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BY WAY OF INTRODUCTION

 


Welcome to Occasional
Demons, and thanks for stopping by. Once
again, as I did for Bedbugs, I considered writing
full-scale introductions for each story. After seeing what my good
friend Tom Monteleone went through with the introductions he did
for his collection Fearful
Symmetries, I decided against the idea.
These stories—like the ones in Bedbugs—will have to stand, rise, or
fall on their own merits.

But I want to say
just a few words about how these stories are arranged because,
unlike the previous collection, there are some different offerings
this time around.

First of all, of
course, there are eighteen short stories that I’ve written over the
years. They go all the way from my second published short story to
the most recent story I’ve written as of today (January 8, 2004,
for the record). And this is it. Other than a few unfinished
pieces, this is everything I’ve written to date in the short story
form. (I think this is all. Actually, I have a story listed in my
notes titled “White Terror,” and for the life of me I can’t find a
copy of it or remember what that story was about. I guess the
horror literary world will have to struggle on, somehow.)

Maybe
some literary masochist will take the time to check out the
publication credits and read the stories in the order in which they
were written. They might even detect an evolution—(or maybe a
devolution)—in my writing. Who knows? I certainly don’t. Like John
Prine’s song Dear Abby, “They are what they are, and they ain’t what they
ain’t.”

But I wrote them;
they were published; and I revised them all to one degree or
another for this collection. And now here they are, remaining warts
and all. But before you dive in, there are two other sections that
need a word or two of explanation.

There’s a section—titled “Untcigahunk: Stories and Myths of
the Little Brothers.” This is part of a project that has been near
and dear to my heart for many years now. These five stories and
three fabricated “Indian myths” are an offshoot of my fourth
published novel, Little
Brothers. I have a special warm spot in my
heart for these vicious little critters, and I am fairly sure this
won’t be the last time they appear in print. I have two other
Little Brothers stories in the works and an idea for a sequel to
the novel.

Finally, there is the
section titled “Collaborations.” This contains three stories I
wrote with other writers. “Abduction,” which I wrote with two of my
sons, means a lot to me simply because we had so much fun
brainstorming ideas for it. The funniest part of that whole process
was when the editors deleted a section of the story that Matti had
come up with. They deemed it “inappropriate” for young children to
read. Ironically, Matti was ten years old when he came up with the
plot turn that was cut. It was a good lesson on the difference
between what adults thinks children can handle and what children
really can handle.

The section also
includes “And the Sea Shall Claim Them,” a story my good friend
Matt Costello wrote and published with this guy named “A. J.
Matthews.” I understand there’s a certain New York publisher who
claims that this is my pseudonym. That may be true. I can’t be sure
about that...

Concluding the collection is the story “Scared Crows,”
something a friend and I cooked up for the Hellboy anthology Chris Golden
edited. I want to offer a special thank you to Mike Mignola for
letting us play in his world and for allowing me to reprint the
story here. It was a fun one that, I hope, retains the spirit
of Hellboy.

So
that’s about it. I hope you enjoy this collection as much as you
enjoyed Bedbugs.
One last thing—the most important thing. I know this
book—like Bedbugs from CD Publications—wouldn’t be what it is without the
absolutely amazing contribution of my good friend Glenn Chadbourne.
Glenn brings a twisted life to all of his illustrations, and the
ones he’s done for this collection truly enhance each and every
story. And that’s why I’m dedicating this book—



To Glenn Chadbourne

Thank you, Glenn, for
years of true friendship and great artwork!

 


 


THE NEPHEWS

 


Just like every other Friday
night, The Wheelwell—a working man’s bar just up from the docks in Cape Harvest,
Maine—was filled with rafts of drifting cigarette smoke. It hung,
suspended in the air in several clearly defined strata—some
charcoal gray, some as blue as the ocean at dawn. Glenn Chadwick
had always suspected that on any given night, with a careful
analysis of the layers of smoke, you could tell which of the locals
was there without even looking around or listening for any
particular voice. On this chilly, late-September night, however,
such ruminations were the furthest thing from his mind when he
burst through the barroom door a half hour before closing
time.

Perched on stools in
their regular place at the brass rail were his buddies, Tony Miller
and Jake ‘Butter’ McPherson. Tony nodded and raised his forefinger,
which was pretty much the extent of his “good to see yah” greeting
for anyone. Even if he did smile, you never would have seen it
behind the thick tangle of his salt ‘n pepper beard. Butter, who
was clean-shaven, spun around and smiled widely, exposing the
single large front tooth of his which was stained yellow from
nicotine and internal decay. It was the bright yellow color of that
damaged tooth that inspired his nickname “Butter Tooth”—or “Butter”
for short.

“Where the hell you been, boy-o?” Butter said, his voice
slurring from the numerous beers he no doubt had already consumed.
“Marsha was by an hour or so ago, looking for yah.”

“I’ll
catch up with her later,” Glenn said, waving his hand dismissively.
He barely smiled as Shantelle, the barmaid, slid his usual—a
twenty-ounce Shipyard—across to him. Glenn noticed that his right
hand was shaking a little as he clasped the ice-rimmed glass and
raised it to his mouth. The first gulp made him snort and shiver,
but it felt damned good going down.

“What’s that you got there?” Tony asked, indicating the black
leather carrying case slung over Glenn’s shoulder. His voice was
raw from a lifetime of cigarettes. “You ain’t started carrying a
purse around, have yah?” A few of the locals nearby burst out
laughing, but Glenn hardly noticed or cared. Shaking his head from
side to side, he eased up onto the vacant bar stood next to
Butter.

“I’ve
been out to the Nephews,” he said.

Although he tried to
sound casual, he could hear the slight tremor in his voice and
wondered if his friends noticed it, too.

“You
don’t say,” Butter replied, raising one gray, bushy eyebrow. Glenn
saw Tony’s posture stiffen a little as he leaned away from the bar
railing and cast a sidelong glance at him.

“What
the hell you wanna be doin’ out there?” Butter asked. “’Specially
this time of year.” He took a pack of Luckys from the breast pocket
of his denim work shirt, shook one out from himself, then offered
one to Glenn. Again, Glenn noticed that his hand was trembling as
he slid the cigarette into the corner of his mouth and accepted a
light from Butter’s Bic butane before he lit his own.

“Remember that writer fella up from Portland who was in here a
day or so ago, asking about the lighthouse out on the Nephews?” he
said, exhaling noisily. The smoke flattened out and joined the blue
reef above their heads.

Both Butter and Tony
grunted and nodded.

“Well, he wanted me to take him out there today. I just got
back.” Butter inhaled deeply, then tipped his head back and blew a
stream of smoke up at the ceiling before responding.

“Wanted to see the haunted lighthouse, did he?” he said with a
wide smile. Glenn had always thought Butter would be sensitive
about how that big yellow tooth of his looked, but he never seemed
to mind. And Butter still did all right with the ladies, which
wasn’t bad for a suntanned, weathered man in his late
fifties.

“You
gotta admit,” Glenn said, shifting uneasily on the barstool,
“there’s some pretty weird stories about that place.”

“’N
all of it’s horse-pucky, if you ask me” Tony said, craning his head
around and looking Glenn straight in the eyes. “There’s nothing on
that island but a derelict lighthouse ‘n the keeper’s old house
that’s gone to shit.”

“That’s pretty much what I told this guy,” Glenn said, noisily
exhaling smoke, “but he was determined to see it for himself. He
wanted to see if he could see a ghost or at least hear the music.”
“There’s no ghosts on that island, and there sure as hell ain’t no
music,” Tony said. “Ain’t nothin’ there ‘cept a couple of old
buildings ‘n rocks covered with seagull shit.”

“Yeah, but lemme tell you what happened, ‘cause I’m gonna need
one or both of you guys to go back with me in the morning to find
him.” Tony moaned softly as he carefully placed his half-empty
glass on the bar, then shifted all the way around so he was looking
past Butter and squarely at Glenn.

“Let me tell you something.” Tony’s voice was so low Glenn had to strain to
hear him above the general noise of the barroom. “The last damned
thing we need is another story in some friggin’ magazine or
newspaper ‘bout that lighthouse. All it means is we’re gonna get
more an’ more curiosity seekers pokin’ around out there. An’
that can only mean more
trouble.”

“More
trouble for you, maybe.” Butter turned to Tony and winked. “I’m
thinkin’ you don’t want any more boats around than’s necessary so
no one will find out how many bales of weed you’re bringing in
every month.”

“Maybe I got a wife and three kids to feed,” Tony snapped,
“unlike you, you buck-toothed piece of—”

“Only
three that you acknowledge,” Butter said, overshooting him. “From
what I hear, you got a passel of bastids running around from here
to Bangor.”

“Hey,
c’mon. Take it easy,” Glenn said. His whole life, it seemed, he’d
been stepping in between Butter and Tony. For two men who swore
they were such good friends, and cousins to boot, they sure did
argue and insult each other plenty. “Lemme buy the next round. That
writer fella paid me an extra fifty bucks to wait around ‘till
after dark. That’s why I’m so late.” Butter smiled, and Tony nodded
slowly as he stroked his gray-flecked beard. Once Shantelle brought
the new round, Glenn started to feel at least a little bit
fortified. What had happened out on Nephews Island already seemed a
bit more remote, a little easier to deal with.

“Tanguay was supposed to ferry this guy over there today, but
he never showed. Probably went to the fights in Lewiston. Fella’s
name is Mike...Mike Kimball, I think. Mike somethin’ or other.
Anyways, he’s heard the stories about the lighthouse keeper and his
wife. You know, how she was so lonely ‘n isolated all winter out
there that she made her husband buy a piano and bring it out to the
island. Problem was, she only knew how to play one tune, and she
played it day ‘n night, ‘night ‘n day until it finally drove the
poor fella nuts. He took an ax to the piano, ‘n then
her.”

“Yeah, yeah. We all know the story, Glennie,” Tony said before
raising his beer and taking a few noisy swallows. “We don’t need to
hear it again. But you said you wanted us to go with you in the
morning. You mean to say you left that guy out there?” Again, Glenn
shifted uncomfortably on the barstool. His throat felt suddenly dry
again in spite of the beer.

“I
didn’t exactly leave him out there. He just never showed up.”

“Amounts to pretty much the same thing, don’tcha’ think?”
Butter said as he crushed his cigarette out in the overflowing
ashtray at his elbow. Glenn’s was smoldering, unnoticed, between
his fore- and middle finger.

“He
asked if I wanted to walk over to the lighthouse with him,” Glenn
went on, “but I figured it was better to stay with the boat. The
ocean’s still pretty heavy since that storm the other day, ‘n I
didn’t wanna get stranded myself.”

“But
you didn’t mind leavin’ him behind, huh?” Tony said.

“I
told you, I didn’t leave him. He never showed up.” Glenn finally
noticed that his cigarette had burned out, so he dropped it into
the ashtray and continued. “I waited plenty long, ‘n then I went
lookin’ for him, but I couldn’t find him. I sure as hell wasn’t
about to stick around all night. I figure either he ain’t ever
comin’ off that island...alive, anyway, or else he’s sacked out
some place, just waiting for dawn.”

“He
have a cell phone with ‘im?” Butter asked, looking proud that he’d
thought of this angle. “I mean, these days, you gotta put some
effort into it, if you want to be left alone.” In response, Glenn
slung the carrying case off his shoulder and placed it carefully
onto the bar. A few of the regulars moved closer, no longer trying
to mask their interest as Glenn unzipped the black leather
case.

“It’s
in here, ‘long with his camcorder, a tape recorder, ‘n a couple of
notebooks. I found all this stuff scattered around outside the
lighthouse when I went lookin’ for him. Looked kinda like he
dropped it in a hurry.”

“You
really did go
lookin’ for him?” Tony said with a sniffing laugh. “You ain’t just
sayin’ that?” He was scowling as he picked up the small tape
recorder and inspected it for a moment or two. The side of the
black casing was scuffed gray, and the small speaker hole in the
front was clotted with dirt and turf. He sniffed softly as he
placed it down on the bar, then threw back the rest of his beer and
slid the empty toward Shantelle, who was standing close by, also
listening to Glenn’s story.

“’Course I did,” Glenn said. “After I told him I wasn’t
interested in checking out any of the buildings, I told him to make
sure he was back by nine o’clock. That’s when the tide was up. You
know, the dock that used to be there got washed away a couple of
winters ago, so I had to run my boat up onto the shingle. I was
only gonna wait for the tide, ‘cause if I missed it at nine
o’clock, I wasn’t gonna get off there ‘till morning. No way I’m
gonna freeze my ass off out there all night.”

“Neither time nor tide,” Butter said nodding sagely and smiling
to expose his big, yellow tooth.

“And
he never showed?” Shantelle asked, her dark eyes narrowing with
concern. She, too, knew all of the stories about Nephews
Island.

“I
hollered and hollered for him, but he never answered. It was dark
by then. I got the flashlight from my boat and looked around some,
but I never seen hide nor hair.”

“You
think the ghosts got him? ‘S that it?” Tony asked.

Glenn couldn’t see
it, but he was fairly sure Tony was smirking at him behind his
beard.

“I
don’t know what happened. He might’ve fallen off one of the ledges,
for all I know. The door to the lighthouse was open, so he might’ve
gone up to the top where the light used to be, but I didn’t see any
evidence of him being up there. I didn’t see his flashlight or
anything.”

“Shouldn’t you call the Coast Guard?” Shantelle asked. She had
taken Tony’s empty glass and returned with a full one without
asking. Glenn and Butter were still working on their
beers.

“If
we don’t find him tomorrow, I guess we’d better,” Glenn said. “But
the Coast Guard ain’t too keen about anyone bein’ on that island,
so I ain’t about to admit that I been ferryin’ writers out
there.”

“Good
point,” Butter said, nodding again, and he was echoed by Tony, who
said, “Damned good
point!”

While he was talking,
Glenn was absentmindedly handling the contents of the writer’s
carrying case. As he looked down at the micro-recorder, he noticed
that the tape inside had run about halfway through. He suddenly sat
up straight and snapped his fingers.

“Wait
a second. He was askin’ me all sorts of questions about the island.
Tapin’ ‘em. This is probably the tape.” He inspected the recorder
until he found the controls, a small series of indented buttons on
the side. After a little experimentation, he found the
rewind button and pressed
it. The tape made a faint hissing sound as it rewound a short way.
Then Glenn pressed play.

“...saying you don’t believe in ghosts, or that you just don’t
believe the stories about this particular lighthouse and
island.”

“That’s him. That’s the writer,” Glenn said, addressing no one
in particular as the small machine in his hand played back the
recorded voice. The barroom had suddenly gone totally quiet as
everyone moved closer and listened.

“I’m
not sayin’ anything either way,” Glen’s recorded voice said. “It’s
just that—when you live ‘round here and you’re your livin on the
ocean, you hear all sorts of tales, and you take ‘em for what they
are, just tales—unless you experience somethin’ yourself that you
don’t understand.”

“Are
you saying flat out that there are no ghosts in the lighthouse or
the lightkeeper’s house on Nephews Island?”

“I
ain’t sayin’ there is, and I ain’t sayin’ there ain’t,” Glenn’s
recorded voice said.

“Christ! You sound like friggin’ Einstein,” Tony muttered
before quaffing some of his beer. Shantelle and Glenn both glowered
at him to keep him silent as the voices continued.

“So
tell me,” the recorded voice of the writer said, “have you
personally ever had any strange or what you might call
supernatural experiences?” There was a lengthy pause on the tape, and once
it was clear that Glenn wasn’t going to answer, the writer
continued, “There have been numerous reports from fisherman and
sailors passing by Nephews Island, especially late at night, who
have heard strains of piano music. Some people have even said that
it was a particular song they heard: ‘Listen to the Mockingbird.’
Have you ever been out here at night and heard anything like
that?”

“I’m
not usually out this way,” Glenn’s recorded voice said. It sounded
fainter, now, like he had turned his head away from the microphone.
“Most of my traps are set south of the harbor.”

Butter jumped on his
stool and turned to Glenn. “That ain’t true,” he said. “You have
thirty or forty pots out near the Nephews.” Glenn snapped the
recorder off and glared at his friend.

“I
wasn’t gonna tell him that,” he said, fighting back the sudden rush
of anger he felt at Butter. “Listen to him. He’s grindin’ me like
I’m some kind of authority or something. I wasn’t about to tell him
a damned thing.”

“But
you’ve heard it,” Butter said, pressing. “You know damned right
well you have. You ‘n me were out that way a couple of summers ago.
‘Member? ‘N we both heard—”

“Nothin’! ‘Least nothin’ that guy needed to know about,” Glenn
said softly, still struggling to control his anger.

Was
it anger? Glenn wondered.
Or fear? Years ago, he
and Butter had been out by The Nephews one night, and they had
heard and seen—something. The memory of it still sent an icy wave
rippling up between his shoulder blades.

But
he didn’t want to talk about it now, and he certainly didn’t want
Butter talking about it, so he clicked the recorder on and pressed
the fast forward button. For a second or two, there was a high-pitched
squealing that sounded like a chipmunk on helium. Then Glenn
pressed play again, and everyone in the bar leaned in as they listened to
the recorded sound of the visiting writer’s voice.

“...not even sure of their names or the names of the lighthouse
keeper and his wife—if, in fact, she even lived out here on this
lonely rock. There are numerous gaps in the historical records from
the late eighteen- and early nineteen-hundreds. Of course, it’s
possible that—” The writer’s voice was suddenly cut off by a loud
bang. Most everyone in the bar couldn’t help but jump.

“That
must’ve be him, opening’ a door,” Butter said in a whisper. “Where
d’you think he is—the lighthouse or the keeper’s house?”

“That
was probably the front door of the lighthouse,” Glenn said,
impatiently waving him quiet with one hand while leaning forward.
“’Least that’s where I found his stuff. Shush.” The tape played
back the heavy clump of footsteps on either the front steps or a
wooden floor of the lighthouse. They seemed halting, as though the
person was hesitant, unsure if he should proceed. Then, with a low,
fear-tinged voice, the writer’s recorded voice said, “What the hell
is that?” There was another loud banging sound and then several
seconds of hissing silence on the tape. Everyone in the bar seemed
to be holding their breath as they listened. Glenn was so focused
on the tape, waiting to hear the writer’s voice again, that he
realized he’d been hearing something else for a several seconds
before it finally registered.

“Hold
on a second,” he said.

His
hands were tingling as he stopped the tape, pressed
rewind for a few seconds,
then started the tape again.

“Listen,” he said, his voice a raw whisper as he leaned both
elbows on the bar, raised the small tape recorder, and held it
close to his ear.

The
sound was so faint it was almost nonexistent, but Glenn recognized
the echoing, tinkling sounds of a piano. It took him a heartbeat or
two to acknowledge that the sound was actually on the tape, not
coming from the next room or outside. He turned the
volume up as high as it
would go, but the faint, teasing sound faded away, lost in the
static hiss of the otherwise blank tape.

“D’you hear that?” Glenn asked, his eyes leaping back and forth
from Tony to Butter to Shantelle and back to Tony.

“I
didn’t hear a goddamned thing,” Butter said. His forehead was
furrowed with confusion, and he cocked his head to one side,
looking like a dog that was listening to a high frequency whistle
that humans can’t hear.

“No,
no. Listen again,” Glenn said.

He rewound the tape
and played it again, making sure the volume was turned all the way
up. Once again, he heard the writer say, “What the hell was
that?”—followed by the loud bang, then silence. Through the tape
hiss came the unmistakable sounds of a distant piano, playing
“Listen to the Mockingbird.”

“Jesus, Joseph, and Mary,” Butter said, gasping as he sat back
and let his shoulders slump. His mouth hung open, exposing his
single yellow tooth. His eyes were wide and held a wild, confused
glow.

Glenn quickly rewound
the tape, and they all listened one more time. This time, everyone
in the bar said they heard the faint strains of the distinctive
tune.

“You
ain’t fucking with us, are you Glenn?” Shantelle asked. Her eyes
were wide, dark pools in the dim barroom light.

Glenn
couldn’t speak. He could barely shake his head, no. His fingers were tingling so
badly he’d all but lost his sense of touch. He wasn’t sure he’d be
able to hold onto the tape recorder. A numb, hollow feeling slid
open inside his chest, and the cold sensation between his shoulder
blades spread like invisible fingers up the back of his
neck.

Glenn clicked the
tape off and looked around at his friends. They had all heard it,
and they were all staring at him as though they expected him to say
something profound. But it was Tony who finally spoke up.

“Wanna know what I think?” he said gruffly. Before anyone could
draw a breath to speak, he continued, “I think, if you ain’t
playin’ some kinda trick on us here, if this is for real, there’s
only one thing you can do.”

“What’s that?” Glenn asked, looking at him, his eyebrows raised
in desperate query.

“I
think you oughta take that damned tape recorder, zip it back into
that carrying case with all that other stuff, put a heavy stone in
with it ‘n drop it overboard when you go out lobsterin’ tomorrow
mornin’.” Tony raised his hand and pointed a gnarled forefinger at
Glenn, shaking it like a schoolteacher who was scolding a child.
“’Cause if that tape’s for real, there ain’t no one ever gonna see
that writer fella alive again. Not on The Nephews, ‘n not anywhere
else.” Tony leaned his head back and drained his beer glass with a
few deep swallows. After wiping his chin and beard with the flat of
his hand, he leaned forward and pinned Glenn with an intense,
earnest look.

“That
fella drove up here, you say?” Glenn’s throat was so dry he could
barely swallow as he nodded and said, “Uh-huh.”

“Well, then,” Tony said, heaving himself up off the bar stool,
preparing to leave. “If I was you, while it’s still dark, I’d think
about drivin’ his car out to Nickerson’s Quarry and pushin’ it off
Big Derrick Ledge where it’s deepest.” Tony wavered, a little
unsteady on his feet as he took two twenties from his wallet and
dropped them onto the bar in front of Shantelle. Before he turned
to leave, though, he belched before leaning close to Glenn. His
breath was sour with beer and stale with cigarette smoke as he
whispered into his ear, “’N I’d think ‘bout movin’ them thirty or
forty traps you got out there by the Nephews.”

 


 


NIGHTMARE TRANSCRIPTS

 


This is what you say:
“I don’t know which is worse—when I’m having the nightmares, or a
couple of nights later, once they stop.”

Then you take a deep
breath and hold it as you settle back against the couch cushions
and roll your head from side to side. The crackling sound your
spine makes is like a string of firecrackers going off inside your
head. It hurts.

“Well, then,” says your current psychotherapist.

His name is Bob
Marshall, and you don’t like him, not one bit.

“Why don’t you tell me about both situations?” When
you shrug, the leather-covered couch on which you’re lying makes
another, deeper creaking sound that sets your teeth on edge. You
wince as you inhale slowly between your teeth.

After taking a moment
to collect your thoughts, you say this:

“You
see. I’ve even been keeping track of them—the nightmares, I
mean—trying to see if they come in conjunction with the full moon
or something I’ve eaten just before I go to bed or something. So
far, though, there doesn’t seem to be any pattern. None that I’m
aware of, anyway.”

Bob asks: “Do you
mean that you don’t see any pattern to your dreams or to the
occurrences of your dreams?”

Your anger suddenly
spikes, and you glance over your shoulder a Bob and see that stupid
smirk he seems to have on his face for most of the time during your
appointment. You hate it when he looks at you like that, like
you’re something he stepped in or something.

“They’re not dreams,” you say.

You’re trying hard
not to shout, but you put as much firmness as you can into your
voice.

“They’re fucking nightmares, okay? You got that?” Bob
nods, and you clench both hands into fists so hard they start to
ache all the way up to your elbows. Your body is tense, and it
begins to tremble, especially your legs, like you just finished
running. The couch kee[ps making those seep creaking sounds that
hurt your ears so much you have to close your eyes and block your
ears before you finally gain a measure of control and don’t
scream.

“Right...right,” Bob the therapist you don’t like says.
“They’re nightmares.”

His
voice remains calm even though you can sense—hell, you can
practically smell that he’s as frustrated and full of rage as you are, only in a
different way or maybe he just hasn’t realized it yet.

“So
tell me,” he says, using that fake, friendly voice. “Is it that you
don’t see a pattern to the … nightmares or to the
occur—”

“Yes...yes,”
you say, breathing out harshly between your teeth. “Jesus, I
told you that the last
time I was here. They’re all the same—the nightmares. Night after
night. The same fucking thing! It’s just that it...that
they get really intense
for a few nights, and then, over the next week or so, they’re not
as detailed...not as scary.”

Bob shifts in his
chair and says this: “But then, maybe two or three weeks go by, and
they start coming back again, getting even more intense, right?
That’s what you told me in the last session.”

His
voice rises suggestively, but the only response you can manage is a
low grunt because what you really
want to do is leap off the goddamned couch and
throttle the living shit out of Bob. Your arms are hurting all the
way up to your shoulders, now, and you think you can hear a
high-pitched buzzing sound in your ears.

“Well, then...can you tell me exactly whet that is? Bob asks.
“When they start getting intense again?”

You grit your teeth
and shake your head, feeling totally exasperated with this guy.

He
just plain isn’t going to get it, is he? You ask yourself.

And then you answer yourself:
No, he isn’t. Not any more than any of the other
head shrinkers you’ve seen over the last three years.
Bob is...what?

The
fifth shrink you’ve worked with so far. That’s not counting those
useless talks you had last year with the school therapist. What a
fucking waste of time. But you’re already beginning to think that
it doesn’t matter how many sessions you have with him or any other
shrink. You can tell that Bob—just like the others—just plain isn’t
going to get it.

“So
why don’t you review for me how this dre—I mean, how these
nightmares go?” he asks. He still sounds so calm and patient, like
he’s talking to a goddamned imbecile or a little kid or something.
You can tell that he’s putting it all on for you. It’s nothing but
a fucking show.

You press your head
down hard against the cushion, ignoring the creaking sounds the
couch makes and the buzzing in your head as you stare up at the
ceiling. A cloudy, red haze swirls across your vision. You
wonder—like you have so many times before—if this means you’ve
busted a blood vessel in your head, but you guess that would have
dropped you dead in your tracks before now if that’s what had
happened.

You take a deep,
steadying breath before you start to tell Bob again, and this is
what you say:

“It
always begins with me walking down a street in the city, okay? It’s
usually cold out, but even when it’s a warm summer night or
something, I’m wearing a long, heavy coat. A dark coat. Maybe even
wool. The only thing I feel in the nightmare is...really
nervous.”

“Nervous?” Bob echoes.

“Yeah, nervous,” you snap, unable to keep the sarcasm out of
your voice. “Mostly because there are always lots of people
crowding the street. Most of them seem to be looking at me kind of
funny, you know? And they avoid me like they know something about
me I don’t. But I don’t want them to see me. I just want to fade
away...disappear.”

“Is it always the same street?” Bob asks.

You feel suddenly
angry at him for interrupting you now that you’re on a roll. Once
the memory of the nightmare starts coming back to you, you don’t
want to lose it. You can practically feel the adrenalin squirting
into your bloodstream, making your body hum like a vibrating tuning
fork. Maybe that’s what makes the buzzing sound in your head, a
tuning fork.

“No...no,” you say, still struggling not to scream at him.
“It’s not always the exact
same street, but I...I can tell, in the
nightmares, you know, that it’s usually in the same part of town,
usually over by the high school.”

“So
what happens next?” Bob asks, still sounding as patient as all
hell.

You’re not so sure
you like him prodding you like this. The last therapist you worked
with never did that to you. Of course, she was as much a dishit as
Bob, but in a different way.

Damn. You wish you
could remember her name, but as bad as she was, she was purty
damned good compared to ole’ Bob here. You liked the way she always
just listened to you and let you talk as much as you liked without
ever interrupting you. She spoke so seldom there were quite a few
times when you actually wondered if she was even awake. But you’d
glance over at her, and she be watching you carefully, her eyes
looking like big bug eyes behind those stupid glasses she wore.

Yeah, you think, that was one thing wrong with
her.

She had those great big
bug eyes! You had to stop
going to her because it got to the point where you couldn’t stand
the thought that she was always looking at you with those great big
bug eyes. Even when you weren’t looking at her, she was looking at
you.

So you stopped going
to her, and here you were with good ole’ Bob.

“Well, then,” you finally say after clearing your throat. “What
happens next is, I just sort of stand there in the dark, you know?
Usually I’m in an alley or a dark doorway or something so no one
can see me, and I just wait.”

“You wait...for what?”

“For
someone to come along, of course,” you say. You’re trying your best
to control yourself, but Bob is making is goddamned
hard.



“And
what do you think about while you’re waiting?” Bob asks.

“Think about?”

Your voice sounds
like an echo of his, and you sigh and shake your head in
frustration.

“Jesus Christ! These are nightmares we’re talking about. I don’t
think about anything. Not
in a nightmare. Not the way you do in real life,
anyway.”

“Of
course not,” Bob says agreeably. He sounds a little too agreeable
for your taste, and you realize that you’re going to have to stop
coming to visit him, too.

“So
then...tell me,” Bob sayd. “What do you do? What happens
next?”

And this is what you say: “I told you during the
last visit that I wait for someone to come along. Usually it’s a
girl who’s by herself. She doesn’t have to be pretty or anything,
but she usually is young and pretty. And alone.

“When
I start to move toward her, it’s like my feet aren’t even touching
the ground. It’s like they’re greased of something, and I just sort
of glide down the steps or whatever, and then before I know it I’m
sliding along beside her.”

You take a breath
that almost hurts and says, “Do your feet touch the ground in your
dreams?”

Bob
doesn’t reply to that, and you get a little more upset with him.
Your voice seems stuffed inside your chest, and the memories of the
nightmares are now as clear and sharp as broken glass in your mind.
You can see it—and hear it—hell you can taste and feel the whole scene as it
unfolds.

The girl.

Her hair glistens in the flickering city lights.

Her eyes go wide and
moist with apprehension when she realizes you’re moving along
beside her.

Her throat—the pale,
wide stretch of her throat is exposed.

And so is her fear.
Her fear is as bright as sunlight on chrome.

Oh, she’s afraid of
you all right, as well she should be.

Once again your hands
begin to shake, and you clench you right hand into a fist as if you
are actually holding a knife.

“And then I...then I...”

Your throat closes
off, and you can no longer speak. You have to squeeze your eyes
tightly shut because the pulsating red haze in front of them is
getting brighter and deeper. It blocks out what little you can see
of Bob’s office wall—the framed diplomas and family pictures, put
there, you now think, just to make you feel bad because your family
is so fucked up. You look toward the window but can hardly see the
trees against the sky. When you shut your eyes, all you can see is
a shifting red veil that fills your field of vision.

“Well
now,” Bob says in a low, almost suggestive tone of voice. “Over the
last few months, you must have heard on the news or read in the
newspaper about those high school girls who have been killed
downtown.”

You grunt but say
nothing.

“Did
you know any of them?” Bob asks. “You attended the same school for
a while.”

You try to answer
him, but your throat feels swollen and tight, like it’s blocked.
You try to clear it, but the burning feeling won’t go away. When
you swallow, it leaves a terrible aftertaste.

At last, you say
this:

“Yeah, I heard about it on the news the other night, but—” You
shake your head, and the couch creaks, and your neck aches. “No. I
didn’t know any of them.”

You can say no more,
and you pause, waiting for Bob to say something
semi-intelligent.

Finally he does.

“Well, it could be that all these incidents and the fact that
they’re all students from your high school are affecting you,” Bob
suggests. “Maybe they’re contributing to your
nightmares.”

Is
that the best you can do? You
wonder.

You try to answer
him, but the only sound that comes out of you no is a low,
strangled gasp.

You can feel your
face flush, and you almost laugh out loud, remembering how your
mother used to tease you about the way you blush. Shed say your
face looked so hot she could have lit a match on it.

“Would you like a glass of water?” Bob asks you after an
uncomfortably long stretch of silence.

It’s
like he’s reading your mind, peeking into your skull, but you are
still unable to speak, so you simply nod and then you close your
eyes and listen to the sounds he makes as he gets up from his chair
and walks over to the water cooler in the corner beside his office
door. As he fills the paper cup, the big bottle of
Poland Spring water
gurgles, sounding like your stomach when you’re upset or
hungry.

With your eyes still
tightly shut, you listen, cringing a little as he walks over to the
couch. You reach out blindly with your right hand and take the
paper cup from him. You try to stop your hand from shaking as you
raise the cup to your mouth and take a sip. Without looking, you
can’t help but spill a little on your shirt front, but the water
feels really good, sliding down your throat.

“Thanks,” you say after emptying the small cup, and for once,
you really mean it.

You keep your eyes
closed, taking a long time to compose yourself.

You really need
to.

You
don’t like Bob. You’ve decided that, but you suddenly want to tell
him the truth. You want to admit to him that it’s not
remembering the details
of the nightmares that you find so unsettling.

Far from it, in
fact.

Although you would
never dare to tell Bob or anyone else this, you actually find
remembering the details of the nightmares rather exciting.

Stimulating, in
fact.

You realize that you
have an erection, so you shift around on the couch and adjust your
pants, hoping it doesn’t show.

You
think to yourself: What kind of therapist
would notice when his patient gets an erection?

And
you answer yourself: Not one I’d want to
work with, that’s for goddamned sure!

“Please understand,” Bob says softly. “You don’t have to
continue with this right now if you don’t want to, if it’s too
disturbing.”

His voice is so low
you can barely hear it above the tuning fork that’s ringing inside
your head. But you consider what he said, and you know
that—amazingly—he’s right.

You
don’t have to tell him anything, and right now you’re not so
sure you even want to.

What
if, you think, by
telling him about your nightmares, by talking about them, it
decreases their power and the charge you get from them?

With your eyes still
tightly closed, you sigh and shake your head in resigned
agreement.

“Yeah,” you say, almost breathlessly. “Well, the thing of it
is, for the last few nights, the nightmares haven’t been nearly as
strong as before. I guess I’m on a down-cycle now with how intense
they are, you know?”

“And
that’s a good thing?” Bob says, half-statement,
half-suggestion.

No, it isn’t
good!

You think this and
are not even sure if you say it out loud or not.

It’s not good at all,
you stupid asshole!

You
finally see that the problem is, you can’t tell Bob or anyone
else—not even the lady with the big bug eyes—that it’s only once
the dreams—once the nightmares
start to fade that you start getting more and more
agitated...more and more worried.

You
wish you could tell Bob or someone...anyone...that the adrenalin
rush you get from the nightmares is practically the only thing that
makes you feel alive...really, truly alive.

And once you start
losing that edge, once the feelings start fading away, you start
feeling like you have to...

Well, you’re not
exactly sure what.

It’s
like you feel empty...hollow, and you have to do something to bring those feelings
back.

You finally realize
that you’ve been lost in your own thoughts for too long, and you
know Bob’s waiting for you to say something, so you say this:

“Well...I do tend to sleep better then.”

You hear your own
voice. It sounds distant, like you’re far away from yourself. Maybe
in the next room. After you say thins, all you can think about is
how much you wish you trusted Bob—trusted him enough to tell him
what you really feel and what you have to do afterwards to bring
those feelings back...to bring the nightmares back.

That’s probably why
you’re in therapy has never worked for you, you decide, and
probably why it never will because when you come right down to it,
you don’t like to talk.

You’re the kind of person who likes to do things.

You
have to act!

You suppose you can handle it for another couple of
nights—maybe a week, tops. But after that once the feelings from
the nightmares are all gone, you know—you just know that you’re
going to have to go out again and do something to bring them
back.
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Manda knew it meant trouble as soon as
Jason, the manager of the Borders where she worked, asked to see
her right after the Monday morning staff meeting before the
bookstore opened for the day.

No way it could be good
news.

It never was.

After finishing her
coffee and the donut she had left over from yesterday, she walked
into the back room, thinking this might be it.

This time she might
actually get fired.

Jason was standing by
the returns station, leaning with clenched fists against the desk
as he stared at something on the computer screen. A faint, bluish
glow underlit his features, making his skin look ghastly pale.

Manda walked around
the full pallet of boxes that no one had bothered to open on last
night’s late shift, and stopped a few feet from him.

How bad can it
be?

She
didn’t have long to wait. She saw the book—the special order—on the desk in
front of him and instantly stiffened.

“If
you’re not going to buy
this,” Jason said without looking away from the
computer screen, “then you should return it. Today.”

He seemed to be
trying to maintain an “all-business” tone, but she caught the glint
in his averted eyes. It might just be the reflection of the
computer screen in his glasses, but it sure seemed like he was
enjoying the hell out of this.

He always did.

Holding the book out
at arm’s length, he carefully studied the front and back covers.
There was no dust jacket. Just a faux black leather binding with
the title and author stamped in cheap gold foil. The left corner of
Jason’s mouth kept twitching. Finally, unable to hold back a sniff
of laughter, he opened to the first page and read the title out
loud.

“Psychic Black Holes.”

His voice dripped
with derision, and he cleared his throat before continuing to read
the subtitle.

“An
exploration of the ‘event horizon’ and mental
abilities.”

Glancing at Manda, he
repeated the words, “Event horizon,” before dropping the book onto
the workbench. “I don’t blame you for not buying it—especially for
eighty dollars.”

“There’d be the employee discount,” Manda said
meekly, not quite daring to look her boss in the eyes.

“Not
on special orders, there isn’t,” Jason snapped automatically.
Straightening up, he turned and glared at her, the overhead
fluorescent lights glinting in distorted white bars on the lenses
of his glasses. “You don’t really believe this crap, do you,
Manda?”

Manda tried not to
wither under his steady glare, but she couldn’t help it. She didn’t
like her boss, and she knew he didn’t like her. Especially since
she turned him down when he had asked her out last winter.

Still, there was no
reason to be so mean to her. She tried to look past the glare off
his glasses and into his eyes instead of staring at the floor and
feeling like she had done something wrong.

“Not
really,” she said, her voice hushed. “It’s just...kind of
interesting.” She shrugged. “I like to keep an open mind about
things.”

“I’d
rather see an open wallet. So if you don’t have the eighty bucks,
get this book out of the inventory. ‘Kay?”

Manda
thought—not for the first time—that what she should do is pop the
book into her backpack and walk on out of the store with it, but
she would never do something like that. She couldn’t. It was
bad karma to steal
from work, even though she knew several employees who had plenty of
books and CDs on “permanent loan.” Besides, now that Jason had made
such an issue of it, she knew he’d be watching her.

Without another word,
Jason dropped the book onto the returns table and strode past her.
Seething with resentment, Manda watched as he walked out onto the
sales floor.

He wasn’t such a bad
guy, she thought. Underneath it all, there might even be a human
heart, but he acted like such a hardcore, corporate dickhead. As if
eighty dollars was going to make or break the inventory.

Music
suddenly blared from the overhead speakers. The Beatles’
White Album.

Good
choice, Manda thought as she bopped along
with “Back in the U.S.S.R.” and started straightening up her work
area. Someone on the late night crew had left a teetering stack of
books on her chair. Glancing at the computer screen, she saw that
Jason had been looking at the returns information for Swann Press,
the publishing house that had sent her the copy of
Psychic Black Holes.

“Thanks for the help...dickweed,” she muttered.

The back room door
slammed open as Chris and Billy came out to get a load of books for
their sections. On most days, Manda would have taken a few minutes
to talk with them, but she was still fuming about Jason as she
turned to the shelf beside her desk where she kept an assortment of
padded book bags for returns.

“Goddamned cock swallower,” she whispered as she grabbed a bag
that would fit her book. When she pulled the envelope down, her
hand scraped against the rough edge of the wooden shelving. She
cried out in pain as a splinter of wood sliced her wrist open as
cleanly as a razor blade.

Billy looked over and asked if she was all
right.

Holding her wrist
tightly with her other hand, Manda nodded as she stared at the
wound. It wasn’t as bad as it had felt, but tiny drops of blood
were beading up along the thin, two-inch gash. It had a little
sting to it.

“Yeah. Just caught a splinter,” she said, shaking her
hand.

“Whoa! Workman’s comp time!” Chris called over his shoulder.
“You’ll be sitting in the sun, sucking down brews, and watching
HBO.”

Manda sniffed as she
held her hand up and carefully inspected the wound, making sure
there weren’t any splinters in it. It looked all right, and she
decided not to bother cleaning it or bandaging it. After wiping the
blood on her jeans leg, she turned back to the worktable.

“Damn
it,” she muttered when she noticed the tiny drop of blood on the
cover of her special order. She reached out to wipe it away, but
before she could, the tiny red dot disappeared, absorbed
into the slick, pseudo-leather cover, gone without
a trace.

“Did you see—” she started to say as
she turned around to her co-workers, but Billy and Chris had their
handcarts full of books and were already heading out onto the sales
floor. By this time, the Beatles were halfway through “Dear
Prudence.” Manda had a mountain of returns to send out, so she put
the whole thing out of her mind and got to work.
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“Hey, you,” Rob, Manda’s boyfriend,
called out as she stepped into the apartment and eased the door
shut behind her. She latched the dead bolt, even though they had
never had any trouble in the two years they had lived on Munjoy
Hill.

“Hey
me,” she replied automatically as she slumped out of her jacket and
hung it on the peg by the door beside Rob’s
sweatshirt. “How was your day? How’d the writing—?”

She stopped herself
when her gaze shifted down to the faded, peeling linoleum floor of
the entryway. The braided rug her grandmother had given her as a
high school graduation present was gone. She glanced into the
closet by the front door, but it wasn’t there, either.

“Hey, Rob?... Where’s my rug?” She stayed where she
was, unable or unwilling to move until she found out what had
happened. The rug had been special to her. It was the last
hand-braided rug her grandmother—who had died almost six years
ago—had made.

The scuffing sound of
Rob’s bare feet on the floor drew her attention. He appeared in the
doorway, a crooked half-smile on his face.

“Rug...?” he said, cocking his head to one side and looking
like a dog who was listening to a high frequency
whistle.

“Yeah. My handbraided rug.” Manda fought back the urge to
shout. It had been a hard enough day at work. The cut on her wrist
was still stinging, and she didn’t need this right now.

“You
know... The one my grandma made for me. Remember...?”

Rob gave her a blank
stare. No longer smiling, his mouth hung open, making him look
absolutely stupid.

“The
blue and gray one...with the three roses in the
middle...”

Rob looked at her
expectantly as though waiting for the punch line of a joke he
wasn’t quite getting.

“Come on, Robbie. Stop teasing. What’d you do with
it?” Rob took a tentative step forward, then halted as though not
feeling entirely safe getting too close to her.

“I
really don’t know what you’re talking about, Manda.”

He looked past her,
focusing on the wall for a moment, then shifted his gaze back at
her.

“Jesus, Rob! It’s been in front of the door since before you
moved in. You can’t tell me that you don’t...”

Her voice trailed
away as she studied Rob’s confused expression. It wouldn’t surprise
her if he’d been smoking pot instead of writing today. Maybe he was
putting her on. His eyes seemed clear enough, but she could never
tell for sure with Rob.

“Tough day at work, huh?” he asked as he stepped forward and
gave her a hug and kissed her lightly on the cheek. He placed one
hand on the back of her head and pulled her close.

“You
might say that.” Manda’s voice was muffled against his chest. “A
real bitch! That bastard Aceto started in on me first thing this
morning, and he didn’t let up all day.”

“I’m
telling yah. You should talk to a lawyer about charging him with
sexual harassment or something. That asshole’s been making your
job... What’s the legal term for it? ‘An unsuitable work
environment.’ Yeah, that’s it. He’s making that place an unsuitable
work environment for you.”

“To
hell with him,” Manda said, dismissing it with a wave of her hand.
She broke off their embrace and walked into the living room.
Letting out a low groan, she eased herself onto the couch and just
sat there, staring blankly out the living room windows. In the
corner of the room, away from the distracting view of the city
outside the window, was Rob’s writing desk, cluttered as always.
The desk light and computer were on, so it sure looked like he had
been working.

Manda jumped and let
out a little squeal when Muggins, her three-year-old, grossly
overweight tiger cat, jumped up onto the couch and started rubbing
his head against her thigh.

“Hey,
guy,” she muttered, reaching down and scratching the top of his
head. Muggins flopped onto his back and began kneading her leg with
his claws. Within seconds, the room filled with his motor-boat loud
purring.

Manda leaned back and
closed her eyes, lost for a moment in the comfort of her cat. She
didn’t even think about what Rob might be doing. Maybe he was
looking for the missing rug, but she couldn’t believe him,
pretending like he didn’t know what she was talking about.

Silence settled into
the room, broken only by the Muggins’ steady purring and the
muffled sounds of traffic through the closed windows. Before long,
Manda slipped off into a deep sleep.
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The rest of the week went about as well as Manda
could have expected, considering her boss was on her case about
every little thing he could think of. He criticized her for the way
she handled a cash return with a particularly rude customer; he
threatened to write her up for taking too long a break on
Wednesday; and he complained several times in one day that she
hadn’t gotten all of the returns boxed and shipped fast enough.

She didn’t care.

Even if he fired her, she was sure
she could find another job—a much better paying job, too—without
too much effort. If Jason gave her any more grief, she was ready to
quit on the spot. What she wasn’t ready for was when
Psychic Black Holes, which she’d returned to Swann Press on Monday, showed up at
the store in Thursday’s mail.

“Christ on a crutch,” she muttered
as she regarded the padded book bag stamped “Return to Sender” in bright red
letters, front and back. She had been shift leader for three hours
yesterday because Tim, one of the assistant managers, had called in
sick. There were mountains of returns she hadn’t had time to scan
out of the system, so her first response was to toss the package
onto a shelf until she could get to it. Maybe it’d still be there
when she got the nerve to quit. The next person in charge of
returns could deal with it.

But she hesitated, hefting the
package in one hand, knowing it contained a book she
really wanted to own.
Hesitantly, she placed it down on her desk beside her now-cold cup
of coffee. The back room was deserted, so she sat down at her desk.
Sighing, she leaned forward and cupped her chin with both hands,
staring long and hard at the package.

“Who would know?” she muttered, glancing around the
vast, book-cluttered room.

It would be so easy to slide the book into her
backpack and walk out with it. Even if, sometime in the future,
Jason noticed that the return credit never showed up, she would
claim that the book must have gotten lost in the mail, or maybe
imply that the publisher was trying to screw the store out of the
money.

Either way, she’d have the book, free and
clear...clear, that is, except for her conscience.

“Yeah, damn it.”

She huffed as she
reached past her cold coffee and picked up the package. A terrible
sourness filled her stomach. Her hands were clammy as she wedged
her fingertips under the stapled flap and started to rip it
open.

She let out a cry
when an upraised prong of a staple sliced the underside of her
forefinger. Dropping the package to the desk, she shook her hand to
relieve the sudden sting of pain, then held her finger up to
inspect the wound.

It wasn’t so bad.

Not even an inch
long.

But the staple had
cut deeply. The wound spread open like a tiny eye slit with a
bright red bead of blood for an eyeball. Placing the wounded finger
in her mouth, she gently sucked on it. The faint, metallic taste of
blood teased her tongue.

When
she pulled her finger from her mouth and looked closely at the cut
again, she decided that she didn’t even need a Band-Aid. Her breath caught in her
throat when her gaze shifted down to her desk. A corner of the
returned book was sticking out of the padded envelope, and two
drops of her blood glistened like miniature rubies on the edge of
the black, faux-leather cover.

As she reached to wipe the blood away, something
peculiar happened. Later that day, Manda all but convinced herself
that it had been simply a trick of the light, or maybe there was
something wrong with her eyesight; but as she stared at the book,
the rich, black tone of the leather cover darkened and swelled. A
momentary wave of dizziness swept over her, and before she could
react, she watched as the fake leather absorbed the two tiny drops
of blood. After they were gone, a hint of deep, dark scarlet
swirled inside the textured black cover.

“That
is so weird,” she
muttered, taking a quick step back.

“What’s weird?”

The male voice,
speaking so suddenly behind her, startled Manda. She let out a
sharp squeal and spun around to see Billy, crouching beside his
book bin next to a cart stacked with books.

“How
long have you been here?” Manda asked, gasping.

Billy grinned and
shrugged as he shot her a lopsided grin.

“Whaddayah mean? I’m just loading up my cart.” He hesitated,
then added, “All right. You caught me. I was reading on the job.”
He held up a book, but Manda couldn’t read the title. “Promise you
won’t turn me in to the big bad boss.”

“Yeah—sorry,” she said, feeling more than a little humiliated.
“I was just...” Her voice drifted off, and she chanced another
glance at the book on the table. “You startled me, is
all.”

“Yeah. I do that to a lot of people.” His charming grin spread
across his face and in a goofy cartoon voice, he said, “It’s what
Tiggers do best.”

Manda couldn’t help
but laugh at his impersonation. It was actually quite good. She
always found Billy amusing, even when he was cracking crude jokes
that many of the female employees found offensive. It was only
because of him, she realized, and a few other employees that she
stuck with her job here. They were about the only thing that made
it tolerable.

Just then, the
backroom door swung open so hard it banged against the wall. Jason
strode over to the returns station. His gaze immediately fixed on
the returned book, and he glared at Manda.

“I
thought I told you to return that.”

Looking past him, Manda caught Billy’s eye. Jason’s
back was to him, and Billy was twisting his face into a sassy, sour
expression. He looked like he’d just bitten into a lemon.

“Yeah, I—I’ll do it first thing today,” she
muttered, avoiding eye contact with Jason because she knew if she
looked him in the eye, she would either start laughing hysterically
or else run, screaming, out of the store.
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Later
that evening, when she got home from work, Manda did scream. She
had put in an extra hour at work trying to catch up and, as a
result, had missed the bus she usually took home. Almost two hours
later than usual, just as the sun was setting, she got back to the
apartment and discovered that Rob wasn’t there. She found a
yellow Post-it note stuck to the refrigerator, informing her that he had gone
out to Gritty’s for a few beers with Marty and Sheena. She should
join them, if she wanted to.

“As
if,” Manda mumbled as she crumpled up the note and tossed it toward
the trashcan. She missed but left it where it had landed between
the wastebasket and the refrigerator. Opening the refrigerator, she
scanned the shelves for something to eat. When her gaze alighted on
the half-opened can of cat food covered with Saran-Wrap on the bottom shelf, she
realized that Muggins hadn’t greeted her at the door. Turning
quickly, she scanned the darkening apartment.

No dark blob on the
couch where Muggins usually slept...

No silhouette on the
windowsill, looking longingly out at the city lights...

“Muggins...?” she called out, her voice twisting up as she
moved into the living room. She couldn’t ignore the icy clutching
sensation in her stomach.

“Muggsie...?”

No
answering meow from the bedroom...

She glanced at the
floor by the window where she kept Muggins’ litter box. The litter
was undisturbed, exactly the way she had left it this morning
before rushing off to catch the bus to work.

“Damn, if that jerk let Muggsie get out...”

Manda stomped to the
front door, undid the deadbolt, opened the door, and glanced up and
down the dimly lit hallway.

Of course, the cat
wasn’t there.

Muggins was an indoor
cat. Living in the city, he had to be, but Manda knew if he ever
did manage to get out, he’d be off chasing pigeons and rats, or
wandering the alleys. A dull, burning sensation stung the back of
her eyes. Her vision blurred as tears gathered.

“Muggins...?” she called out softly, looking up and down the
corridor once more, then drawing back into the apartment and
closing the door.

“Oh, Jesus! Oh, fuck! Goddamn!” she
shouted in frustration.

She clenched her
hands into fists and pounded her upper thighs. It’d be just like
Rob to space off something like this. Muggins had probably slipped
out without him even realizing it...probably darted between his
feet and bolted when he was leaving to meet up with Marty and
Sheena at the bar.

Or
maybe that’s why Rob had gone down to Gritty’s...because he knew Muggins
had gotten out, and he didn’t want to face Manda’s wrath when she
got home and found her cat was A.W.O.L.

So
mad she was sputtering, Manda strode over to the portable phone by
the couch, grabbed it, then fished the telephone directory out of
the desk drawer. She looked up the number for Gritty’s and hurriedly dialed. A
woman answered on the third ring. Manda asked if she would check to
see if Rob Stone was there. The woman wasn’t very helpful. She said
they didn’t have a PA system, but Manda told her it was a family
emergency, so the woman said she’d check.

Crossing her arms
tightly over her chest, Manda stalked back and forth across the
living room floor while waiting for the woman to get back to her.
She was surprised when she heard Rob’s voice above the background
din of the pub.

“Hey,
what’s up, babe? You comin’ down or what?”

“Where’s Muggins?” Manda snapped, so suddenly and loudly it
sounded to her like a bark over the phone.

After a short pause
during which all she could hear was the background noise of the
crowded bar, Rob spoke up.

“Huh?”

Manda exhaled loudly,
imagining for a moment that her breath was a ball of dragon’s fire
that could melt the mouthpiece of the phone.

“Muggins! My goddamned cat, you moron! You didn’t let him get
out this morning, did you?”

There was another
pause, longer this time. When Rob finally spoke, he sounded
confused and tentative, like he thought she might be playing some
kind of practical joke on him.

“I—ah, look, Manda.” He didn’t sound at all sure of himself.
“I...umm, I have no idea what you’re talking about, ‘kay? A
cat?”

“Jesus, Rob! Yes! A cat! My
cat, Muggins! He wasn’t in the apartment when I
got home from work. If you let him get out, I swear to God
I...I’ll...”

Her
voice trailed away because, in fact, she had no idea what she would
do. Probably end up plastering PET
MISSING posters on the telephone poles in
the vicinity of their apartment building. Over the years, she had
seen plenty of missing pet posters around town and had always
considered it a touching but futile gesture.

What were the odds
that a missing pet would ever show up?

The city had more
than its share of stray cats and dogs, and if a pet was really
valuable, chances were it had been stolen to be resold.

But Muggins was no
prize. As much as Manda loved him, he was nothing but a “mutt cat,”
as she lovingly called him. If Muggins was gone and missing, it
meant only one of two things—either he was wandering around
scrounging for food...or else he was dead, maybe flattened by the
same city bus she had taken home from work that day.

“Manda? Honey?” Rob said.

Manda could barely
hear him above the music and laughter in the bar. She took a
steadying breath, trying hard to focus.

“Muggins...is...missing,” she said, enunciating each word so
there would be no mistake. Tears spilled from her eyes and ran like
drops of heated oil down both cheeks. “If you know what happened to
him, just tell me. Even if you fucked up and let him get out or
something, just fucking tell
me, okay? Otherwise...otherwise...”

“I
haven’t got a fucking clue what you’re talking about, babe,” Rob
said. Manda detected a slur in his voice and guessed that he had
been at the pub for a while. “As far as I know, we don’t—you don’t
even own a cat.” He sniffed with laughter, like he was still
half-expecting a punch line. “You always told me you were allergic
to them, remember?”

“Wha—”

Manda’s voice choked
off. She had no idea what to say to that.

Had Rob gone
nuts?

Or did I?

What the hell is he
talking about, no cat?

She glanced over her
shoulder at the refrigerator. Moving swiftly, she walked over to it
and flung the door open. Bending down so fast both of her knees
made loud popping sounds, she started to reach for the can of cat
food on the bottom shelf when her hand suddenly froze.

It wasn’t there.

The opened cat food
was gone.

The only thing on the
bottom shelf was Rob’s twelve pack of Miller Lite and something
that looked like either very old meat or very new cheese.

“Where’d it go?” Manda whispered into the phone. Her voice was
like metal filings, shredding the inside of her throat.

“What’s that babe?” Rob yelled. “I can’t quite hear
you.”

Manda backed away
from the refrigerator, pausing in the doorway to glance into the
living room to the corner where she kept Muggins’ litter box.

It wasn’t there,
either.

Moving slowly, like
she was walking in a dream, she went over to where the litter box
should have been and stared down at the threadbare carpet. Even if
Rob had taken it out and emptied it, which wasn’t very likely, and
then forgotten to put it back, there wasn’t a trace of litter in
the corner from when Muggins scratched the fake sand to cover up
his poops.

“What’s going on?” she mumbled, no longer aware that she was
still talking into the phone. “Jesus Christ! What in the
hell is going
on?”

“You
gonna join us or what?” Rob asked. His voice buzzed like an insect
in her ear, but Manda made no attempt to understand what he had
said. Her hand felt suddenly heavy and numb as she lowered the
phone from her ear, switched it off, and let it drop to the floor.
When it hit, it sounded like the plastic casing cracked, but she
didn’t care.

Leaning back against the wall, Manda covered her face with
both hands and sobbed as she slid slowly down into a sitting
position. Bending her knees and leaning her head forward, she
started crying and kept crying as the apartment grew steadily
darker with the descending night. And whenever the thought hit her
that Muggins was gone—really
gone!—she didn’t have the strength to
scream as she stared into the deepening darkness that seeped like
dense smoke the living room.
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As it
turned out, Rob did have too much to drink at Gritty’s, and Sheena ended up calling
to say that she and Marty were taking him back to their place to
sleep it off.

What
the fuck difference does it make? Manda
wondered after hanging up the phone. It wasn’t like he had a
real job
to go to in the morning. All he was doing with his
time was writing and, judging by the scant pages she had read so
far of his “novel in progress,” he wasn’t doing much of that. In
the morning, as she got ready for work, she kept one ear tuned
toward the front door, hoping she would hear ole’ Muggins meowing
to be let in after a night out on the town.

But he didn’t show
up.

Tears filled Manda’s
eyes as she eased the apartment door shut behind her and started
down to the street to catch the bus for South Portland. She
considered calling in sick, or at least showing up an hour or two
late so she could look for her cat, but that might mean she’d lose
her job. With Rob not pulling in his half of the rent, she couldn’t
afford to lose her job, such as it was.

Things only got worse when she got to work and found the
package from Swann House propped up on her desk. A
Post-it note was stuck to
the front which read—

 


“I TOLD YOU
TO RETURN THIS!!!
- Jason”

 


Manda crumpled up the
note and dropped it onto the floor. She couldn’t tear her gaze away
from the package. One of the last things she had done yesterday was
repackage the book, check to make sure the publisher’s address was
correct, and send it out with the last mail pick-up.

And here it was, back
on her desk the next day with the postage canceled and RETURN TO
SENDER stamped in bright red letters on front and back.

She started to reach
for the package but jerked her hand back, not quite daring to touch
it. Leaning closer, she stared uncomprehendingly at the
postmark.

How the hell could it
have come back so fast?

It had gone out late
yesterday afternoon, but here it was with a postmark canceled in
Des Moines.

Still
not daring to touch the package, Manda leaned close to it, her
nostrils widening as she sniffed the air. She caught a faint whiff
of...something.
She wasn’t sure quite what. Maybe a hint of...

“Burned hair?” she muttered, wincing as she pulled back
quickly. Before she could catch her breath, the backroom door
slammed open. She turned around quickly expecting to see Jason
glowering at her, but it was only Jesse from the café, looking for
a carton of napkins. Manda watched him, waiting until he got what
he was after and left. Then she turned back to the
package.

Her impulse was to
toss it into the trash compactor behind the store. So what if the
return credit never showed up? As long as the thing was out of her
life forever.

Like
Muggins, she thought as a chill teased
between her shoulder blades. Out of my
life...forever...like he’d never even existed.

Manda knew that, one
way or another, she had to get rid of the book before Jason saw it.
She could just imagine his reaction.

“Wait
a second,” she whispered, snapping her fingers and nodding as a
thought took shape. “That’s it. Jason’s doing this. He took the
package out of the out-going mail and put it back here just to mess
with my mind. That has to be it!”

She was tempted all
the more to toss the book into the trash just to be rid of it, but
then a better idea struck her.

If Jason was screwing
with her mind, why not screw back?

Grabbing a box cutter from her desk, she sliced open the back
of the envelope. The new blade cut quickly and cleanly through the
padded stuffing, exposing the black cover of the book. For a second
or two, Manda didn’t even notice that the blade had also sliced
into her hand, on her wrist just above the heel of her thumb. It
wasn’t until a large, red drop of blood landed with an
audible plop on
the back of the book that she cried out in pain and
surprise.

“Mother-fucker!” she screamed as she reached for a tissue from the desk
dispenser and pressed the wad against the fresh gash. Dull,
stinging pain spread like poison up her wrist and down into her
fingers, bringing tears to her eyes. Within seconds, the tissue was
saturated with blood. She grabbed another one to staunch the flow,
then blotted the tears that were streaming down her face. After a
moment, once she had regained her composure, she lifted the wad of
tissues and inspected the wound.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/14456
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





