by Lorna D. Keach
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2012 Lorna D. Keach
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
Thank you for downloading this free ebook. Although this is a free book, it remains the
copyrighted property of the author, and may not be reproduced, copied and distributed for
commercial or non-commercial purposes. If you enjoyed this book, please encourage
your friends to download their own copy at Smashwords.com, where they can also
discover other works by this author. Thank you for your support.
“The Bowels of the Couch” appeared in Theatre of Decay, Oct 2006 and in 69 Flavors of Paranoia, 2009; “A Most Dangerous Gun” first appeared in The Willows, Fall 2008; “Zominique” first appeared in Dog Oil Press, #34 October 2009; “Slut Dracula” first appeared in 69 Flavors of Paranoia, July 2010; “Frankenrocket” first appeared under the title “Three Skinheads” in Sex and Murder, July 2010; “Lobsters of the Damned” first appeared in Blood Bound Books Seasons of the Abyss anthology, January 2011; “Night of the Garter” first appeared in Jersey Devil Press, March 2011, “Data De Morte” first appeared in 10Flash magazine, April 2011; “Famous Romance Scenes Interrupted by Monsters” and “The Number of the Yeast” first appeared on the author’s blog. “A Modern Family’s Guide to Vamping” is unique to this volume.
Cover by Lorna D. Keach, digital collage, 2011
Table of Contents
A Famous Romance Scene Interrupted by Monsters
A Modern Family’s Guide to Vamping
Jerry knew Barbara wanted to kill him, but he thought she’d try poison or an ice pick first. He underestimated her creativity.
Barbara was a knitter. She often whined that people underestimated the creativity of knitters. She ran a yarn shop on the corner of 3rd and Poyntz, something she’d gotten into recently so Jerry didn’t even know what it was called. They spoke very little since he lost his job at SisTerm Networking Solutions—but at least they didn’t argue about the mini fridge in the garage anymore.
Jerry sat at home all day looking at porn, under the guise of working as a freelance web consultant. Their house had four spare rooms, but Barbara had manufactured it so Jerry only got one of them—his “den,” she called it, but it wasn’t his den at all. Barbara used his den to store the leftover projects and surplus inventory from her store. Her yarn lurked in the corner behind his computer desk, spilling out of plastic tubs in reds, blues, goldenrods and periwinkles. It was multi-toned, hand-dyed, felted, woven, sparkling silver and soft plushy green.
After denying his request for a mini fridge in the garage, she now claimed the only room he had to himself for her spare yarn, so Jerry was confident she was trying to kill him slowly through torture.
Most of the yarn was from Peru.
Barbara wasn’t exactly sure when she began to loathe her husband, but it seemed to coincide with his request for a small refrigerator in the garage.
The ladies gathered. Barbara knew Jerry never bothered to learn the name of her yarn store. It was called Pachamama’s Wool Specialties, open from 10 am to three, with knitting classes all the way up until midnight. After midnight, Barbara and her knitting circle took off all their clothes and draped the quipu over their pre-menopausal bodies.
The quipu: a set of bundled knotted strings used for ritual sacrifice. And accounting, but mostly sacrifice.
Jerry sat at his computer, watching porn until well after midnight.
The yarn twitched at 1:17 am.
First, a wad of baby-blue wool jerked like a limp tentacle. It started to crawl—slowly, laboriously—over the edge of its plastic tub, dragging along with it a tangle of bright red strings. The goldenrod yarn trailed after it, and then the sea green, until a swell of knotted colors came creeping towards Jerry’s computer chair.
Jerry sat at the computer with his pants around his ankles, so he didn’t notice. He barely noticed when the first string wrapped around his left leg and burrowed into his kneecap. It didn’t hurt, it just felt strangely warm and itchy. When he finally glanced down, he saw the yarn wrapped around him, infusing him, tunneling under his skin like worms.
He didn’t scream. There was very little blood. He just stared down at it, blinking. Stunned.
But when the yarn coiled up around his legs, squeezing and stretching him, Jerry tried to shake it off. He batted at it with a panicked hand but already the yarn was too deep. He jumped up and immediately fell flat on his face thanks to the tangle imbedded in his feet. Baby-blue, red, gold, green, all of it wove up around him, swallowing his hips. He laid there and gasped, sucking air in shock, as the woolen entity crushed him in a python-strong grip.
Cardigan, Jerry thought. She’s going to kill me by cardigan.
When Barbara finally got home, she found Jerry completely unraveled.
A tangle of him lay on the floor of the den, seeping dribbles of blood. His skin had been spun into his bones, his organs stretched into throbbing purple strings—all of him melded with the Peruvian wool granted sinister life by ancient Incan gods.
As Barbara walked in, the yarn was knotting him up in a simple garter stitch.
“Look, honey.” Barbara smiled. “I made you a sweater.”
Jerry groaned, “It’s…itchy.” And then he was gone.
Juliet: What man art thou that, thus bescreen’d in night
So shamblest on my counsel?
Romeo: Braaaaaaains.
Juliet: My ears have yet not drunk a hundred words
Of that tongue’s foul utterance
Yet I know the sound.
Art thou not Romeo, and a zombie?
Romeo: Neither, fair maid, if either thee—braaaaaaains.
Juliet: How cam’st thou hither, tell me, and wherefore?
The orchard walls are high and hard to climb,
And the place spells death by shotgun shell,
considering who thou art,
If any of my kinsmen find thee here.
Romeo: With hunger’s light wings did I o’erperch these walls;
For stony limits cannot hold hunger out,
Er, I mean love. Love, not hunger.
And what love can do, that dares love attempt.
Therefore thy kinsmen are no stop to my undying gore.
Juliet: If they do see thee, they will murder thee.
Romeo: Alack, there lies more peril in thine brains,
Than twenty of their shotgun shells! Look thou but sweet,
And I am proof against their enmity.
I have night’s cloak to hide me from their eyes;
And but thou love me, let them find me here
My unlife were better ended by their hate
Than death prorogued, wanting of thy brains.
O, wilt thou leave me so unsatisfied?
Juliet: What satisfaction canst thou have to-night?
Romeo: Th’ exchange of thy brains?
Juliet: Uh…I hear some noise within.
Romeo: Would’st thou withdraw?
Juliet: Anon, good nurse! Sweet zombie, be true.
Stay but a little, I will come again. With my shotgun.
Jay’s granpa used to joke; You know the four seasons in Kansas? Too hot, too cold, too windy, and too much Road Construction—and that was the joke that went through his head as Jay flew face-first through his windshield.
A road lobster got him. His granpa also used to say invisible road lobsters hunkered down on the hot road tar in work zones, waiting to hitch a ride. They’d clamp down on an oncoming car’s tires with their claws. Sometimes they did just fine, rode with their host to wherever they needed to go, flinging around and completely imperceptible. But, sometimes, they clamped too hard. The bits of rubber from blown-out tires strewn about the shoulder, baking in the sun—that was a road lobster at work.
And Jay thought about road lobsters as his windshield shattered, slicing up his forehead and snapping the vertebrae in his neck. As jagged glass lodged in his teeth and throat, he wondered just what he’d done to piss them off. The road lobsters were a neutral force, his granpa would’ve said. They just wanted to go somewhere, and their little legs kept getting trapped in the tar. So they preyed on the innocent and hoped for the best.
Jay’s pulverized skull hit the wet concrete and rebar in the right lane, the lane they’d blocked off to finish this summer. The lane that had been blocked off all summer, every summer, because the Season of Road Construction was eternal in this state. Jay drove through the interstate work zones every weekend to pick up kids, but this weekend they’d miss him. His blood splattered out into the gray muck, as thick as the tar that seeped into his wounds. Screaming metal and singing tires screeched somewhere in the distance, but Jay didn’t notice—too much glass in his ears. A cement truck barreled towards him.
He couldn’t move. But he could see. He blinked, too far gone to feel pain, and he saw them.
Cluttered around the orange cones, they sat, clicking their claws and staring at Jay. Hundreds of them, their eyeball stalks twitching, their carapaces blackened and warped and spiny, like nothing Jay had ever seen in a tank. Their claws were deadly sharp. Their eye stalks looked on with cold, alien intelligence.
But Jay knew them. As the cement and the hot road tar seeped into his soul, blackening him, trapping him, one of the lobsters of the damned scuttled up to the edge of the concrete. It clicked. For a second, something flashed in that one’s eyestalks, something old and familiar that liked to tell bad jokes about the weather, and Jay thought about his granpa who’d died in a wreck on the interstate in 1992. He thought about his granpa as the black tar wrapped around his mind like carapace.
I’m on my way, Jay clicked at his lobster granpa. Of course, as the cement truck rumbled over and pulverized what was left of his corpse, Jay knew he’d never really get anywhere ever again.
Ichabod didn’t like Miss Eldridge’s smile. It seemed sharp, somehow, as sharp as the golden knife with which she carved her dinner. While others may have called her ‘fair,’ Ichabod found her to be pallid, almost bloodless. Her eyes were too severe, her neck was too long and tucked into a buttoned collar, and her fingertips were smudged with black. A permanent stain, Ichabod guessed. The smears of discharged gunpowder left on her skin.
“We are the same, you and I,” Miss Eldridge said. “We are both connoisseurs of curiosity.”
Ichabod nodded, although in truth he couldn’t agree less. Miss Eldridge’s curiosities were phenomenally different than those in his dusty shop of books and trinkets. She decorated the walls with hers, transforming her den into a grotesque hall of horrors. Nothing she owned was for sale.
Surrounding Ichabod were the mounted heads of beasts the likes of which he had never seen before—dire wolves and lions coated in black pelts, reptiles the size of small bull-terriers and raptors with razor-beaks. A bear snarled above the fire, stuffed so that its desiccated hide remained, chewed at by maggots, its eyes milk-blind but staring at Ichabod with a strange intelligence. Near the entryway, a panther growled, its fur the color of flame at its hottest with teeth extended far below its jaw like a saber-toothed monster.
But the stag was by far the worst. As Ichabod picked at his meal (beef brains and cabbage, smothered in a red sauce) his gaze wandered to that beast in particular. His stomach turned. Under the massive tangle of green antlers, two eyes peered back at him—eyes of the purest blue, the color of tears, set in the front of the beast’s face like a man’s. It was not a creature meant to walk the earth, Ichabod was sure of it.
“Forgive me, do you not care for cabbage?”
He twitched at the sound of the woman’s voice. “Oh, my…no. The fare is delightful. I…” He downed the last of his merlot and coughed. “I was simply admiring your collection.”
She grinned. “Stunning, isn’t it? For ten years, I’ve scoured every corner of the earth to find such magnificent kills, and I am far from finished. It is a lifetime’s work.”
“One can only imagine.”
“Yes.” She dabbed her mouth with a corner of her silk napkin. “Speaking of my collection, you have brought the relic this evening, Mr. Tumbold?”
Slowly, Ichabod set down his napkin and nodded.
“Excellent. May I see it?”
His hands quivered. He wrung them together, under the table.
“Come now,” Miss Eldridge sighed. “If its recompense you’re concerned about, you needn’t be. You will be greatly rewarded for discovering such a rare artifact.”
“I am not particularly concerned with reward.”
“Ah yes. I’d forgotten your recent tragedy.”
Ichabod’s eyes narrowed.
The woman’s grin brightened. “Well, this is hardly the time for grief to replace your interest in the material world, Mr. Tumbold. I’m prepared to offer you more money than you could possibly dream of in that squalid little corner of a shop you manage. Think of all the limitless possibilities before you—the new life ahead.”
Miss Eldridge’s grin incensed him, but his fury couldn’t last. It easily gave way to the emptiness that had haunted him this last year, the year spent without Lilly. Every mention or thought of Lilly drove him back down into a despair that could only be soothed with liquor. Ichabod drained the last of his cup, his shoulders slumped.
He did not pick up the case at his feet. He had known from the moment he first saw the thing that it was diabolical. A remnant of a bestial soul having found its way between the shelves of his little shop.
“What concerns me,” Ichabod said finally, “is history, madam.”
“Ah, I see. You would like to know what it does, then?”
Ichabod gave her a miniscule nod.
At that point, the butler appeared. He was a lanky and dour man to whom Miss Eldridge nodded when he began to clear the dishes.
“Thank you, Daniel,” she said, settling back into her chair. When dinner had been removed, she cleared her throat and began.
“It was forged several years ago by a madman who had equal interest in conjuring and engineering. His name was Sir Avery Underdown, a man of means and friend of my father’s.
“It is said that the night he summoned the spirit that resides within the artifact there was a great storm. A tempest rife with squealing wind, biting rain and the occasional red seams of lightning. He was found the next morning, his innards spilled over the parquet, the pools of blood around him supposedly lapped up by whatever foul creature he coaxed from the depths of hell. It was commonly agreed that the ritual was a failure, hence the artifact was distributed with the remains of his estate.”
As the woman spoke, Ichabod realized that his fingers had wandered down to the handle of the case, idly picking at the latch that held it shut. He jerked his hand away.
The gesture did not go unnoticed by Miss Eldridge. “You’ve seen it, of course. I can imagine you’ve examined it at length, for all its curiosity.”
He had. When he’d stumbled across it in a packing crate behind the shop, he’d supposed it to be a product of one of Lilly’s countryside holidays. Beyond the boundaries of the city lay the most interesting trinkets, she’d said, the most profitable oddities. It was a passion of hers, more the hunt than the discovery, and oftentimes Ichabod would wake to find boxes upon boxes piled into the alley behind his shop. After Lilly had lost the ability to walk, Ichabod had rifled through them in hopes of finding something that would lighten her spirits. But he’d only found the unwanted things, those that Lilly had deemed not worthy to be in her sight.
“The markings must seem so alien to you,” Miss Eldridge whispered. “To me, they are as familiar as nursery rhymes.”
Trembling, Ichabod finally pulled the case up onto the table.
“What does this mean, then?” he said as the case creaked open on old brass hinges, “This symbol engraved into the stock?”
Miss Eldridge peered down the table, her eyes low-lidded and amused.
“That is the face of the spirit,” she said. “And its name, emblazoned in holy numbers and arcane characters. I dare not speak it aloud but, as you can see, it is a Cerberus, of sort. A guardian of black gates.” Ichabod did not care for the tone of reverence in the woman’s voice.
The engraving stared back at him as he examined it. The image had wide eyes sharply turned up at the corners, a muzzle of grinning teeth, and digits arranged in geometric patterns around its swirling mane of hair. Or was it meant to be tendrils around the thing’s head? Tentacles, rather than pelt? Ichabod couldn’t begin to guess. He couldn’t see anything about the spirit. Nothing about it was even vaguely canine, save for the teeth.
And the engraving was elaborate. How many hours had Sir Avery spent, chiseling the fine lines and delicate filigree into the wood of the stock? How long had it taken him to carve the arcane lettering into the iron barrel? The inscriptions were so fine, so detailed, that Ichabod could barely make out the words winding up past the trigger, let alone read them. It was strange language. And the shapes that took form across the pistol were even stranger still…
“The spirit, it is said, takes the agony of death and transmutes it into pleasure,” whispered Miss Eldridge. “When a soul finds itself on the journey to the underworld, it changes that soul so it may enter into dark realms. Whatever pain life dealt it is transformed instantly to bliss. In summoning this spirit, Sir Avery strove to bestow such qualities on the pistol—for what uses, one can only guess.”
Ichabod huffed. He could easily guess at what uses—the man was mad, most likely interested in making his homicidal hobbies more interesting. Thankfully, Sir Avery had been sent to the underworld himself before more of his horrors could be unleashed on the world.
Suddenly, Ichabod glanced up. “You believe he succeeded?”
Miss Eldridge’s eyes were very still and calm. “Yes,” she breathed.
“But what of Sir Avery’s evisceration? How could the spirit possibly be trapped inside the artifact if it was free to devour him?”
Miss Eldridge shrugged. “The nuances of such conjuring are subtle and strange. Perhaps there was a tithe to be paid that Sir Avery hadn’t anticipated. Perhaps he managed to summon some other demon as well. There are circumstances, I’m sure, for releasing the thing from its iron prison but, unfortunately, they are beyond my knowing. Sorcery is such a volatile art.”
Unsatisfied by her explanation, Ichabod retuned his gaze to the pistol.
It could be considered beautiful. The engravings glimmered silver in black iron, intricate and pretty in a certain light, if one did not know of its sinister nature. It had perplexed him as to why Lilly had acquired it, but perhaps she’d thought it only to be an oddity, an ugly thing made beautiful by the inscriptions. Ichabod couldn’t think she knew of its history, or rumored capabilities…but what if she had? What purpose could she have thought it useful for?
She knew pain, his dear Lilly. She knew it so well that, near to the end, she’d gone weeks without speaking, without any noise whatsoever—save for the quiet sounds of her weeping in the middle of the night. He’d done all he could to comfort her, but it was so little. She’d never accepted his comfort, not in all the years she’d rented his spare room, and even after the pain began to drive her mad she would not stand to be touched. No, thank you, Mr. Tumbold, I can fix my buttons myself. No, thank you, Mr. Tumbold, my brow is dry, you may take the cloth away. Long after her alabaster skin had turned grey, Ichabod had watched her in longing. When she could not stand to comb her fair hair any longer, it went unkempt. When she could not grip the covers to pull them up to her chin, she slept in the cold.
And she had insisted that Ichabod not put the pistol on display.
“Are you satisfied, Mr. Tumbold?” Miss Eldridge interrupted his thoughts.
He glanced up. There was a strange humming at the tips of his fingers, where he gripped the case.
The woman still smiled at him, but now it was a careful smile. “Would you care to discuss the terms of the sale?” On that cue, the butler glided back into the room, carrying a silver tray lined with a contract and pen.
Ichabod trembled fiercely, now. “There will be no sale,” he whispered, and his hand started to move, seemingly of its own will, towards the pistol.
Miss Eldridge’s eyes narrowed. “Mr. Tumbold, I’ve been very accommodating.”
“Yes. My apologies.” He grasped the stock, touched the trigger.
Miss Eldridge rose out of her seat. “What is this? You mean to murder me in my own home?” She held her carving knife in her fist, on the ready.
But Ichabod only smiled. “Thank you for a lovely dinner.”
Then, he put the barrel to his head and fired.
Thunder exploded from the relic. He smelled gunpowder and released bowels. His glass toppled over and splattered red across the tablecloth. There was no pain at all. He felt nothing, even as the pistol fell from his hand and he crumpled over the arm of his chair. Miss Eldridge’s mouth moved soundlessly, as if bellowing something he could not hear. Perhaps he had missed, and managed only to destroy his ears. Perhaps it was the encroaching bliss that knocked away all the sounds of the world…
Ichabod fell to the floor.
Miss Eldridge stood, still clutching her carving knife. Her den was soiled now, a great spray of red and brain matter covered the floor and the wall. The man was most certainly dead; she’d experienced the smell of murder enough times that it was unmistakable to her. She stayed perfectly still, watchful, her breathing very calm. The silence was all-encompassing for a long moment.
“Madam…”
“Be still,” she hissed at her butler.
Then, from the silence at the other end of the table, a soft bubbling rose up—a slurping, like broken, blood-filled lungs sucking in a terrible breath. Miss Eldridge stiffened. There was a thump and a light rasping of something moving against the rug. Her butler took a few wary steps back. Slowly, a smile began to form on Miss Eldridge’s face.
“Excellent,” she whispered.
The dead face of Ichabod Tumbold peeked over the edge of the table. Dead, but not lifeless—where there had been a simpering, down-turned mouth, there was now a wicked grin full of teeth. His beady eyes had stretched open in wide black craters and his nostrils flared. Talons broke through his fingertips, clinking against the dinnerware. The flesh on the sides of his face had split, frayed, so that the tentacles behind it were free to squirm around his scalp like a nest of snakes.
In truth, he didn’t seem much like a Cerberus at all. Perhaps it had been her own imagining that had shaped the spirit into a canine form—who could really tell what monsters guarded the gates of the underworld?
As the possessed Ichabod Tumbold stalked around the table towards her, Miss Eldridge’s smile brightened.
“Daniel,” she said, “fetch my rifle.”
Dracula put it off for a long time but, finally, he decided he'd actually show up to one of those Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings. He hadn't expected to see the Creature from the Black Lagoon there, too.
“You don't even have a dick,” Dracula said.
The Creature shrugged. “It's not as important as you might think.”
Sitting behind him were three hobos, a Hentai tentacle rape beast, and an IT manager.
Thankfully, it wasn't in the basement of a church like the usual Anonymous-something meetings. They held it in an old community center that hosted a shriveling chapter of Big Brothers/Big Sisters. It occurred to Dracula that might not have been the best idea—many of the little brothers and sisters were engaged in a late-night basketball game upstairs. He could hear the squeaking of their sneakers against the floor above. The rape beast twitched every time it heard a young voice giggle.
Apart from that, the meeting sported the same horrible coffee and stale donuts—as if those were the only foods the anonymous could bear to digest. Dracula didn't worry about staying anonymous. He was too famous already, so even if he left his pointy-collar cloak at home, he still got people rushing up to him on the street, asking for autographs.
He sighed. He hated to be without his pointy-collar cloak.
One of the hobos shuffled up to the podium to speak, spurred on by the cherub-cheeked meeting organizer: a youth minister named Sal. The hobo and his buddies had just come for the coffee, but, by God, Sal was going to make them confess whatever sins they could think of.
“My name's…cough…Barry,” The hobo wheezed, “and I am a sex addict.”
“Hi, Barry,” the crowd said.
After Barry couldn't think of anything else, the Creature got up and rambled on for a bit about bikinis, fucking bikinis, and the rape beast sputtered off ten minutes of unintelligible Japanese. The IT manager, with his flash drive lanyard still around his neck, started to talk about how his addiction to pornography had ruined his marriage, but Sal interrupted and told him the Porn Addicts Anonymous met on Tuesday across the street. The manager shuffled off and next up was either Dracula or one of the remaining hobos. And Sal, apparently, was tired of listening to the hobos.
“Mr. Dracula, sir.”
Dracula did as he was told and walked up to the podium. He didn't bother to announce himself or admit his sex addictedness—it just seemed redundant now.
So, Dracula said, “Sex and death just go so well together. I mean, it was amazing in the Victorian era, just a glimpse of ankle was enough to get the blood going, but…” He looked down at his pallid hands. “Something went wrong, somewhere. It all went wrong.”
“Good, that's good,” Sal said. “Tell us how it went wrong for you, when the addiction began to devour you from the inside. Release your guilt.”
Dracula gave Sal a look—and contemplated ripping his throat out after the meeting—but the man had a point. He couldn't bear it any longer.
He sighed. “She was…young. Very young. A junior, I think—high school, not college.” His voice started to shake slightly. “At one point, my lowest point, I held her in my grasp, sucking down the sweet, crimson elixir of her veins, and I…I…” He squeezed his eyes shut.
“I sparkled,” Dracula said.
The room went silent. Sneakers squeaked upstairs.
When Dracula opened his eyes, he saw rape beast giving him a disgusted look, and the Creature from the Black Lagoon standing up. Sal shifted uncomfortably in his seat and the hobos had redirected their attention to the donuts. Slowly, the Creature walked up to the podium, scowling—and when he got there, he slapped Dracula across the face.
“How dare you call yourself a monster?” Then the Creature turned around and stomped out.
Then I stood on the sand of the sea. And I saw a pastry rising up out of the sea, having seven loaves and ten fritters, and on its fritters ten sprinkles, and on its loaves a sacchariferous name.
Now the pastry which I saw was like a croissant, its feet were like the feet of a croissant, and its mouth like the mouth of a chocolate Éclair. The dragon gave him it power, his throne, and great authority. And I saw one of its loaves as if it had been mortally wounded, and its deadly wound seeped raspberry jam.
And all the world marveled and followed the pastry. So they worshiped the dragon who gave authority to the pastry; and they worshiped the pastry, saying, “Who is like the pastry? Who is able to make war it?”
Then I saw another pastry coming up out of the earth, and it had two layers like a strudel and spoke like a cupcake. And it exercises all the authority of the first pastry in its presence, and causes the earth and those who dwell in it to worship the first pastry, whose deadly wound seeped raspberry jam. It performs great confectioneries, so that it even makes cream cheese filling come down from heaven on the earth in the sight of men. And it deceives those who dwell on the earth by those confectioneries which it was granted to do in the sight of the pastry, telling those who dwell on the earth to eat an image to the pastry who was wounded by the sword and seeped raspberry jam. It was granted powered sugar to give to the image of the pastry, that the image of the pastry should both speak and cause as many as would not eat the image of the pastry to be eaten.
It causes all, both small and great, svelte and pudgy, limber and rotund, to receive a love handle on their right haunch (or on their foreheads) and that no one may buy or sell except one who has the mark or the name of the pastry, or the number of its name.
Here is wisdom. Let him who has understanding calculate the number of the pastry, for it is the number of a man: His number is 350 degrees for 30 minutes.
Wiz knocked over a fireworks stand in Omaha a week before, so for the last few days, they’d been lighting bottle rockets over the 12th Street bridge.
“It’s never fucked up enough,” Tank sighed.
Jeepers had a good idea how to make things interesting, which pissed Wiz off, because Wiz usually had the good ideas. After a short brawl with Jeepers behind the Hobby Lobby on Cheshire, Wiz agreed that, yeah sure, they could tie a bunch of model rocket engines together with Chinese mortar shells and see what shit got fucked up.
Jeepers’ lip bled. “I’ll steal some fuses from my Dad,” he said.
His Dad had gotten kicked out of MIT some twenty years before for “unethical practices.”
When Jeepers got back, Wiz and Tank couldn’t tell what it was that he dug up from his Dad’s basement; it was all a tangle of silver wires and circuits and metal bits. Fucked up, as Tank said. But Jeepers managed to put together one hell of a bomb with that clumsy tangle, so Wiz wanted to punch him again.
They balanced the Frankenrocket on the cement rail, dragged the fuse to the sidewalk, and waited until the 5-o-clock Monday traffic was at its heaviest. Wiz lit it with his cigarette.
And it went off. The boxy amalgamation of rocket engines, cheap fireworks and indiscernible technology flew up, jerked to the right and the left, swung over the windshields of the oncoming cars and exploded with a force so loud it almost blew out their ears.
When the smoke cleared, they saw a hole in the sky.
A shimmering hole just above the bridge railing, loosely diamond-shaped, floating there like a sideways mouth. Or maybe an ethereal vagina. Behind it, a swirl of colors swished around like oil on the surface of water, but it was a mix of colors Wiz had never seen before—colors that existed only the edge of the cosmos, out past physics and time-space and everything else he knew was real.
Something screeched and crashed on the road under them.
“Well, lookit what you fuckin’ did, Jeepers,” Wiz said, “You tore a fuckin’ hole in reality.”
At that, Jeepers and Tank started laughing.
Their laughter got so wild they started rolling on the ground, hardly able to hold themselves up, which pissed Wiz off because Wiz usually did the cool shit that made Jeepers and Tank laugh until their knees gave out. Wiz watched them laugh, his face getting redder by the minute. Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore—he hauled Jeepers up off the ground by the back of his shirt and shoved Jeepers’ face into the hole.
Jeepers’ head disappeared, swallowed up by the colors, and his body jerked. His arms flapped like boneless wings, his legs seized up and locked stiff. Blood sprayed. Jeepers dropped.
Tank stopped laughing.
Wiz and Tank stared at the headless body of Jeepers spurting black blood all over the concrete. Below them, more cars piled up on each other, singing twisted metal.
“Fuck, man,” Tank said, and sirens started to call in the distance.
By the time the cops got there, the hole had shriveled closed, but Wiz knew nobody would believe him anyway.
Shelby put down the gigantic ebony horn long enough to wipe the gore from her glasses. So far, she’d felled the Great Blood Beast of Hanthor, mastered the mysteries of the Foul Scribe of Felchamathea, and polished the floor of Yagfargain the Terrible’s summer cottage, so her long and harrowing journey was finally near its end.
The temple of the Dark Lord de Morte loomed above her, glistening white under the moon. Its walls had been forged with the bones of countless fallen paladins who had attempted to knock the necromancer king from his throne. Breathlessly, Shelby limped up the stone steps that lead into the Dark Lord’s temple. She had to kick away the stray skulls that the ancient desert winds had tossed across the threshold.
A green light beckoned to her from inside. A bonfire of emerald flame burned there, as evil and eternal as the thirteen robed figures who surrounded it.
“Approach, supplicant!” The Dark Lord De Morte’s fiendish voice echoed over the temple ceiling.
Shelby prostrated herself before the cabal, pushing her glasses back up her nose with one bloody finger. “I have completed the task set before me, O Lord of All Things Wretched and Irritating.” She hosted the horn up over her head. “…something about on my knees, forgot the line…” She cleared her throat. “And I deliver unto you, the Horn of the Great Blood Beast of Hanthor, to satiate your hunger for carnage.” She chucked the horn into the bonfire. The flames leapt up, blazing with an unholy light, and the thirteen robed figures applauded politely.
“Very good, supplicant. You have done well.” The Dark Lord’s voice was like an earthquake rumbling up from the bowels of hell; his insidious face was covered by the worm-eaten folds of his hood. “Now, seeing as you have felled the Great Blood Beast of Hanthor, mastered the mysteries of the Foul Scribe of Felchamathea, and polished the marble floor of Yagfargain the Terrible’s summer cottage, there is but one task left for you to conquer before you join our hallowed ranks.”
Shelby coughed, finally catching her breath. “Cool.” She nodded.
“Follow me.”
She managed to get to her feet again and limp over to the Dark Lord de Morte—that stupid Blood Beast had left more than a few horny barbs in her left calf during the battle and they were starting to itch terribly. But thankfully she didn’t have to follow the Dark Lord far. The Dark Lord lead her to the back of the temple where a black door awaited—a black door seemingly carved from the midnight sky itself—and when he raised his desiccated, undead hand, the door parted willingly to allow them both enter.
Inside, was the Dark Lord’s office.
“Data entry!” he bellowed, “This is the final task reserved for you, supplicant.” He walked over to the desk and patted a pile of carbon copy receipts. “Sad to say we’re behind on our soul requisition reporting.”
Shelby shrugged. She’d taken typing classes in the Academy of Tempestuous Sorcery just like everybody else, so it wouldn’t be a problem. So, she said, “Sure, I can take care of that for yo…wait a minute.” Then she squinted at the desk, wiping the remaining Blood Beast gore off her lenses.
“Um…that’s a Mac,” Shelby said.
“So it is.” The Dark Lord nodded gravely.
“Look, I’m sorry but, I’m a PC.”
“What difference does it make?”
“What difference?!” Shelby scoffed, “Ohmigod—seriously, I’m not using one of those things. I’ve got my laptop in the car, I can make you a brand-new spreadsheet, reorganized and everything. It’ll work way better than your current system.”
The Dark Lord de Morte crossed his arms over his corpsey chest, “I’m afraid that’s not possible. We’ve got a lot of sensitive data in these receipts, and to put them on another machine would be a violation of our confidentiality agreement. I’m afraid you’ll just have to grit your teeth and take one for the team.”
Shelby shook her head.
The Dark Lord huffed. “People these days with their technological prejudices. Just use the Mac.”
“No.”
“I insist!” The Dark Lord bellowed, his voice booming.
Shelby crossed her arms, “No.”
Then the Dark Lord sighed, “You’ll enter this data right here, right now, or I’ll rend the very fabric of your soul to shreds and send you screaming into the depths of purgatory itself.”
“Sorry, but it’s still no.” And then, Shelby pulled out a small silver emblem from the folds of her robe, which was only slightly blood-stained from her battle with the Great Blood Beast and only slightly charred after mastering the mysteries of the Foul Scribe. It was a simple charm, awkwardly carved with incantations in a language older than the world itself. She held it up, and it gleamed even in the shadows of the office—the Dark Lord de Morte took one look at it and howled. He howled a scream so tortured that it seemed the very walls of hell shook themselves apart to let that howl loose—and, with a flash of sinister light, the Dark Lord exploded, burst into a cloud of bone dust and grave dirt.
His robes settled softly to the floor, and Shelby put the emblem back into its hidden sheath. She glanced down at the remains of the Dark Lord and sighed, “Apple’s such a cult.”
Then she stepped over the pile and walked out of the temple, hoping that some other necromantic organizations in the area had openings for which she could apply.
Dani stopped feeding it in August.
Now, late October, it was still floating back and forth in the tank, staring at him through the green algae muck caked to the inside of the glass. Its eyes had faded from black to milky blind white. Its scales had sloughed off in patches. Whenever Dani got near, it rammed itself at the glass at full speed.
Something’s gotta be done, Dani thought.
His Mom kept bitching at him to clean the tank, but he didn’t dare put his hand in. She didn’t bother to look for anything past the black soup of nasty water. She came home from school every day too tired to bother, too tired to do anything other than sit in the kitchen with her chicory coffee and her Black ‘n Milds that stank up the whole apartment. Sometimes she did a crossword puzzle out of the Times-Picayune. She wasn’t superstitious. His Mom ignored superstitious things, which was one of the reasons she moved them back home after the storm. Dani didn’t want to leave his cousins in Atlanta but she had moved them back. Said her credits weren’t transferring and no where else had good chicory.
Dani hated the smell of chicory.
As the days got short and chilly, the thing in the tank continued to pace. It seemed to get stronger the longer Dani didn’t feed it—one afternoon, it flung itself at him so hard that it shook the tank, almost knocked it off the table. Black water slopped all over the carpet. He couldn’t call it a goldfish anymore, because it wasn’t. It had eaten the others Mom bought him.
“Something’s gotta be done,” Dani muttered to himself. He said that every night before he went to sleep.
The crazy old white lady who lived in the alley beside his building always asked Dani what cha doin? when he came home from school. The streets had been nearly wiped clean of all the shopping cart people, as Mom called them, but this was one of the undefeatable few. Hadn’t budged an inch against the torrent of wind; Dani suspected she could breathe under flood waters. But, while she put him on edge, she never really bothered anybody. She just asked him what cha doin? and then laughed at whatever he told her, like she knew something he didn’t.
“What cha doin?”
“Goin to the library.”
“Ha!”
That afternoon, which was chilly enough for her to gather another layer of newspaper under her coat, she asked him “What cha doin?” and then saw the crucifix sticking out of his backpack.
“You chasin’ ghosts?”
“What?” Dani stopped dead still. “—No.”
“Ha!”
He’d stopped by the Catholic bookstore down the street before heading home that day; spent $15.58 on a black plastic crucifix that didn’t quite fit in his backpack, a thumbnail-sized vial of blessed water (“Jesus Wept” brand) and a pocket Bible too small to read without a magnifying glass. At the grocery store, he’d picked up a package of oversized wooden skewers and a bulb of garlic. Dani couldn’t think of anything else, and he couldn’t ask anyone’s advice—Mom didn’t let him talk to fortune tellers or mojo men or any other crackpots she said still littered the city. Besides, what to do with an undead goldfish? People had bigger monsters to worry about, like the cops or how to find a house that wasn’t full of holes.
When he unlocked the apartment door and walked in, thing in the tank rammed itself at the glass.
Dani guessed it was hungry.
He set his backpack down by the couch. The thing was getting harder and harder to see. On top of the dirty water, the tank was old and stained, its sides mottled like an antique mirror. The panes of glass were held together with tarnished brass, so the whole thing reeked of that bloody copper smell, that sharp scent of metal. Some awkward filigree was carved into the corners. Aunt Theta had found it for him, wherever it was she found all her cryptic junk, and she said she thought the brass was pretty while he thought it looked more spooky than anything. Sometimes, Dani imagined Aunt Theta rummaging through all the garbage left in the city, through the heaps of superstitious things that the mojo men and fortune tellers left behind when they abandoned their shops. A giant junkyard of arcane trash.
But now, he’d stood there too long. The thing in the tank rammed again, splashing swampy water over the top.
He pulled his holy items out of his backpack, not sure which should go in first. The cross, the water? Maybe he should’ve found a passage to read out of the Bible—wasn’t there a passage, something about the power of Christ? He looked at the Bible and thought it was shaking. No, it was his hand shaking. He felt his heart beating against the inside of his sternum. Thump, slosh went the thing in the tank.
Dani grabbed a pair of rubber gloves from the kitchen. At least he couldn’t see his hands shake inside them.
He decided on the cross first. It was biggest. Maybe he could pin the thing down to the bottom of the tank with it while he decided what to do with the Bible and the “Jesus Wept” brand holy water. As he took a few steps nearer to the tank, he heard himself mutter “The power of…Christ compels you…” although he didn’t believe it would compel anything coming out of his mouth. His voice was small, shivering. The thing in the tank rammed the glass again. He could see sick white scales in the murk. An eye, the swish of a decomposing fin.
“The…power of…shit—”
In a burst of courage, he hopped forward, dropped the crucifix in the tank, hopped back. A dribble of water slopped on the carpet.
Nothing happened.
Then the thing in the tank rammed against the glass, a quiet swish-thump.
Dani whimpered. Maybe it would work better with a rosary. Or some garlic. His heart ramming, Dani watched and waited, trying not to cry. He realized he was holding his breath. He hopped forward again, dropped the holy water in, and then went the Bible.
Thump-slosh.
He could see it again behind the algae-encrusted glass, moving.
Maybe he needed silver.
Swish-thump.
Panicking, he grabbed a skewer. Maybe the cross and the Bible would slow it down—or maybe they would just make it angry. With Mom’s rubber gloves going up past his elbows, surely the thing couldn’t bite him. Could it even bite? Had it grown teeth? He couldn’t even see the thing except in short spurts, moments where the black water parted well enough for him to catch a glimpse. What if it rammed the side of the tank so hard it flew out? What if it knew how close he was standing and leapt out at his throat?
Gritting his teeth, Dani stood over the top of the tank, waiting. He heard it go thump. When he saw a flash of thick white, he stabbed—felt a second of resistance, heard a sudden slurping sound. He thrust down harder as the black water thrashed.
Another flash of white, this time at the other end.
“Dammit!”
He stabbed again and again, sometimes grazing it, sometimes hitting only water—his heart pounded like it wanted to explode and his tears overflowed. He stabbed until he couldn’t even see where he was stabbing, fighting the urge to scream—thump, crack.
Lungs burning, he pulled the stick out and took a step back. The stick was half the length it was before, the broken end of it now frayed with splinters.
The thing in the tank continued to pace.
Exhausted, Dani stumbled back to the couch and plopped down. Suddenly he didn’t feel like crying anymore. He just sat there and stared at the tank until long after Mom had come home from school.
“Jesus, when are you going to clean that tank, Dani?”
He couldn’t tell Mom. She didn’t see the thing, didn’t hear it thumping in the middle of the night. She wasn’t paying attention. If he told her, she’d take him to the doctor and they’d ask him all sorts of stupid questions about imaginary friends and voices in his head and bullshit meant to prove he was crazy. He knew—it happened to that one kid in fourth grade, the one who always talked about how Jesus lived in his lunchbox. They’d taken that kid away to talk to the doctors and the kid had not come back.
So, Dani just said, “I’ll clean it sometime.”
“Well, you better. It’s time you took responsibility for your pets.”
“Okay, Mom.”
“Thank Christ I didn’t get you a gerbil.”
When Dani got home after school that day, the thing still thumped in the tank, and he realized maybe he was over-thinking this whole undead thing. He pulled a jug of bleach out from under the sink. A couple weekends ago, Mom had gone nuts pouring jug after jug of the stuff down the drain to kill silverfish infested in the pipes. The little slivers of bugs had squirmed painfully in the black gook in the drain until they finally lay still. Mom washed them all away. For good measure, Dani grabbed the drain cleaner and the dish soap, too. Dumped it all in the tank until it overfilled. Then he sat on the couch and watched.
Clouds of bleach drifted to the bottom of the tank, swirling with the bubbles from the dish soap, the stink filling the living room. He saw what was left of a fin swish past, a patchy side with the remains of a skewer—and thump, it rammed the tank again. Okay, fine. Frustrated past panic, Dani calmly got up and grabbed the toaster from the kitchen. He plugged it into the wall next to the tank, pressed down the tab and held it upside down. Flakes of old toast drifted to the surface of the water. He waited until the insides of the toaster were burning red. Then he dropped it in.
A sudden flash—he jumped back just before a loud popping noise burst from inside the tank. The water bubbled and jerked. The lights in the kitchen went dead. He could smell charred algae. He held his breath, held it until his lungs ached.
A long five minutes passed.
Then, swish-thump. The thing in the tank rammed itself against the toaster that had settled on the bottom.
Dani slumped down on the carpet and started to cry again.
Eventually, Dani came back to his senses. He knew explaining the toaster and the busted breaker wouldn’t be easy, so he decided not to try. Instead, he waited a few hours before Mom was supposed to be home and he called building maintenance (Mom left the number in big, Sharpie scribbles by the phone) and then he unplugged the toaster, thinking he could just throw it in the trash and tell Mom it broke.
Holding it by the cord, Dani started to drag the toaster out of the tank, standing with his back arched so as to keep most of his body as far away from the top as possible. He stretched his arms up over his head and pulled, holding his breath because the stink was way too much now—foul water, burnt algae, bleach, death, dish soap. He’d sprayed air freshener in hopes his Mom wouldn’t notice, but that just added a touch of lemony citrus on top of the stench. His stomach turned, he wanted to puke. But he couldn’t.
Dani pulled slowly, hand over hand, drawing the toaster up out of the water. He saw the blackened metal corner, the tab used to push the toast down, the slats—and then he yelped.
The head of the thing was attached to the side of the toaster with its sucker mouth.
Dani froze. The thing looked at him. Its bulbous white eyes turned towards him as it started to thrash up out of the water—
Then, it stopped. Its mouth let go, it stilled. It flopped back into the water.
Dani flung the toaster on the floor. Leapt back.
A moment later, he heard thumping.
And it occurred to him; maybe it wasn’t the fish, but the tank. Maybe the Bible and the cross and the toaster hadn’t worked because it was the tank keeping the thing alive after it was dead a hundred times over. That half second it went still after breaching the water—it had risen past the lip of the tank! Suddenly frantic, Dani lunged. He grabbed the tank and turned it over—a tide of black came spilling out, agitating the mold and the algae and stinking like hell. It dumped out all over the living room carpet, flooding past the coffee table and under the couch, soaking everything—on the tide came a small, disintegrated white thing, thrashing violently.
It flopped on the carpet towards him.
He stood back, watching it. He could see it fully, now; parts of it had sloughed off completely, showing tiny white fish bones with little grey organs spilling out, rotten sucker mouth flexing, hunting, what was left of its fins flailing. It reeked of decayed, wet flesh, bloated and trailing dead scales behind it.
It flopped towards Dani…and then stopped.
“Yes!” Dani hollered, jumping up in the air. It worked. It worked! He didn’t care where Aunt Theta had gotten the tank, or how the tank kept dead things moving. Immediately, he grabbed it and hauled it to the back alley window above the trash bins. His muscles burned. The tank was excruciatingly heavy, but his strength was fueled by euphoria. He didn’t want it around for one second longer, not one second, because finally he’d done something that worked, his nightmare was over—!
Grunting under the weight of the evil tank, Dani threw open the window. Without a second’s pause, he chucked the tank out. The tank went sailing. Dani peered over the ledge.
For a half a second, the tank hovered in mid-air—right above the head of the crazy old white lady who lived in the alley.
After another half a second, she looked up, right as the tank slammed into her.
Dani sucked in a choked breath, watched the tank shatter.
The bag lady crumpled.
Dani gawked. He knew he should’ve been darting down there, calling an ambulance, checking to see if she was okay, but he couldn’t move. She wasn’t okay, it was evident even from high up at the window. The tank was heavy enough to kill anyone if it were dropped on them. The concrete was splattered with blood and she’d crumpled in a very final way after the blow. It was Dani’s fault, he hadn’t looked before he…
He was just about to call 911 when he saw something.
A soiled, grey rag under the shattered glass twitched. An arm, a leg, both twitching and moving, shook the glass off.
Dani didn’t move.
The crazy old white lady moved. She twitched and moved, pulling herself up from the concrete, jerking like a puppet with broken strings. Her rags hung in bloody shreds and tank glass jutted out from her arms and torso. She stood up. Then she looked up at the window. Dani saw a huge chunk of tank glass, with a fragment of that odd copper lining, was imbedded in her skull. The piece of the tank stuck out of her head like a lopsided unicorn horn. She looked up at Dani with milky, dead eyes.
“…Whaaat ‘cha…dooooin?” she snarled.
Dani gasped, choking on his own horror, as the crazy old undead white lady shuffled towards the building. She dragged her broken body to the fire escape and started to climb towards his window. But Dani didn’t move. He couldn’t. He just stood there, drowning; his mouth open and sucking like a fish out of water.
Jason fell asleep on it with a skinned elbow and no one ever saw him again.
When Benny moved into Jason’s room, Matt and Tori told him not to bleed on it, which Benny thought was a little weird, but whatever. He got Jason's room fully furnished at just shy of $400 a month, so what did he care? Matt and Tori didn't keep it in the living room anyway. It was stuck back in the garage where Tori smoked, surrounded by her mashed Camel butts and a ring of half empty paint cans. The upholstery stank like sweaty Colt .45 Malt Liquor, which reminded Benny of the old trash couch the hobos used to keep under the 12th Street bridge back home. A ratty Pink Floyd poster and a black light hung right behind it.
Then, after Benny moved in, Tori lost a finger. She wouldn't say how it happened. Matt and Benny just found her in the kitchen, pale and trembling, holding her hand under a stream of tap water. Her index finger and the first two knuckles of her middle were torn off with ragged little ribbons of muscle hanging from the bone. She whimpered something about looking for change.
Matt took Tori to the hospital, so Benny thought he'd take the opportunity to go out to the garage and light one up. He still wasn't sure about Matt and Tori's stance on the kine, but the garage was safe—it stank like a mechanic's used coveralls, so no one would notice the smell of reefer. He didn’t notice the tiny scrape on his knee, the one seeping a single bead of blood. He remembered scraping his leg against the doorframe when he dragged his mattress in, but he didn’t think it broke the skin. So, oblivious, Benny plopped down on the couch and pulled out his pipe. He packed it, lit it, breathed deep and coughed.
Then he reached up to flip on his black light.
The second before he tugged the chain, it occurred to him that maybe he didn’t want to see the couch under black light. It had probably been bled on, puked on, fucked on, and God knew what else. There’d be no way to ignore such filth under the black light, and Benny didn’t want to see those smeared splotches and glowing splatters…
But it was too late. The light clicked, and the couch underneath him was suddenly illuminated in ghostly blue.
When Benny glanced down, his lungs still brimming with smoke, he saw words glowing on the couch. Awful phrases like skull-fuck your mother, I eat the bones of babies, the word KILL repeated over and over again. Benny coughed violently, his pipe clattered to the floor, and he scrambled to get the hell off the thing—
Benny lurched forward and stopped. Something had caught on his shorts. Something cold scraped his lower back, and he looked over his shoulder—a long, grey finger hooked into his belt loop. For a second, he stared at the finger and his mouth open in soundless terror.
Then, the finger yanked him back into crevice between the cushions. Ass first, his arms and legs snapped up into the air, and he squealed. The cushions slurped like foul slips after swallowing his torso, his shoulders, his terrified face. The couch sucked the rest of him in before he could squeal again.
When Benny was gone—with nothing left but a shattered pipe and muted screaming from inside the couch—an arm reached up from the crevice. Its yellow, splintered nails clicked against the wall as it reached up…
And it flipped the black light off.
You’ll see her there with her head in the lap of the Countess de Sardis. Sinister, isn’t she? The way her milky eyes stare out at you from the portrait, the way her flesh peels back from her skull…delightful. Family lore has it that a fragment of that very same skull stained the skirts of the Countess as she sat for this painting but the Countess never burned her soiled skirts. Oh, no. She kept them—treasured them, as much as her mother and her mother before her treasured their poodle returned from the dead.
In life, the creature was a pest. Emilie de Fromage, the Countess’s great-aunt in Paris, gifted her to the family on St. Claude’s Day, 1648. Her bark was a screeching yap and the grounds of the de Sardis estate often rang with the yelps of her discontent. Sleepless nights were had by many. Still, Death was not one to change her disposition, oh no—it was only because of the smell that Henri Puissant realized that the poodle had, in fact, perished. (Henri being the Countess’ great uncle on her father’s side.) It was quite the startling revelation, that her ghost was given up, because only hours before she had bitten off the first knuckle of the Madame’s ring finger.
But after such novelty was discovered, Madame Giselle Fromage de Puissant mourned the loss of her fingernail no more. The creature was a constant companion on the Madame’s outings, always seen in theatres and salons. She perched upon the Madame’s knee, nipping at fingers and dribbling putrid fluids about the place. (The noise was no longer an issue as the creature’s lungs appeared to have deflated. Her yips and yowls became more of a wheeze.) Of course, she was quite the popular conversation piece.
“Why yes,” the Madame would say, “my poodle is, in fact, dead. Do you not see that glassy, soulless stare? The yellowed bone protruding from the tip of her fetid tail?” The conversation most often lead to conjectures about the creature’s origins—how she could be, in fact, departed, and yet remain so lively—but the Madame feigned ignorance on that topic. Perhaps the poodle had been cursed by a necromancer, or had been bitten by Christ. During Lent, many clever puns were made around the poodle, leading to raucous laughter, a display among the women that encroached upon the boundaries of propriety.
(Of course, the actual events of the creature’s re-animation were rarely spoken of, as they pointed to a number of Henri’s financial indiscretions. Henri and his wife had only just returned from a failed tobacco plantation in Floride when he discovered the poodle’s demise. The slaves had burned the property to the ground and it was said that the flames rose so high that night that Henri could see them from the prow of the galleon departing for France. Devastating.)
In any case, throughout the following years, the poodle held up remarkably well, thanks to the services of a taxidermist. Of course, she was certainly never whole and still bore the popular tell-tale markings of the walking dead. She lost an ear while pursuing the Puissant children through the estate grounds one Sunday afternoon. She lost her right hind leg when the Madame’s youngest son beat her with a candelabrum. (She’d woken him from a nap by biting off his ear, after which it was agreed that her teeth should be removed to avoid further disfigurations.) The Madame’s daughter, Henrietta, is seen here, with the famed creature in her lap—you’ll notice the stitches around the poodle’s neck and the wire latching her tail to her patchwork back end.
With every passing year, the poodle grew more grotesque, more iconic. In 1802, she was granted audience with Napoleon’s nephew and regaled the court by biting the heads off of sparrows. The sparrows never did re-animate, strangely. Around that time, the British Museum offered to purchase her for display, as she’d had a short stint in the French/Indian war when she’d stowed away in the luggage of Madame Henrietta’s son. (It was Pierre she chased. She never could rid herself of the taste of him after having stolen two of his toes when he was fourteen.) And in 1860, Charles Darwin himself, in a letter to a scientific journal, proclaimed her to be the single most wretched creature to have ever walked the earth. A copy of the journal is preserved, here, under glass.
But, all of these fames were trifles—the ladies all knew the true value of their treasure was her timelessness. Her universality. Because no one could look at the creature and not feel shock or disgust or awe. With one glimpse of the creature’s rotting shell, the bile that leaked from her toothless jaws, life suddenly seemed so fresh and pretty in contrast. Fresh and pretty! If you’ve lived anything of life, then you’ll understand how novel that is. And the women of the Countess de Sardis’ lineage understood it full well, because what were they without their petty monstrosities, eh?
Indeed, what are we?
I.
Shortly after a mad doctor moved into the neighborhood, Sue’s sewing machine seized up, leaving her with no dress to wear to the Fall Fling Social.
Sue locked herself in her bedroom and wept for hours.
“Well, crying won’t do you any good,” her mother said at the door. “It would be a simple thing to find a replacement.”
Sue sniffled. “W-will you buy me one?”
“Of course not,” her mother huffed. “Your allowance is sufficient to cover all of your teenaged frivolities, including soda pop and ribbons and the like. If you haven’t enough for a dress at Woolworths, perhaps you can try that consignment shop across the railroad tracks.”
Sue wailed.
Eventually, she cried herself out and took up her mother’s advice. She wrapped her blond curls up in a headscarf and hid her face with a pair of white plastic sunglasses. It would do no good to be seen buying her dress second hand. Why, if her beau Hank Howard knew she was about to buy a dress second hand, she thought she would die—just die. So, she left early in the evening, around the time the other upperclassmen girls and boys would still be carousing at the drugstore.
When Sue arrived at Sally’s Dally, the sun bulged red and heavy on the horizon.
“Make it quick,” said the shop attendant. “We’re closing in ten minutes.”
“I’ll only need a little time, thank you.” Sue smiled meekly.
“Hope so.” The attendant crushed her cigarette.
The shop, which was called Sally’s Dally, smelled heavily of the cigarettes smoked by the attendant woman, who didn’t look like a Sally at all. Why, she seemed more like a Ruth or a Matilda. Sue ignored the scowl on Matilda/Ruth’s face, and quickly darted through the racks of threadbare suits, limp blouses and lingerie unraveled inappropriately at the seams. This shouldn’t take very long at all, she thought. The clothes were appalling and, at this rate, she’d be better off wrapped in a burlap sack!
Just as Sue was about to give up, the front door burst open. A woman came tromping in. A swarthy woman, possibly one of those Italians who’d recently moved into the older districts of Cordial Ridge. Sue ducked behind a rack of trousers, unsure what to do in the presence of a brown person.
The woman charged the attendant with a heap of clothes spilling over her arms. “You are open, yes?”
Matilda/Ruth glared. “No. We’re closing in—.”
“Take these. Take these now.” The woman hissed, “You must.”
“Come back tomorrow. I need a little time to figure a price—.”
But the woman dropped the heap onto the counter, flinging the clothes over the attendant’s ashtray. “I need no money. Just take them.”
Then, as if in second thought, she snatched a yellow apron from the top of the heap and stuffed it awkwardly into her purse. Then she rushed out. The shop door slammed shut behind her.
Sue was so startled by the encounter that she might have rushed right out herself—if it weren’t for the glimpse of shimmering red under that heap of clothing. Slowly, Sue peeked out from behind the rack. The attendant grumbled, grabbing each item in the heap and thrusting it onto a hanger. First, a gingham house dress, then a men’s short sleeved shirt. By the time the attendant had got through the other articles of clothing to the glimpse of red, Sue stood by the register, quietly staring.
“How much would you like for that?” Sue asked, her voice nearly a whisper.
Matilda/Ruth glared down at the dress. It was a risqué number in red chiffon that looked to be about her size, off the shoulder, with a flirty little swing to the skirt. Why, it was quite vamp, Sue thought, but a scarf or a bolero jacket would do well to offset its more improper qualities. And the fabric was so lovely—the red waves of chiffon caught the light in such a way that Sue was compelled to reach out and touch the hem. The whole garment seemed to tingle under her fingertips.
But Matilda/Ruth batted her hand away. “Two dollars,” she spat.
Sue gasped. “But, that’s all I have left!” What about ribbons? And soda pop?
“You want it or not?”
Sue bit her lip, watching the light play in the folds of the dress. Her tingling fingertips began to burn slightly.
“May I try it on, first?” Sue asked.
Matilda/Ruth gave her a glare so seething that it could have boiled an egg. “Make it quick.”
Sue snatched up the dress and ran to the dressing closet, already blushing terribly. Outside, the heavy sunset deepened, turning from red to vivid purple, but Sue failed to notice. Sue stripped down to her unmentionables and then slipped the dress over her head, marveling at its silky touch, the way it hugged her bosom so delightfully. It looked marvelous.
Then, it bit her. The dress produced a row of silver barbs along the bustline, no thicker than the claws of a kitten, but the barbs sank in deep. Sue whimpered. Suddenly, she was aware of herself: skin so white and full of pulsating blue veins! Hands so tiny! Lips so pink and tender, never speaking ill to anyone, not even the girls who threw flour in her hair during forth period home economics. Sue felt all her pieces at once, inside and out—and then she was suddenly and violently annoyed.
And slightly hungry.
Sue gathered up her things and left the dressing closet. She walked up to the front counter, placing a one dollar bill between Matilda/Ruth and her ashtray. “I’ll be taking the dress,” Sue said.
Matilda/Ruth glared…and then stopped. She took a step away from the counter. Whatever it was that the woman saw in Sue’s eyes, it was enough to silence any more potential bartering. Matilda/Ruth scribbled a quick receipt for the purchase, thrust it out for Sue to take, and left it at that.
Sue walked through the purple night with her headscarf and sunglasses under her arm. By the time she’d passed the public library, barely two blocks from her house, a Chevy truck rumbled up from behind her and rolled to a stop. Hank Howard leaned out the driver’s side window.
“Hey, Sue! What ‘chu doin out so—holy moly, what a getup!”
His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows and still covered in the black stains he got while working his uncle’s machine shop. Sue stepped off the curb and wandered dreamily up to the truck. The smell of grease and his sweaty skin was oddly compelling.
She leaned her cheek against his forearm and sighed, “Hi, Hank.”
“You, uh…you goin to a party, Sue?” Hank asked. He looked unnerved when she started to rub her cheek against his arm like an affectionate cat, but that didn’t stop his gaze from drifting downward. She wondered if he noticed the little pin-prick wounds dotting her cleavage.
“No party,” she said. “This is just my new dress. I thought I’d wear it out for a bit.”
“It’s wearing me out already.” Hank said. “Why don’t chu hop in and let me take you home?”
She slid into the passenger side seat, marveling at how the chiffon felt when it crept up her thighs. Hank cleared his throat. “You, uh, gonna wear that dress anywhere else, Sue?”
“I thought it would be perfect for the Fall Fling Social.”
Hank ground the clutch; the Chevy’s engine rattled and died.
He took a moment to regain himself, and then he asked, “You sure you want to do that, Sue? I mean, that dress is a little racy, don’t chu think?”
Sue looked down at herself. The chiffon glimmered in the lime dashboard light.
“…I suppose it is,” She whispered.
“I mean, jeez,” Hank laughed uncomfortably, “Dress like that gives a guy ideas, y’know? I wouldn’t want you gettin hurt.”
“A dress can’t hurt me, silly.”
“But a man could, Sue.” Hank nodded grimly. “Lookin’ like that, you’re just inviting trouble. I mean, I can see your knees.”
Sue stared at him. It was awhile before she grasped exactly what he was trying to say. She felt herself ready to tell him that she would take the dress back, but for some reason the thought didn’t fully form in her head. It was what she should say, really; you’re right, Hank. But, for some reason, tonight she wanted to actually think about what he was insinuating. The dress invited trouble. It was racy. It showed her knees, and so a man might…
Suddenly, she gasped. “Ah ha! You’re talking about sexual assault!”
“Well, uh…” Hank coughed and looked away, scratching the back of his neck. “You don’t gotta actually say it.”
“Why not?” Sue began to think about all the other things that were said to her without using direct language.
But Hank just sighed. “You should get rid of that dress, Sue.”
Then he sighed something else, but Sue didn’t hear him. She felt herself growing annoyed again, that same pervasive irritation that swelled over her the first moment she slipped on the dress. It accompanied her awareness. Her skin was so pale, her lips so red; Hank Howard was so dismissive, her teeth were so sharp. Sharp? Startled, Sue pulled down the sun visor and checked her mouth in the mirror. Yes, her awareness hadn’t lied—all of her teeth were now sharp and thin, two pretty white rows like kitten claws or ivory sewing needles. They glimmered in a mouth that was slightly larger than it had been before. Her grin stretched a little farther up her rosy cheeks than it should.
Sue reached up and touched one of her new teeth. A bead of blood appeared on her fingertip. It felt delightful.
And it reminded her how hungry she was.
“…and my cousin Betty can loan you a dress, so everything’s just gonna be fine.” Hank finished.
“Yes,” Sue said, her grin growing ever wider. “I believe it will be.”
II.
Shortly after one of the local seniors, Hank Howard, went missing, Dan Glossman began to worry about his daughter. The girl was strangely chipper, especially in the evenings, and that vibrant pink blush to her cheeks couldn’t be normal. Perhaps she’d just spent too much time in the sun recently. Perhaps it was just a phase. Dan resolved to speak with the girl about this cheerful phase after dinner that night—especially when Sue announced that she would not be attending the Fall Fling Social.
“Is this about that boy Hank?” Carol spat. “Because surely you can find another beau.”
“Oh, it’s not him.” Sue smiled. “I realized that the Fall Fling is a simply a contrived social rite designed to encourage breeding among the moneyed classes while, at the same time, ostracizing those of lower economic standing.”
Carol dropped her fork. Dan choked on a mouthful of Carol’s tuna-and-franks casserole—he had to suck down a gulp of milk to recover, and even then, the flavor remained.
Meanwhile, Carol’s face had gone red. “Sue Ann Glossman, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I’ll not have my daughter using that kind of language at the dinner table. You will go to that dance just like all the other nice boys and girls.”
“I’m sorry, mother, but no.”
“Sue!” Dan gasped. “You can’t speak to your mother like that!”
“I’m sorry, father, but yes.” She grinned. “Yes, I can.”
Her grin seemed slightly wide.
After dinner, Carol pulled Dan aside and demanded that he ground Sue “for as long as it takes to straighten her out.” Of course, Carol was understandably upset—children couldn’t just go around making decisions such as to what social rite to participate in or not, lest civilization begin to crumble—but Dan hated to ground anybody, let alone his sweet only child. Dan said he would speak to Sue immediately. Carol grumbled something about marrying a damned vacuum repairman and stomped off to kitchen to finish cleaning up.
When Dan climbed the stairs towards Sue’s bedroom, he half expected the girl to have locked herself in again, perhaps weeping as she sometimes did when dinner conversations hadn’t gone well. Instead, Sue opened the door for him right away.
She was still grinning.
Dan stood in the hall and fiddled with his tie. “You know you can tell me anything, don’t you, darling?” he said. “If something were troubling you, I should hope you’d speak to me about it.”
“I’m hardly troubled, father.” She laughed. “In fact, I’ve never felt more marvelous!”
“I don’t understand...” What business did a young girl have feeling marvelous in the first place? he thought. It seemed so inconsiderate.
As Dan shook his head, Sue crept over to her closet door. “Would you like to see the dress I purchased?”
“Well, that hardly seems relevant…”
“But it’s a very special dress, father. Very special.”
From out of her closet, Sue produced a red cocktail dress with a bustline too low and a hemline too high. Dan gawked at it. The mere thought that his daughter would wear such a salacious thing made him feel claustrophobic and eager to flee. But then, the light caught the dress’ folds, dancing like golden moonlight on the surface of a bloody lake. Dan realized it looked like something those buxom cigarette girls would wear at the lounge he frequented in his younger days—or, perhaps it was better suited the lounge singer, who crooned many a sultry song about birds and bees.
Staring at that dress, Dan could almost smell that scent of smoke mingled with a woman’s perfume. He could practically taste the club bourbon, that flavor of free-wheeling delight that was far more delicious than the bourbon drunk alone in his den. A strange longing erupted in his genitals.
“You’d like to try it on,” Sue said.
Dan jumped. “Of course not! How can you suggest such a thing?”
“Come, now.” She held the dress out so it was within his arm’s reach. “If you find it so appealing, why should you be denied the kiss of it’s silken folds?”
Suddenly, Dan couldn’t think of anything but silken folds, never mind the catastrophic societal implications of a man tromping around in women’s dress.
Still, he managed to protest, “It might not fit me.”
“Oh, it will,” Sue said. “And it will only take a moment—after which you’ll never ever have to feel obliged to restrictive socio-political definitions of gender.” Then, she paused. “You will have to drink blood, of course, but you’d be surprised how lovely that is.”
Dan wet his lips. He barely heard a word his daughter said. When he reached out to touch the hem, his fingertips tingled.
“…perhaps we should ask your mother to try it on, first.” He suggested.
“Goodness, no. She’ll eat you.”
“What?” His penis twitched slightly.
“Oh, you’ll have to be careful—I hadn’t quite meant to fully devour Hank, but that’s the way it turned out. Ah, the perils of youth.” Sue shrugged. “But, I believe you can manage to simply nibble on mother a bit. You’ve always possessed such a stoic fortitude.”
“What’s this about nibbling? Did you mention blood?”
“My, is that the time?” Sue gasped. “I must be going, father—I have a dessert date with some upperclassmen girls who enjoy throwing flour in my hair when I burn my Bundt cake.” She draped the dress along the seat of her vanity saying, “I’ll just leave this here,” and then she fluttered out.
Suddenly alone, Dan thought about just turning around and shutting the door, but the thought didn’t get very far. The tingling sensation in his fingers spread to his wrist. The twitching sensation in his pants spread down his legs. As he stared down at the glimmering chiffon, Dan felt himself start to loosen his tie. Yes, he said to himself. I imagine blood might be lovely, if I were wearing this dress.
When Dan crept into their room, Carol didn’t turn around. She sat by the bedside table, winding her hair up in curlers so tightly that it seemed she might just rip it all out by the roots.
“Did you see your daughter?!” Carol snapped. “She just walked right out the door, as happy as a lark. I take it your grounding didn’t go as well as planned.” Carol rammed another curler onto her head, failing to notice Dan crawling slowly across the bed towards her. She went on, “And at this hour! No decent girl can be up to anything good outside the house at eight thirty at night, that I can tell you. She must have fallen in with the wrong sort—why, I imagine she might be smoking those maryhuana cigarettes talked about on the radio. Can you believe, our daughter?”
“Yes, dear.” Dan mumbled. He kneeled behind her, trying not to jostle the mattress. The dress gathered up around his thighs, tugged at his leg hair, and the bodice pinched him very nicely across his waist. He caught a glimpse of white, fragile skin just above the collar of Carol’s robe. He also caught a glimpse of his mouth in the closet mirror—his lips were now long, his maw full of barbed teeth. As he watched himself, his jaw slowly unhinged, seemingly moving of it’s own accord in arousal at that patch of flesh on Carol’s neck. Dan had no idea how any mouth could get so big. His erection pressed against the skirt.
Meanwhile, Carol continued to complain. “You’re to blame, I’m sure,” she said. “You are too permissive. A good father is authoritarian, he should enforce rules and limits. Like Ethel Winderberger’s husband—at the last Cribbage Club meeting, Ethel told me that he forbids his daughters to read anything but the Bible and Ladies’ Home Journal, did you know that?”
“Yeh, eah.” Dan said. Enunciation was now difficult considering the length of his monstrous jaw. His tongue flopped around like a distended eel.
Finally, Carol snapped, “Have you heard a single word I’ve said?” She spun around, looking ready to slap him—but her hand hovered in the air.
Her jaw fell open as well, albeit in shock and terror.
Dan nudged her with his tongue. She of tasted thin cotton and cold cream. Carol screamed. She batted at his tongue and thrashed around, trying to escape, but Dan had already wrapped his elongated fingers around her waist. He managed to restrain himself somewhat because, while he had the urge to put the entirety of Carol’s shoulder into his mouth, he always believed in moderation in all things. So, instead, he yanked back her robe and delicately chomped on her deltoid. Blood spurted into his mouth, like he’d bitten an overripe fruit; Carol screamed and fainted. Then, Dan stripped the nightclothes off his wife, nibbling a little here and there. He left the more tantalizing bits of her body, the ones that would look very nice in the red chiffon dress.
III.
Shortly after half the Cordial Ridge Ladies’ Cribbage Club went missing, Dr. Kinsey finally tracked down his wayward gypsy lab assistant. She was holed up at the Tip-Top Travel Inn just off Highway 62.
“Francesca, please,” the doctor said once he’d pushed through the door. “Is the holy water really necessary?”
The woman hid behind an overturned mattress, flinging vials of blessed liquid at him like tiny grenades. Votive candles lay scattered about the floor and garlic lined the windows. When he moved to retrieve Francesca from her fort, she damned him in a rambling string of Portuguese, but otherwise it was easy to snatch her by the arm and guide her gently to the car. Once there, she sniffled and dabbed at her running eyeliner with a handkerchief.
“Are we ready to go home, now, hmmm?” Kinsey asked.
“…yes, doctor,” she whimpered.
It was as he expected. The benefits package he offered was simply too appealing for her to resist. Not to mention, Kinsey paid her very well. True, Francesca had her little fits of superstition, but she was the best subatomic biologist this side of the Carpathian mountains—as well as an excellent seamstress—so Dr. Kinsey would be hard pressed to lose her.
Of course, he’d begun to suspect after her last bout of pious hysteria that she might be slightly schizophrenic because, on the days that she didn’t adore him, she whined about how he was a demon from hell, a plague on the face of humanity, etcetera etcetera, and how horrible it was he was attempting to rule the world.
“Not rule the world, my dear,” Kinsey reminded her, “Just destroy it.” (Rather, not the world itself, but human civilization, which Kinsey thought had simply gotten out of hand.) “Now, let us talk about certain articles that are missing from the laboratory, hmmm?”
Francesca directed him to Sally’s Dally, where a chubby female sat smoking by the register. The woman grumbled something about closing soon but Kinsey ignored her. He walked right up to the counter, straightened up the front of his lab coat and smoothed back his hair. His hair refused to stay smoothed, and instead sprang right back up. Francesca followed close behind him, sulking.
“I believe you have some things of mine,” Kinsey said to the attendant.
“I got a lotta things.” The woman smoked. “They’re yours if you pay for them.”
“I’m sorry, I’m not making myself clear. These things were originally belonged to me and I had not sanctioned them for sale. Too dangerous for public consumption, you see.”
“What? Dangerous clothes?” She squinted. “Are you a loony?”
“I can assure you, madam, I am not. Trust me when I say those articles have the power to erode the moral foundation of our society and bring about an anarchy of unfathomably horrific proportions.”
He gestured to a nearby rack, upon which a familiar gingham housedress and short sleeved men’s shirt hung—along with other articles of subatomically-engineered clothing. Kinsey asked Francesca to gather them all up, and she did.
“We take these now,” she told the attendant.
At that, the attendant called them both loonies and thieves. As Francesca heaped the clothes up into her arms, Kinsey noticed a few items were missing; the red chiffon dress and the yellow apron were nowhere to be seen. Kinsey stroked his chin, trying to remember for what purpose they’d been designed. Mind control, weather domination, the loosening of societal restraint? The last sounded familiar, although Kinsey did recall that Francesca had taken all the articles from the storage closet where he discarded his failed experiments—too much enlightenment or liberation had gone into these articles, so they simply wouldn’t do for his purpose.
Except for the yellow apron, which still held the potential to at least accrue a modicum of property damage. Perhaps he would just let that one go.
Still, Kinsey ignored the now-shouting attendant and thought that he should retrieve the missing dress somehow. While it did have the potential to bring about unfathomable anarchy, Kinsey generally didn’t approve of eroding moral foundations, because moral foundations worked better for him than against.
With Francesca back in the car with all his present articles, the shop attendant began to beat him across the shoulders with a stray shoe horn. Kinsey stopped rubbing his chin contemplatively. He pushed the attendant out of the way and she crashed through the wicker doors of the dressing room. Kinsey checked the counter and found, next to an ashtray, one book of receipts. As he flipped through the book, the attendant slowly picked herself up off the floor. A broken wicker rod quivered in her hand.
“Excellent.” Kinsey said. He saw that, hardly a week ago, the cocktail dress had been purchased by a one Sue Ann Glossman for a single dollar.
He tore the receipt copy from the book. There was a phone booth on the corner just outside; he could discover Ms Glossman’s address with ease. The attendant leapt up behind him, her wicker spear raised high—
“O Diabo não o terá!” Francesca burst back into the shop, chucking vials of holy water at the attendant’s head. The attendant swore and immediately switched her angle of attack, now swinging the wicker at the gypsy woman. The two fell to the ground, wrestling.
Dr. Kinsey tucked the receipt into his lab coat. “Come along, Francesca. We’ve more important matters to which we must attend.” And he kicked the shop attendant soundly in the head. After that, he scooped up his lab assistant and lead her back to the car.
IV.
By the time Dr. Kinsey found his items at Sally’s Dally, half the neighborhood had already worn the red chiffon dress.
The other half was missing.
That morning, Sue sat knitting at the kitchen table while her parents prepared a Crum cake for the block meeting scheduled for later that day. “Did you hear about Dennis, the Wilkinson’s boy?” Sue asked. “He marched all the way down Cherry Lane to the malt shop and ate Barb Carroll, right there in front of the whole undergraduate rugby team.” Sue laughed, “Little Dennis, only five foot two, climbing up the front of Barb’s monogrammed sweater, blood everywhere…! It was quite the spectacle.”
“Ah, yes. Dennis Wilkinson…the brown boy?” Carol asked. She touched one of her remaining fingers to her cheek. Dan stood beside her, stirring the cake batter, which was handy because Carol had hardly any digits left with which she could grip the spoon. “Aren’t the Carroll girls always throwing rocks at Dennis Wilkinson?”
“Not anymore.” Sue grinned.
Sue’s grin now stretched fully from her right ear to her left, and her lips framed a myriad of teeth. Some of Sue’s teeth were longer and pointier than the others, so it seemed her mouth was now jagged cave of terror. It was impressive, Carol often said, that Sue could still enunciate clearly with such an exaggerated maw.
Carol herself now had fewer teeth, given that Dan had nibbled off half her jaw. But what she lacked in chewing implements she made up for in extra limbs—a hideous, spiny appendage now protruded from her left shoulder like an armored eel. The appendage had grown in after Dan, in his ecstasy, ripped her arm out of its socket and humped her elbow for half an hour.
Dan didn’t speak much these days, as his jaw remained unhinged and toothy, dangling beneath his tongue like a loose chainsaw blade. He was able to communicate mostly in grunts and wheezes, not to mention the occasional telepathic images transmitted via the brain stalks that had risen out of the back of his skull. Why, just last night, Dan invaded Carol’s nervous system with those brain stalks. Twice! She giggled girlishly whenever she thought about it.
Carol was about to nuzzle Dan’s brain stalks affectionately when the doorbell rang. Dan grunted and dropped his wooden spoon. His tongue flailed.
“Yes, someone’s early.” Carol patted his hand. “Most likely it’s Miss Mathis; she’s always so eager to brag about how quickly she dispatched the entire Cordial county Sherriff’s office. Don’t worry, she doesn’t usually partake of Crum cake. Says she’s watching her girlish figure.”
At that, Sue rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. She would have left Deputy Harmon alive if that were the case, wouldn’t she? I suspect she just doesn’t like Crum cake. But, who does, really?”
“Sue, shush! Your father happens to love it.”
When they both looked over at Dan, he’d let his tongue dangle in the bowl and was lewdly using it to stir the batter.
The doorbell rang again. Sue put down her knitting. “I’ll distract her, father. You take your time with your baking.” And she left a toothy kiss on Dan’s cheek before heading into the living room. Spitting something in gratitude, Dan went back to his cake.
When Sue opened the front door, she found it wasn’t Miss Mathis, but a tall man in a lab coat.
“May I help you?” she asked. Behind him stood a portly gypsy woman who crossed herself as soon as she laid eyes on Sue. “Have we met?” Sue squinted at the woman.
“Likely not.” The man said, adjusting his hair. “Forgive the intrusion, miss, but we are here to speak with a young lady by the name of Sue Ann Glossman. There’s the issue of a red chiffon dress that we must discuss. Might she be available, hmmm?”
Sue’s eyes narrowed. “Whom may I ask is calling?”
“Meriwether von Kinsey, PhD, and this is my lab assistant, Francesca. We’re new to the area.”
“Alright.” Then, Sue called out, “Mother! Father! There’s a man here about the dress!”
Carol shouted back, “Is it Mr. Blythe again?! Because I already told him he doesn’t get to wear it; he’s too much of an autocrat. Besides, that nice Mr. Nolanski wants to dine on his bones, so there will be no fitting appointments until that takes place, at the very least!”
“No, mother! This man’s name is Kinsey, and…!” The girl raised an eyebrow, examining the man, “while it’s unfair to determine profession and social category based solely on appearance, I do believe he’s a mad doctor!”
The kitchen went quiet.
Shorty after, Carol’s heels sounded softly on the hall runner, then she appeared in the doorway behind Sue. “Mad doctor, you say?”
“Yes, well… I’d consider myself more philosophically upset.” Kinsey said.
Upon glimpsing Sue’s mother, the woman behind Kinsey gasped and crossed herself again, holding what looked like a small glass vial. Carol’s spiny appendage twitched as she stood there, the sharp bone spikes gleaming in the sunlight. She looked over Dr. Kinsey and his assistant once, then twice, then she sucked at the teeth that remained in her head.
“Do come in,” she said, darkly.
Kinsey bowed, “Delightful, thank you.” And the two women stepped aside to allow him across the threshold.
The assistant, Francesca, remained on the front step. She stood slightly to the left of the welcome mat while Sue and Carol stared at her through the open door. A long moment passed between them, and perhaps something unspoken. Perhaps something secret. They remained in this strange, quite standoff until long after Dr. Kinsey had seated himself on the living room divan and retrieved a pipe from the folds of his coat. Dan emerged from the kitchen and started up a garbled conversation with the mad doctor, laying his mixing bowl in his lap and pulling out a pipe of his own, which he had to cram nearly halfway up his throat in order to smoke. Only at this point did the stalemate at the door finally break, and Carol and Sue finally turned away from the palpably sweating Francesca.
As they made their way into the living room, winding behind and beside Dr. Kinsey, they left the front door open. Francesca did not move.
“Ah! I see there the article in question.” Kinsey said, pointing his pipe at the dress laid out over a nearby armchair. “Wonderful! I dare say, it has accomplished much more than I anticipated before packing it away in that closet—it seems the garment’s effects are not temporary as I originally planned. Interesting.”
“So you made the dress.” Sue said. She slowly seating herself beside Kinsey on the divan and folded her hands demurely in her lap. Her gaze found a tiny, pulsating spot on Kinsey’s neck, right above his collar. She stared at it. “You must be a very talented scientist.”
Kinsey chuckled. “Yes, well…let’s just say, after this, I’m going back to mind control.”
“Aaa ow ay e ell uuu?” Dan said. “Uuu ooht at ess erelll.”
Carol translated for him; “Yes, I’m also confused how we may be of service. Sue purchased that dress fair and square with her own money.” She stood above the doctor, lightly touching the back of the divan with her fingertips and spines. She stared down at the back of his head. “So it should belong to her, now, you see. It’s simply unfortunate it came to be at the consignment shop without your knowledge, but we can’t help that, can we?”
“Ah, yes. How the dress came to be at that shop is a charming story, one I should tell because my assistant here, lovely woman, she—” Kinsey glanced over at the open door and saw the front step was now empty.
“Francesca?” He sat straight up. “Ah, er…Francesca, dear?”
For a moment, nothing answered.
Then, something began to growl.
The four of them leaned over to peer out the front door. There, stumbling down the walk, was Francesca: her skin peeling off as though it were the outer shell of some infernal egg. She howled, tearing at herself, and from underneath her exfoliating humanity rose a beast of many limbs and eyes. Such a beast quaked with untold hungers; its scales and tentacles writhed around her rotund waist. There, on that waist, a yellow apron had been tied, hidden beneath the folds of gypsy skirt. The beast opened its maw and fetid breath rolled out, its howl shook the very foundations of the house—and then it abruptly loped off into the neighborhood, crushing cars and lawn chairs in its wake.
For a moment, no one spoke.
Then, Kinsey said, “…well.” His eyes were wide.
Quietly, Dan got up and shut the front door. When he returned to his chair across from the doctor, he spat something for Carol to translate.
“Back to our conversation about the dress.” She said.
Kinsey chuckled, this time tightly, and he tugged at his shirt collar with his finger. “Eh, yes…I… You see, I’m sorry to say…ah…that the dress must be eradicated. While I am bent on destroying human civilization, I feel there are much better ways to go about it. Something with a little more class, perhaps. Or, at least a little less tawdry gore.” He chuckled again. “You understand, of course.”
Sue, Dan and Carol all looked at each other.
“I’m sorry,” Sue said, “But we don't.”
“Ot at aaa.” Dan shook his head.
Carol nodded. “Not at all.”
“I beg your pardo—.” Before Kinsey could protest too much, Carol’s spiny appendage wrapped around his throat, strangling him. He dropped his pipe and grasped at her, but the spines pricked his fingers too much for him to get a decent grip. While he struggled, Dan stood up and brandished his tongue, slapping Kinsey across the face with its moist tip. Little smears of Crum cake batter remained on Kinsey’s cheeks. His lips began to turn a little blue. While Dan and Carol pinned the man down using their various unsavory parts, Sue walked over and plucked the dress from its resting place.
When Dr. von Kinsey had ceased to struggle, but before he turned too blue, Sue held the dress over his prone body.
“It’s time you put this on yourself, doctor,” she said. “You’ll look ravishing.”
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