me. Although emotions seem to dim with each new generation of our race, there are some of us who hold an attachment for an elder such as this.’ Andrew turned and I caught the brief glint of a tear in his eye. ‘You should have seen us years ago. We were such dandies on the town in our capes and top hats. Imagine the surprise of those we encountered when our real intentions were exposed.’ Andrew caught himself, ‘But I digress. Another story for another time, Peter.’
“A noise came from a darkened corner. Andrew held up his hand to advise me there was no need for alarm. An old woman stood from the shadows and walked toward us. She stared at me through rheumy eyes. ‘It is all right, Nara,’ Andrew explained. ‘This is my associate, Peter Lockley.’ She was reassured then and returned to the corner. Andrew followed her, whispered something then bent down behind her. When Andrew stood, he had an object cradled in his arms. ‘She watches the store and the foundlings,’ Andrew said as he came closer to me. I saw before I could ask what he meant by foundlings. A young boy of only four or five years of age lay languidly in Andrew’s arms. The child was waxen, his eyes vacant from sedation by drugs. ‘I can no longer feed this old one solid food,’ Andrew explained. ‘I tried the embryos, but he choked and spit up the material.’ Andrew looked at the child he held, ‘There are so many of these children roaming the streets in search of food their families cannot provide. No one seems to miss them.’
“I stared in fascination as Andrew placed the child by the wrinkled body on the cot. The old being’s eyes flashed open when contact was made with the warm body. The thing’s lips smacked wildly as the jaws snapped in search of prey. Andrew moved the boy’s arm to the old one’s mouth. There was an instant clamping and loud crack of the wrist bones. The child stirred for a moment as the pain rose above the sedative level then settled back into his former passive state. Living blood flowed into the creature. The eyes rolled back revealing a pleasure of white. The boy opened his eyes and looked directly at me, but it was a blank stare, as if I were transparent. Then, the child’s gaze fixed in death. Andrew moved the body away and had to use force to free the wrist being sucked. The creature howled when its food was taken away.
“Andrew carried the body to the old woman. In the shadows I could see glimpses of her opening the abdominal cavity for her own meal. After the old one had settled down into a dazed slumber, Andrew and I left the shop, leaving the smell of human decay behind. When we arrived home, Andrew built a fire in the grate and asked that I sit with him awhile. ‘His name is Vairaja,’ Andrew said. ‘His mother was English and his father was Indian from the town of Pasha. Vairaja was an instructor of mine in medical school. I will not go into the details of our history. It is his present condition I wish to talk with you about. I have noticed, dear boy, your struggles in researching the virus. That is why I took you to see Vairaja. What you seek is not imperative. Why the virus exists and where it originated will do nothing to help you control or understand it. Vairaja studied it for years. He was born to a carrier like you. As he believed me to be a highly intelligent subject, he infected me and used me as a living lab experiment. He believed he could learn why we seek out victims, why their blood could give us longevity, but he discovered nothing more than he already knew. Whether we are infected from birth or by contact, the course of our lives is dealt.
“I believe our virus developed early in human evolution. Previous forms had undoubtedly infected primates as well as other mammals. However, it was in man that the virus found its most suitable host due to superior brain function, anatomical complexities, and, inevitably, the human tendency towards aggressive behavior. But the flesh has limitations. No matter the modifications imposed on us by the virus, the body will eventually be weakened by age or illness into the pitiful thing you witnessed tonight.
“That should make us strive harder to understand it,” I interrupted. Andrew shook his head. ‘You are mistaken in that curiosity. There is only one purpose in the nature of the virus. I will give you an example.’ Andrew came and sat next to me. ‘Will you kill Vairaja for me, Peter?’ he asked. The question shocked me. I stammered, shaken by the idea of killing one of our own. ‘The humanity remaining in you, Peter, prevents such an act. When this virus has finally reduced us to the beast it desires, that is when its purpose will be fulfilled.’
“I realized he was right. The virus would be in a state of constant change until it obtained complete control. No matter what I could learn of its origin or traits, it would always be after the fact. I stopped my research then.”
Peter ended his story. The night was moving into the early hours of morning. As we walked back to the mausoleum to join the others, I asked him what had happened to Vairaja. “He lies in the second stone coffin next to Andrew,” he said. “Andrew brought his remains to America. Nara, Vairaja’s wife, would not leave the shop in London. She stayed behind. I have no knowledge of what became of her.”
A few guests remained in the dining room. They were watching an old black and white movie on television. We said our goodbyes and Peter took me home. Silence was our passenger and I reflected in it. Was the virus, like other organic life forms on earth, searching for the power of control, or was it the remaining human part of our existence that struggled to contain the purity of the organism’s effort to survive? At the dinner party the guests had dressed in the appropriate human manner, had discussed sports, politics, money, and the prospect of gaining more of it. They were alien organisms dressed as human beings. They cherished every moment of the lie.
“I’ll see you at the clinic tomorrow,” Peter said as I got out of the car.
I told him I was looking forward to it. Then, I walked into my home, undressed and went to bed, experiencing the deepest carefree sleep of my life.
3.
All begins with conception. Ideas, the universe . . . life.
Those of us who harbor the virus procreate as other mammals, but for us there is only one chance. After transformation the female carries one remaining egg. She will produce no more. The male holds enough semen for one final ejaculation. It must be given only to his kind. If he impregnates a normal woman, the pregnancy will develop as expected for a while then terminate in a calcified fetus. The virus will only allow creation of its own carriers. One child who may infect many.
I had been at the clinic for less than a week when Peter and Maria came into my office. Without saying a word, Peter took my hand and placed it on Maria’s stomach. I had suspected I would rejoice. I had so wanted a child with Janice. Now, my hand softly resting on the tiny bulge of our developing child, I looked at Maria with a sense of completion. I realized this was the closest emotion to love I would ever feel again as my being sensed, in every cell, the presence of its new brother. This must have been what the original cell, swimming in the dark tidal pool of creation, felt as it stretched its membranes and divided.
As the weeks passed, Maria would stop by my office from time to time, but it was only to tell me of her progress. We expected nothing more of each other.
One Friday, as I was about to go home, Peter stopped in. He placed a bundle wrapped in newspaper on my desk. “I am entrusting these journals to your care, Glenn.”
“In all honesty, Peter, I find little time for reading anymore.”
“Trust me,” he said, tapping his fingers on the top of the bundle, “these will intrigue you. They are the writings of Charles Vairaja and Andrew Morgan. You will find answers to questions you have yet to ask on these pages.”
I thanked him, promising to care for the journals. Besides himself, I was the only one he had allowed access to the writings.
It was a long while before I did get to the history of my surrogate family tree.
A cold front blew in late one Saturday night. The temperature plunged rapidly in my house so I built a fire. Sitting there, listening to the wood crackle and the rising wind moan like a banshee in search of souls, I picked up the stack of journals. The aroma of aged leather and paper filled the air around me.
I took the top one from the stack and opened it. The first page was blank with the exception of the name Vairaja ornately printed in the center. As the cold night trudged toward dawn, I was transported to a strange country where the history of the virus was first recorded.
~~~~~
The Record of Charles Vairaja
~~~~~
Reading my mother’s accounts brought a feeling of homesickness to Nara and me. Although, she and I could only recall the coldness of our youth in England, our blood cried for its home in India. It was decided we would take our long delayed honeymoon trip there. Ranjana would accompany us. Perhaps leaving the country would put an end to Grubbs’ harassments as well.
After arrangements were made and the tickets purchased, we closed the shop, secured our flat and started the passage for the place of our roots.
The ocean voyage was long and tedious. There is no need to elaborate on it save for two interesting circumstances.
First, there was a murder committed on ship.
I was out for a stroll one morning, trying to get my sea legs. Nara and Ranjana had no problem with the motion of the ship, but I fought nausea from the beginning of the voyage. As I moved around a corner, I came upon a crowd of people. There was a young girl, who looked no older than twenty, lying face up on the deck. One of her pale hands still gripped the bottom deck railing. Her mouth was open in the silent wail of the dead, her eyes fixed and empty. The dress she wore was tangled above twisted legs, revealing naked thighs. I bent to pull the dress down for the sake of decency. An older man with stern gray eyebrows and mustache said, “Better not move anything, old man.” But I ignored him and pulled the unfortunate girl’s dress over the exposed parts of her body. As I did this, I noticed a small blood trail on the inside of her left thigh.
When the ship’s doctor and captain arrived, I, along with the rest of the curious, was dispersed. It was now in the hands of ship’s authorities.
Turns out the girl’s father, who had recently separated from his wife, followed them on board. He had been sexually abusing his daughter for a long time, the very reason his wife had left him and departed from England. In the heat of passion, the man had strangled his daughter as she resisted his advances. He was discovered hiding below deck. They said he blubbered like a child when taken away.
The event dampened my spirits with sporadic nightmares brought on by the victim’s grisly appearance and, no doubt, the state of my stomach’s bout with seasickness, but I was soon to improve because of music.
A large orchestra was on the voyage for bookings in India. Whether it was out of boredom or just the need to play, the group held performances for the passengers, and not only those in first class. All were welcome.
The evening that Nara, Ranjana, and I went to hear them, they were playing assorted symphonic sketches followed by various waltzes. I danced with my wife and her mother, spinning to the music. It never occurred to me that I had been seasick. Somehow the exaggerated movements of the waltz actually helped my condition rather than aggravating it. Several men asked Nara to dance and, to my pleasure, she declined. Ranjana, however, took every turn offered, and did so with wild abandon. The bubble of loneliness she had born for the touch of a man was punctured. Ranjana was still a desirable woman, and she caught the eye of more than one male that night.
However, this was the beginning of unfortunate events for her, my wife, and me. Whatever had cured her mourning for Broom also led Ranjana into depravity. After that evening of dancing, she would be away from our cabin most of the night, returning inebriated and unkempt in the early morning hours. We never questioned or chided her behavior. Nara and I assumed Ranjana was learning to enjoy life again. We had no idea she had been sleeping with as many men as she could.
I stood next to a group of young men one afternoon and was enjoying the fresh air and the sight of the waves moving along the ship when I caught snatches of their conversation. Through cigar smoke, I saw them and heard them bragging about their sexual exploits on the voyage. There was no denying Ranjana was being touted in their gossip. The things they said of her were lascivious. The multiple partners, the orgies, an appetite that could only be quenched by a final oblivion of alcohol consumption were but a few of the acts Ranjana committed. Could this be only her guilt, self-abuse, and loathing? Did she consider herself dead to any real love a man could offer?
I confided in Nara and we talked to Ranjana. We told her how much we loved her and how we did not want to see hurt or punishment come her way. She laughed at us. Her eyes were wild and mad as she hurled obscenities, especially at me. I had, after all, been the one with Broom when he was murdered. Maybe she held me accountable.
The conversation resulted in a deep melancholy between the three of us. My nausea returned and I would rarely leave the cabin. One night, long before Ranjana’s usual return from her prowling, I declined Nara’s request for a breath of air on the deck. She was annoyed with my reclusive behavior and was trying to lift my spirits, but I told her my stomach was in no shape for moving around. This irritated her even more and she left without saying a word, slamming the cabin door behind her.
It was a short time before I heard the door open softly. I looked up expecting a remorseful Nara to be there, but it was Ranjana who entered and closed the door.
She walked in front of me, staring into my eyes.
“Ranjana, is something wrong? Are you injured?” I asked.
Her clothes fell free before me; her naked body just inches away.
“Ranjana, please,” I implored. “Please cover yourself.”
Before I could object further, Ranjana touched her breast and slowly traced the outline of her nipples. “Don’t you want me?” she asked. “I am older, but still firm. I can give you much pleasure.”
The scent of her recent sexual activities was musky and stimulating. My face went red. It could have been my mother before me, seducing me. There was no way I could deny the stiffness under my thin nightshirt. She knew what was there and moved to straddle me.
I placed my hands on her to stop the act. In doing so, I brushed her breasts. “Please stop this, Ranjana,” I whispered, but she did not and continued to move against my waning resistance. No matter what reserve I tried for, the simple nastiness of her performance was overpowering in its excitement.
My relationship to her as a son-in-law vanished as I cupped her breasts. At that moment, she was beautiful. Ranjana positioned herself on my lap. She was shorter than Nara but almost the same lean weight. Her breasts were larger than her daughter’s, the circles around the nipples much darker. Other than the faint trace of cellulite scarring down her belly from childbirth, her skin was smooth to touch.
Nara and I had made love many times. Sometimes softly and slowly, building to a delicious climax. At other times passionately, grinding into a mutual goal of pain and pleasure. Ranjana and I did neither. We were animals entwined in a primal catharsis. We struggled in the shadows with our despairs. The night of my rape so long ago at the hands of those hideous monsters, the death of Broom - these events wailed and twisted in the mass of our taut straining muscles until a shared climax brought us back to reality.
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