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The bottom feeders and other stories

 


 


1: Everything in its Place

 


The mail boxes were labeled wrong. That was
the first hint that Lucey should have canceled her reservation at
El Hotel de la Trampa. She wasn’t too fond of other aspects of the
lobby, either: cheap candy in gaudy foil wrappers sat in a glass
fish bowl on the counter, the strange man on the sofa who kept
looking at her…

“Can I help
you?”

Lucey’s attention shifted to the clerk.

“Oh. Sorry…I was,” Lucey
forced a smiled, “I need to check in.”

The man opened the guest book and pushed a
pen across the counter. “Reservation?”

“Yes. Harrison. Lucey
Harrison.”

He turned to the mailboxes,
but looked over his shoulder. “What is it you do,
Señora?”

“Oh...I’m not married. Why
do you…” Lucey’s eyebrows knit together. “Well, I work with
books.”

The clerk’s brown eyes burned into hers. “A
teacher?” His hand slid into one of the boxes, fishing for the
key.

“No. A librarian. Only an
assistant, really.”

His hand stopped, crept out of the box, and
plunged into another labeled with a ‘G’. “Si.” He moved to the
counter and dropped a heavy brass-colored key. “Your room. Second
floor.” With a nod to her bags, he asked, “Would you like some
help?”

Lucey took the key and shook her head. Her
peripheral vision caught the face of the man on the lobby sofa. Was
he watching her?

“Señorita?”

“No, I’m fine. Second
floor?”

The clerk smiled, showing a mouth of teeth
mismatched and yellow.

Maybe next time I won’t
travel on the cheap, she
thought.

 


Lucey avoided the elevator and took the
stairs. As she opened the door to the second floor hallway, a
shadow moved at the end of the hall, perhaps someone entering their
room. Goosebumps crawled up her arms. She read the key, simply
labeled G, and felt the grooves of the embossed letter.

The first door on the right was labeled ‘H’;
on the left she found the letter ‘A’. She walked further, dragging
her suitcase across the worn carpet. Room designations descended on
the left in alphabetically order, but ‘G’ came directly after ‘E’.
Lucey felt the blood in her face.

“Disorder and chaos. Not
very helpful at all,” she mumbled.

Her key slid into the lock, but would not
open the door.

“Wait a second…”

The door was clearly labeled with a ‘G’—a
brass letter screwed to the center of the door. She touched it, and
then tried the key again. Nothing.

Lucey shook her head at the
thought of asking the clerk for help. The door was scratched around
the brass letter. Maybe a
prank, she thought. From the left side of
the hall, Lucey counted seven doors. She was at the
sixth.

With a soft click, the key
slid into the lock of the seventh door. Lucey turned the knob, and
pushed inside. The air was cool and clean. She worried about moldy
smells or the lingering odor of tobacco after seeing the state of
the lobby, but all seemed in order. Good.

Her folding screwdriver set—the miniature
kit for repairing eyeglasses—was in the front pouch of her
suitcase. Lucey Harrison wanted rest, but she also needed her room
letter set right. It wouldn’t do to have some stranger try to enter
in the night. Whoever played the prank could not be allowed to let
chaos seep in to a logical world.

Worse than the books at
work, she thought. She slipped her key in
one pocket, and began unscrewing her letter ‘G’. Only three letters
were out of place overall, and she fixed them. It was quick work
really, as only one screw held each letter in place. Quick work and
proper order.

Her job done, Lucey tried her own
door—‘G’—again. The key would not work. She glanced down the hall
and counted again. Seven. The key still would not work.

But my bag is
inside, she thought. Lucey Harrison’s
stomach began to knot, a prickly, unpleasant feeling.

She hurried down the stairs
to the lobby—something I should have done
immediately, she self-chastised. The first
sign of things gone wrong sat in the fish bowl on the counter.
Instead of the brightly wrapped candies, the bowl was now teeming
with small snails—too many, really, for such a small container. Her
eyes swept the rest of the room, noting the now-alphabetized mail
boxes behind the counter, the artificial palm tree where once stood
a display of vacation brochures. The old man still sat with his
paper, but now the sofa was a deep burgundy.

“May I help
you?”

The clerk was wrong, too. He smiled, and his
teeth were too white. Perfect. His once-brown eyes had lost all
color, and now reflected her startled image in their grey irises.
Lucey looked at the key in her hand, but staggered a few steps
away.

“You…you’re
not…”

Lucey jumped as a hand patted her on the
shoulder.

“Come with me,” the man
with a newspaper said.

The clerk’s grey eyes sent a frost into
Lucey’s chest. She allowed the newspaper man to pull her aside,
close to the main entrance.

“Is this a joke?” She
asked, her voice shaking.

“I wish.” The man smiled;
not a warm smile, but one of knowing. “How’d they get
you?”

Lucey frowned.

“Can I see your key?” the
man asked.

She hesitated, but held it out.

“Oh. Second floor.” He
pushed a hand into his pocket and produced his own key. “Me, it was
numbers. See.” His hand opened to reveal a silver key with the
number five.

Lucey’s hands began to tremble. “I—I don’t
understand…where am I?”

“I don’t know, really. But
wherever it is you want to be…well, you can’t get there from
here.”

Lucey blinked. “I’ll fix things. I’ll change
the doors again.” She backed toward the stairs.

“Good luck.” The man
crossed his arms. “I’ll be waiting in the lobby.”

 


 


2: In Hollow Fields

 


Rolling fields of golden wheat and green
pasture swallowed a silver Honda as it sped along a stretch of
snaking asphalt. The driver leaned forward and shrugged his
shoulders, trying to stay awake after three hours in the car. He
rubbed the back of his neck with one hand and tightened his grip on
the wheel with the other. His passenger, eyes flitting from the
asphalt ahead to the side mirror as if measuring the length of
road, shifted in her seat.

“How far will we be from a
hospital?”

Zach leaned back. “Don’t worry, Court. I
think there’s a hospital in Springdale—about fifteen miles
away.”

Courtney’s shoulders dropped. She rested
both hands on the top of her bulging belly. “I’m just not really
comfortable, you know.” She tilted her brown eyes out the window,
watching acres of Kansas prairie melt in an amber blur. “I’m seven
months along, Zach. Seven months. I don’t really want some redneck
doctor delivering our baby.”

“Everything will be fine.
If all goes well, we’ll be out of this little shit-hole in a couple
of days. A week at most.” He smiled and patted her leg. “This could
be it, Court. The goldmine. The old bastard had his fortune wrapped
up in the farm. The land has to be worth thousands. Hundreds of
thousands.”

The car crested another hill and sped into
the valley below. The town of Broughton’s Hollow lay in front of
them, a loose arrangement of graying houses and broken streets, a
dying carcass of a village, left to fester in remembrance of an era
when family farms, railroads, and general stores ruled the American
Midwest. No fewer than four church steeples rose from valley.

Courtney shivered. “Well, at least we won’t
be short on Jesus.”

Zach offered a meek chuckle, but neither
spoke again as Zach steered the Civic through the dilapidated main
street and out the other side, toward his grandfather’s farm.

 


Courtney stayed in the car. Zach promised a
brief introduction to the lawyer and real estate agent, and then
they’d be off to Springdale for the night. She picked at her
fingernails while the three men stood and talked on the lawn in
front of the family farm house, discussing, she hoped, the sum Zach
could earn from a sale of the land his father left upon his death.
Zach Galen was the last of the family line, his own parents dead
from cancer and heart disease, and the farm with all its
surrounding fields were now his.

Zach glanced over at the
car, and Courtney waved with a return smile. He carried himself
with ease, an amateur musician trying to make his way in Kansas
City. Once they met, introduced by mutual friends after a show in a
smoky club, she lost herself to the easy wave in his hair and the
thick dimples that pulled back at the edges of his mouth when he
smiled. At least he looked
like a rock star.

The other two men appeared
grey, maybe an effect of the pale sky. Since leaving the city, the
world had looked less colorful, but Courtney couldn’t quite
understand. The country air was supposed to be cleaner.
Fresh air, clean living, right?
She turned around and scanned the empty field
behind the car. Clean living.

Zach approached the car and tapped on the
window. She lowered it.

“I think we’re going to
stay here tonight,” he said.

She opened her mouth, paused, and said, “I
didn’t think the Hollow had any hotels.”

Zach smiled. “No, Court. We’re going to stay
here, at the farm.” Zach glanced behind him. “Mr. Olson, the
realtor thinks it would be a good idea, you know. Make it look like
I cared about being part of the town.” He knelt so he could look at
Courtney face to face. “It’s only one night, babe. Besides,
Springdale isn’t much bigger. Just the one motel with twenty
rooms.”

She nodded. “Just the one night.”

“C’mon, I want to introduce
you.” Zach opened her door and led her from the car.

As far as Courtney was concerned, the men
were bad clones of one another. Grant Olson, identified as such by
the name badge he wore, emblazoned by the red and gold logo of
Valley Realty, was slightly taller than the lawyer. Both were clad
in the same sort of tan-grey suit, the color of which changed in
shadow or direct sunlight.

“Gentlemen, this is my
girlfriend, Courtney Bauman.”

Courtney winced at the mention of her as
“girlfriend” although no more formal descriptor existed. She
thought the men bristled a bit too, both glancing down at her
stomach when Zach said the word. “Hello,” she offered.



“Grant Olson, but you
probably already know that.” He tapped his name badge with pale,
waxen fingers.

“Please to meet you,
Miss Bauman.” The other
man reached out his hand, his fingers painted with the same strange
translucence as Olson’s. “My name is Joe Weedeman. Mr. Galen’s
lawyer.” He blinked. “The deceased Mr. Galen, that is. Zach’s
grandfather.”

She took his hand, surprised that it was
warm. Both looked like they wore a good layer of frost.

“They were just telling me
about the farm, Court.”

Olson stepped closer to Courtney, gently
turning her to face the road across from the house. “I was just
about to explain the legend of the hollow field,” he said, pointing
toward the empty space just beyond the road.

“All I see is a bunch of
dirt,” Courtney said.

The two local men exchanged
a quick glance. They smiled. “Exactly the point,
miss,” Weedeman said.
“But it’s hungry dirt.”

 


“I don’t like those men,”
Courtney said as she undressed. “And I hate these damn pregnancy
clothes. This stupid elastic.” She snapped the navy band at the top
of her jeans.

Zach wrapped his arms around her from
behind, rubbing his fingertips over her bulging belly. “I think you
look cute, especially out of the jeans.” He pushed against her
buttocks.

“All I feel is fat. Fat and
tired.”

Disappointed, Zach released her and grabbed
his guitar from the case on the floor. “A lullaby, then.” He began
at a moderate pace, finger-picking a gentle tune that soon faded
into a slow, quiet rhythm.

Courtney crawled into bed
and pulled the comforter around her neck. The house was silent save
for the slow vibration of guitar strings. Dark too. She wasn’t used to that
much darkness. After tonight, he’ll be
ready to go, she thought. She tried to
think more, but the trip had worn on her, the music rang too sweet,
and she slipped into sleep.

She was in the driver’s seat of Zach’s Civic
with her foot smashed against the accelerator. The needle on the
speedometer had already crested eighty-five, and now flickered at
the bottom of the gauge. Her eyes were stone. Her hands stone upon
the steering wheel. Her foot was stone too, crushing the gas
pedal.

I shouldn’t drive this
fast—the baby. She glanced down at her
flat stomach. The baby?

A flash, she lurched, found herself lying on
her back, facing the stars. Faces surrounded her, grey, leering
faces. They smiled, opened their mouths, and rats writhed out,
crawling down dark limbs, pouring toward her—

Courtney woke, sweating, under the pinching
discomfort of a Braxton-hicks contraction. “Shit,” she muttered.
Zach was gone. When the contraction subsided, she slipped from the
bed, bristling at the icy air in the farm house. The place reeked
of dirt and mud with years of farm work floating in the air.

She found Zach in front of the picture
window in the living room.

“It’s so quiet out here,”
he said without facing her.

Courtney moved behind him, reached out to
touch him with one hand, but drew back at the last moment. “Come
back to bed.”

He nodded, a bobbing black silhouette
against the blue-black night sky. “In a minute.” He turned to her,
his eyes shimmering for a moment, catching the glint of star light.
“Why do you think they call it hollow?” His hand rose and pointed
to the field across the road.

 


Zach’s promised one night had become most of
a week. Complications with the will, he said. Trying to squeeze the
largest sum from the farmland, he said. Desire to know his
grandfather’s land before parsing it out, he said. After four
consecutive nights of Broughton’s Hollow Diner fare—the leftovers
being both breakfast and lunch the next day—Courtney had enough.
“I’m going to that little grocery, the one next to the only gas
station in this god-forsaken hole,” she told Zach as she left the
house.

He shrugged, eyes fixed across the road.

She took the Civic, leaving Zach on the
porch with his guitar resting across his lap. He hadn’t played in
three days. He hadn’t done much of anything for the last three days
except take long walks around the property. Courtney pushed the
accelerator into the floor, throwing a cloud of dust in her wake.
She eased off as the car began to fishtail. “Careful, careful. Let
it go Court,” she muttered to herself.

On the way into town, she
passed one of the four churches. It stood like a battered sentinel
on the edge of the village. Paint hung in limp strips and the roof
over the front stoop sagged slightly. The marquee was empty save
for a dangling lower case t and the permanent St. Joseph’s Church
inscribed at the top. Courtney smiled as she drove past.
Even the churches look dead around
here.

The Hollow’s only grocery store was attached
to the town’s only working gas station. Another two empty husks
stood idle at opposite ends of the town, their abandoned pumps
standing at attention like rusty soldiers from a forgotten war.
Courtney circled the village twice before mustering the courage to
pull into the parking lot at Earl’s Thriftway. Two older men sat on
a bench outside the sliding glass door, both with eyes locked on
Courtney as she climbed out of the car.

“Afternoon, miss.” One
fellow touched the brim of his green John Deere cap.

“Lovely weather,” the other
said.

Courtney glanced skyward without thinking.
Grey, nondescript clouds blotted out the sky. “Yes,” she said.
“Lovely.”

Inside the store, crackling
speakers spread easy listening through the aisles. The shelves
rested in the same color-sapping haze as the rest of the town; they
were well-stocked, but devoid of color, like the cornflake boxes
and cans of green beans had faded in the sun. If there was any sun in this godforsaken
town, Courtney thought. She pulled a cart
from a cluster by the door. It rattled free, wobbling on one gimpy
wheel.

The clerk, a scrawny woman poking out of a
blue Thriftway smock, smiled. “Don’t bother, miss. They’re all a
little broken.” The skin covering her skeletal arms was of the same
ashen color as everyone else in town.

“Oh. Yeah, thanks.”
Courtney leaned into the cart, forcing the wonky wheels into a
straightish line. The store was small, four aisles of the basics
with a tiny meat counter and four freezer cabinets. She filled the
cart with only the basics, cereal, bread, some bologna. Hoping for
fresh vegetables and fruit, she picked only a handful of bruised
red delicious apples and a browning head of iceberg lettuce from
the meager selection.

“Most folks just drive into
Springdale,” the clerk said when Courtney began unloading her cart.
“We sell a lot of milk, last minute stuff like that.” Even her eyes
were grey. She started punching keys on the register, ringing up
each item by hand.

Courtney tried to say something, but her
words stuck in her throat. She wanted the food and she wanted out.
She wanted out of the town, away from the permanent haze and the
grizzled old men out front. She wanted to forget the town existed.
Whatever Zach thought would happen, needed to happen, and soon.

“Have you thought about the
hollow field?”

“What?” Courtney bristled,
caught off guard by the question.

“That’ll be $23.52,
miss.”

“Oh, yes.” Courtney fished
out the bills, handed them over, and took the change. The cashier’s
hand brushed hers, the waxen, translucent skin warm—just like the
men at the house.

“You need some
help?”

“No—I’m fine. I can manage,
thanks.”

After dropping the bags in the trunk, she
drove away from the store, slowing as she approached the church.
The marquee facing town was blank—not even one dangling letter.
“Now that’s really odd,” she muttered.

She had tired of reading and watching TV,
and nothing more interesting waited at the farmhouse, so she guided
the Honda next to the curb outside the church. The sidewalk cried
for help, too, cracked in places with weeds crawling from the dirt
beneath. She only took a few tentative steps inside the front
door—unlocked of course, as most places surely were in the Hollow.
Stairs to her right led down with a second flight to her right
going up. The sanctuary looked like the aftermath of a riot: pews
scattered, some bits of trash strewn on the floor, and an
overturned altar.

She felt a chill, a little thing kissing the
back of her neck, and hurried back to the car.

 


Zach leaned into the table with hands
outstretched as if pouring his will into Courtney. For her part,
she sat with legs and arms crossed—a physical sign of her
psychological reluctance.

“Listen, Court. It’s
perfect. The house is mine. The basement is huge, and I can easily
fit it for a studio with some of the cash we make in the land deal.
This is my break.”

“What about the apartment,
Zach?” She unfolded her arms and seized the sides of her belly with
both hands. “What about the baby? Our baby?”

“He’ll be born in
Springdale, at the hospital.”

And grow up in this
shit-hole? She shook her head, slowly at
first as though still weighing her opinion. “I don’t know. I’m not
ready for this. A week and a half ago—”

“I hadn’t thought it
through then. I have now. I want to make music, Court. I feel a
connection to this place.” He patted the table, calling for her
hand. “I want you to be here with me.”

Courtney picked at her fingernails. “I don’t
know. This town is kind of freaky. Look, Zach…I stopped by one of
those churches today, after the groceries. I just had a weird
feeling.”

“Lay off the bible-belt
references.”

“No, that’s just it.” She
straightened in her chair. “The place was mostly empty. Pews
knocked over. A real mess. Isn’t that weird?”

Zach shrugged and left the table for a glass
of water.

Courtney took the hint. “What about
musicians? Where’s your audience out here…the ladies quilting
club?”

Zach took a long drink and returned to the
table. “Kansas City is only a few hours drive. I can stay with
Jerry or Rick on the weekends.”

She dissected him with her eyes, really
studied his face. Even under the bright fluorescent light of the
farm house kitchen, he looked pale. A little colorless, like them.
Glancing at her own hand to be sure, Courtney stood, moved away
from the table, and put physical space between her and Zach. “I’m
going, Zach. With or without you. I’ll give you until the
weekend—if you want to have a future with me, our baby.”

His head dropped. “Don’t do this Court.”

 


She roused again that night—the house too
silent, waiting for something. Zach had been sleeping in a
different room the last two nights—too crowded in the double bed,
he had said, but she was still startled at finding herself alone. A
small silver wash of light crept into the bedroom from the hallway.
Courtney followed it, allowed the glow to lead her from the bedroom
into the hallway and living room beyond. He was there again,
standing sentinel at the big picture window. The near full moon
backlit Zach; he was but a blank, black form. He’d changed—grown
distant, like something seeped into his blood since they’d arrived
at the house.

“Zach? Come to bed, babe.”
Courtney approached, reached out with her fingers and touched his
arm. Cold. “Zach?”

He turned, spilling his gaze over one
shoulder. “That field, Court. The hollow field. Look, it’s
swelling.”

She slid next to him, wrapping her hand
around his naked forearm. From the picture window, they had a fine
view of the field—a darkling plain of black under the white
fragmented moon. In the center of their frame, about fifty yards up
from the road, the field did swell, a mild slope maybe, but
definitely a lump in the earth that wasn’t there a week ago.
Courtney brought her free hand to her stomach and caressed her own
swelling.

“You should get some
sleep.”

Zach’s head bobbed absently.

Courtney crossed the room in front of him,
but stopped at the hallway. He had only budged a few feet from
where he previously stood. “Zach?” When he turned, Courtney
flinched at the silver-grey wash of his skin. Just the moon, she
thought.

“It’s beautiful, really,
out here. I went to the field, touched some of that dirt this
afternoon. I don’t ever want to leave.”

 


“Today, Mom. I told him I
would leave today, after he meets with the realtor. Either he comes
with me, or…” Courtney switched the cell phone to her other ear so
she could work the fuel pump. “Sorry, I’m filling the car…no Mom,
the gas fumes aren’t going to hurt the baby…love you, too. I’ll
call when I—we get home.”

She shook the pump before pulling it from
the car, a trick she’d learned from Zach to keep drips from the
paint. She screwed the cap in place, snapped the fuel door shut,
and gave a slight squeal as she looked up. A man, youngish with a
smudged, two-day stubble, stood over her.

“Sorry. I could’ve helped
you with that.” He pointed at a sign above the pumps that read
“Full Service Only”.

“Oh, no problem, really.”
She fished into her purse and produced a few bills for the
attendant’s waiting hand.

“Thanks.” The man lumbered
into the building.

She paced the parking lot
while waiting for her change, wincing a little with the effort—her
belly had begun to tighten on occasion; the baby would come soon.
The sky had cleared, and an icy blue-white now rested above the
town. Courtney pulled her jacket collar close about her throat. She
felt the weight of the small town, all the eyes, pressing against
her. Across the street, a playground sat empty, brightly painted
swings and slides next to a brick building the color of dried
blood. A school?

“Miss?”

Courtney started. “Oh. Sorry.”

“Your change.” The
attendant’s pale hand—too pale for a man whose trade involved
greasy, oily work, held a few small bills and some
coins.

“What is that building,
there,” she said while pointing across the street. “It looks like a
school.” She fumbled the change, dropped a quarter, and stooped to
pick it up.

“The children are in the
hollow fields.”

Courtney stood and handed a dollar to the
attendant. “What?”

“I said the school is
closed. The children are bused into Springdale.” He shoved his tip
into a pocket in his blue coveralls and nodded. “Thanks
ma’am.”

 


The hollow field whispered
to Courtney as she guided Zach’s car into the driveway. It was a
brief thing, like a soft breeze across her face or the brush of
someone walking past, but the call sent a braid of terror writhing
up her back—a hollow terror, a pervasive emptiness. She glanced at the house
to verify Zach wasn’t home yet and walked slowly toward the road
and the scabby earth of the hollow field beyond. The handle of a
shovel could be seen poking from the mound in the
center.

The fence separating the field from the road
was old, loosely fitted barbed wire stretched between rotten posts
of wood. Courtney hoisted one foot onto the top wire, careful to
maintain her balance, and pressed down. It gave with a dull
sproing, and she was able to step over the remaining wires.

The dirt gave beneath her
feet, much softer than she’d expected. In her memory, Courtney saw
Zach standing in front of the picture window, gazing out at the
rise in the field. She worked through the loose soil, stumbling
with one arm out for balance the other holding her belly. Waves of
pain radiated, contractions, she knew, she should
be back at the house, calling the hospital, someone, but she
continued to stagger to the middle of the field.

When she made the mound, Courtney dropped to
the dirt, scooped a handful, and let the small crumbles and clods
trickle through her fingers. It was damp, not wet, but damp, and
tickled as it fell to the ground. A pungent earthiness, a wholesome
smell—not decay or rot, but a rich, dark odor surrounded her. She
looked up and noticed a hole, a pit in the earth that had been
freshly dug.

“It’s good soil, Court.
Good land.”

She tossed the remaining dirt into the hole,
and turned. Zach was walking toward her. “Zach?” Her abdomen
tightened.

“It’s hungry land.” Zach
held out his hand, helping Courtney to her feet. She doubled again,
grimacing with another sharp stab of pain. “I’m staying here,
Court. In Broughton’s Hollow. Mr. Olson and Mr. Weedeman helped me
understand.” He smiled. “I want to be with you…I want you to stay,
too.”

At the next wave of pain, Courtney staggered
backward and bumped into the shovel. “Zach…”

“Grandpa didn’t understand,
Courtney. He died here.”

Courtney’s hands wrapped around the shovel
handle behind her back. “Everybody dies, Zach,” she sobbed,
“everybody.”

“We don’t have to, not in
the Hollow. All the land asks for is a little something in
return…and we can stay here, forever. They explained it to me. The
baby, Court. We give our baby to the land, a little sacrifice from
both of us, and we live forever. You and me.” One hand extended to
her; the other held a knife.

With a sudden gasp of air, she yanked the
shovel from the ground, swinging in a wide, awkward arc. The blade
caught Zach in the ribcage. He lurched forward with a dull groan,
and one foot twisted into the small grave.

She ran, both hands squeezing against her
swollen belly, eyes pressed tight as another contraction threatened
to throw her to the ground. At the fence, she leaned against a post
for a moment, catching her breath. With a glance over her shoulder,
she saw him, staggering from the center of the field, clutching his
side.

Weedeman and Olson were at the front door,
but Courtney ignored them, hopping into the driver’s seat of the
Honda. The car started with a groan and sputter. She reversed
quickly and sped from the house, the tires throwing clouds of
gravel and dust in her wake. Zach tumbled over the fence as the car
crested the first hill.

Through town, out the other
side, and safety, she thought. She pushed
down on the accelerator, but the car responded with a shuddering
groan. Something is wrong.

“No, no, no.” Courtney’s
hands crushed the steering wheel. The fuel gauge showed full. The
steering wheel wobbled back and forth. The
knife in Zach’s hand. The tires. She began
to coast at the city limit of Broughton’s Hollow.

Cringing with another contraction, Courtney
guided the wounded car to the curb and looked in the rearview
mirror. A set of headlights began to descend into the town. “No…”
She held her breath against the pain and staggered from the car
toward the abandoned church. Twenty more yards…ten more yards…the
contraction slowed.

The inside of the church was dim with dusty
beams of yellow light cutting across the disheveled sanctuary. She
stumbled down the stairs into the basement, searching for a dark
corner, some place to hide, to wait at least until Zach passed.
Would he bring Weedeman and Olson? She pushed her back against a
wall, hidden from the front steps behind an open door.

Moments passed. Her heart collided against
her ribs. She rubbed both legs, sore with running and the
contractions. The front door of the church clicked shut.

“Courtneeeey?” Zach called
from above, his voice muted and indistinct.

Another contraction hit, waves of pain
swallowing her abdomen. Courtney pressed even harder against the
wall, holding her breath.

“There’s nowhere to go. I
poked a nice gash in all four tires.” Zach’s steps thundered across
the sanctuary above, a line of moaning wood following in his wake.
With each uneven footfall, a sprinkle of dust trickled from the
basement ceiling. Her eyes followed the trail of dust showers
across the basement. He was limping.

“You got me good. I’m
bleeding, babe. Probably cracked a rib.” The footfalls stopped.
“Downstairs?”

The contraction lessened.
She exhaled. He was at the back of the church. Downstairs? A second set of stairs? She glanced behind her, across the near black basement hall.
Two dark doorways stood open. A second set
of stairs.

Before she could think her feet carried her
up the stairway to the front landing. She peered into the empty
sanctuary. She looked outside. How far could she go on foot with
the contractions?

“Courtneeeey.” His voice
rose from the basement.

The choir loft. She scurried up the second
flight of stairs. The old wood groaned and protested under her
weight. In the loft she found two overturned pews, a broken bench,
and remnants of a pipe organ. She needed a weapon, anything. The
bench was too heavy. She grasped one of the remaining pipes—it was
firmly set.

His steps thudded against the entryway
below.

Courtney pressed behind the open door. As
she did, her eyes found something she could use as a club leaning
against the back of one pew: an old crucifix, the cross snapped
with one arm missing. It was at least two feet long.

“Courtneeeey. C’mon…we can
have other babies.” He was halfway up the stairs. “This one will
feed the earth…we can be together…”

On cue, another contraction captured all her
strength. She pressed a hand into her mouth and bit down, drawing
blood—a warm, metallic taste in her mouth.

He stepped out of the stairwell with his
face turned away from the door. The side of his shirt was dark and
heavy with blood. He favored his right foot—a sprained ankle—as he
moved to the front of the loft.

“Where are you?” he
growled, surveying the sanctuary from above.

The contraction evaporated. Courtney
swallowed her breath and summoned all her remaining strength. She
crept a few steps from her hiding place, snatched the crucifix,
held it aloft like a bat, and rushed toward Zach before he could
turn around. His head cocked slightly, but jerked downward as the
wooden artifact splintered across the back of his skull. With a
howl of pain, he lurched forward, nearly tumbling from the railing.
The knife fell from his hand and clattered to the floor below.
Blinded with the ache in her womb and sheer terror of the moment,
Courtney charged again with the remnants of her weapon, using it as
a lance. The wood caught him in the small of the back, and he
toppled over, landing in the sanctuary below with a wet thud.

She tossed the broken crucifix to the floor
and caught herself on the railing. Another contraction rose from
her belly. They were coming quicker now. She peeked over the edge
at Zach’s body, broken against the scattered pews, arms splayed at
awkward angles. She swallowed her breath and slid to the floor with
her back pressed against the railing.

Footfalls sounded from the stairs. Her eyes
flickered as Weedeman and Olson pressed close to her. The last
thing she heard was Olson’s voice as he said, “my god, the baby. We
have to get her to a hospital.”

 


When Courtney opened her
eyes again, she was alone in a hospital bed. She shivered her body
suddenly cold. The room was quiet, dim, the shade of twilight lying
across everything like a thin shroud. Her stomach was dead—she
touched the bulge in her belly, but the baby was gone.
Gone. With trembling
effort, she rolled off the side of the mattress and staggered
toward the door.

“Honey, you should be in
bed.” A plump nurse caught Courtney’s arms.

Courtney studied the woman’s hands—pink and
healthy looking. She was safe. “My baby?”

“Yes…I suppose a little
visit wouldn’t hurt.” The nurse smiled. “We have him in the
nursery—while you were out, we were keeping an eye on him. The
doctor was a little worried about his color...”

“Color?” Courtney
shook.

“Just a little pale, but
he’s fine.” The nurse helped Courtney to her bed and returned with
a wheeled basinet. She lifted the swaddled infant into Courtney’s
arms. “Here you are sweetie. I’ll check on you in a minute.” She
stopped at the door. “Oh, and you have a visitor.”

Courtney nodded without thinking. He was
hers, she knew. But the skin—his skin was grey, almost
translucent—like all of them, the cursed in Broughton’s Hollow. Her
arms shook. “No…no…no…”

“Yes. I’m afraid
so.”

Courtney bristled at the voice. Mr. Weedeman
stood in the doorway, looking even more ashen than usual in the
artificial light.

“He belongs to us. We
buried his father in the hollow field.”

“No,” Courtney began to
sob.

“Zach’s blood made a pact
with the land. A little sacrifice. The baby belongs to us. The baby
will stay with us.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/12263
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appreciate their work!
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