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* * *
For Rocky: You’re a champion, mate. Through your efforts, you brought horror communities from around the world together. Rage Against the Night is a token of our gratitude to you.
* * *
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* * *
There is usually little hope in the horror genre. The courageous protagonist often finds him/herself overwhelmed by the forces of darkness, and too often, the struggle to defeat evil is futile. Horror is about fear, about rising dread and unknown terrors, and in the face of such nightmares, the acts of good people can seem insignificant.
Not so in Rage Against the Night.
In this anthology, you will find stories of brave men and women standing up to the darkness, staring it right in the eye, and giving it the finger. These are stories of triumph, but triumph doesn’t necessarily come without cost. To conquer evil, sacrifices must be made. Battles may be lost to ultimately win the war. Heroes may fall to inspire the masses. Many stories in this anthology fall into this category of sacrifice for the greater good. A few even subvert the trope and offer a grim or somewhat tangential view of what constitutes triumph against evil. Overall, though, the forces of darkness meet their match in the pages of Rage Against the Night. Read on to see who (or what) gets their comeuppance.
There is another reason for the theme of triumph over darkness—a guy named Rocky Wood. All proceeds from the sale of Rage Against the Night will go to Rocky. He is the President of the Horror Writers Association, one of the world’s leading scholars on the works of Stephen King, and a Bram Stoker Award-nominated author. For many years, he has toiled in the background, bridging the horror writing communities in Australia with our cousins across the Pacific. Like a true and selfless gentleman, he has devoted himself to strengthening the international horror community, while at the same time, chronicling the career of his favourite author, Stephen King. To better understand Rocky’s devotion to the works of King, I would urge you to buy and read one of his books.
But Rocky is fighting his own battle with dark forces. Earlier this year, Rocky announced he had been diagnosed with Motor Neurone Disease (MND), also known as ALS or Lou Gehrig’s Disease. For specifics, you can look up MND on Wikipedia, but suffice to say, it is a nasty disease that progressively shuts down the muscles in the body, and the prognosis is always fatal. Rocky is a great bloke, and when I heard he had chosen to sell his extensive collection of Stephen King books and memorabilia (one of the largest collections of its type in the world!) to pay for his medical expenses, I was outraged and devastated on his behalf. So I did something about it and contacted a few mates.
Rage Against the Night is the international horror community’s effort to repay Rocky for his years of behind-the-scenes service. As a testament to the high esteem in which Rocky is held, you will find the megastars of dark fantasy and horror in this anthology. I was especially pleased Stephen King could contribute “Fair Extension”, which Rocky specifically asked to have included (given his affinity for the protagonist). Having Steve involved in an anthology for Rocky has a nice circularity to it, given Rocky’s books about Steve.
Your hard-earned dollars in buying this anthology will help Rocky purchase an eye gaze machine. This marvel of technology will allow Rocky to communicate as his disease progresses. An eye gaze machine will be a lifeline that will improve Rocky’s quality of life as his health deteriorates. The machine costs $25,000, and I reckon we can make a big dent in this target.
Join me and the contributors in our rage against the unfairness of life. Help us give the finger to darkness. As Dylan Thomas wrote: Do not go gentle into that good night ... Rage, rage against the dying of the light. Join us, and rage against the night!
Shane Jiraiya Cummings
Perth, Australia, December 2011
* * *
When Shane Jiraiya Cummings approached me with the idea for this anthology, my first reaction was, ‘Why Me’—a not dissimilar reaction to when the specialist gave me the awful news that I had Motor Neurone Disease (ALS in North America). It seemed to me I was no more special than any other person who suffers from a terminal illness and therefore undeserving of a signal honour such as this.
But then I got to thinking—thinking about the many, many people who were offering to help me and to help my family as they heard about my illness. Of course, some of them were old friends and family members—the sort of close people in your life you help yourself in times of need. But there had been, and has continued to be, a flood of offers from my wider range of friends, associates, and people I had only met once or twice. And another flood of support from people I really hadn’t known at all before I was diagnosed. What did all this mean?
I thought then and I now know it means all the good things about humanity that we often talk about, and hear of, and even contribute to, but oftentimes don’t really understand how much it means to those who receive it. It’s humbling, it’s moving, and it’s deeply helpful when one tries to come to terms with one’s mortality, and in the case of MND/ALS, the difficult path one must follow. I made a decision to accept these offers of help to fund an Eye-Gaze Device, which enables profoundly disabled people to communicate. MND sufferers generally reach a point where they cannot move at all, except for their eyes, and this relatively new technology allows them to communicate through that eye movement. For a person whose whole life has been communication, the discovery of this device has, to be frank, kept me sane. I made the decision to sell my Stephen King collection so that I was myself contributing to gathering the required funds. And I have ensured the device will be passed on to another sufferer, whose family cannot afford the $25,000 or so that this technology costs.
I have come to embrace the love and help so many people have so freely offered me and have tried to return it in any way I can.
Anyone’s life is marked by phases, and in some ways, defined by the varying communities we choose to be part of. In my life, I’ve had the great fortune to be a member of many communities—sometimes even as a leader—my family, my Rugby Union mates, my cricket teams, my political affiliations, my involvement in the study of whether this Earth has been visited in the past by aliens, certain employers where I made lifelong friends, and of course, writing.
Writing: the art of putting words on paper that someone else actually wants to read, and then enjoys! A strange pastime—in many ways, a very solitary one. But the last community I want to talk about is quite the opposite of solitary—it is welcoming, and that’s the horror writing community. When I decided to resume my writing career a decade or so ago (I had earned good income as a freelance journalist outside my corporate career back in the late 1970s and into the 1980s), I chose to write about Stephen King and all his works.
Little did I know then that making that choice would lead me deep into the welcoming heart of the horror writing community, exemplified by the Horror Writers Association (HWA), presenters of the famous Bram Stoker Awards, and the Australian Horror Writers Association (AHWA). I joined HWA and began to build a small network of online friends and then was fortunate enough to receive a Bram Stoker nomination for Stephen King: Uncollected, Unpublished, that led me to attend the Bram Stoker Awards Banquet and World Horror Convention in Toronto in 2007. And just like that, I was introduced to dozens of people who became literally instant friends and our friendships continued to build online.
It’s rather obviously a long way from Australia to North America, so we Aussies and Kiwis (I get to be both) don’t get to do the convention circuit that so many in America and Canada do, where they might attend two or three, or even a half dozen of more ‘cons’ every year and catch up with their friends and colleagues. But I enjoyed my first overseas horror con so much I never looked back, going to WHC in 2008 (Salt Lake City, Utah), 2010 (Brighton, England), and 2011 (Austin, Texas) and the Bram Stoker Weekends in 2009 (Burbank) and 2011 (Long Island). I expanded my group of horror writer, editor, and publisher friends each time and even got a new publisher through attending one of these cons.
And of course, being me, I volunteered to help HWA, which snowballed to the point where I became President in 2010! I’ve enjoyed giving back to the genre—history’s oldest; and I hope to continue to do so in the remaining time I have, as we expand the reach of HWA in support of dark fiction’s writers, publishers, and readers.
When I look at the Table of Contents for this anthology, I realise I’d never been in contact with a single one of these fine authors a scant decade ago but now I can call almost all ‘friend’. I am humbled that Stephen King donated “Fair Extension”. If you don’t know the story, perhaps you should read that first, as you will soon see why I empathise with its protagonist. Steve has been very kind not only to me but to untold thousands over the years through his generous support of the genre, the publishing industry, literacy, and the art of storytelling. He is one cool dude!
There are many ladies in our genre—and I mean ‘lady’ in the way one would say ‘gentleman’—people who earn respect not just through their work but the way they carry themselves through life. I was fortunate to meet Quinn (Chelsea Quinn Yarbro) for the first time at a convention here in Melbourne, Australia. She is one of the most interesting people I have ever met, and she is generous with her time and advice. Lisa Morton has become one of my dearest friends—and now a co-author in our graphic novel project, Witches! A fine writer, a lover of books and movies, and the hardest working member of any voluntary Board I have ever served on. Sarah Langan, Nancy Holder, and Alex Sokoloff are all great writers who give more back to the literary world than they will ever take. I am deeply honoured all these ladies have contributed.
As to the gentleman, even reviewing the names is a little awe-inspiring. I have been reading Peter Straub since not long after I took up my King habit, but I did not get to meet him until early in 2011 at the World Horror Con in Austin, following which I got to host him as Special Guest of Honour at the Bram Stoker Weekend two months later. As with the ladies, the word gentleman attaches itself to Peter with little fuss but a lot of meaning. Here is one of the world’s most brilliant wordslingers (a King term) who treats all around him with respect.
Others on the list I would describe more as ‘mates’ in the Australasian vernacular—guys I’ve grown to enjoy having a drink with, shooting the breeze, and considering the wider philosophical questions of life in the small hours of a convention: Gene O’Neill (who memorialises the underclass so well), the slightly dangerous Wes Ochse, Joe McKinney (I suspect he has more spine than any of us), F. Paul Wilson (the life of every party), John Little (a man with a very special writer’s viewpoint), Jeff Strand (a guerrilla funny man), Bev Vincent (a fellow SKEMER from way back), Dan Keohane (a class act if ever there was), and Jonathan Maberry, the hardest working writer I know, a man who deserves all the success that is now coming his way like a freight train.
Nate Kenyon, Scott Nicholson, Gary Braunbeck, David Niall Wilson, David Conyers, Joe Nassise (a fierce proponent for our genre), David Conyers, Stephen Irwin, Gary Kemble and Ramsey Campbell are gentlemen I know more through our online interaction but each is a fine writer, committed to our genre and the sort of person one would want on one’s side if there really was a zombie apocalypse (although we all need Maberry on our left, McKinney on our right, and Ochse on point if that ever comes to pass).
I thank all these authors for their generosity in donating their wondrous stories for your reading pleasure and to assist with my fundraising. I am sure you will enjoy every word.
Finally, let me thank Shane for conceiving this anthology, putting it together, and getting it into your hands. You are a legend, mate.
Motor Neurone Disease/ALS is an awful disease—one with no cure. And no treatment but one—the love of friends and family. As to that treatment, my glass is full to overflowing.
Rocky Wood
Melbourne, Australia, November 2011
* * *
Joe McKinney
For Manly Wade Wellman
Sheriff John Morison was a big man, six-three and two hundred and sixty pounds in his boots, slack-brimmed Stetson cowboy hat, and chocolate brown suit. He had a strong, proud chin, a drooping, Teddy Roosevelt-style mustache, and sleepy, nut-colored eyes that had seen much and feared little. People around Sabine County said he’d come home from the Great War with his eyes like that—sleepy, yet with an intensity behind them that withered most men.
He was the only man from my youth with the stones to stand up to my Daddy when Daddy was on one of his benders, and growing up, I respected him, and even feared him, because of that power he seemed to have over other men.
And now, sitting in his office, a lazy metal fan turning on the windowsill with a steady clack, clack, clack, I had those eyes focused on me again.
Two days before I’d been in a hotel bar in New York City, sipping mint juleps with a lovely flaxen-haired gal from Iowa, the two of us enjoying my recent release from the Army, when I’d received a telegram from Morison telling me my cousin Mike had got himself into some serious trouble.
Now my cousin Mike has a problem. He stutters. People hear him talk and they think he’s retarded, which he ain’t. When the two of us were kids, folks took to calling him Machine Gun Mike. He hated it, and I hated hearing it.
Still, it was pretty accurate, far as nicknames go, because his stuttering makes him sound like he’s spitting bullets.
But when Morison told me why I’d just raced halfway across the country, I nearly laughed in his face.
War will do that to you. The giants of our youth become merely men, and sometimes even the objects of our pity.
“A girl?” I said, staring Morison square in the eye. “You called me back here because Mike is having trouble with a girl? Is that why you got him locked up?”
“That’s for his own protection.”
“From who?”
He held up both hands and patted the air like that was supposed to calm me down. “Let me explain,” he said.
“I bet it’ll be a riot,” I said.
And it was, too, because what he told me was a lunatic’s tale.
Recently, there’d been seven murders along County Road 153, the dirt road that winds north past my cousin’s house, into the pine forests of northern Louisiana, and from there to God knows where.
Mike and I had wandered that road many times in our youth, and I knew most of the folks who lived along it. They were all poor, just good old fashioned backwoods folks, their homes simple weather-beaten shacks that were even smaller and humbler than the little house Mike and I had shared with his Dad after my Daddy died. All seven victims had come from those simple folks, two men and five women.
The bodies had been chewed to pieces, like a pack of wild dogs had done it, and the whole county was up in a roar.
Armed men started patrolling the road at night—hard drinkers with rifles, most of them.
Two nights before my arrival, at the same time I was enjoying the company of my flaxen-haired Iowa nurse, those patrols had seen a large doglike thing skulking through Myrtle Ferguson’s back yard.
They shot it, and they saw it fall, but when they checked to see what it was they’d shot, all they found was the naked body of a young, black-haired woman named Rosalinda Villalobos.
“Now there were witnesses,” Morison assured me. “All those men swear up and down that what they shot was a dog. Or a wolf. Something like that.”
“They were drunk,” I said, unimpressed. “They made a mistake.”
“Yeah, I know,” he said. “I thought of that. First thing, that’s what I thought. But you see, this Villalobos woman, she had a reputation.”
“What kind of reputation?”
He sighed. “People ‘round here claim she was a witch.”
“A witch?”
He nodded.
“I see.” I looked briefly at my fingernails, then back at Morison. In that moment I realized the number of sacred monuments from my youth had just been reduced by one. “Do you mind telling me what this has to do with Mike?”
“She’s the one Mike was involved with,” Morison said. “He was crazy in love with her, Tom. I mean crazy. You know the way some men get? Wild in the head.”
That floored me. My first instinct was that this girl had talked Mike into doing something illegal. It hadn’t even occurred to me to think of Mike falling in love. I guess even I hadn’t figured he had that kind of emotional sophistication. Not the Gunner.
But then the implications of what I was thinking hit me, and I was ashamed.
I lowered my voice. “Has he tried to hurt himself?” I asked.
“No, not yet.”
“So why did you put him in a cell?”
Morison looked down at his desk and pushed the blotter around, fidgeting with it. “Look, Tom, it’s like this. Folks ‘round here believed that woman was bad news. I don’t believe she was a witch any more than you do, but those people were terrified of her. Still are. After they killed her, they chucked her body in the peach orchard up near the start of the pines.
I licked my teeth while I thought about that. The peach orchard hadn’t been a working orchard since before the War with the Union. Sabine County’s always had a lot of poor people, both black and white, and the peach orchard was where the blacks buried their people that didn’t have family or friends to pay for a grave marker. For those people up in the pine country to toss a white woman—even a white woman with some Mexican blood in her—into an unmarked grave in the peach orchard, they must have really hated her.
Morison went on.
“Mike was real upset by that, Tom. Sometime during the night, he went up there and dug her up.”
I wanted to scoff at him, to tell him that Mike would never do something that stupid or crazy, but when I looked into his sleepy, world-weary eyes, I knew every word of it was true.
“A couple of boys found her body the next morning.”
“Where?” I asked.
“Mike’s front yard.”
My stomach turned over.
“Folks up in the pine country was plenty pissed. They took the body and pitched it back into the peach orchard, then they came back lookin’ for Mike. When I got there, they was fixin’ to lynch him.”
My mind raced through the options, trying to figure out what, if anything, I could do for Mike. The old big brother instincts I’d always had for Mike were stronger than ever, like I’d never been gone at all, and I knew the only I could do to help him was to keep him close.
“You mind if I take him home?” I asked.
“I was kind of hopin’ you would,” Morison confided.
He led me back to the cells, which I remembered well from all those horrible Sunday mornings when I’d wake up to Sheriff Morison banging on the screen door of our house, yelling for me to get dressed and come with him to fetch my Daddy.
Little had changed. Many of the same faces looked out at me, their hands gripping the bars, their faces staring at me like morose, drunken butterflies in some grotesque bug collection.
Morison opened Mike’s cell and Mike came out, head hung low, shoulders stooped. He looked like he wanted to disappear into the shadows.
He was sadder than I’d ever seen him before, which was maybe why he looked older than I remembered. But little else had changed. He still wore his pants hitched up too high and his skin still had that flabby, unhealthy paleness to it. He hadn’t combed his hair.
I pulled him into the yellow circle of light that an overhead lamp made on the floor and straightened his hair.
“You okay?” I asked him.
He muttered something.
One of the other prisoners yelled at him. “Hey Gunner, what day is it?”
I hadn’t heard anybody use his nickname out loud since Mike and I started to run around together, and the sound of it snapped something inside of me.
Mike looked up at the man with watery eyes that wanted so much to be liked. “S-S-S-Saturday,” he stuttered, and that brought a loud, braying laugh from the cells.
I went over to the man’s cell and punched him through the bars, laying him out on the floor.
The laughing stopped.
“You mind if I take him home now, Sheriff?” I asked.
“No,” said Morison, staring at the man in the cell, who was on his back, breathing noisily through a red, blossoming flower of blood that had once been his nose. “Go ahead.”
#
We drove back to Mike’s house in the ’27 Ford his Daddy had left him and stopped in the driveway, a cloud of white dust settling across the trash strewn yard ahead of us. Mike hadn’t said a word since leaving the jail, and I didn’t push him. I figured he’d come around sooner or later.
The house where I had grown up was an absolute wreck. Mike’s Daddy had been a good man, a kind man, but not a strong one. In the last years of his life he’d let his home slide into shabbiness, and when Mike took over, the slide just sort of kept on sliding, but at an accelerated rate.
I looked up at the gray, two story wood frame house and sighed. A corner near the kitchen window had been threatening to cave in since I was a kid, but still hadn’t fallen. It drooped over the yard like the brim of an old hat. The porch sagged in the middle and its support beams tilted at uncertain angles. The roof, no doubt full of holes, looked like a checkerboard of black and gray tar strips and the whole place was up to its waist in yellowing alkali grass.
I was wondering how bad it was inside when Mike finally spoke.
“I been m-m-meanin’ to p-p-paint it,” he said.
I put my hand on his shoulder and guided him towards the front door. “It’s okay,” I said. “We’ll do it together.”
The inside was as bad as I’d thought, so crowded with ruined furniture that I barked my shin with every step. Water had come through a hole in the ceiling and the wood floor near a far corner of the living room was dark and probably rotted through. I made my way to the kitchen and sat down while Mike made us coffee.
Outside the sky was coloring with the pink and gold and darkling purple of an East Texas sunset, the kind I’d missed so much during the war. A cool breeze stirred the curtains of an open window in the dining room and I smelled the scent of country pine mingled with the dust.
“Tell me about her, Mike?” I said.
Mike put our coffees on the table and sat down next to me. It occurred to me then that the truly remarkable thing about Mike was the honesty of his expressions, for another man might have tried to hide the naked pain of lost love I saw in his face.
“I l-l-loved her,” he said with a stiff set to his mouth and chin that almost dared me to challenge him. “And she loved m-m-me.”
That seemed to say everything that needed to be said in his mind, and I nodded.
“Okay,” I said.
“Okay,” he answered back, like we’d settled something.
I waited.
“I have a p-p-picture,” he said. He got up suddenly and went into the living room. When he came back he put a picture frame in my hand.
I took it and studied the girl I saw there.
“This is Rosalinda?” I said.
He nodded.
She wasn’t an attractive woman, to be sure, but her eyes were full of a vital spark that gave her face character, and kindness. They were as black as her hair, tucked in beneath a large, heavy brow line that shaded her face with one continuous, unbroken eyebrow.
He told me how they met. She’d wandered onto the property, looking for milkweed root, and came upon him while he was trying to fix the burned valves on his tractor’s motor. The two of them talked all afternoon, and by the time Mike went to bed that night, he was hopelessly in love.
It was at that point I realized how unfairly I’d judged him when I doubted his ever falling in love, for he clearly loved Rosalinda Villalobos in that same absolutely honest and genuine way in which he expressed all his emotions. He was like a child in the uncomplicated purity of his heart.
Yet he moved from one emotional extreme to another with furious speed. As he told me how the mob had denied Rosalinda a decent burial—even as he knelt over her dead body and pleaded with them—he became so angry I thought for a moment he might start throwing things around the room.
“They t-t-told me she d-d-deserved to rot in the s-s-street like a d-d-dog,” he said, his voice thick with sobs.
I looked him straight in the eye and asked him if he’d dug up her body.
“No,” he said, and the word sounded like a judge’s gavel pounding the bench.
“Then how?” I asked.
“That was her,” he said. “She was trying t-t-to come b-b-back to me.”
I let out a long sigh, seeing a long road to recovery ahead of him. I tried to reason with him, asking him all sorts of questions designed to get at the truth, but the honesty never left his face. He stood firmly by the belief that death was not the end for his beloved Rosalinda, and that not even the grave could keep her from coming back to him.
Though I never lost my patience, I finally got to that point where I couldn’t listen any more.
I sent him to bed.
As for myself, I slept only in fits, tossing and turning on the couch all night.
#
The next morning Rosalinda’s body was waiting for us on the front lawn.
I was angry, and for the first time in my life, I yelled at Mike, convinced now he’d lied to me. I accused him of sneaking out behind my back, of digging up that poor girl and dragging her corpse back here.
But his motives were a mystery to me, for he flatly denied any wrong doing, and though the words ‘sick’ and ‘perverted’ lingered on the tip of my tongue, I couldn’t bring myself to say them.
“Let me see your hands,” I said, taking them in my own and studying his fingernails for tell-tale signs of dirt.
I saw none.
“Come with me,” I said, and led him upstairs to his room. I searched everywhere, looking for sweaty clothes or dirty boots or anything that would confirm my accusations.
“She c-c-came back to me,” Mike said. “I t-t-told you she would.”
“Shut up,” I roared at him. It took us both by surprise, the anger in my voice. He backed into a corner and hung his head while I ran my hands through my hair, wondering what in the hell to do.
“Tell me the truth, Mike,” I said. “Did you dig that girl up?”
He shook his head.
“Look me in the eye and say the words,” I said.
He did. He looked me straight in the eye and pleaded innocent.
“She came b-b-back to m-m-me,” he said. “She loves m-m-me.”
“Okay,” I said. “Come on.”
“Where are w-w-we going?” he asked, following me down the stairs and out onto the lawn like a puppy.
“We’re going to bury your girl good and proper.”
#
Looking at Rosalinda’s face, I felt a tinge of panic. This was not the same girl I had seen in Mike’s picture frame the night before—or, rather, she was, only changed.
Those eyes, those eyes that had seemed to possess such kindness in the photograph, no longer seemed kind. They were bloodless and mean, wide open and fixed. To my surprise, they hadn’t milked over with cataracts, the way they usually do in a dead body. I looked deep into them and shuddered.
The prominent brow ridge was gone too, and with it, the single eyebrow. In its place was a delicate, decidedly feminine brow, high and smooth, sensuous.
She was pale. I expected that, of course. But not the rosy, shapeless patches on her cheeks. Those seemed unnatural, definitely not right.
I knelt down next to her and looked at her hands. Her fingernails and the palms of her hands were caked with brown ditch mud, the kind found all through the peach orchard further up the road. Her simple white dress was stained with dirt, too.
“What are you d-d-doing?” Mike asked, as I ran my finger along the leading edge of Rosalinda’s top teeth.
“Nothing,” I said, and took my hand away. But it was at that moment that a new thought took shape in my mind.
#
Back in the war, my platoon was part of Patton’s spearhead through France. At one point, we got so far ahead of the main force that we had to stop and spend two days in a little town on the banks of the Saone River.
As I washed the dust from my hands at a pump on the side of our house and watched an angry crowd of about twenty men coming up the gradual rise of the front lawn, I thought about those simple folk in that French village and all the funny superstitions they’d shared with me over dinner and endless bottles of wine. I didn’t find those superstitions quite as funny now as I had then, though.
Mike, whose face was still glowing with the childish faith that his lover had come back to him, smiled stupidly from the porch down at the lynch mob.
I grabbed an axe handle and came up next to Mike as one of the men was mounting the steps to the porch. I hit the man in the gut with a hard backhanded slap that doubled him over. Then I kicked him in the face and sent him sprawling onto his back at the feet of the crowd.
Two more men charged us. A moment later, both were on the ground, one holding his shattered knee, and the other on his hands and knees, swaying drunkenly while he spit out teeth and blood onto the grass.
“Get off our land,” I said, walking down the steps toward the crowd.
They backed up a few steps before somebody in the back yelled, “That retard done crossed the line.”
There was a murmur of agreement as the others took courage from the defiant voice and stopped retreating. Several of them muttered threats.
“Bring us that witch’s body,” somebody yelled.
“She’s not here,” I said. That was a lie, of course. She was underneath a tarp in the woodshed, waiting to be buried.
“We know that retard dug her up,” the crowd shouted.
“Look,” I said, staring at each of them in turn, “I’ve just come back from the war and I’m having a rough time of it. If you don’t get off this land I’m liable to shoot the lot of you and tell the sheriff I thought you was all a bunch of Germans. Now get yourselves gone.”
I did my best to look insane, and I think more than a few of them bought it. I am Tom Gilley’s son, after all. The apple don’t fall far from the tree. They took a collective step back.
One of the crowd, I couldn’t tell who, shouted that our house was likely to catch fire one night soon. I looked around for the one who’d dared to say it, but before I could respond, a single rifle shot split the morning air.
Everybody wheeled around, and there stood Morison, a smoking rifle on his hip, his sleepy eyes shining.
“There ain’t gonna be no fire,” he said. “You folks get back to your homes.”
A murmur spread through the crowd, but the rifle shot seemed to have broken their resolve.
“Go on,” Morison said.
Slowly, grumbling their frustration, they started to disperse.
When they were gone, Morison stepped on to the porch, looking with disapproval at my axe handle.
“Some men,” he said, “they come back from a war and they still got the war in their heads. How about you, Tom? You still got the war in your head?”
I handed the axe handle to Mike and told him to put it back in the shed.
We both watched him go.
“I’m pretty well adjusted,” I said, once Mike was gone.
Morison spit in the grass. “Well?”
“Well what?”
“Don’t play dumb with me,” he said, his finger in my face. “That’s twice I’ve had to do this, so don’t. You know what I want to know.”
“He didn’t do it,” I said.
Morison looked deep into my eyes. “I have your word on that?”
“You do.”
“Okay,” he said, his voice softening to a husky grumble. A few minutes later he was gone, a cloud of white dust in his wake.
#
We buried Rosalinda in the backyard, beneath a majestic, moss-covered black elm. No more peach orchard for her.
Mike went out to the roadside to gather blackberry blossoms for her grave while I sat on the porch, whittling one end of the axe handle to a sharp point with my knife.
That night, I put Mike to bed and promised him when he woke the next morning, everything would be just fine. Then I went downstairs, opened the back door, the one that looked out on Rosalinda’s grave, dropped down on the couch, and waited.
It was nearly two o’clock in the morning when I heard footsteps on the back porch.
Without bothering to get up I said, “Hello, Rosalinda.”
“Hello,” she said, and smiled wickedly. Two sharp white points poked out from under her upper lip.
“Come in. You’re invited.”
Her smile widened.
“Where is Mike Gilley?”
“He’s upstairs,” I said. “Sleeping.”
“I want to see him.”
“Yeah,” I said, sitting up, “I bet you do.” I reached under the couch and pulled out the axe handle. “But that ain’t gonna happen, Rosalinda.”
She glared at the pointed end of the stick and then at me. “Fool,” she said. “Who do you think you are?”
“His guardian angel.”
“I love him,” she hissed. “And he loves me. I’ve come for him.”
“I know you loved him,” I said, standing up. “And for that I thank you. But you can’t have him.”
She ran at me, dagger-like fingernails slashing the air between us. I ducked the blows and plunged the point of the axe handle into her heart. She died, this time for good, with a scream still trying to escape her lips.
#
By sunrise I was done reburying Rosalinda, and as I brushed the dirt from my clothes, I wondered what I would tell Mike. How could I make him understand the murky complexity of superstition when my own mind was stretched to the breaking point trying to take it all in? I could tell him of creatures of the night, how a werewolf killed in her animal form is doomed to return as a vampire, but what would be the point? He was too fragile for that, and it might cause him to snap.
But then, as I mounted the stairs, it occurred to me that I didn’t need to tell Mike anything. He had all the answers he needed. He’d loved honestly and deeply, and had been loved in his turn. That was a prize few men could ever claim. For hadn’t Rosalinda, of all the possible places she could go, chose three times to return to Mike’s door?
I imagined her struggles to claw her way out of the ground, and then the long, moonlit walk to Mike’s door, before she ran out of the cover of night and the morning’s light caused her to shut down, to slip into a catatonic state just a few steps short of her destination, and her lover’s neck.
Mike didn’t need to know any of that. He only needed the assurance that his love had meant more to Rosalinda than death itself. Let him take strength from that.
And let time cure him of his grief.
* * *
Nate Kenyon
—1—
My sister wrote to me the other day. Since the letter arrived and I risked the frigid stretch of road to fetch it from the mailbox at the end of the driveway, I’ve been sitting in pretty much the same spot. Front door locked tight. Shades closed. This chair in the corner of my dark little living room in my dark little house is the only place that seems safe to me anymore.
But I’m going to have to get up soon and do something about it, one way or the other. I can’t live the rest of my life this way. Lately I’ve begun to wonder if it couldn’t get out and come after me, even here. And that, my friends, is nightmare enough to drive anyone insane.
The letter is addressed to me, with the words please forward scrawled in my sister’s spidery hand across the front.
Dear David: I hope this finds you well. People are dropping like flies out here in Colorado—worst flu in twenty years, they say. Most of the deaths are old people who have gone the winter with little or no heat in their mountain cabins. Reminds me of the old days, waking up at 3 am with the fire out and my toes like blocks of ice, even with the three blankets and the dog on top of that. Do you remember?
Where to begin? We haven’t spoken in years, and I suppose it’s my fault—I’m the one who left. I always hoped that you would leave too, but somewhere in my heart I knew you wouldn’t. You still feel responsible, don’t you? And so you stay in Maine. And I keep running.
I have to know. Is it still there? God, I shiver when I think about that black water. I still can’t sleep at night. I think about it shriveling up under the sun, or somebody coming along with a bulldozer and turning it into a parking lot. But that would be too easy, wouldn’t it? So I sleep with the lights on and I try not to dream.
And there’s something else. I think it’s awake again. I have them send the White Falls Gazette out here to me—I read and I hold my breath and I look for you, David, I look to see if you’ve gone missing. Well, I haven’t seen your name and I thank God for that every single night, I do. But if you’re still alive and still there then you know why I’m writing because you read it too.
She goes on a while longer, but the rest is not important. Because I do read the paper, and I do know about the little boy who disappeared last Friday in the woods.
I think Alley is right. It is awake again. I think about the lake out there, black as coal in the moonlight, and I remember.
Lord help me, I remember everything.
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We found the lake for the first time during the early spring of 1995.
I was ten, and Alley was eight. The winter had been rough; those days we pumped our water by hand from the well behind the house, and I remember it kept freezing up every night about twenty minutes after the sun went down. Dad tried to keep it warm by running a light and packing it with hay, but that cold just wouldn’t be refused when darkness fell.
The coldest days in Maine are the ones where the sky stays an icy blue, the ground is swept bare in places from the wind and the grass snaps like glass when you step on it. The cold came early that year, and by late December we’d been pounded by three major storms, and had about two feet of snow on the ground.
But around March we had a thaw and we could get outside. I think we’d just about driven Dad crazy by then, chasing each other around inside and playing with Alex, our nosy little Lab mutt. Dad was probably glad for a few hours of peace. We didn’t have much; our mother had died of cancer two years after giving birth to Alley, and Dad worked in the mill for ten bucks an hour. He was gone a lot, and we mostly took care of ourselves, and made do with what we could find.
So on that early spring crisp and clear afternoon we filled a thermos with hot chocolate, threw on our coats and went out to find something to do.
Past the house and short stretch of pockmarked, bare dirt (Dad called it a lawn, but we referred to it as The Moon), the ground dropped off quickly to where a stream ran through the bottom of a shallow ravine. We’d been down there many times before, playing in the water. But we’d never gone much farther than the top of the other bank. Our folks had always told us it was dangerous in that part of the woods, and for some reason, we believed them. Certainly it stretched for several miles without another house or road, and so I suppose we were afraid of getting lost. Anyone who grew up in Maine knew that losing your way in the woods was bad news, with a capital “B.”
As we stood in the shadows of the trees at the foot of the ravine watching the water run black and silent under its coat of ice, Alex ran right over it and up the other bank through the brush. I shouted after him but he didn’t come, so I crossed as carefully as I could and fought my way back to the top, following his paw prints as Alley scrambled up behind.
The woods were deathly silent up there. No birds, or deer, or even wind to shake the trees. Alex might have scared the wildlife away, but the silence seemed unnatural to me. Winter in Maine is a desolate time, but there are all sorts of sounds in the woods if you know how to listen.
Those sounds were gone now.
Not too far away I saw a break in the trees. Nothing more than a deer trail, covered in a foot of snow, crisscrossed with the tiny light prints of rabbits and little birds. But I thought maybe Alex had gone down there.
“What do you think, Alley? Want to go for it?” I asked.
“I will if you will,” she said.
I will if you will. Her typical response. “Would you jump off a bridge if I went first?”
She shrugged, and so I smiled and turned to follow the path, and Alley brought up the rear.
The brambles, so sharp and thick in summer, were brittle now and snapped as we brushed past them. I looked back at Alley once as she dragged her heels through the snow, staring down at the tips of her yellow boots. She wore one of my old jackets that made her look like a big marshmallow, and her cheeks were blotchy pink circles and icy lace from her breath clung to the brim of her hat.
A boy at the age of ten doesn’t waste much time thinking about how he loves his sister, but I remember thinking it then, all right. Our daddy was gone most of the day and night, our mother was dead, and she was all I had.
I will if you will. It made me smile. She was willing to follow me to the ends of the earth, and at that moment, it almost seemed like we’d get there.
We’d been walking maybe ten or fifteen minutes when water began to seep up under a thin layer of ice that snapped and popped under the snow. The sounds were like gunshots echoing in the cold air. I glanced up as we took a bend in the path and caught a glimpse of something flat and dark through the tree trunks. I stopped short, and I heard a short “humph!” and felt Allie’s hand on my back.
Thing was, I hadn’t stopped in surprise. It was shocking to see such open space in the middle of dense woods, sure. But it was the feeling I got that made me freeze in my tracks. The kind you get when a big hairy bug crawls out of the shower drain near your foot. A feeling of mindless disgust.
“David, what is it?” Alley said.
“It’s a lake, dummy. Haven’t you ever seen a lake before?”
“But what’s it doing out here?”
I didn’t answer. Her questions were silly, but I knew what she meant—a lake was the last thing I had expected to come upon, no more than a fifteen minute walk from the house. The chances were actually pretty good that this lake was a well-kept secret. I had certainly never heard of it before, and I doubted if my father had either. This was something that existed apart from and in spite of the human noise that surrounded it; Route 27 maybe twenty miles east, Brunswick with its Air Force base forty or fifty miles away.
Whatever was in that lake could have lived there untouched for years. The thought chilled me in a way the cold never could.
The trees around the lake were all bare, except for the stretch of pines that grew along the far edge. Their razor-sharp needles reached up and cut into the sky, while the others, bare-backed against the snow and ice, seemed to turn inward. Along one section of shore, a series of huge black stones reared out of the shallows like the back of some ancient beast.
I walked to the lake’s edge. The bank was gently sloped, the water still and flat. Strangely, there was little ice here. I reached out a hand.
“Don’t touch it!” Alley cried.
At the sound of her voice I jerked my hand back like it had been scalded. “Don’t be stupid,” I said. “It’s only water. You don’t see Alex getting all freaked out about it, do you?”
That was true enough; Alex was splashing in and out of the shallows, running along the bank and barking furiously at whatever invisible things dogs barked at. But I climbed back up the bank and didn’t touch the water with so much as a boot tip.
We walked around a portion of the lake, sometimes losing sight of it in our efforts to climb over dead brush and fallen trees, always coming back to it again. It was much the same all the way around. We found nothing, not even a discarded beer can or gum wrapper. If anyone had been to this pond before us, they had left no trace behind.
By the time we had explored the whole area and come back around again, the sky above us had turned leaden, the kind of heavy gray that means a coming storm. That was when we both realized that Alex hadn’t been around in a while. I hadn’t heard him crashing around in the underbrush, either.
I got this feeling in the pit of my stomach, a sort of twisting in my guts, like I knew something was wrong. I would feel it again later, when Julie went under and I went in after her—but right then I had never felt such a thing before, and I panicked. I started yelling for the dog. I guess Alley must have felt the same way, because she started shouting along with me.
I yelled myself hoarse but Alex never came, and it seemed like the water was laughing at me. Dark and still and black as coal but somewhere, deep below the surface (and I knew it was deep, all right), something was saying you want your dog? Come a little closer and I’ll give him to you. But you might not like what you see. He doesn’t look much like a dog anymore.
I looked at Alley and she was crying. “We’d better get home,” I said. “It’s going to storm. Alex knows the way. He’ll turn up at the house.”
As we got back on the path I risked a turn and looked back at the lake through the trees. I could have sworn that right then I saw something move in the shallows. Something as big and black as that awful water, sliding back into the depths like a wave that had reared up and broken against the rocks.
I turned back and hurried home, my heart in my throat, and didn’t mention what I had seen until years later, and by then, of course, it was too late.
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Alex never did come back. Not that night, or the next day, or the next. The years did pass, too quickly. When I turned thirteen I started going to the high school in the next town, and Alley and I began to drift apart. I made my own friends, and she hers; a brother and sister can be close as children, but as they go through those early teenage years there are things they cannot discuss together, at least until the awkwardness of that age has passed.
But at fifteen, when I entered the ninth grade and Alley started her first year at the new school, we were together again for a while. We found some of our old affection for each other, and though it had changed into something we held at arm’s length instead of in our guts, it was still good.
And then I met Julie.
Julie was one of my sister’s friends. She lived on the other side of town. She visited our home for the first time on one of those beautiful spring days where the grass turned green and the day lost the final trace chill of winter. The last of the snow had melted about three weeks before, and now the ground was muddy and thick, but the sun was out and things were waking up and moving around, preparing for summer.
Julie was a pale, pretty little thing, with dark shining hair and bright blue eyes. I saw why my sister liked her so much. She had a way of looking at you that could melt your heart, and when she laughed it was like the world had gotten a little brighter. I guess you could say I fell for her, and pretty hard, but she was two years younger and my sister’s best friend, and I didn’t have much experience with that sort of thing.
I guess I wanted to impress her, because walking home from the bus I started talking about the lake. I told her about how we discovered it as kids and my sister listened and didn’t say a word.
“It sounds so cool,” Julie said. “I can’t believe you never went back.”
I wasn’t sure I liked where this was going. Things began coming back to me, the way the water looked under a gray sky, the feeling of the woods, and ... something else. Something I had tried to convince myself I hadn’t seen; that movement in the shallows, a shape slipping back under the surface.
“It’s out in the middle of nowhere, Alley,” she said. “Hidden away. That’s so neat. Clean enough to swim in?”
Alley wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Swim in that? No way.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Might not be so bad.” Maybe I just wanted to disagree with my sister, or maybe it was the thought of Julie and me getting into swimsuits and splashing around together. Dad had probably been right about the dog. A bear had gotten it or some hunter had downed a few too many beers and mistook it for a deer. The point was the sun was shining and all the things that used to haunt my sleep seemed so silly and childish.
It took a few minutes of persuasion but my sister finally gave in. “I will if you will,” she said, looking at me and smiling a little. I guess she hadn’t changed much over the years. Still my baby sister, right?
Alley found Julie a suit and we filled another thermos, with sweet coffee this time. We found the path with no trouble, though it was marshy in places with long feathery ferns hiding the wet, sucking mud of the season. I pushed away small branches of alder and birch as I passed through, enjoying the smell of damp earth and old wood. The shadows painted dark lines on the tree trunks and underbrush. Fresh brambles at the edge of the trail caught and pulled at our clothes, and the trees were thick with leaves uncurling in the warmth.
The lake remained hidden until we were almost upon it, but the ground got wetter until we were stepping out of our shoes in the muck. I walked ahead of them both, and again the woods went silent around us. I remembered the feeling that had come over me years before and it got me thinking. The woods in spring are always full of life. Birds, mice, chipmunks and squirrels chasing each other up and down mossy tree trunks. But now, hell, even the bugs were gone.
It was almost enough to make me turn back. But one look at Julie, and I kept going. I didn’t want to seem like a coward.
The path ended at a big mound of grayish clay that marked the end of a little tributary leading into the lake. I didn’t remember it being there before. Spindly weeds grew out along the water’s dark edges. And Jesus take me if it didn’t look wrong. Unnatural.
Julie came up next to me. I said something like it didn’t look too good to swim in after all, and she went right down to the lake’s edge and crouched. “It’s warm,” she said, dipping her fingers in the murky water. “Like, eighty degrees, at least. It’s like a big bathtub. And the bottom looks kind of sandy in places.”
“Yuck, it smells,” Alley said, and I got a strong feeling of déjà vu. Suddenly it was like I was ten years old again, and my sister was standing next to me in her puffy marshmallow jacket, her cheeks glowing pink with the cold.
“Could be leaches in there,” I said. “Or snapping turtles. Big, mean bastards. They can take off a toe or two if you’re not careful.”
But Julie didn’t seem to hear me. She was already pulling off her baggy shorts and top to reveal a black and white striped swimsuit underneath.
I sat down on a dry spot with the thermos of creamy coffee and poured a cup. Alley shrugged and sat down next to me, and we both watched Julie as she tiptoed around the water’s edge to the point where the big black rocks reared up five feet out of the water. Smooth and slippery from the looks of them. She jumped up on one, hugging her arms to her chest, and peered into the water.
Then she took a deep breath and before we could say anything she threw herself off the rock.
I sat there with a cup of coffee in my hand and I couldn’t move. I was suddenly sure that Julie wasn’t going to surface at all, that the lake had reached out a weed-wrapped hand and pulled her down, kicking and screaming, into the depths. But a moment later she came up sputtering and laughing, shaking big drops of water from her hair, which hit the stone and sketched designs of darker black along its side.
“Come on in, you wimps,” she called. “Water’s fine.”
“Knock it off, Julie,” Alley said. “It’s gross.” Her voice was tight. Julie ignored her and scrambled back up the big rock. She smiled at me as she stood on the top of it and yanked up the straps of her suit. I could see the gooseflesh on her arms. Her hair stuck to her forehead and hung down the back of her neck in shiny black strings. The blackness of that hair against her pale skin was shocking. A thrill ran up and down my legs.
“How about you, Dave?” she said. “Or are you a wimp, too?” Then she took several short steps forward and flung herself out over the water, drawing her legs up before she hit with a splash.
I set the half-full cup down on the grass. Saw Julie, as she climbed up once again and perched on the top of the rock; she took one step and then one leg flew up and she fell backward with incredible speed, her head snapping down and hitting the rock with a sickening crack. I stood frozen as her limp body slid down quickly and slipped into the dark water.
My sister screamed, and then I was running, leaping over the stream and kicking my shoes off in the mud. I flung myself towards the water and hit with my right shoulder, scraping the shallow bottom, and the water was warm, God it was almost hot. I pushed off hard with my left hand and came up, half stumbling through the waist-deep water towards the place where Julie had disappeared, choking, my mouth full of brackish liquid. It was deeper there, and I felt blindly for her body with my right hand, my left grasping a crack in the slippery rock, but I couldn’t feel anything and I let go, she wasn’t there, I was kicking down under the surface, grasping handfuls of slimy mud along the bottom but finding nothing. I came up for air and Alley was still standing in the same spot, hands on her face, pale white and shaking.
I went back under and farther from shore, and I finally caught a glimpse of Julie through the murky water, arms out and head lolling to one side. She had slid several yards away from where she went under, down into the section of the lake that got deep very fast, and the strange currents of the water had kept her tangled in the long weeds along the bottom. She was caught between what looked like two huge rocks.
I came up for a gasp of air and went down again. That was when I felt something move.
I go over and over this part in my mind; the sudden rush of fear prickling my skin, opening my eyes in that cloudy, algae-infested filth, straining to see past the floating weeds like fingers in the darkness. And this is where I stop, and think that what I saw must have been a hallucination brought on by stress and adrenaline, because nothing, nothing in this world could have been that alien and horrible. But deep down I know that what I saw was real. And that, I suppose, is why I stayed here in Maine all these years, watching and waiting.
Beside Julie’s body, a fissure in one of those rocks suddenly split to reveal a huge, rolling yellow eye.
I drew in a great mouthful of dirty water and pushed myself backward. The entire floor of the lake seemed to erupt under me as something monstrous and black and horrible came up out of the mud. That eye grew larger, unblinking, reptilian, foreign, surrounded by wrinkled flesh, moving closer through the dim water. I surfaced, choking and sputtering, and lunged back out of the shallows, throwing myself up on the bank, and a moment later the middle of the lake begin to boil and churn as that thing came up like a creature from the deep.
As its ragged, moss-covered hump broke the surface, we turned and ran. The branches whipped at my face and stung my skin, but I kept going, crying helplessly and numb from what I had seen at the last instant.
It had come up with Julie in its hooked jaws. Julie was bloody and screaming.
God forgive me. She was still alive.
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There are things in nature that no one will ever understand, I guess. And things natural that have become corrupted, turned unnatural over time. I don’t know what is in that lake, but I have my ideas. I’m willing to bet that whatever it is had existed there for centuries, unmolested and in a state of hibernation, until Alley and I and Alex the dog came upon it one day years ago. And then perhaps it was only waiting after that, sleeping lightly in the muck at the bottom of that cursed lake and waking up every spring, until we came along again and Julie lost her life.
We told our father, of course, and brought him out to the lake. The police chief came out the next day. They talked among themselves and decided Julie had hit her head on the rock and drowned, and Alley and I had cracked under the stress after watching it happen. A couple of divers went in the lake but they never found her body.
I didn’t expect them to find it. I expected them to find something much worse.
It was funny. I remember one of the divers coming up out of the water and telling the police chief that it was useless and they had to stop. “Muddy and deep as hell out there in the middle,” he said. “Can’t see more’n a foot. The floor’s unstable, too—started shifting on us a little.”
That was when I started screaming at them and thinking of that huge yellow eye and the doctor had to give me a shot and put me to bed, and everyone agreed that it had been a bad idea to let me come out with them.
Alley ran away from home not long after that. She had her own reasons, I guess, the main one being the sleepless nights we both had, thinking of that thing so close by. A year after she left, Dad died in an accident at the mill, and by that time I was seventeen and able to take care of myself, and I stayed on at the house, which might seem crazy to you but I had my reasons. The main one was guilt, guilt that I had brought Julie out there and then I had run like a coward when that thing came up with her in its jaws. I felt I had to stay and keep watch, in case it woke up again.
But there are other reasons.
And so I’ve taken the time to write all this down before I go out there, in case I don’t come back. I’m leaving my sister’s letter too, and the article about the boy who disappeared last Friday, so people won’t think I’m crazy (though they probably will anyway). I’m taking my shotgun and I’m going out there because I have to do something about it now.
Alley, in case you ever read this, I want you to know that you were right; it’s awake again, and this time maybe it’s awake for good. You’re probably wondering why I’m going alone, and not calling in the troops. It has nothing to do with wanting to be a hero. God knows I’d rather just run. But you can’t always run, Alley, and I guess I’ve been running from this just like you, in my own way. Besides, something tells me that if I brought someone with me, we wouldn’t find much more than an empty puddle. I think it knows I’m here and it’s waiting for me, Alley. I can feel it. It wants me, and me alone.
If you read this after I’m gone, I want you to know that I felt like I had no other choice, and that I did my best. And I want you to know one other thing. I never blamed you for leaving. You’re my flesh and blood. I love you, kid.
A couple more things, before I go. I said there were reasons other than guilt why I stayed around and kept watch. The first one is that I saw something in that yellow eye, as alien as it was; I saw a craftiness, something sly that said I know exactly what I’m doing, boy. Intelligence, that’s what it comes down to, I guess. And intelligence in a creature like that is a horrible thing, indeed.
The second one I’m only guessing at, and I might be wrong. Lord knows I hope I am. But when I think about that lake the first time I saw it, and then the second time a couple of years later, something had changed. Something was there that hadn’t been there before. It took me a while but I think I finally got it.
The pile of clay, you see. At the end of the trail where you come out, just above the water’s edge.
That pile looked just like a snapper’s nest would look, if the eggs were three feet around.
* * *
Jonathan Maberry
“My ex-husband is trying to kill me,” she said.
She was one of those cookie-cutter East Coast blondes. Pale skin, pale hair, pale eyes. Lots of New Age jewelry. Not a lot of curves and too much perfume. Kind of pretty if you dig the modeling-scene heroin chic look. Or if you troll the anorexia twelve-steps or crack houses looking for easy ass that’s so desperate for affection they’ll boff you blind for a smile. Not my kind. I like a little more meat on the bone, and a bit more sanity in the eyes. This one came to me on a referral from another client.
“He actually try?”
“I can tell, Mr. Hunter.”
Yeah, I thought and tried not to sigh. What I figured.
“You call the cops?”
She shrugged.
“What’s that mean? You call them or not?”
“I called,” she said. “They said that there wasn’t anything they could do unless he did something first.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Can’t arrest someone for thinking about something.”
“He threatened me.”
“Anyone hear him make the threat?”
“No.”
“Then it’s your word.”
“That’s what the police said.” She crossed her legs. Her legs were on the thin side of being nice. Probably were nice before drugs or stress or a fractured self image wasted her down to Sally Stick-figure.
Skirt was short, shoes looked expensive. I have three ex-wives and I pay alimony bigger than India’s national debt. I know how expensive women’s shoes are. I was wearing black sneakers from Payless. Glad I had a desk between me and her.
“Your husband ever hurt you?” I asked. “Or try to?”
“Ex,” she corrected. “And ... yes. That’s why I left him. He hit me a few times. Mostly when he was drunk and out of control.”
I held up a hand. “Don’t make excuses for him. He hit you. Being drunk doesn’t change the rules. Might even make it worse, especially if he did it once while drunk and then let himself come home drunk again.”
She digested that. She’d probably heard that rap before but it might have come from a female case worker or a shrink. From the way her eyes shifted to me and away and back again I guessed she’d never heard that from a man before. I guess for her men were the Big Bad. Too many of them are.
It was ten to five, but it was already dark outside. December snow swirled past the window. It wasn’t accumulating, so the snow still looked pretty. Once it started piling up I hated the shit. My secretary, Mrs. Gilligan, fled at the first flake. Typical Philadelphian -they think the world will come to a screeching halt if there’s half an inch on the ground. She’s probably at Wegmans stocking up on milk, bread and toilet paper. The staples of the apocalypse. Me, I grew up in Minneapolis, and out in the Cities we think twenty inches is getting off light. Doesn’t mean I don’t hate the shit, though. A low annual snowfall is one of the reasons I moved to Philly after I got my PI license. Easier to hunt if you don’t have to slog through snow.
“When he hit you,” I said, “you report it?”
“No.”
“Not to the cops?”
“No.”
“Women’s shelter?
“No.”
“Anyone? A friend?”
She shook her head. “I was ... embarrassed, Mr. Hunter. A black eye and all. Didn’t want to be seen.”
Which means there’s no record. Nothing to support her case about ex-hubby wanting to kill her.
I drummed my fingers on the desk blotter. I get these kinds of cases every once in a while, though I stayed well clear of domestic disputes and spousal abuse cases when I was with Minneapolis PD. I have a temper, and by the time they asked for my shield back I had six reprimands in my jacket for excessive force. At one of my IA hearings the captain said he was disappointed that I showed no remorse for the last ‘incident’. I busted a child molester and somehow while the guy was, um, resisting arrest he managed to get mauled and mangled a bit. The pedophile tried to spin some crazy shit that I sicced a dog on him, but I don’t have a dog. I said that he got mauled by a stray during a foot pursuit. Even at my own hearing I couldn’t keep a smile off my face to save my job. Squeaked by on that one, but next time something like it happened—this time with a guy who whipped his wife half to death with an extension cord because she wasn’t ‘willing enough’ in the bedroom—I was out on my ass. He ran into the same stray dog. Weird how that happens, huh? Long story short, I already didn’t have the warm fuzzies for her husband. We all have our buttons, and when the strong prey on the weak all of mine get pushed.
“Did you go to the E.R.?”
“No,” she said. “It was never that bad. More humiliating than anything.”
I nodded. “What about after the divorce? He lay a hand on you since?”
She hesitated.
“Mrs. Skye?” I prompted.
“He tried. He chased me. Twice.”
“Chased you? Tell me about it.”
She licked her lips. She wore a very nice rose-pink lipstick that was the only splash of color. Even her clothes and shoes were white. Pale horse, pale rider.
“Well,” she said, “that’s where the story gets really ... strange.”
“Strange how?”
“He—David, my ex-husband—changed after I filed for divorce. He’s like a different person. Before, when I first met him, he was a very fastidious man. Always dressed nicely, always very clean and well-groomed.”
“What’s he do for a living?”
“He owns a nightclub. The Crypt, just off South Street.”
“I know it, but that’s a Goth club right? Is he Goth?”
“No. Not at all. He bought the club from the former owner, but he remodeled it after The Batcave.”
“As in Batman?”
“As in the London club that was kind of the prototype of pretty much the whole Goth club scene. David’s a businessman. There’s a strong Goth crowd downtown, and they hang together, but the clubs in Philly aren’t big enough to turn a big profit, and not near big enough to attract the better bands. So, he bought the two adjoining buildings and expanded out. He made a small-time club into a very successful main stage club, and he keeps the music current. A lot of post-punk stuff, but also the newer styles. Dark cabaret, deathrock, Gothabilly. That sort of thing. Low lights, black-tile bathrooms, bartenders who look like ghouls.”
“Okay,” I said.
“But this was all business to David. He didn’t dress Goth. I mean, he wore black suits or black silk shirts to work, but he didn’t dye his hair, didn’t wear eye-liner. Funny thing is, even though he was clearly not buying into the lifestyle the patrons loved him. They called him the Prince. As in Prince of—?”
“Darkness, yeah, got it. Go on.”
“David was more fussy getting ready to go out than I ever was. Spent forever in the bathroom shaving, fixing his hair. Always took him longer to pick out his clothes than me or any of my girlfriends.”
“He gay?”
“No.” And she shot me a ‘wow, what a stereo-typically homophobic thing to say’ sort of look.
I smiled. “I’m just trying to get a read on him. Fastidious guy having trouble with a relationship with his wife. Drinking problem, flashes of violence. Not a gay thing, but I’ve seen it before in guys who are sexually conflicted and at war with themselves and the world because of it.”
She studied me for a moment. “You used to be a cop, Mr. Hunter?”
“Call me Sam,” I said. “And, yeah, I was a cop. Minneapolis PD.”
“A detective?”
“Yep.”
“Okay.” That seemed to mollify her. I gestured to her to continue. She took a breath. “Well ... toward the end of our relationship David stopped being so fastidious. He would go two or three days without shaving. I know that doesn’t sound like the end of the world, but I never saw David without a fresh shave. Never. He carried an electric razor in his briefcase, had another at home and one in the office at the club. Clothes, too. Before, he’d sometimes change clothes twice or even three times a day if it was humid. He always wanted to look fresh. Showered at home morning and night, and had a shower installed in his office.”
“I get the picture. Mr. Clean. But you say that changed while you were still together?”
“It started when he fell off the wagon.”
“Ah.”
“When I met him he said that he hadn’t taken a drink for over two years. He was proud of it. He thought that his thirst—he always called it that—was evil, and being on the wagon made him feel like a real person. Then, after we started having problems, he started drinking again. Never in front of me, and he always washed his mouth out before he came home. I never smelled alcohol on him, but he was a different person from then on. And he started yelling at me all the time. He called me horrible names and made threats. He said that I didn’t love him, that I was just trying to use him.”
“I have to ask,” I said, being as delicate as I could, “but was there someone else?”
“For me? God, no!”
“What set him off? From his perspective, I mean. Did he say that there was something that made him angry or paranoid?”
“Well ... I think it was his health.”
“Tell me.”
“He started losing weight. He was never fat, not even stocky. David was very muscular. He lifted a lot of weights, drank that protein powder twice a day. He had big arms, a huge chest. I asked him if he was taking steroids. He denied it, but I think he was trying to turn into one of those muscle freaks. Then, about a year and a half ago he started losing weight. When he taped his arms and found that his biceps were only twenty-two inches, he got really angry.”
“David has twenty-two inch biceps?” Christ. Back in his Mr. Universe days, Arnold the Terminator had twenty-four inch arms, fully pumped. I think mine are somewhere shy of fifteen, and that’s after three sets on the Bowflex.
“Not anymore,” said Mrs. Skye. “He lost a lot of muscle mass. Really fast, too. I was scared, I told him to go to a doctor. I thought he might have cancer.”
“Did he go to the doctor?”
“He said so ... but I don’t think he did. He kept losing weight. After six months he didn’t even have much definition. He was kind of ordinary sized.”
“Was he drinking by this point?”
“I’m sure of it.”
“That when he started putting his hands on you?”
“Yes. And he became paranoid. Kept trying to make it all my fault.”
“How long did this go on?”
“Well ... after the first time he, um, hurt me, I gave him a second chance. After all, he was my husband. I figured he was just scared because of his health. But then it happened again. The second time he knocked me around pretty good. I couldn’t go out of the house for a few days.”
“Was that when you left?”
It took her so long to answer that I knew what her answer would be. I’ve done too many interviews of this kind. If self-esteem is low enough then victimization can become an addiction.
“I stayed for two more months.”
“How many times did he hurt you during that time?” I asked.
“A few.”
“A few is how many?”
Another long pause. “Six.”
“Six,” I said, trying to put no judgment in my tone. “What was the straw?”
She looked at her hands, at the clock, at the snow falling outside. If there’d been a magazine on my desk she would have picked it up and leafed through it. Anything to keep from meeting my eyes. “He choked me.”
“I see.”
“It was in the middle of the night. We were ... we were ...”
I almost sighed. “Let me guess. Make-up sex?”
She nodded, but she didn’t blush. I’ll give her that. “He’d been sweet to me for two weeks straight without getting mad or yelling, or anything. He acted like his old self. Charming.” She finally met my eyes. “David has enormous charisma. He makes everyone like him, and he always seems so genuine.”
“Uh huh,” I said, wondering how that charm would work on a blackjack across his teeth.
“We sat up talking until late, then we went to bed. And in the middle of the night ... things just started happening. You know how it is.”
I didn’t, but I said nothing.
“I was, um ... on top. And we were pretty far into things, and then all of a sudden David reaches up and grabs me around the throat. I thought for one crazy moment that he was doing that auto-whatever it’s called.”
“Autoerotic asphyxiation,” I supplied.
“Yeah, that. I thought he was doing that. He talked about it once before, but we’d never tried it. He’s really strong and I’m pretty small. But ... I guess I thought he was trying to change things, you know? Create a new pattern for us. A fresh start.”
Naivety can be a terrible thing. Jesus wept.
“But it wasn’t sex play,” I prompted.
“No. He started squeezing his hands. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. It was weird because we were so close to ... you know ... and David kept staring at me, his eyes wide like he was in some kind of trance. I tried to pull his hands apart, but it just made him squeeze tighter. That’s when he started calling me names again, making wild accusations, accusing me of destroying his life.”
“How did you get away?”
Her eyes cut away again. This was obviously very hard for her.
“I threw myself sideways and when I landed I kicked him in the, um ... you know.”
I smiled.
“Good for you,” I said, but she shook her head.
“I grabbed my clothes and ran out. Next day I drove past the house and saw that his car was gone. I had a locksmith come out and change the locks and change the security code on the alarm. I hired a messenger company to take a couple of suitcases of his clothes to the club. Next day I rented a storage unit and had a moving company take all of his stuff there. I used the same messenger service to send him the key.”
“I’m impressed. That was quick thinking.”
“I ... I’d already looked into that stuff before. Until that last stretch where he was nice I was planning to leave him. I’d already talked to my lawyer, and I filed for divorce by the end of that week.”
“What did David do?”
“At first? Nothing except for some hysterical messages on my voicemail. He didn’t try to break in, nothing like that. But after a while I started seeing his car behind mine when I was going to work.”
“Where do you work?”
“I’m a nurse supervisor at Sunset Grove, the assisted living facility in Jenkintown. Right now I’m on the four to midnight shift. I’ve spotted David’s car a lot, sometimes every night for weeks on end. I’ve seen him drive by when I’m going into the staff entrance, and his car is there sometimes when I get back home, cruising down the street or parked a block up.”
“What makes you think he’s planning to do more than just harass you?”
“He’s said so.”
“But—”
“He didn’t say or do anything at first ... but over the last couple of weeks it’s gotten worse. About three weeks ago I came out of work and stopped at a 7-11 for some gum, and when I came out he was leaning against my car. I told him to get away, but he pushed himself off the car and came up to me, smiling his charming smile. He told me that he knew who I was and what I was and that he was going to end me. His words. ‘I’m going to end you’. Then he left, still smiling.”
“Did anyone see this?”
“At one in the morning? No.”
Convenience stores have security cameras, I thought. If this thing got messy I could have her lawyer subpoena those tapes. I had her write down the address of the 7-11.
“That’s how it went for a couple of weeks,” she said. “But last night he really scared me.”
“What happened?”
“He was in my bedroom.”
“How?”
“That’s it ... I don’t know. The alarms didn’t go off and none of the windows were broken. I heard a sound and I woke up and there he was, standing by the side of my bed. He’s really thin now and as pale as those Goth kids at his club. He stood there, smiling. I started to scream and he put a finger to his lips and made a weird shushing sound. It was so strange that I actually did shut up. Don’t ask me why. The whole thing was like a nightmare.”
“Are you sure it wasn’t?”
She hesitated, but she said, “I’m positive. He pointed at me and said that he knew everything about me. Then he started praying.”
“Praying?”
“At least I think that’s what he was doing. It was Latin, I think. He was saying a long string of things in Latin and then he left.”
“How’d he get out?”
“The same way he got in, I guess ... but I don’t know how. I was so scared that I almost peed myself and I just lay there in bed for a long time. I don’t know how long. When I finally worked up the nerve, I ran downstairs and got a knife from the kitchen and went through the whole house.”
“You didn’t call the cops?”
“I was going to ... but the alarm never went off. I checked the system ... it was still set. I began wondering if I was dreaming.”
“But you don’t think so?”
“No.”
“Why are you so sure?”
She fished in her purse and produced a pink cell phone. She flipped it open and pressed a few buttons to call up her text messages. She pointed to the number and then handed me the phone.
“That’s David’s cell number.”
The text read: Tonight.
“Okay,” I said. “Let me see what I can do.”
“What can you do?” she asked.
“Well, the best first thing to do is go have a talk with him. See if I can convince him to back off.”
“And if he won’t?”
“I can be pretty convincing.”
“But what if he won’t? What if he’s ... I don’t know ... too crazy to listen to reason?”
I smiled. “Then we’ll explore other options.”
#
The Crypt is a big ugly building on the corner of South and Fourth in Philadelphia. Once upon a time it was a coffin factory—which I think would have been a cooler name. Less trendy and obvious. The light snow did nothing to make it look less ugly. When we pulled to the corner, Mrs. Skye pointed to a sleek silver Lexus parked on the side street.
“That’s his.”
I jotted down the license plate and used my digital camera to take photos of it and the exterior of the building. You never know.
“Okay,” I said, “I want you to wait here. I’ll go have a talk with David and see if we can sort this out.”
“What if something happens? What if you don’t come out?”
“Just sit tight. You have a cell phone and I’ll give you the keys. If I’m not out of there in fifteen minutes, drive somewhere safe and call the name on the back of my card.” I gave her my business card. She turned it over and saw a name and number. Before she could ask, I said, “Ray’s a friend. One of my pack.”
“Another private investigator?”
“A bodyguard. I use him for certain jobs, but I don’t think we’ll need to bring him in on this. From what you’ve told me I have a pretty good sense of what to expect in there.”
As I got out my jacket flap opened and she spotted the handle of my Glock.
“You’re not ... going to hurt him,” she asked, wide eyed.
I shook my head. “I’ve been doing this for a lot of years, Mrs. Skye. I haven’t had to pull my gun once. I don’t expect I’ll break that streak tonight.”
#
The breeze was coming from the west and the snow was just about done. I squinted up past the streetlights. The cloud cover was thin and I could already see the white outline of the moon. Nope, no accumulation. Typical Philly winter.
I crossed the street and tried the front door. Place didn’t do much business before late evening, but the doors were unlocked. The doors opened with an exhalation of cigarette smoke and alcohol fumes. There was probably an anti-smoking violation in that. Something else to use later if I needed to go the route of making life difficult for him.
It was too early for a doorman, and I walked a short hallway that was empty and painted black. Heavy black velvet curtains at the end. Cute. I pushed them aside and entered the club. Place was huge. David Skye must have taken out the second floor and knocked out everything but the retaining walls of the adjoining properties. The red and white maximum occupancy sign said that it shouldn’t exceed four hundred, but the place looked capable of taking twice that number. Bandstand was empty, so someone had put quarters in to play the tuneless junk that was beating the shit out of the woofers and tweeters. Whoever the group was on the record they subscribed to the philosophy that if you can’t play well you should play real god damn loud.
There were maybe twenty people in the place, scattered around at tables. A few at the bar. Everyone looked like extras from a direct-to-video vampire flick. The motif was black on black with occasional splashes of blood red. White skin that probably never saw the sun. Eyeliner and black lipstick, even on the guys. I was in jeans and a Vikings warm-up jacket. At least my sneakers and my leather porkpie hat were black. Handle of my gun was black, too, but they couldn’t see that. Better for everyone if nobody did.
The bartender was giving me the look, so I strolled over to him. He knew I wasn’t there for a beer and didn’t waste either of our time by asking.
“David Skye,” I said, having to bend forward and shout over the music.
“Badge me,” he said.
I flipped open my PI license. “Private.”
“Fuck off,” he suggested.
“Not a chance.”
“I can call the cops.”
“Bet I can have L and I here before they show. Smoking in a public restaurant?”
Another smartass remark was on his lips, but he didn’t have the energy for it. He was paid by the hour and this had to be a slow shift for tips. I took a twenty from my wallet and put it on the bar.
“This isn’t your shit, kid,” I said. “Call your boss.”
He didn’t like it, but he took the twenty and made the call.
“He says come up.” The bartender pointed to another curtained doorway beside the bar. I gave him a sunny day smile and went inside.
There was a long hallway with bathrooms on both sides and a set of stairs at the end. I took the stairs two at a time. The stairs went straight up to his office and the door was open. I knocked anyway.
“It’s open,” he yelled. I went inside; and as I looked around I hoped like hell that the office décor was not modeled after the interior landscape of David Skye’s mind. The walls were painted a dark red, the trim was gloss black. Instead of the band posters and framed ‘look at who I’m shaking hands with’ eight-by-tens, the walls were hung with torture devices and S and M clothes. Spiked harnesses, leather zippered masks, thumbscrews, photos from Abu Graib, diagrams of dissected bodies. A full-sized rack occupied one corner of the room and an iron maiden stood in the other, one door open to reveal rows of tarnished metal spikes. The only other furniture was a big desk made from some dark wood, a black file cabinet and the leather swivel chair in which David Skye sat. He wore a black poet’s shirt, leather wristbands, and a smile that was already belligerent.
“The fuck are you and the fuck you want?”
The man was a charmer. I could just taste the charisma his wife had mentioned flowing like sweetness from his pores.
I flipped my ID case open. “We need to have a chat. It can be friendly or not. Your call.”
“Go fuck yourself.”
So much for friendly.
“That whore send you?” he demanded.
I smiled but didn’t answer.
He had a handsome face, but his wife was right when she said that he’d lost weight. His skin looked thin and loose, and he had the complexion of a mushroom. More gray than white.
“Did my wife send you?” he said, pronouncing the words slowly as if I’d come here on the short bus.
“Why would your ex-wife send me?”
His eyes flickered for a second at ‘ex-wife’. I strolled across the room and stood in front of his desk. He didn’t get up; neither of us offered a hand to the other.
“She makes up stories,” he said.
“What kind of stories?”
“Bullshit. Lies. Says I slapped her around.”
“Who’d she say that to?”
He didn’t answer. He did, however, give me the ninja secret death stare, but I manned my way through it.
“What are you supposed to be,” he said.
“Just what the license says.”
“Private investigator. Private dick.”
“Yes, and that was funny back in the 1950s. Why do you think I’m here?”
“She’s probably trying some kind of squeeze play. The club’s doing okay, so she wants a bigger slice.”
“Try again,” I said, though he might have been right about that.
“Oh, I get it ... you’re supposed to scare me into leaving her alone.”
“Do I look scary?”
He smiled. He had very red lips and very white teeth. “No,” he said, “you don’t.”
“Right ... so let’s pretend that I’m here to have a reasonable discussion. Man to man.”
Skye leaned back in his chair and stared at me with his dark eyes. It was a calculating look, and I’m sure he took in everything from my slightly threadbare Vikings jacket to my cheap black sneakers. Put everything I was wearing together and it would equal the cost of his shirt. I was okay with that. I don’t dress to impress. Skye, on the other hand, smiled as if our mutual understanding of my material net worth clearly made him the alpha.
I smiled back.
“What does she want?” he asked.
“For you to leave her alone.”
“What is she afraid of?”
“She thinks you’re trying to kill her.”
“What do you think?”
“What I think doesn’t matter. I’m not a psychic, so I don’t know whether you’re trying to kill her or if you’re playing some kind of mindgame on her. Whatever it is, I’m here to ask you to lay off.”
“Why should I?”
“Because I asked real nice.”
He smiled at that.
“Because it’s illegal and I could build a harassment case against you and you could lose your club and sink a quarter mil into legal fees. Because I know inspectors who can slap you with fifteen kinds of violations that will hurt your business. I can have your car booted by accident three or four times a week, every week.”
“And I could have you killed,” he said, the smile unwavering.
“Maybe,” I said. “You could try, and I might fuck up anyone you send and then come back here and fuck you up.”
“Think you could?”
“You really want to find out?” When he didn’t answer, I took a glass paperweight off his desk and turned it over in my hands. A spider was trapped inside, frozen into a moment of time for the amusement of the trinket crowd. I knew he was watching me play with the paperweight, wondering what I was going to do with it.
I put it back down on the desk.
“Really, though,” I said, “how long do we need to circle and sniff each other? We don’t run in the same pack and I don’t give a rat’s ass what you do, who you are, or how tough you think you are. We both know that you’re either going to stop bothering your ex-wife and go on with your life; or you’re going to make a run at her—either because you have some loose wiring or because I’m pushing your buttons by being here. If you back off, we’re all friends. I’ll advise my client not to file a restraining order and you two can let the divorce lawyers earn their paychecks by kicking each other in the nuts.”
“Or ...?” he asked. Still smiling.
“Or, you don’t back off and then this is about you and me.”
“Nonsense. You’re no part of this. This is about me and—”
I cut him off. “I’m making this about you and me. Maybe I have a wire loose, too, but once I tell a client that I’m going to keep her safe, I take it amiss if anything happens to her.”
“‘Amiss’,” he repeated, enjoying the word.
“But that’s a minute from now. We’re still on the other side of it until you give me an answer. What’s it going to be? You leave her alone? Or this gets complicated.”
“What were you before you started doing this PI bullshit?”
“A cop.”
He grunted. “You sound like a thug. An asshole leg-breaker from South Philly.”
“Thin line sometimes.”
He steepled his fingers. It was one of those moves that looked good when Doctor Doom did it in a comic book. Maybe in a boardroom. Looked silly right now, but he had enough intensity in his eyes to almost pull it off. He gave me ten seconds of the stare.
I stood my ground.
His cell phone rang and he flipped it open, listened.
“I’m in a meeting,” he said and closed the phone.
His smile returned.
I heard the footsteps on the stairs even though they were quiet.
I sighed and turned. There were four of them. All as pale as Skye, but much bigger. “Really? You want to play that card?”
“It’s one of the classics. Though, to be fair, it’ll be more than a typical beating. I ... hm, am I wrong in presuming you have had your ass kicked?”
“That cherry was popped a long time ago.”
The four men entered the room and fanned out behind me.
“So, our challenge, then,” Skye said, “is to put a new spin on this. Something surprising and fresh so that you’ll be entertained.”
“Mind if I take my jacket off first?”
“Go right ahead.”
I heard a hammer-cock behind me.
Skye said, “You can put your jacket on my desk here, and take off your shoulder holster and put that—and your piece—on top of it.”
“Sure, whatever,” I said. I shrugged out of the jacket. I bought it the year the Vikings took their eighteenth division title. I’ll buy a new one if they ever win the Super Bowl. Or when pigs sprout wings and learn to fly, whichever comes first. I folded it and set it down, unclipped my shoulder rig, set that down. If I was going to ruin my clothes, then at least nothing I was currently wearing had sentimental value.
I leaned on the desk. “Let’s agree on a couple of things first, okay?”
“Sure,” he said with a grin.
“When I’m done handing these clowns their asses, then you and I dance a round or two.”
“That would be fun,” he said, “but I doubt I’ll have the pleasure.”
“Second, if I walk out of here on my own steam, then it’s with the understanding that you will leave the lady alone.”
“If you walk out of here? Sure. But, tell me something,” he said, and he looked genuinely interested, “why do you care? What is she to you?”
“Maybe I’m the possessive type, too. Maybe now that she’s asked for my help, it’s like she’s part of the family. So to speak.”
“Part of the family? You fucking kidding me here?”
“Nope.”
“You Italian? This some kind of dago thing?”
“I said it’s like she’s part of the family. My family,” I said, “and I protect what’s mine.”
“That’s it? It’s just a macho thing with you?”
“No, it’s more than that,” I admitted. I gestured to the torture and pain motif in which his office was decorated. “But, seriously, I doubt you would understand.”
“Mmm, probably not. I’m not into sentimentality and that bullshit. Not anymore.”
“What happened? What changed you?”
His smiled faded to a remote coldness. “I learned that there was something better. Better than family, better than blood ties. Better than any of this ordinary shit.”
“You found religion?” I said.
“It’s a ‘higher order’ sort of thing that I really don’t want to explain and I doubt you’d understand.”
“I might surprise you.”
“I don’t think that’s possible. But we might surprise you. In fact I can pretty fucking well guarantee it.”
“Rock and roll,” I said.
I straightened and turned toward the four goons. They took up positions like compass points. The office was big, but not big enough to give me room to maneuver. They were going to fall on me like a wall, and they knew it. The guy with the gun even snugged it back into his shoulder rig. They were that confident, and they were smiling like kids at a carnival.
“You shouldn’t have bothered Mr. Skye,” said the guy in front of me. He was the gun who’d holstered his gun. He stood on the East point of the compass. “You should have—”
I kicked him in the nuts. I really didn’t need to hear the speech.
I’m not that big but I can kick like a Rockette. I felt bones break and he screamed like a nine year old girl. Dumbass should have kept his gun out.
I stepped backward off of him and put an elbow into West’s face. It had all of my mass in motion behind it. That time I heard bones break and he went down so fast that I wondered if I’d snapped his neck.
That left South and North. South spent a half second too long looking shocked, so I jumped at him with a leaping knee—the only Muay Thai kick I know—and drove him all the way to the wall. By the time North closed in I’d grabbed South by the ears and slammed him skull-first into a replica of a torture rack. Blood splattered in a Jackson Pollack pattern.
I pivoted and rushed to intercept North who was barreling at me with a lot of furious speed; so I veered left and clothes-lined him with my stiff right forearm. He did a pretty impressive back flip and landed face down on the black-painted hardwood floor.
If this was an action movie everything would switch to slow motion as the four thugs toppled to the ground and I turned slowly looking badass to face the now startled and unprotected villain.
The real world is a lot less accommodating.
I caught movement behind me, figuring it for Skye going after my gun, so I whirled and made ready to launch into a diving tackle.
Only it wasn’t Skye.
It was East and West getting to their feet. West’s face was smeared with blood from his broken nose, but he was smiling. As I watched he took his nose between thumb and forefinger and snapped it into place, then spit a hocker of blood and snot onto the floor.
North was chuckling as he rose; and behind me I could hear South shifting to stand behind me again. I turned in a slow circle. They were all smiling. They shouldn’t have been able to. They should have been sprawled on the floor and I should have been giving some kind of smart-ass speech as I closed in to lay a beating on Skye. That was the script I’d written in my head.
What the hell was this shit?
“Surprise!” said Skye dryly.
“What the hell are these fuckers taking?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you?”
“Try me.”
“Blood,” he said.
“What the—”
And I looked more closely at the smiles. Lots of white teeth. Lots of long, pointy white teeth.
“Oh, balls,” I said.
“Yeah, kind of cool, huh?”
“Vampires?” I said.
“Yeah.”
“Actual vampires.”
Skye laughed. The four—well, let’s call a spade a spade—vampires laughed with him.
Even I laughed.
“Geez. When shit goes wrong it goes all the way wrong, doesn’t it,” I said.
“On the up side,” said Skye, “you did win the first round. Nice moves.”
“Thanks.”
The four of them circled me. My pulse jumped from ‘uh-oh’ to ‘oh shit’. It was cold in his office, but I was starting to sweat pretty heavily.
“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” I said. “You’re one, too? Am I right?”
“A recent convert,” he admitted.
“So ... that whole weight loss, going all weird on the missus that was—?”
“A transition process. It’s not like they show in the movies, you know. Takes weeks. The whole metabolism changes.”
“No kidding.”
One of the vampires faked a lunge to psyche me out and I jumped a foot in the air. I’m pretty sure I didn’t yelp like a Chihuahua, but I wouldn’t swear to that in court. They all laughed at that, too. I didn’t.
“Which explains why you lost all that weight.”
“Who needs steroids and free-weights,” he agreed and spread his hands. “This package comes with honest to God super strength. I’m like Spider-man and Wolverine rolled into one. Super strong and I heal from damn near anything.”
“Could you be more specific on that last point?”
“Cute.”
“Worth a try.” I looked at them, at their grinning, evil faces. My nuts were trying to crawl up inside of my chest cavity. I mean ... fucking vampires?
“Weird thing was,” I said, “I was starting to build a case in my head about your wife. You losing weight and getting pale, blaming her for it all, and you saying you know what she is. Is she a vampire, too? Is she the one who bit you?”
Skye laughed. “Christ no. And she’s not a succubus either. She’s just a nagging, soul-draining, passive-aggressive, codependent bitch.”
“Wow. You’re really a chauvinistic prick, aren’t you?”
“Better than being pussy whipped.”
I dropped it. I had bigger fish to fry than trying to bring this macho jackass into the Twenty-first century. Namely the fact that I was in a roomful of vampires.
I know I keep harping on that, but really ... it’s not the sort of shit that happens all the time to me. Or, like ... ever.
“Say, man,” I said to Skye, “any chance we can roll back this tape to the point where we were still friends? I just walk out of here and we all call it a day?”
Skye made a face as if pretending to consider it. “Mmm ... no, I don’t see that happening.”
“You want to make a deal of some kind?”
“Nah,” he said. “You got nothing I want. Except the O-positive.”
“AB neg,” I corrected.
“Never tried that.”
“You wouldn’t like it. Goes right to your hips.”
The wattage on his smile was dimmer. Jaunty banter can buy only so many seconds and then it’s back to business.
I tried to keep my face neutral, but my pulse was like a jazz drum solo.
“I’m going to throw something out here,” I said. I could hear a tremor in my voice. Fuck.
“Oh, please.” He gestured to the four killers and they started forward.
“Wait! Just hear me out. What have you got to lose?”
The thugs looked at Skye. West gave a ‘why not?’ kind of shrug.
Skye sighed. “Okay, what is it? Last words? A little begging?” he suggested.
“Mm, more like last threat.”
“This I got to hear.”
The five of them looked genuinely interested.
“Okay, so here you are, five vampires. That’s some really scary shit, am I right? I mean creatures of the night and all that.”
He nodded, nothing to disagree with.
“To most people that’s enough to make them go apeshit crazy. I mean ... vampires. Not your everyday thing. It opens up all kinds of metaphysical questions. If vampires exist, what else does? If there are supernatural monsters, does that mean God and the Devil are real? You follow me?”
“Sure. We get that a lot.”
“And I’m outnumbered here. Five to one. Tough odds without you fellows being the undead. So ... why am I not I scared?”
His eyes narrowed.
“I mean, yeah, my pulse is racing and I’m sweating. But do I look as scared as I should be? I don’t do I? Now ... why is that?”
“So you put up a good front. It’ll be a good anecdote later,” he said. “For us.”
“Maybe he’s got a hammer and stake,” suggested West.
That got a laugh.
“Nope.”
My heart rate had to be close to two hundred. It was machinegun fire in my chest.
“Coupla garlic bulbs in your pocket?” asked East.
“Nah. I don’t even like it on my pizza.”
“You don’t have any backup,” said North. “And you don’t got your gun.”
My blood pressure could have scalded paint off a battleship. I wiped sweat off my brow with my thumb.
“Okay, jokes over,” snapped Skye. “What’s the punch line here? Why aren’t you as scared as you should be?”
I smiled.
“I’ll show you.”
The first time it happened, way back when I was thirteen, it took almost half an hour. I screamed and cried and rolled around on the floor. First time’s always the hardest. Each time since it was easier. My grandmother and her sister could do it in the time it took you to snap your fingers. My best time was during a foot chase back when I was with Minneapolis PD. I was running down the guy who’d beaten his wife with the extension cord. He saw me coming and ducked into his apartment. I kicked the door and he came out of the bedroom with a gun and opened up. I went through the change in the time it took me to leap through the doorway. Like the snap of my fingers. One minute me, next minute different me.
I tore the shit out of him. I lost my badge and pension and had to make up all sorts of excuses. On the plus side, I didn’t die, which would have happened if I hadn’t managed the change so fast. I’m only mortal when I look like one.
That night in Skye’s office wasn’t my best time. Maybe third or fourth best. Say, two, three seconds. It felt like an explosion. It hurts. Feels like my heart is bursting, like cherry bombs are detonating inside my muscles. It starts in the chest, then ripples out from there as muscle mass changes and is reassigned in new ways. Bones warp, crack and re-form. Nails tear through the flesh of my fingers and toes, my jaw shifts and the longer teeth spike through the gums. It’s bloody and it’s ugly and it hurts like a motherfucker.
But the end result is a stunner. A real kick-ass dramatic moment that wows the audience.
I think all four of the thugs screamed. They jerked back from me, looks of shock and horror on their faces. If I wasn’t so deeply into the moment I would have smiled at the irony. Monsters being scared by a monster.
I crouched in the center of the room, hands flexing, claws streaked with blood, hot saliva dripping from my mouth onto my chest.
It would have been cool and dramatic to have said “Surprise!” to them the way Skye had said it to me, but my mouth was no longer constructed for human speech. All I could do was roar.
I did.
And then I launched at them.
Vampires are strong. Four or five times stronger than an ordinary human.
Werewolves?
Hell, we’re a whole different class.
I slammed into West with both sets of front claws. He flew apart like he was made of paper and watery red glue. North and East tried to take me high and low, but they’d have done better to try and run. I brought my knee up into East’s jaw as he went for the low tackle and his head burst like a casaba melon. I caught North by the throat and squeezed. Red geysered up from the stump of his neck as his head fell away. South backed away, putting himself between me and Skye, arms spread, making a more heroic stand than I’d have thought. I tore the heart from his chest. Turns out, vampires need their hearts.
Skye had my gun in his hands. He racked the slide and buried the barrel against me as I leaped over the desk. He got off four shots. They hurt.
Like wasp stings.
Maybe a little less.
I don’t load my piece with silver bullets. I’m not an idiot.
He looked into my eyes and I would like to think that he saw the error of his ways. Don’t fuck with the innocent. Don’t fuck with my clients. My clients are mine, like members of my pack. Mess with them and the pack leader has to put you down. Has to.
So I did.
#
She saw me coming from across the street, her face concerned and confused. I was wearing a different pair of pants and different shoes. My own had been torn to rags during the change. Stuff I was wearing used to belong to the bartender. He didn’t need them anymore. He’d been on the same team as Skye and the four goons.
I opened the door and climbed in behind the wheel.
“Are you all right, Sam?” she asked, studying my face. “Are you hurt? Is that blood?”
I dabbed at a dot on my cheek. Missed a spot. I pulled a tissue out of my jacket pocket and wiped my cheek.
“Just ketchup,” I said.
“You stopped for food?” she demanded, eyes wide.
“It was on the house. I was hungry. No biggie.”
She stared at me and then looked at the club across the street. The snow was getting heavier, the ground was white and it was starting to coat the street.
“What happened in there?”
I put the key into the ignition.
“I had a long talk with your ex. I told him that you were feeling threatened and uncomfortable with his actions, and I asked him to back off.”
“What did he say?”
“He won’t be bothering you anymore.”
“Just like that? He agreed to leave me alone just like that?” She snapped her fingers.
“More or less. I told him that I had some friends on the force and in L & I. Guess I made it clear that I could make his life more uncomfortable than he was making yours. He didn’t like it, but ...” I let the rest hang.
“And he agreed?”
“Take my word for it. He’s out of your life.”
She continued to study me for several long seconds. I waited her out and I saw the moment when she shifted from doubt and fear to belief and acceptance. She closed her eyes, sagged back against the seat, put her face in her hands and began to cry.
I gripped the wheel and looked out at the falling snow, hiding the smile that kept trying to creep onto my mouth. I was digging the P.I. business. Fewer rules than when I was a cop. It allowed me to be closer to the street, to go hunting deeper into the forest.
Even so—and despite what I’d said to Skye—I was pretty rattled that he’d been a vampire. I mean, being who and what I am I always suspected other things were out there in the dark, but until now I’d never met them. Now I knew. How many vampires were there? Where were they? Would they be coming for me?
I didn’t have any of those answers. Not yet.
I also wondered what else was out there. I could feel the excitement racing through me. I wanted to find out. Good or bad.
I reached out a hand and patted Mrs. Skye’s trembling shoulder. It felt good to know that one of the pack was safe now. It felt right. It made me feel powerful and satisfied on a lot of different levels. I knew that I was going to want to feel this way again. And again.
The snow swirled inside the thickening shadows.
Inside my head the wolf howled.
* * *
Alexandra Sokoloff
The B Building was burning.
Anna could barely catch a breath through the smoke stinging her eyes and lungs. The wide dark halls were thick with it, curling, wafting.
A chemical fire? Those morons from Litwack’s 3rd period lab, trying to shut down the building? There had been a dozen fire drills since the beginning of school ...
But why were the lights out? The only illumination was from the red EXIT signs above the side stairwell doors. The whole building was dark ... just the drifting smoke, tinged red from the neon.
Alarm bells were ringing, but far, far away.
And why was she alone?
Anna looked around her for what oddly felt like the first time, blinking through the smoky gloom. The cavernous halls were empty, no one in the open classrooms either.
There was the sound of sobbing, though, from somewhere, resonating faintly in the tomblike dark.
And softly, softly, screams. Screams.
She glanced down the center aisle of the classroom to the left of her, down the collapsing fiberglass curtain that served as a wall between classrooms—and froze.
Male legs in khaki pants and reindeer socks stuck out from under sweet Mr. Brooke’s desk. The legs were stiff and still. Anna thought absurdly of the Wicked Witch of the East, how she’d run screaming from the living room when she was five and had first seen The Wizard of Oz on TV and those black-and-white-striped witch legs had curled up and rolled under the house ...
In her peripheral vision, a dark shadow ran suddenly past.
It was fast, so fast. Sinuous, snakelike.
Anna whipped around, staring down the corridor. Silence, stillness—but a heavy stillness, live. She held her breath, watching ... and the shadow fell again across the wall. A chill ran through Anna’s entire body.
It had two heads.
Anna unfroze and ran for the main staircase. It felt unbearably slow, like running through sand. Like running—
In a dream.
The alarms started to shrill, piercing, pulsing beats.
Her breath was coming faster, her legs moving even more maddeningly slowly. Her pulse was pounding in her head, the sound distorted and visceral. She knew the shadow was behind her—she could hear a double breath ...
Madness ...
She reached the edge of the main staircase, grabbed the rail to pull herself forward onto the stairs -
At the foot of the staircase, on the landing, Tyler Marsh stood looking up at her, as real as she was, perfect profile and long dark silky hair falling into his eyes. The alarms pulsed around them, vibrating through her body.
“Run”, he said, without opening his mouth.
And she woke up.
#
The clock alarm was bleating in shrill pulses, five a.m blinking redly from the digital screen. The morning was pitch black. Anna’s heart was still pounding crazily in her chest, shaking the mattress. She reached clumsily for the clock to silence it, then lay back, dazed and groggy. The dream was gone.
The stench of smoke was in her nose.
Shower to wash away the lingering smell of smoke, then way too long with the hair dryer—reluctant to shut off the warmth. She mostly avoided her own eyes in the mirror, but sometimes, with her thick dark hair blowing around her, she was almost pretty.
She negotiated the tiny but labyrinthinely cluttered living room by the light of the TV screen. Her father was passed out and snoring in the huge vile LaZBoy, empty beer bottles scattered at his feet.
Anna grabbed a Diet Coke from the kitchen fridge, grabbed her backpack from the hall, and plunged out the front door into the chilly dark.
She made it to the corner just in time to catch her bus, and rode in pre-dawn, alone with the bus driver and two Latina housekeepers, over potholed streets, under the towering silhouettes of palms and old-growth trees, through sleeping San Gorgonio.
San G was a base town, or had been until the base was shut down in the closures of the nineties, plunging the city into economic depression. The war in Iraq had not revived the base. The dying town sprawled in a semi-desert ringed by mountains, pocketed in a valley which trapped heat and smog for the entirety of the summer, only somewhat relieved in fall by the winds Raymond Chandler famously described as “those hot dry Santa Anas that come through the mountain passes and curl your hair and make your nerves jump and your skin itch.” And brought asthma and arson and wildfires, Anna knew all that. But the winds also signaled change and excitement, and sometimes, even, magic—like that fall in first grade when she for some reason had brought an umbrella to school on a cloudless Santa Ana day and discovered, walking home through the gusts, that she could fly, actually fly off the ground like Mary Poppins, with the umbrella open against the winds ... flying. And for one day, she was magical—
She sat up on the cracked bus seat with a gasp.
She’d dreamed about Tyler Marsh last night. Definitely. Definitely something about Tyler. Something she couldn’t quite remember, but so intimate it made her stomach flutter.
But the dream hadn’t been good. That much she remembered. Not good at all.
Her chest tightened with anticipation and unease as the bus shuddered to a stop in front of the high school.
#
SGHS was the town’s original school, boasting several vintage buildings and a decrepitly grand auditorium surrounding a faded brick plaza, a core around which more modern buildings, if you could by any stretch of the imagination call the 1970s modern, had sprouted. There was the open-classroomed, two-story windowless monolith of the B Building, along with rows of “temporary” trailers that had constituted a significant portion of the school since the late sixties.
Anna made her way through the empty quad in the pre-dawn dark. The buildings were looming shadows around her, no lights on yet. Zero period, 6 a.m., existed so that seniors could get in their class hours for graduation while still being able to leave school early enough to work. Anna was cramming in all the credits she could in the desperate hope of graduating early. After fourth period she left the school to get downtown to her job at the Inland Center Gap—anything to avoid going home.
The long shining corridor of the A Building was dim and deserted, only one lit classroom at the far end of the hall. Anna’s zero period, Problems of Democracy, was a graduation requirement, and unlike most other classes in the school, which were tracked according to student test scores, POD was taught on only one level, which meant classes were mixed in a way they simply were not for any other class. POD was technically a senior course, and Anna was a junior, but the class was easily the least challenging she’d ever taken, possibly in her life. The scattered students in the large, militantly undecorated room were the absolute dregs of the school: the dumbest of the football team, linebacks or whatever the biggest ones were called; a few slutty girls who seemed physically incapable of picking up their feet and consequently shuffled noisily when they walked; some sweet-faced Latino boys who no one seemed to have noticed didn’t speak more than ten words of English. A good three-quarters of the class was sleeping, heads down on their crossed arms on their desks—including the teacher: pale, doughy Mr. Doyle. It all looked like the courtyard scene from Sleeping Beauty after the fairies had put the whole castle in suspended animation while Beauty awaited the awakening kiss of the Prince.
Despite herself, Anna stole a glance around the room for Tyler, the closest thing SGHS had to a prince—the only thing that kept Anna coming to POD at this ungodly hour. No sign of him.
The only other moving thing in the room was Carrie Thorne, the school’s most unfortunate dwarf. “Little person” was the PC phrase, but Carrie was undeniably a dwarf: three foot ten, a hundred and fifty pounds, with a froglike face, lashless eyes. She wasn’t retarded, exactly, but there was something not right about her mind, either. The jocks were merciless, pretending to be her friend and then mimicking her duck walk and turtle blink behind her back—barely behind her back. Carrie surely knew she was being mocked, but waddled after them anyway, trying to keep up with the young gods on her stumpy legs.
It was the height of teenage cruelty: Darren Elwes, captain of the football team, school sociopath, the ringleader, ostentatiously flirting with her, going on and on and on obscenely about taking her out to the drive-in, about what base they’d gotten to the night before, about jerking off to the memory afterward. Disgusting ... and unbearably, it seemed to excite Carrie. She’d stagger away in a flushed stupor as Darren mugged behind her in panting imitation of her froggy face ... the lettermen and any stray cheerleaders laughing uproariously.
Except for Tyler, who never laughed, but sat beside them, a million miles away, as if on another planet. Never entirely present, always at the edge of the group, dreamily aloof or (Anna wasn’t stupid) drugged.
So different. So different—from Them. But he never left them, and at the lunch bell or the last bell he would get into Darren’s car or Darren into his, and they drove off together to their childhood homes, three houses apart from each other.
Anna quickly took a seat between two sleeping students to avoid engaging in conversation with Carrie, whom she pitied, but not enough to endure her desperate, disjointed chatter.
The bell rang (such an assault at this hour) and Mr. Doyle blinked awake at his desk. The class slept on. Doyle licked his lips, growled, “Get out pencils for a quiz. No books.”
Anna fumbled in her backpack—and then felt someone looking at her; the back of her neck was hot.
What an odd thing to think—that you could feel someone looking at you.
But the back of her neck was hot.
She turned to the row of tables behind her.
Tyler Marsh sat behind her, alone at one of the two-person desks as if he’d materialized from—
A dream ... the dream ...
He was looking straight at her, his long dark hair falling around his face. Their eyes locked in an electric moment.
It all came flooding back to her, the smoke-filled halls, the ominous dark shape darting in the classroom behind her, too quick to be human—two heads.
And Tyler, at the foot of the stairs, looking up.
She was there, then here—then both at once, realities layered on top of each other.
Tyler locked in to Anna’s gaze from across the room. Chills ran up her back as he slowly nodded.
What? What?
“I was there,” he said without speaking.
She caught her breath, looking into those eyes.
And then Doyle stepped in front of her, and slapped a paper down in front of her, beginning the test.
#
At the sound of the bell Anna raced out of class to catch up with Tyler, running into a chair and bruising her shin in her hurry to escape the room. But outside POD the halls stretched out endlessly, filled with nothing but the shuffling corpses of her other classmates. He’d disappeared.
#
Daylight had brought the Santa Anas gale force, gusting and crackling through the palms.
Anna walked through the quad, prime real estate for jocks, cheerleaders and other socies. Wannabees hovered hopefully on the periphery, always looking for an opening or whatever miracle it would take to join the inner circle. She saw Tyler as soon as she hit the bricks of the inner quad. He was in the usual gang seated around the central planter, Darren never far from his side.
It was a childhood connection, that much Anna understood: the two of them growing on the same block of Valencia, the broad main street of town, prime real estate for society parents, facing the golf course, a short drunk walk to or from the Country Club, kids growing up with golf and Junior League and SUVs and iPhones and iPods and an inbred sense of entitlement. Big fish in a small, small pond.
Tyler was in his place on the south side of the planter, as always at the edges of the group, smiling slightly, never quite participating in Darren’s antics. Today, some sort of air guitar recounting of a concert, with lots of tongue involved.
Anna drifted more slowly, willing Tyler to look at her. He had spoken in her head, as clearly as if he had been on the phone. Could she speak in his?
Try it, why not? Nothing to lose, everything, everything to win.
She breathed in, and said it in her head.
Tyler.
She kept her eyes on him, every cell within her concentrating, focused on one thought.
Tyler.
She saw him blink, frown, look up and around him. She was barely moving, barely breathing.
Then Darren cavorted closer, shoved him. Tyler struck out and hit him so quickly even Darren looked surprised. Then Darren burst into manic laughter, echoed by everyone around them.
“You are one crazy motherfucker,” Darren crowed, feinting back at Tyler.
Tyler did not once look at Anna. She dropped her eyes and walked quickly on, her face a mask.
So maybe it hadn’t happened at all. Maybe none of it had.
Maybe she was crazy. As crazy as her father.
#
The morning dragged on: her hated Algebra II class, Mr. Maitland with his too-tight shorts and crawling eyes; then third period Chem: the dark, windowless second-floor lab soporific as always, Litwack spacing out behind his desk, mug of coffee well-laced with Vodka.
As the class practiced titration, Anna could see more than the assignment bubbling at a back table: Darren and a couple other football guys huddling too industriously over a beaker. Darren suddenly looked up, straight across the room at Anna. His lip curled and his eyes went colder than their usual glacial blue. The menace in his face made Anna look quickly down at her own notes and try to disappear into them.
It was not two minutes later that the beaker exploded.Blue smoke spread instantly through the room, noxious, suffocating. Startled back to semi-sobriety, Litwack barked orders at the hapless TAs and ordered the students out of the room “In an orderly fashion.”
In the halls, chaos. Alarms shrieked as students poured from the science and math and computer labs, pushing and shoving. It was instantly clear that the school population far exceeded the evacuation capacity of the building. A wall-to-wall river of bodies undulated in excruciating slow-motion toward the main staircase in the front of the building. Anna turned instinctively toward the side emergency stairs. A clutch of students was squeezed against the doors, voices rising in a spiraling frenzy. From where she was, Anna could see that some idiot had twisted a bike chain around the doors of the back emergency exit.
This was planned. It’s a setup.
The students twisted, fighting to turn where they stood. Teachers shouted over the chaos, adding to the madness.
The river of students surged forward. The sound of crashing glass, blue smoke, shrilling alarms surrounded Anna; she was carried through the corridor on a wave of déjà vu.
In the pushing, shoving horde, someone fell into step with her, and she looked up to see long silky dark hair, deep wary eyes, perfect skin in profile. Tyler. He put a hand to her elbow and held her, keeping her beside him in the jostling crowd. They moved in tandem, saying nothing. She was dizzy with the reality of him.
There was a logjam at the stairs, an ocean of students. Anna and Tyler inched forward.
“Good thing it’s not for real,” Tyler said with casual cynicism.
“It was a fire, last night,” she said. For a moment she thought he would not speak. Then—
“It was something.”
Their voices were soft in the din of wired chattering and occasional shrieks. She could hear him perfectly. She looked up, into his eyes, as if she had every right to do it. They were green, like the sea. “We had the same dream.”
He shook his head slowly. “I don’t dream.”
“Everybody dreams,” she said automatically. “We’d all be completely psychotic if we didn’t.” She’d read it somewhere, or maybe it was one of those classroom movies that have a strange way of sticking, random facts popping up when you least expect it.
“I don’t dream,” he repeated. “You were in my bed last night.”
She was flooded with heat and confusion until she realized he’d said “head” not “bed”. “You were in my head last night.”
The smoke was thicker—people all around them were coughing, crying.
“The smoke was in the beginning,” she said, the dream flashing with crystal clarity in her mind. “There were people dead.”
He looked down at her a long time, then nodded without speaking.
“There was someone. Someone dark and fast in the halls. Someone ... with two heads.” She’d actually said it aloud. He didn’t react. “Did you see?” She asked urgently. She couldn’t believe she was talking to him like this. They had never spoken before.
He frowned slightly, “No.” There was not a trace of skepticism in his voice.
The crowd moved them closer to the stairs. People around them were coughing and crying. If someone tripped, they would be trampled.
Anna glanced toward Mr. Brooke’s classroom to the left of the stairs, remembered the legs sticking out from under the desk, and shivered.
“People are going to die,” she said softly.
#
Algebra II. Maitland, with his bristly red beard and red mouth, tennis shorts with their insinuating bulge, rubbing past her in the aisle as he lectured, standing with his crotch at her eye level as he paused to “check her work”.
They were studying probability, and Anna vaguely realized that there was something potentially magnificent about it, something philosophical and profound. But Maitland’s leering and covert groping made it impossible for her to concentrate; her mind just shut down. She stared down at her textbook, trying to block him out as he cruised the aisles. She copied a definition onto her worksheet, a list of probability terms:
Sample Space: The set of all possible outcomes.
She sat up straighter, with a thrill of significance. Right there, for example. Sample Space. Wasn’t that where she and Tyler were right now, in a set of all possible outcomes? She scooted up farther on her seat and flipped pages to find the definition of the next phrase.
Probability: The likelihood of the occurrence of an event.
Again, she felt a chill. And that’s what they were struggling with, the likelihood of the occurrence of an event. An event ... Her mind skittered away and she hurried on to:
Conditional Probability: A probability that is compiled based on the assumption that some event has already occurred.
Some event that had already occurred. The fire alarm in their dream ... and then in reality ...
The next term on the list made her heart leap.
Impossible Event
That was it. That’s what she needed to know. Her eyes raced over the chapter text looking for the explanation as if—as if—
As if lives depended on it.
She looked down at the page and the line suddenly jumped out at her.
“An impossible event has zero probability of occurring.”
She stared down at the page bleakly. Well, that’s self-evident, isn’t it? But if an impossible event had zero probability of occurring, then probability had nothing to do with what was happening, because it was all impossible—
A shadow fell on the page. Maitland was standing above her, his eyes glittering down. Anna froze as his hand moved down to his crotch and he began to stroke himself.
She stared up, hating him—
And his head exploded. Blood and brain drenched Anna’s dress and Doc Martens. She gasped, recoiled from the coppery stink and slime of blood.
Headless, brains stem exposed, Maitland turned in slow motion as if to confront his killer ...
... then crumpled to the floor.
Anna stood from her desk, awash in red. She was alone in the classroom, Maitland’s body at her feet.
She looked around her. No, not alone. There were others, slumped at desks, holes in their heads and chests.
Smoke and blood were everywhere.
In the hall behind her, the shadow skittered. Fast, so fast ...
Anna ducked down beneath the desk, and crouched there, her ears filled with the thudding of her own heart and the faraway pulse of the alarms. She peered through the smoke toward the hall. Nothing moving. She took a breath and crawled along the edge of the fiberglass dividing curtain to the wall-less back of the Algebra classroom.
More smoke in the corridor and more fallen students. She felt movement, turned her head to see a figure down the hallway, almost obscured by the smoke. She caught a glimpse of legs in jeans and snakeskin boots, a rifle at thigh level and the shadow on the wall, its two heads bobbing.
A dull boom rocked the building, jolting Anna onto her hands and knees.
Around her there was screaming and screaming and screaming, and then the crackle of flames. The smoke surrounded her, hot and intimate and oppressive.
She crawled along the wall, eyes streaming.
There was another body in front of her, crumpled, not moving. Dark silky hair pooled on the carpet around his head. And blood, so much blood.
No, God, oh no, no ...
Her heart was in her mouth as she crawled to Tyler, oblivious of the shadow creature. He was still, so still, and pale. She lifted his head, cradling him in her arms. Blood was sticky on her hands, running through her fingers. The back of his head was soft, like melted Jello. Her pulse spiked sickly, feeling the ooze.
He opened his eyes, found her gaze. She saw recognition ... longing, relief ... He shuddered, and she held him harder.
“Help me,” he whispered.
Her eyes swam with tears. His hand moved beside her leg, touched her fingers and picked up her hand. He raised her hand to his mouth; she felt his lips brush her palm—
Behind them, the two-headed shadow loomed on the wall—
#
“We have to stop it.”
She spoke with utter calm. In her head was her own screaming from the dream.
They were sitting on the stairs at the side of the auditorium, privacy from the traffic of the quad, its cliques and gossip. They sat close, legs touching, as if they had known each other forever. As if, as if ...
“What is ‘It’?” Tyler said. His voice was mocking but his eyes were not.
“You know,” she said, and still hesitated. “Like Columbine.” It felt odd to say it aloud. Had she ever said the word before?
It can’t happen here it can’t happen here it can’t happen here
“What do you suggest we do?” He said reasonably. And there’s the rub, isn’t it?
“Tell someone.” Her voice grated, as if she were irritated. As if irritated could begin to describe her feelings.
“Tell who? Our parents?” There were layers of complexity in the way he said the word.
“No,” Anna said quickly, and he smiled without amusement.
“No,” he agreed. A vision of her father, stumbling drunk and raving, flashed in Anna’s mind. Tyler flinched, as if he saw. Their eyes met and she knew they had much more in common than she had ever guessed.
Then he looked away, and shrugged. “What’s there to tell, anyway? ‘We had a dream ...”
“It was more than a dream. You know it. You know it. People don’t dream the same thing.”
He didn’t answer—he didn’t need to. She looked out at the wind rippling the nets of the tennis courts, and continued, feeling her way. “We’re dreaming something real ... something that could be real.”
After a moment he said, “So how are we supposed to stop the future?”
She shook her head, intent. “We don’t know it’s the future. I think ... it’s one future.” She visualized the probability equations from the dream. She’d looked them up in the morning and they were there in her textbook, exactly the same. “It’s a possible outcome. One of a number of outcomes. It’s Sample Space.” She knew she was babbling, but his eyes flickered with sudden interest.
“Sample Space.”
“A set of all possible outcomes,” she said, though she knew he’d already gotten it. “Maybe ...” she paused to grasp at a thought that was just out of reach ... “Maybe we’re being shown for a reason. So we can make a different outcome.”
His grin twisted. “Maybe you can. I’m dead, remember?”
“No.” She said so fiercely she saw him jump.
“No,” she said more softly.
He leaned forward and put his hand against her cheek, his forehead against hers, his hair falling against her face, and breathed her in.
#
She walked for English in a dreamy daze, the touch of his hands and head running under her skin. She rounded a corner and ran into someone tall and hard.
Darren’s fingers dug into her shoulders, his ice eyes shone down at her. Her first thought was that he had seen her with Tyler.
“Watch it, cunt.” So casually malevolent.
She looked at him steadily and saw the ice turn to rage. “Better watch those eyes, little girl,” he breathed. “Someone might put them out.”
Anna took a sudden step forward, startling herself and him. He didn’t flinch, exactly, but his balance shifted, and he no longer seemed quite so tall. “I’m not afraid of you,” she said softly.
Darren’s face was blank and still. He seemed to have gone someplace else altogether. Then his eyes focused again, and narrowed to slivers. “You should be, little one.”
#
The screaming was louder. And the curling smoke.
She was following feathers on the floor, past little piles of carnage: a head of a bird, twisted from its body. The glowing eyes of a cat, with its organs spilled out all around it. A charred lump of something that was once a dog.
Oh God. Oh God ... it was so much worse than she’d thought. It was years ... years of madness ... hidden from everyone. Who—What—could do that to an animal?
She felt herself becoming hysterical, though she had no real concept of the state, and she forced herself to breathe in, to focus.
Tyler. Must find Tyler.
She started to run past spreading pools of blood on the floor.
A shadow loomed up behind her. The two-headed thing stalked her in the halls. Anna bolted around a corner and drew up short with a gasp.
Carrie stood under a cottonwood tree that had somehow sprung up in the upstairs hall of the B Building. She stared up at Anna, oversized head bobbing on her neck, lashless eyes blinking. She wore black-and-white-striped stockings and black shoes that curled up at the toes.
“You’re playing with fire,” she intoned.
“Where is it?” Anna gasped, only she wasn’t sure if she’s said Where? or Who?
“You know,” said Carrie. Her legs curled, rolling up underneath her, then she disappeared in a puff of smoke.
#
The winds blew trash across the blacktop as Anna ran through the scarred green picnic tables that lined the asphalt passage between the Vocational Arts building and the student parking lot. She’d overslept and missed her bus, subsequently missing POD, but it was not quite first period yet and she still had time to get there and catch Tyler before class let out. She pulled up short when she saw the cottonwood. There were more than one of the scraggly trees struggling defiantly up among the picnic tables, but the sight of this one hit her like lightning cracking through clear sky.
Carrie sat beneath it, at a picnic table. Her stumpy legs stuck out in front of her on the bench, her toes turned up. There was a bilious assortment of junk food spread out in front of her on the table—Cheetos, Snickers bars, Red Vines, Peppermint Patties.
Anna walked slowly to the table and sat down opposite her. Carrie looked across at her, and they were both still, as perfectly alive and awake as in the dream.
“You were there,” Anna said softly.
“There where?” Carrie said. But her smile was knowing.
Anna took a breath. “What did you mean?”
Carrie stared at her without blinking.
“Last night. What did you mean?”
Carrie’s eyes shifted craftily. She licked chocolate off her fingers, leaned across the table toward Anna. “Is it worse to be ugly inside or outside?”
“Inside,” Anna said, and looked away.
Carrie snorted, a phlegmy laugh. “Liar. Everybody lies.” She reached for another candy bar.
Anna leaned forward urgently. “Carrie, where is he?” Only she didn’t know if she’d said “where” or “who”.
“You know,” Carrie said, exactly as in the dream, and bit into the chocolate.
Anna shook her head. “I don’t—”
“Liar,” Carrie said again. “Why does everyone lie?”
Anna swallowed. “Carrie, is it Darren?”
Carrie laughed, and kept laughing, rocking back and forth on the bench. Anna grabbed her backpack from the table and fled.
#
She got to POD just before the bell. Tyler was not in class.
Nor was he on the planter in the quad. Darren watched Anna walk by, like a snake watching a mouse. Her heart was racing, her backpack clutched close to her chest. She held her head high and straight, not looking at him.
#
Mr. Brooke was grading papers in his upstairs history classroom, decorated with maps from World War II battle campaigns, National Geographic history charts. Anna had had his American History last year as a sophomore and secretly adored him. Brooke was close to retirement, just a few wisps of hair left on his shiny head, but still as wiry and enthusiastic as a little boy. That enthusiasm and his off-the-wall humor had kept him a favorite through decades of students. True to form, he lit up when Anna walked in, springing from his chair and spreading his arms wide.
“Sullivan, Sullivan, such a good Russian name. Splendid to see you.” He frowned, taking her in. “But you look disturbed. Nay, perturbed. Yes, a definite aura of perturbation. We can’t have that.” He waved grandly to the rows of empty desks. “Have a seat. Unburden yourself.”
Anna opened her mouth, and to her chagrin felt tears just behind her eyes. Mr. Brooke saw, because his face lost its jolliness and reassembled itself into something so concerned and fatherly she very nearly broke down altogether. She swallowed through the ache in her throat. “I think I know something. That something bad is going to happen.” She knew she had to say more, but nothing would come. The words hung in the silent classroom.
“Something bad?” Brooke said.
She nodded. The silence deepened.
“What is it?”
“I don’t know.” Appallingly, she started to cry, then.
Brooke looked alarmed. “Sullivan, are you in danger? Are you being hurt, or threatened—”
“No. No, no,” she choked out, took a shuddering breath. “It’s not about me—exactly. I don’t know what it is, exactly.”
“To someone else? Is it a police thing? A family thing?”
“No. No.” She tried to get hold of herself. “It’s a probability. Right now we’re in Sample Space, but the outcome-”
Brooke looked confused. “Is that algebra? I never was much good at math.”
“Not math.” She kept shaking her head, sobbing. “I don’t know. I can’t figure it out. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I don’t know. I don’t know.”
Brooke came around to the front edge of his desk, in front of her—not too close, like Maitland, but just the right distance. She could feel his concern, like warmth rolling off him. He was wearing faded but neat khaki pants, and when he sat on the desk, the cuffs hiked up to reveal reindeer socks.
Anna froze, staring at the reindeer. The legs under the desk. The blood ...
There was smoke in her nose, and screaming in her ears.
Brooke was speaking, right into her eyes, and the tone of his voice brought her back.
“Sullivan, you know a whole lot. You are so much stronger than you think you are. There is a world of good inside of you. You can trust yourself to do the right thing. I have no doubt.”
The bell rang. Anna jumped up to leave, blinded by tears. “I have to go,” and he stood with her.
“You come talk to me any time you’re ready. I’ll always be here.”
But you won’t, she cried inside. And for a moment he had an odd look, but then it was gone.
“Trust yourself,” he said.
#
Probability (P) is the likelihood of the occurrence of an event (A). If all outcomes are equally likely, then:
P(A) = Number of outcomes in event A
Number of outcomes in the Sample Space
Blood bloomed over Anna’s algebra paper, drenching it with crimson.
She stood from her desk, awash in red and the cloying stench. She was alone in the Algebra classroom, Maitland’s headless body at her feet.
She looked around her. No, not alone. There were others, slumped at desks, holes in their heads and chests.
Smoke and blood was everywhere.
Behind her, the shadow skittered. Fast, so fast ...
She ducked down beneath the desk, and crouched there, her ears filled with the thudding of her own heart and the faraway pulse of the alarms. She peered through the smoke toward the hall. Nothing moving. She took a breath and crawled along the edge of the fiberglass dividing curtain to the wall-less back of the Algebra classroom.
More smoke in the corridor and more fallen students. She felt movement, turned her head to see a figure almost obscured by the smoke. She caught a glimpse of legs in jeans and snakeskin boots, a rifle at thigh level ... and the shadow on the wall, its two heads bobbing.
A dull boom rocked the building, jolting Anna onto her hands and knees. Around her there was screaming and screaming and screaming, and then the crackle of flames.
The smoke surrounded her, hot and intimate and oppressive.
She crawled along the wall, eyes streaming. The screaming was louder, all around, and the curling smoke. Pools of blood spread on the carpet. She was following a trail of feathers on the floor—past the head of a bird, twisted from its body, the glowing eyes of a cat with its organs spilled out all around it ... a charred lump of something that was once a dog. Small fires were lit everywhere.
She strained to see through the thickening smoke and gasped.
Tyler sat against the wall, slumped and still. He was drenched in blood, head down, long hair falling around his face
No, God, oh no, no ...
Heart in her mouth, she crawled to him, now oblivious of the shadow creature. She reached Tyler, touched him frantically. Blood was everywhere, but she could find no wounds. She looked over his chest, down his legs ...
And froze- seeing his snakeskin boots.
Tyler stirred.
Behind him, the two-headed shadow slithered on the wall. It lifted its two heads as he lifted his.
Tyler opened his eyes and found Anna’s gaze. She saw recognition, longing ... relief. He shuddered, and she held him harder.
“Help me,” he whispered. His two-headed shadow was motionless on the wall.
Anna’s eyes swam with tears. His hand moved beside her leg, touched her fingers. He picked up her hand and clasped his fingers around hers. She felt something cold and heavy and hard in her palm.
“No—” she said.
He looked into her face, his eyes as green as the sea. “Help me,” he whispered. He closed his hand around her fingers and put his mouth around the barrel of the gun.
She closed her eyes, and he squeezed her hand.
#
She woke with her ears still ringing. She did not move for minutes, felt no desire to move ever again. Her chest felt as empty and hollow as a tomb.
After a time her hands moved at her sides and she wiped the blood onto the sheets.
#
The quad was buzzing with rumors like wildfire, like the Santa Anas rippling through the palms around the courtyard. Cheerleaders were sobbing, freshmen looking scared and disoriented.
One of the football guys was speaking with dazed incomprehension. “Marsh shot himself. His old man came into his room in the morning and found his brains all over the wall.”
Anna walked by them without turning her head.
#
She sat in Algebra II with her test paper in front of her and no thoughts in her mind but the numbers in front of her. The numbers were a relief. If only she’d never have to think again.
Probability is the likelihood of the occurrence of an event.
For any event A, O < P(A) < 1
P (impossible event) = 0
Maitland’s hairy legs moved in front of her. Anna looked up from her test paper. His eyes glittered down at her, wet red mouth working.
Anna stared into his face. In her mind she saw his head explode in blood.
Maitland’s eyes widened and he stumbled back in shock. Around them, the class turned to look, curious.
Maitland moved quickly away from her, mumbling, “Good work, looks fine.”
Anna watched him without moving as he fumbled his way back behind his desk and dropped into his chair. He shuffled papers in front of him with shaking hands.
Anna dropped her gaze to her paper. She scratched out the equation she’d written and wrote instead:
Probability does not equal Possibility
She put down her pencil, stood, and walked out of the classroom, out of the building ... into the wind.
* * *
Bev Vincent
The carnies who bark at Cliff as he approaches and recedes from their booths like an uneasy tide want only one thing: the precious roll of tokens in his pocket in exchange for a chance to tempt fate. Ordinarily an easy mark, Cliff is so focused on searching for what he needs that he’s oblivious to their seductive banter. He tears around corners and threads his way through the crowd, flitting from booth to booth like a bumblebee in a field of daisies.
As he races past the ring toss booth, something catches his eye. Dragging his sneakers through the gravel, he skids to a halt. Nestled among stuffed bears and rabbits is a telescope, the type ancient mariners used when searching for land. Fluorescent light reflects from its golden barrel. The other toys piled around it pale by comparison.
It’s exactly what he’s been looking for.
Sprigs of oily hair emerge from beneath the battered derby of the skinny man working the booth. He looks like he hasn’t shaved since Groundhog Day. The vertical yellow stripes on his rumpled brown suit shimmer in the booth’s preternatural light. He turns toward Cliff. “C’mon, kid. Give it a try. This’ll be easy peasy for a strapping young lad like yourself.”
Cliff digs out a token and pushes it across the countertop. His first throw lands amidst the forest of pegs. His second ricochets and rolls to the ground.
“So close,” the barker grunts. “Once more and you’ll have it.” His voice is a deep growl punctuated by phlegmy coughs.
The muscles in Cliff’s stomach tighten. His hand quivers. Sweat drips from his underarms. It takes twelve tosses before he finally loops a ring over a peg near the back. “We have a winner!” the barker announces, using Cliff’s accomplishment to draw in more players, more tokens. He reaches for a stuffed giraffe. “Congrats, kid.”
“No. That.” Cliff stabs his finger at the answer to his prayers.
The man’s hand falters. He spits on the ground and strokes his face before plucking the telescope from its resting place.
As if seeking a blessing, Cliff holds out his hands. The barker slaps the barrel into his palms but maintains his grip on the other end. Cliff is forced to meet the barker’s gaze. One of the man’s eyes wanders, but the other is steely cold. “Use it well, kid,” he says.
Cliff blushes. It’s like the barker knows why he wants it. This time when he tugs, though, the man relinquishes. Without stopping to examine his winnings, Cliff dashes toward the rotating Ferris wheel, which beckons to him like the hand of destiny. On the way, he rips a purple ticket from a folded strip tucked in his front pocket.
He joins the queue and grits his teeth when the cutoff comes not two or three people up, but right in front of him. He rocks from foot to foot while he waits for the wheel to make four ... five ... six ... seven ... eight revolutions. His right knee vibrates like an overwound watch spring. At last the wheel slows and the operator, his barrel chest covered by a filthy white shirt and suspenders, starts to simultaneously unload and load the carriages for the next ride.
The three kids behind Cliff are together, so he gets a carriage to himself. The operator says, “Have a good ride, kiddo. Enjoy the view from the top.” He winks as he double-checks the safety bar and swings the carriage for luck.
Cliff inches upward as the wheel fills with boisterous kids and young couples. He inspects his telescope for the first time. Extended to full length, the tin barrel curves perceptibly in the middle. The plastic lenses are cloudy with age. He peers through the eyepiece, trying to make sense of blurry images. His shoulders sag. What a waste of time—and tokens. He’s tempted to pitch the piece of crap into the bushes, but that will likely get him ejected from the ride, if not from the carnival altogether. He’ll have to make do.
The Ferris wheel stops and starts every few seconds. Throngs of people mill about below, interweaving like gears. Lights flicker and pulse. Hurdy-gurdy music carries waves of shrieking laughter to his ears and beyond. He’s barely aware of any of this, though. He has his telescope. It may be shoddy and cheap, but it’s better than nothing.
When his carriage clears the cluster of trees at the edge of Murchie’s field, Balsam Ridge springs into view. Cars crawl along the residential streets, many heading toward the carnival parking lot.
His best opportunity to use the telescope will be during loading. He puts the viewfinder to his eye and sweeps the barrel back and forth, orienting himself with the flag on his school’s roof. The magnified image is far clearer than he expected. He can almost read street signs. Next, he picks out his home, where a light burns outside the back porch. His parents said they’d catch the fair another night. They seemed anxious for him to go. Mushy stuff, he figures.
Steeling his shoulder muscles to keep his hands steady, he darts from one landmark to another. He has just located Jane’s window when the wheel lurches and starts moving again.
He and Jane aren’t going out, exactly, but three days ago, in social studies class, she patted the chair next to her when he passed. He accepted her shy invitation, pretending not to notice everyone staring at them. Despite Eddie and Greg’s incessant teasing, Cliff sat beside her the next day and every day since.
The timing of the carnival’s arrival was perfect. On Tuesday evening, fliers were stapled to telephone poles and taped up in store windows. Rides and booths sprang up overnight at the edge of town as if someone had planted magic Tilt-a-Whirl and Scrambler seeds and watered them with fairy dust. Now it looks as if the carnival has always been here ... as if the rust at the base of the Free Fall ride is formed out of the very earth on which it sits ... as if the ropes holding up the Bingo tent poles have been attached to the same pegs in this spot since the beginning of time.
The past two evenings, Cliff rehearsed in front of the mirror. “Do you want to go to the carnival with me? Would you like to go to the circus Friday night? Hey, I have an idea. Let’s go explore the Hall of Mirrors tomorrow night.”
When the crucial moment arrived, though, his tongue turned into a lifeless lump of muscle so thick it filled his mouth. His heart pounded, his face grew warm, and the blood rushing through his ears deafened him. Jane’s face, alive with wide-eyed anticipation, collapsed to a puzzled frown. She lingered when the bell rang and the others scattered to class, risking a tardy slip from Mr. Comeau, but after a few moments she, too, had to go and Cliff was left standing alone in the hall. Mr. McPhee didn’t look up from his lecture notes when Cliff snuck into the classroom, took his seat, and buried his head in his hands.
Instead of embarking on the adventure of a lifetime, Cliff settled for tagging along with his goofy friends, determined to have a good time. This was the carnival after all. People shrieked as they subjected themselves to thrilling torture. There was music everywhere. Who knew that cumulus clouds of spun sugar had such an enticingly pink aroma or that popcorn butter actually smelled yellow? He was convinced he could even smell the ice cream. And the lights! Multicolored bulbs flashed and popped, deliriously disorienting. Magic filled the air, dancing like static electricity from the tips of his hair. A shiver ran down his spine as he absorbed the overwhelming sensations.
Cliff and his friends fired cork guns at metal ducks, smashed into each other in bumper cars, yelled at the tops of their lungs when the swinging pirate ship reached its apex and froze momentarily in space, and screamed as they surrendered to gravity on the Free Fall machine.
Despite the excitement, he couldn’t stop thinking about Jane. When Eddie and Greg dragged Bryan toward the Tilt-a-Whirl, Cliff said he’d catch up with them later. His friends would have said the Ferris wheel was for little kids. Properly equipped, though, Cliff saw it as an opportunity.
Now that he has his telescope, he suffers a momentary pang of conscience, reinforced by the ring toss barker’s leering wink. It’s not like what he’s doing is wrong, exactly. He’s just going to look at Jane’s house. That’s all.
When the wheel stops to admit more passengers, Cliff’s carriage rocks. Is that her upstairs window with the light on? He tries to compensate for the motion as the window swings across his lens like a pendulum. The babble below fades into the background. Time stops when Jane materializes in his eyepiece. Cliff recognizes the clothes she had on at school today—when he’d been unable to get his mouth to work. She’s leaning on her windowsill, staring toward the carnival, or so it seems. She sways back and forth as if she’s listening to music. She looks close enough that he could reach out and touch her. Instead of spying on her, he should be sitting beside her. Her head should be resting on his shoulder. When they reached the top, they might even have kissed. He curses his shyness and wonders if she’ll ever speak to him again.
The Ferris wheel starts moving, carrying him haltingly back down to ground level. Soon Jane is gone, stolen away by gravity. He clutches the telescope as he begins to rise again, smoothly and without interruption this time. The higher he rises, the more his heart pounds.
Once he’s clear of the trees, his telescope finds Jane’s window almost immediately, but she’s no longer there. All the air empties from his lungs and his shoulders slump.
An unexpected jolt deflects his aim so that he’s looking through the window of a neighboring house. He recognizes Mr. Goldman, the soft-spoken school librarian. Mr. Goldman doesn’t have any clothes on and the woman he’s with doesn’t look anything like Mrs. Goldman, unless she’s lost a lot of weight and gotten a boob job since the last time Cliff saw her. He blinks and wipes his eye to make sure he’s not imagining what he’s seeing.
Another jolt, another deflection. Mr. Comeau, the English teacher, is pounding on the back door of Mr. McPhee’s house. Mr. McPhee appears a moment later and the two men engage in an animated discussion. Cliff’s carriage drops behind the trees just as Mr. Comeau punches Mr. McPhee in the face.
Cliff’s mind races. What should he do? Mr. McPhee might be hurt. The Ferris wheel seems to be crawling along. He wills it to return him to the top so he can find out what’s happening. He hears his name and looks over to see Greg and Eddie laughing and pointing. Bryan is lying on a bench near the Bingo tent, vomit puddled on the ground beside him. Cliff ignores them as he braces for the next pass across the top.
Pull it out one more notch.
Startled, Cliff twists his head to locate the source of the voice, which seems to come from someone sitting behind him. But that’s impossible—there’s nothing behind him but a spider web of metal. He would have sworn he felt hot breath accompanying the words into his ear.
Cliff looks down at the flimsy telescope in his lap. It appears to be fully extended but he grasps it in both hands and tugs.
Pop!
The telescope elongates to reveal a previously undetected segment. The extra length provides much greater magnification. Nearing the top, he scrambles to find his target. Through the lens he sees the two teachers wrestling on the ground outside Mr. McPhee’s back door. He can even make out the gashes on their faces and spittle flying from their mouths.
The carriage lurches, bumping Cliff’s view to a different house. Though the living room curtains are pulled, Cliff can see through a gap. He recognizes Eddie and Greg’s fathers, but he doesn’t know the third man, the one tying a rubber hose around Eddie’s father’s bicep. When a needle plunges into Mr. Duffy’s forearm, Cliff looks away.
As he approaches nadir, he rises from his seat and yells at his friends, wondering if he can climb down without getting tangled and crushed by the wheel’s lumbering, relentless force. The operator shouts at him to sit.
A familiar figure is standing next to the barrel-chested man: the skinny carnie in the derby and the striped suit who runs the ring toss game. The man stares at him with dark intensity. His lips move, but the carnival’s cacophony drowns him out. Turn it around, a voice whispers in his left ear. Cliff finds the barker’s eyes. The man nods, as if to confirm the instructions.
Cliff sits, clutching the aluminum telescope hard enough to dent its flimsy body. He doesn’t want to see more. He wants off. Still, when he approaches the peak, he reverses the tube and stares through the wide end.
Time screeches to a halt. The hurdy-gurdy music recedes, as if playing underwater. The flashing carnival lights all come on at once and stay on. Somewhere far, far away, water drips from a tap into an empty bucket, the only sound Cliff hears.
Through the reversed telescope, he can peer into just about every window in town. He spies Mr. Jamieson, the town banker, hiding a set of accounting books beneath the floorboards in his home office. Peter Fearon is beating up his girlfriend. Donny Moore is sitting cross-legged on his bedroom floor, dumping the contents from wallets and purses piled around him. Miss Hamilton, the single mother who lives up the street, is shaking her screaming baby so hard that its head whips back and forth. Terry Cook is watching a snuff film and taking notes. Mrs. Hickey is adding something from a small, brown bottle to her husband’s coffee cup. Everywhere he looks, people he thought he knew are doing terrible things.
At last, he returns to Jane’s window, now seemingly a thousand miles away. Even so, her tiny bedroom—decorated with pink lace and movie posters—fills the viewfinder. She’s lying in bed, her long hair splayed across her pillow. A man is sitting beside her, stroking her cheek. If she wasn’t naked, it might seem a tender scene. Tears stream down her face as she pleads with the man and tries to push him away.
Cliff’s jaw clenches so hard his face aches. An artery on his forehead pulses. Blind hatred seethes through his body, filling his veins with lava and vitriol.
The man collapses on top of Jane, burying his face in her hair. She turns away and stares out the window. She seems to be looking straight into Cliff’s eyes. If only you had asked me out, she appears to be thinking. Trapped atop the cursed Ferris wheel, Cliff’s heart tears. His hands tremble as the trees once again interrupt his view. The telescope tumbles to the floor of the carriage.
Murmuring voices fill his head, screaming at him to do something. Get them all, one says clearly in his ear. Make them all pay.
The Ferris wheel slows down, too soon for many, but not fast enough for Cliff. He leaps out before it stops, his feet in motion before they touch the ground. This time, he’s on a different kind of quest. He knows exactly where to find what he needs—his father’s gun case.
He rushes past his friends without a word. The last of his tokens and a long strip of purple tickets stream from his pockets as he runs as fast as winged Mercury. Burning embers of hatred displace his thoughts.
At first it sounds like firecrackers going off in the distance. Soon, though, sirens pierce the night, overwhelming the calliope and the other carnival sounds. People fall silent as wail after wail join together in a single, discordant aria.
The ring toss barker slaps the Ferris wheel operator on the back, spits on the ground and returns to his booth, the telescope clutched in his left hand.
#
Steve stands fuming in front of the carnival game booths. Carla, his bitch girlfriend, canceled their date at the last minute. Something came up, she told him.
“I’ll bet,” he mutters. “And I’ll bet that something’s name is Phil.” He’s long suspected Carla of cheating on him. If he ever catches them together, he’ll make them pay.
His gaze falls on the prizes at the ring toss booth. A telescope is nestled between a pair of stuffed animals. He tilts his head to one side and regards the Ferris wheel towering over the fairground. An idea begins to gel in his beer-addled brain.
He reaches into his pocket for a handful of tokens and slams them down on the counter. “Set me up,” he tells the geek in the stupid-looking hat and striped suit who runs the booth. “I’m gonna win me a prize.”
* * *
AFTERWARD, THERE WILL BE A HALLWAY
Gary A. Braunbeck
“About suffering they were never wrong,
The Old Masters: how well they understood
Its human position; how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or
just walking dully along.”
—W.H. Auden
“Musée des Beaux Arts”
(... fingers barely brushing the surface of her skin but still her eyes fall through their sockets and into the back of her skull with soft, dry sounds ... touching her cheeks, wanting to hold her face as a lover should, whispering that everything will be all right, it will, you’ll see, she only has to come back, please, please come back, don’t leave again, dearGodplease, but her head collapses inward, flesh crumbling apart, flaking away, fragmenting, becoming slivers, becoming specks, becoming dust, her face sinking, splitting in half, disintegrating ... staring helpless as the rest of her crumples and decays, revealing nothing within, the parched shards of what were once her lips holding their form only one more second, long enough to say that it’s time ...)
“... to get up, sleepy-head! C’mon—it’s Wednesday and it’s gonna start in a couple hours.”
“You’ve only reminded me ten times since last night,” I mumbled, head still buried underneath the sheet, a preview of that day when the sheet would not be pulled back and I’d be lying in a cold drawer in a cold room in the cold basement of some hospital like the rest of them. Someday. Just not today. As with most mornings, I was ambivalent about how I felt on the subject of that particular eventuality.
I had not been dreaming—I rarely dream these days; no, I’d been lying there envisioning what might happen if I were to chance touching—
—don’t. Just ... don’t. You know better than to do this to yourself, Neal, my man.
I sat up, rubbed my eyes, and focused on the little girl standing in the doorway to my bedroom. Seven—no, wait, just turned eight years old. She still wore the Scooby-Doo pajamas underneath the white hospital robe, and those SpongeBob SquarePants slippers that looked cute from a distance but were in fact unbelievably creepy when you saw them up close. Her complexion was a sickly shade of yellow-white, with dark brownish-purple arcs under her eyes. Her left hand rose up to scratch at the padded, custom-made bandanna covering her bald head. The chemotherapy must have been hellish. Every time I looked at her, I wondered if I could have held on as long as she did.
She stared at me for a moment, then asked: “Can we open it now?”
“You’ve only been here two days, you know my rule.”
Hands on hips, one foot impatiently tapping, lower lip sticking out in defiance. “But it’s a dumb rule! A whole week? How come I gotta wait a whole week?”
“Because I ...” I rubbed my face, feeling the first twinges of pain behind my left eye; a sure sign that a migraine was going to visit me today if I wasn’t careful. “Would you please come over here, Melissa?”
“Not until you start calling me ‘Missy’. I asked you, like, what? A hundred times.”
“Oh, don’t be so dramatic—this is only the second or third time and you know it.”
“Still ... you better not think it’s dumb. Mom called me Missy because it sounded like ‘messy’ and she was always saying how my room was such a disaster area. ‘Messy Missy.’ I liked it. So you call me that, okay?
I actually managed a small grin. “Your wish is my command, oh Messy Missy.” I pointed to the foot of the bed. “Now, would you come over here and sit down, please?”
She hesitated for only a moment before doing as I’d asked. I imagine her mother had warned her about strangers, about never, ever talking to them, let alone sitting on their beds.
I turned on the nightstand light, blinking against the sudden bright burst. “Missy, have you ever gotten mad at one of your friends and said something that you felt bad about later?”
“Well, duh. Who hasn’t?”
“My one-week rule is sort of my way of ... of making sure something like that doesn’t happen with you and your stuff, duh.”
She cocked her head to the side and squinted at me. “You know that doesn’t make any sense, right? God, you’re weird.”
I sighed. “Okay, look at it this way. It’s like—and I am not weird.”
“Yes, you are.”
“Am not.”
“Are too.”
“I am not.”
“Shut! Up! You are too! I’ve seen weird people before, and you’re a freakazoid, mister. You don’t have any friends except for that lady who’s asleep in the other room and she’s never awake so for all I know, she hates your guts, nobody ever calls, you don’t go anywhere except to drive around all day stealing boxes, you almost never smile and when you do, you look like you’re trying to poop but can’t—you’re weird.”
Yep. Lost that one.
Something in my face must have alarmed her, because after a few moments she leaned forward and said, “I’m sorry. Really. I didn’t mean it in a bad way, y’know? You’re weird, but it’s a good weird, I think.”
“You don’t have to apologize, Missy. You’re right, I am weird and I don’t have any friends.”
“Not even that sleeping lady?”
I knew she’d get around to exploring the guest room sooner or later; I‘d been hoping for later. “I don’t know. I don’t know how she feels about me.”
“Who is she, anyway?”
“Her name’s Rebecca. She was my wife.”
“How long’s she been dead?”
“Three years this Friday.”
“She doesn’t look very good. Her breathing’s all wheezy and her skin—”
“—could we get back to the subject, please?” I was more than aware of how Rebecca looked and sounded, unless things had worsened since I’d checked on her last night. Though I knew I should (and maybe even a part of me wanted to), I couldn’t go back in there, not this morning. Seeing her last night—her hair still falling out in clumps, cheeks more hollow than the day before, lips cracked and parched, the black blotches on her skin that seemed to expand as I stood there watching—was bad enough. A second visit this soon was more than I could take.
Missy looked out toward the hallway, deep in an eight-year-old’s thoughts, and then turned back to me and said, “I could be your friend.”
“That’s sweet, but you’re not going to be around that long.”
“Because of the one-week rule thing?”
“Yes. I know this seems unfair, but I’m only doing it for your own good.” Dear God, did I actually just say that? “It’s like when you do something or say something that seems like what you want to do or say right then, at that second, understand? So you say or do it, and then later on wish you hadn’t because it was mean or inconsiderate or just plain dumb. You wish you could take it back, but you can’t. Does that make sense?”
A shrug. “I guess.”
“Well it’s the same thing with your stuff, only it’s a lot more important. Once we open that box, you have to choose something, and it’s got to be the right something. If you pick the wrong thing, you’ll be ...” I let fly with a soft groan of frustration; this was more difficult than I’d thought it would be. Throwing off the covers (I’d slept in my shirt and pants), I stumbled to my feet and crossed to the other side of the bedroom, pulling back the curtain covering the window there. “Come here. I want you to see something.”
Her eyes narrowed. “It isn’t something gross, is it? One time, this boy in my class, Eric, he said he had something real cool to show me, and it turned out he had this fat old slimy nasty water-bug that he’d squished open with his fingers. It looked like a big glob of snot with legs and pincers. I couldn’t eat my pudding at lunch that day, and I like pudding. A lot.”
“No squished bugs or anything like that, I promise.”
She came over to the window and looked down at the street. I live on the twelfth floor of one of Cedar Hill’s nicer apartment buildings, and the windows in my bedroom and living room all offer a good view of the downtown area.
I pointed. “See that old brick building down the street? With those stone steps?”
“Gargoyle Castle!” she shouted, giggling.
“Wha-huh?”
“Gargoyle Castle, you freakazoid. It’s got those stone gargoyles up near the top, see? So I always called it Gargoyle—”
“—I follow the line of reasoning, thanks so much—and stop calling me ‘freakazoid,’ it’s rude and gets old in a hurry.”
She smiled. “Says you.”
The truth was, I’d forgotten about the gargoyles that squat over the stone archway of what used to be the Building and Loan, so for a moment, I was seeing it through her eyes, and it was, as she might put it, way cool. But the feeling passed. It always did.
“Okay,” I said. “Look down at the steps of Gargoyle Castle and tell me what you see.”
She leaned closer to the window, concentrating for all she was worth, and then said: “That guy sitting there with that tin cup? Is he what you wanted me to see?”
“Yes. His name was Leonard but he liked being called ‘Lenny’. Lenny fought in Vietnam, did two tours of duty. That cup—which is steel, by the way, not tin—belonged to him. It was part of his C-rations kit. You know what C-rations are?”
“Yeah. I saw this movie one time, with my mom, on TV, about these soldiers in World War Two. Lee Marvin was in it—Mom always watched Lee Marvin movies. She thought he was a hottie. I always thought he looked like someone who was mean but wished he wasn’t. Anyway, they had those C-ration kits in the movie that they ate from.” She seemed so very proud that she was able to answer my question, so I made sure to look suitably impressed.
I nodded toward Lenny. “He carried that cup inside a pocket of his vest. You can’t see it from here, but there’s a pretty big dent in the side. That’s because it deflected a bullet that would have blown his hip to pieces and probably crippled him. He never went anywhere without that cup afterward. He called it his bad luck shield.”
“His what?”
“His good luck charm.”
“Ahhhh ...” She looked down at Lenny once again. “So when you guys opened Lenny’s box, he chose his cup, his good luck charm, right?”
“Not exactly. The cup was the first thing Lenny saw, and he was ... he was really happy to see it again, so he just grabbed it without thinking.”
She gave a soft but genuine gasp. “It wasn’t the thing he was supposed to pick?”
“No, and because he grabbed the wrong thing without thinking, he’s stuck here. He hangs out on those steps ... always. And he always will. Maybe not those same steps, but he’ll always be waiting around ... somewhere.”
“Because he can’t take it back?”
I nodded. “Because he can’t take it back.”
“That’s so sad. Does he have anyone to talk to?”
“I talk to him almost every day. Sometimes other people like him come by.”
“Really?”
“You’d be surprised how many people like you and Lenny wander the streets around here, Missy.”
“And you see all of them?”
“Oh, no, not even close. When Lenny’s got a visitor whose ... I mean, I can only see and talk with those whose belongings ... wait a second—look.” Sure enough, Lenny, ever the social butterfly, was chatting away.
“Hey,” said Missy. “Who’s that pretty lady he’s talking to? Oh, wow ... isn’t her hair beautiful? She looks like she’s going to the Oscars or something fancy like that.” She looked at me. “Don’t you think she’s pretty?”
“I have no idea. I can’t see her.”
“But she’s right there!”
“I don’t doubt it, Missy, honestly, I don’t. But the thing is, whoever she is, I wasn’t the one who took care of her personal effects.”
“Her what?”
“Her things. I wasn’t the one who picked up the box of her stuff.”
“`Kay ... so how come I can see her?”
“Because the dead can all see each other.”
“Huh.” She stared for a moment longer, and then her face brightened. “So it’s kinda like a secret club? That’s so cool. Hey, can we go around today and see how many I can spot but you can’t? It’ll be like a game you play in a long car trip, ‘Bury the Cow’ or ‘I Spy.’”
“We can do whatever you want, Missy. Speaking of—” I dropped the curtains back into place. “—are you sure you want to go to your own funeral?”
“Yep. I wanna see Mom again ... and I wanna see if mean old Eric feels bad now about what he did to me with the water bug. That was so disgusting.” She gave an overly-theatrical shudder. When that got no reaction from me, she repeated it, only this time throwing one arm up, the back of her hand pressed against her forehead. “Oh, suh,” she said in a not-bad imitation of a Southern Belle, “I do believe I ham about to fa-haint.”
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