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This has always been considered one of my scariest stories by anyone who’s read it. I hope you feel the same way.
***
Annabeth Temple heard the sounds for the first time about a week before Halloween. Scratch-scratch-scratch. Barely audible over the gurgling of the rainwater coursing through the drain spout outside their bedroom window.
Scratch-scratch-scratch.
There it was again. She lifted her head, more awake now, listening.
Scratch-scratch-scratch.
Was it in the wall? No, over her head.
She waited, ears straining in the darkness, cataloging every sound. The tick of the kitchen clock, the refrigerator’s hum, the occasional burble of the water cooler in the kitchen.
Again. The sound of claws scratching at wood and plaster.
Mice? It wouldn’t be the first time. The chill October nights often attracted furry creatures from the nearby woods.
Thump!
Annabeth sat up straighter. Mice didn’t make noises like that. Something was up there. Something big.
Squirrels? Oh, God, rats?
“Steve? Steve, wake up.” She pushed against her husband’s shoulder.
“Huh? What’s the matter?” His voice, fuzzy with sleep, cleared as she kept shaking him.
“There’s something in the attic. Rats.” The idea had become a certainty in her mind.
She tried to keep calm. This wasn’t the city, where whole buildings got infested, and vermin could spread like wild fire. In the suburbs you laid a few traps, sealed a hole, and that was it. They’d had to do it more than once since moving here ten years ago.
So why was her stomach churning?
Scratch-scratch-thump.
“Did you hear them?”
Steve sat up, his just-starting-to-thin brown hair poking up at odd angles. He gave a little groan as he swung his feet out of bed.
“Yeah, I heard them.” He banged on the wall with the flat of his hand, as high as he could reach. “Nothing I can do tonight. Tomorrow I’ll put traps in the basement and the attic, maybe a couple under the kitchen sink.”
He listened for a moment, and then crawled back under the covers. His muscular arms felt good as he pulled her close. She turned, spooning herself against him, enjoying the feel of his warm flesh against hers. She started drifting back into sleep, lulled by the deepening sounds of his breathing.
Until a sudden thought brought her awake again.
“Steve? What about the boys? What if the rats bite them?”
“Not gonna happen.” The words were muffled by his pillow, but she heard them. “These aren’t city rats, honey. Go to sleep.”
She tried, but the idea had taken root in her brain and wouldn’t die.
For the rest of the night, the walls were silent. Annabeth knew, because she never fell back to sleep.
###
Steve Temple frowned as he got up from the couch. The damned trick-or-treaters were endless this year. And it never failed; just as he got comfortable again, that’s when the next batch of little vermin would knock.
He opened the door, his basket of miniature candy bars in hand, and found the porch empty.
A flashback to his own childhood made him look down. No brown paper bag of dog crap occupied the welcome mat. No voices giggled from the bushes.
The knocking sounded again, and Steve realized it came from inside the house. In the ceiling.
The damn rats again.
They’d been appearing intermittently since last week. He’d put out the usual glue and snap traps, but so far no luck. The damn things were smarter than he’d given them credit for.
So far it was rats one, Temple family zero.
But that was about to change.
Annabeth had taken the kids to her sister’s house for the evening, to trick-or-treat with their cousins. They wouldn’t be back for at least three more hours.
Plenty of time to hunt some rats.
He ducked into Bobby’s room and grabbed the pellet pistol from the closet. Annabeth was too much of a softie when it came to hurting animals, even if they happened to be eating holes in their walls and making nests in the attic.
Steve had no such qualms. Gun in one hand and flashlight in the other, he made his way as quietly as possible up the stairs to the attic. There was no sound as he turned the knob and slowly pushed the door open.
The attic was a full size room. Eventually they planned to finish it with walls and carpet, but for now it was just a plank floor over the insulation, and the rafters showing overhead.
The unofficial storage area of the house, over the years it had become a maze of boxes, cartons, and assorted junk.
Steve picked his way carefully through the obstacles. He was counting on the general fearlessness of rats more than his own stalking skills to get close to them.
Something thumped at the far end of the room, and Steve tip-toed his way towards the sound. The flashlight’s narrow beam highlighted sudden movement between some boxes, and he fired the pellet pistol.
A high-pitched squeal answered the gun’s soft pop.
“Gotcha!” He ran forward and pushed the stacked boxes aside.
Clawed hands reached out and grabbed at his wrists, sinking needle-sharp nails into his flesh. He screamed in surprise and pain. He pulled back, dropping the gun and flashlight in the process, crying out again as lines of fire blossomed across his hands.
Freed from the creature’s grasp, he fell backwards on the rough wood and scurried away, pushing himself with his feet and hands like a giant crab.
In front of him, hissing and screeching accompanied a flurry of movement. Boxes tumbled over. There was a sound of glass breaking, and then something hard hit him in the chest. Looking down, he saw it was the flashlight.
The rubber handle was slippery in his hand as he fumbled for the button. When the light finally came on, he let out a gasp.
Four red lines furrowed across the back of each hand, from just above the wrist to the knuckles. Blood seeped from the wounds like flood waters rising over a riverbank. Crimson drops trickled down, staining his faded jeans.
“Sonuva--” Thoughts of catching rats disappeared, replaced by the realization that he needed a trip to the emergency room.
Worse, he’d have to tell Annabeth what he’d been doing.
As he escaped down the stairs, he did his best to ignore the triumphant screeches and crashing boxes following his exit.
###
Steve put on his best ‘I’m a dope’ smile as he met Annabeth at the door. Kyle and Jamie had already rushed into the kitchen to sort through their Halloween bags.
“Don’t worry, honey, I’m okay,” he said, attempting to forestall her certain anxiety.
“Oh, my God! Look at you!”
Annabeth’s normally cream-colored complexion grew paler as she took in the extent of his injuries.
“It looks a lot worse than it really is,” he said, nodding his head at the two maroon-splotched dish towels wrapped around his forearms and hands.
“What the hell happened?”
He shrugged. “I went up into the attic to kill those friggin’ rats. I shot one with Bobby’s pellet gun. Then --”
“You what?” Irritation was quickly supplanting worry on her face.
“Let me finish. I had one cornered behind some boxes, but when I reached for it, it grabbed at me and clawed my arms. So I came downstairs, washed up, and waited for you.”
“A rat did all this?” Hands on her hips, mouth pursed, one eyebrow raised. A poster child for disbelief.
“Obviously it wasn’t a rat. I think we’ve got a raccoon nest up there.”
“I can’t believe you’d do something like this without me being home.”
Steve frowned. “Think how I feel. I’m the one who’s gonna have to get the stitches.”
“You deserve them.” Annabeth looked at him. Her round, dark eyes glistened, making them seem even larger.
“Hey, honey, it’s all right.” He kissed her nose, one of their little signs of affection. “I’ll be fine.”
She finally gave him a smile. “And?”
He didn’t have to ask what she meant. “And...I’ll call an exterminator first thing in the morning.”
“Damn straight. Now I guess we have to get you to the hospital.” She shook her head. “I’ll have Cassie Henderson come watch the boys.”
###
“Musta been some raccoon.” Tom Clausen, owner of Pest-Be-Gone, raised an eyebrow at Steve’s gauze-wrapped hands.
“Eight stitches in one, six in the other,” Steve said.
“He thinks it’s something to be proud of,” Annabeth’s tone carried her own opinion like a neon sign.
“Raccoon’s are pretty tough,” Tom allowed. “A thirty-pound ‘coon can make mince meat out of a grown man.”
“If I’d known it was a raccoon, I wouldn’t have tried to catch it. I figured we had rats.”
“More likely to get ‘coons than rats. They love attics, ‘specially with winter coming.” Tom pulled a large flashlight from one coverall pocket. He’d already put on work gloves and plastic goggles. “Now me, I don’t take no chances. You wait down here while I go look around.”
The stocky, bald-headed exterminator clumped his way up the steps. His eldest son, Jake, was busy examining the outside of the house, looking for possible entry points.
Annabeth leaned against the railing. “He won’t kill them, will he?”
Steve glanced at his wife. In her artfully torn jeans and oversized football jersey, she could easily pass for ten years younger than thirty-six.
My wife’s a hottie. The thought brought a smile.
“What’s so funny?” She tilted her head, eyebrows furrowed.
“Nothing. He won’t kill them. He traps them, and then lets them go somewhere far from here.”
Annabeth exhaled. “Good. I’m going to get dinner started.”
Something crashed in the attic, followed by a loud scream.
“What the--?” Steve raced up the stairs, Annabeth close behind him.
The clamor from the attic grew worse as Steve threw open the door. Shrieks of pain mixed with the sounds of breaking glass and falling objects, creating a deafening pandemonium in the confined space.
“Tom! Are you all right?” Steve tried to make his voice heard over the general din.
“Help!”
The commotion came from the far end, near where Steve had encountered the raccoon the previous day. Strobing flashes of yellow indicated where Tom’s flashlight was spinning around in what seemed to be random motions.
Now that he was in the attic proper, Steve noticed the other sound, a high-pitched screeching.
Same as he’d heard when he’d been attacked.
Motioning for Annabeth to stay back, Steve hurried across the dim room.
A stack of boxes exploded outwards in front of him, causing him to stumble back and fall to the floor.
He barely noticed Annabeth’s cry of terror as Tom’s bloody, twitching form staggered towards them, hands outstretched and waving. Empty eye sockets stared out of a face shredded almost beyond recognition.
Tom’s mouth hung open and an unending wail forced its way past teeth and gums exposed by missing lips.
Steve shouted out his own fear and disgust as the ravaged body fell on him. Something moved in the deep shadows between the boxes. No, several somethings.
Points of light appeared in the near-darkness.
Eyes.
Each luminescent yellow-green orb held an elliptical pupil in its center, fiery red instead of black. Unlike a cat’s eyes, the pupils extended horizontally, creating an unsettling look that would have made a Hollywood special effects designer proud. The twin circles marking each animal’s presence were low to the ground and not much larger than nickels, but no less terrifying for their small size.
Hot piss filled Steve’s underwear as he realized it wasn’t raccoons living in his attic.
One of the creatures hissed, loud and long. Steve held his breath, his heart triple-timing a painful rhythm in his chest, as he waited for the thing to attack.
Instead, it spoke to him.
“You’re all going to die!” The voice was high and alien sounding, as if Satan had sucked helium before speaking.
A short, hairy arm stretched forward out of the shadows. Long, black claws, dripping Tom’s blood, dropped something onto the floor.
A human eye.
Only then did it screech out its hatred and anger. Behind it, more of the pygmy monsters cackled and wailed.
Steve’s field of vision narrowed until all he could see was Tom’s blue eye staring at him.
Then everything disappeared into a black fog.
###
“Steven!”
The sound of his name cut through the darkness. Steve thrust out his hands to ward off the beasts’ attack.
When the expected pain of teeth and claws gouging flesh didn’t materialize, he lowered his arms and opened his eyes.
Bright lights, soft cushions. Annabeth’s small, oval face staring at him.
He was in the living room.
“How did I get here?” His throat felt scraped and raw.
“You don’t remember? You grabbed me and practically dragged me down the stairs. Then you collapsed here.”
She knelt down next to him. “You left Tom up there. What happened? What were those things?” Rapid fire questions, too fast.
Up there. The attic. Clausen’s dying body on the floor.
Steve sat up. He remembered everything.
“Where are the kids?” They had to leave, right now.
Before they came down stairs.
“Outside, playing in the front yard.”
“You’re all going to die,” it had said.
He believed it.
“Steve!” She shook him. “I tried calling 911. The phone’s dead. And my cell’s in the car.”
“That’s fine. C’mon, we’re getting the hell out of here.” He grabbed her hand and started towards the front door.
“What were those things?” Annabeth asked again.
“I don’t know.” But deep down, he did know.
Evil, hateful creatures. Whether they came from Hell, another planet, or some laboratory didn’t matter. They were deadly, and he was getting his family as far away from them as possible. Let the police handle it, or the National Guard.
Halfway to the front door, the lights went out.
“Shit!” Steve stopped, holding on to Annabeth as she stumbled into him.
“What --”
“Quiet!” He kept his voice to a sharp whisper. The hairs on the back of his neck crackled as they stood up. Annabeth’s harsh breathing sounded loud in his ears, and he turned away from her, straining to hear anything out of the ordinary. A clocked ticked nearby, and there were the usual creaks and groans any house makes.
As he listened, his eyes grew accustomed to the near darkness. The sun was almost set, and Annabeth had shut the blinds on the living room windows earlier.
“C’mon,” he said in a quiet voice. “Let’s keep going for the door.” Steve stepped carefully and slowly, trying his best not to bump into anything while at the same time avoiding those places where he knew the floor squeaked.
The reached the door without incident. Steve turned the knob, then paused. “As soon as I open it, run like hell for the car. Got it?”
Annabeth put her hand on his arm. “Wait. How come nobody heard the screams?”
“What?”
“All that noise. How come Kyle and Jamie didn’t come to see what was going on? Or Tom’s son, Jake? He was right outside.”
Outside.
What if all the demons hadn’t been in the attic?
“The boys were probably making so much noise of their own, they didn’t even notice. We’ll grab them and head for the car.”
He didn’t mention Jake. There was only one way he could’ve missed his father’s death cries.
Don’t think about that now.
“On three. One...two...three!” Steve pulled the door open, then leaped back with a scream.
“Oh, Jesus! No!” Annabeth pushed past him, fell to her knees on the front steps.
Steve turned his head. The remains of the sandwich and tomato soup he’d had for lunch erupted from his stomach and spilled onto the entryway carpet.
When he looked up again, Annabeth had the lifeless bodies of Kyle and Jamie cradled against her. Her body jerked with the force of her sobbing, causing Kyle’s eyeless head to roll bonelessly back and forth. His blood-matted brown hair, the only thing he’d inherited from his father, smeared Annabeth’s shirt.
On her other shoulder, Jamie’s mutilated face stared its blame at him, the missing eyes and nose creating a flesh-covered skull that wordlessly accused him.
How could you let this happen to me?
Steve grabbed Annabeth’s arms and pulled her back inside, dragging the remains of their children along at the same time. When he had her all the way in, he slammed the door shut. No point in being quiet now.
“No, no, no.”
Something cold gnawed at Steve’s stomach as he listened to his wife keening over Kyle and Jamie’s bodies. Hatred, blind and endless, forced its way past the fear that had been overwhelming him.
Those creatures had taken away his children. Without Kyle and Jamie, his own life meant nothing.
He was going to make them pay.
“Annabeth. Annabeth!” He slapped her face. Her eyes went from confused to angry.
He didn’t care.
“Go out the back door. Run. As fast as you can. Head for the Peterson’s house. When you get there, call the police. Tell them the boys were attacked by some kind of animal. Then wait there for me.”
“I can’t leave them!” No tears now. Like Jaime, she was blaming him.
“I’ll bring them. But there’s something I have to do first.”
“I’m not leaving!” She wasn’t hearing him.
“I’m going to burn down the house, Annabeth. When I do, I don’t want you here.” He picked her up, set her on her feet.
Started pushing her towards the kitchen.
She fought him, and he let her. As long as she kept moving.
“Don’t make me go!” When she tried to claw his face, he grabbed her hands and pushed harder.
In the kitchen, he pinned her against the wall while he opened the door.
Jake’s body fell inside, the headless stump of the neck spilling thick, dark fluids onto the linoleum.
This time when Annabeth screamed, she clutched at Steve, burying her head against his chest.
“I can’t go out there alone!”
There was no time for compassion. “You have to. I need you to call the cops.”
She tried to punch him, but he held her too tightly. Instead, he leaned down and kissed her.
Her gaze cleared as reason returned. In the last moments of dusk, her pale face was a moon, her eyes black craters underlined in shadow.
“Steve, no. Please don’t...” He saw that she understood.
“Go.” One last push and she was out the door. “Run!” He slammed the door shut and locked it.
Annabeth stood on the porch for a moment.
“I love you,” he heard her say.
Then she ran.
He turned away, wishing they could have had a better goodbye. They deserved better.
A quick search of the junk drawer and the liquor cabinet turned up the items he needed. In less than two minutes he was ready.
Time to make some noise, make sure they were all waiting for him. He kicked over the kitchen table, sending dishes everywhere.
“All right, you monsters! Come and get it!”
###
Steve stomped his feet as he walked up the steps. He banged on the walls. He kept up a litany of obscenities, shouting as loudly as he could.
In the attic, he paused at the entrance. The demons had been busy. Most of the flesh had been eaten from Tom’s body, and bloody stains were visible everywhere in the dim glow of the flashlight still lying on the floor.
“C’mon, I know you’re here. What’s the matter, afraid of one lousy human?”
A demon shrieked from behind some boxes. Another answered from across the attic.
Steve’s heart thumped in his chest. “Show yourselves, goddammit!”
Boxes fell over.
Something stepped forward.
The creature stood on two legs, its squat, gopher-shaped body hunched over so that its hands nearly touched the ground as it walked. Dirty, matted brown fur, coarse and straight, covered it from head to foot. The thing was about the size of a housecat, without the tail.
But it was the face that made Steve want to run for the nearest church.
The skull was dented and misshapen. A pointy, rat-like snout poked out from under the large, yellow-green eyes. Those eyes stared at Steve, and he felt the malevolent intelligence lurking behind them.
More of them, fifteen, maybe twenty, shuffled into view.
The nearest monstrosity opened its jaws. Instead of a tongue, dozens of pink, worm-like tentacles roiled and twined and waved, each one moving independently of its neighbors. Row after row of jagged teeth jutted out at all angles.
“Hu-man,” the diminutive horror stretched the word out into two long, rasping syllables. As shrill and alien as the voice was, it still managed to clearly convey disgust and hatred. “Time to die.”
Steve reached his hand into his pocket and grasped the cigarette lighter he’d taken from the kitchen. He tried to estimate how long it had been since he’d turned the gas on for the stove and oven.
“Come and get me.” He closed his eyes, braced himself for the pain.
Chittering laughter accompanied the click-click of hundreds of claws on bare wood.
He said a silent goodbye to Annabeth, and a prayer for her safety.
“This is for Jaime and Kyle,” he whispered.
As the first sets of teeth found his flesh, he lit the lighter, the flame spreading quickly across his vodka-soaked pocket.
The sound of agonized screaming filled the night air for almost five minutes before the house exploded and temporarily turned night back into day.
###
A quarter mile away, Annabeth paused as orange and yellow blossomed in the dark twilight. A moment later, the booming roar of the explosion shattered the early evening stillness.
Annabeth watched the thick black smoke mushroom up over the trees, signaling the end of her life as she knew it. From the moment Steve had closed the door on her, there’d been no doubt as to his intentions. She’d seen the dead look in his hazel eyes. He planned on sacrificing his life to destroy the creatures that had invaded their home and murdered their children.
Sacrificing it to save her.
“Goodbye,” she said to the funeral pyre he’d ignited. Then she turned her back, unable to look any longer.
Another fifty yards brought her to Cassie and Joe Peterson’s house. A line of solar-powered garden lights outlined the driveway and front walk. The lamp over the door was on, but no lights shone through the windows.
She ran up the driveway and knocked. No answer. Just her damn luck for them not to be home when she needed their help.
The key.
They always left a key under the one of the flower pots on the porch. The first one she turned over showed nothing but cement. She kicked at the others, sending them flying into the yard. She’d pay Cassie back later.
The key was under a large geranium. It took several tries for her to control her shaking hand and get the key into its slot and turn it.
She threw open the door and felt around until she found the light switch.
Nothing happened.
Something hissed in the darkness. Annabeth froze.
Around her, tiny spotlights blazed into existence. Luminescent eyes with red pupils.
High-pitched laughter mixed with ear-piercing wails.
Annabeth’s legs collapsed under her and she fell forward.
Into the warm, wet remains of Cassie Henderson.
Like those of her neighbors, Annabeth’s screams went unheard.
~ END ~
My goal with this one was to really put the reader in the middle of the Florida swamps, with all the bugs, heat, and humidity. I guess it worked, because in won First Prize in the 2006 Hot Summer Something contest at from theAsylum.com.
***
“R-selected species, such as amphibians, invest their reproductive energies into producing many offspring, few of which survive to adulthood. K-selected species, such as humans and apes, invest their reproductive energies in fewer offspring, each of which has a better chance of surviving to adulthood.”
– Karl Hannifin, former Associate Professor of Biology, University of Miami (2005).
###
Tracy Sue Baker pointed a dirty finger at the ad in the Locahatchee Gazette. “Ray-Ray, listen to this: ‘If you are a married couple under the age of thirty who has been unable to conceive a baby naturally, you may be right fer our study. Participants who are accepted will receive three hunnert dollars a month, plus free medical care fer two years.’”
Tracy Sue slapped the paper down on the stained and cigarette-burned card table, rattling the breakfast dishes. She wiped a sweaty hand across her equally sweaty forehead, pushing her limp hair away from her eyes.
“We’s a married couple and we ain’t thirty yet. An’ three hunnert dollars is more’n you make in a month down to Willie’s these days.”
Ray-Ray shook his head, his long, greasy hair flip-flopping across his face and neck. He never looked away from the car race currently showing on their fifteen inch black and white television.
“Uh, uh. Ain’t no doctor sticking needles in me just so’s you can have a screamin’ shit machine runnin’ ‘round here.”
Tracy Sue clenched her hands, held in a scream. Yelling at Ray-Ray never did any good. You had to go slow and careful with him if you wanted anything.
Taking a deep breath, she grabbed two Keystones from the ‘fridge. She handed one to Ray-Ray, then pulled the top back on hers and drank down half the beer in one long gulp. She moved the can to the back of her neck, the cold metal raising goosebumps on her steaming skin.
As far as Tracy Sue was concerned, nothin’ was worse than July in Central Florida, what with the bugs, heat, and the smell of horse shit clinging to Ray-Ray’s sweaty body like mud on a hog. In her head, she was already laying down three crisp hundred dollar bills and walking out of Wal-Mart with two air conditioners for their double-wide.
But Ray-Ray wouldn’t go for that. Instead, she had to reel him in the same way he and his friends did with the catfish down to Kreiger’s Pond.
“You know, with three hunnert dollars we could buy us a new color TV, something big. And you’d have enough left over to get that fishin’ pole you’ve had yer eye on.”
Ray-Ray stayed silent, but she caught the way his left eye squinted down. He’d heard her, all right. And he was already thinkin’ about that new pole.
“And it wouldn’t just be one check. They’d have to pay us the whole time I was pregnant. That’s nine months, Ray-Ray. Nine times three hunnert is...” she tapped a hot-pink fingernail against her beer can as she counted, “more’n twenty-five hunnert bucks!”
One of his eyebrows went up. The hook was planted. She got up and headed for the door, figuring he’d need about an hour to let things stew in his head.
Just before she walked out, she looked back and said, “Besides, who says we have to keep the baby after it’s born?”
The screen door swung shut with its rusty squeal, but not before she caught sight of the small smile turning up the corners of his mustache.
Gotcha!
###
“Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Baker.” Dr. Karl Hannifin entered the examination room, where Tracy Sue reclined on the cool upholstery of the gynecological table.
She wore a crinkly paper gown and had spent most of the morning with her legs up and spread so Hannifin and what seemed like half the world could peer into her womanly regions, as her mother liked to say. But she didn’t care. They could film a movie in her cootch if they wanted, long as she got to relax in the near-frigid air conditioning of the clinic.
Ray-Ray sat in a nearby chair, thumbing through the latest issue of Bassmaster and turning down the corners of pages advertising fishing gear. Judging from the number of pages he’d marked, you’d think they were lookin’ at three thousand a month.
Of course, she’d heard stories ‘bout how a white baby could fetch twice that much, if you knew where to sell it. And there weren’t nothin’ Ray’s Uncle J-Bird couldn’t fence or hock.
Maybe it was time to have J-Bird over for a few cold ones.
Hannifin waved a clipboard full of papers as he took a seat on a stool next to the table. “We’ve gotten the last of your test results back, and you’re both perfect candidates for our program.”
Ray-Ray smiled and closed his magazine. “So when do we get...”
“Get started?” Tracy Sue interrupted. “We’ve been waiting a long time to be parents.” She’d warned Ray-Ray not to talk about the money, but of course he couldn’t go ten minutes without thinking ‘bout how he was gonna spend ‘his’ cash.
“Uh, yeah, that’s right, Doc. Tracy Sue always wanted herself a big family. House ain’t the same without a few rugrats tearin’ around, ain’t that right?”
Tracy Sue clenched her teeth but kept the smile on her face as Ray-Ray patted her leg with a grimy hand.
“Well, we’ll be getting started as soon as you sign the consent forms. They basically say...”
“Don’t matter what they say, Doc. We trust ya. Give ‘em here.”
Dr. Hannifin smiled and handed the clipboard to Ray-Ray. “Just sign by the ‘X.’ You too, Mrs. Baker.”
Tracy Sue signed her name next to Ray-Ray’s illegible scrawl, then passed the documents back to Hannifin, who peered through his thick glasses at their signatures before placing the clipboard on the counter.
“Excellent.” The doctor’s pudgy apple face beamed as he opened a small refrigerator and took out a tray with fourteen syringes on it.
He picked one up and held it to the light, tapped it, and looked again.
Tracy Sue felt a shiver run up her spine that had nothing to do with the cold air. “Hey, Doc, what are all those shots for?”
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Baker.” Hannifin gave a short chuckle, the extra skin of his jowls dancing in time to his laughter. “Just one quick injection. No worse than a flu shot.”
He wiped her arm with an alcohol pad and jabbed the needle in with one quick motion. She never even felt it break the skin.
“Every two weeks you will return here and I will give you one of these shots. This is the fertility drug you have agreed to try, in return for your payment.”
“Oh. I thought, I don’t know, it’d be a pill or something.” Tracy Sue looked at her arm, where Hannifin had finished swabbing the site a second time.
“Tracy Sue, you said you’d do anything to have a baby, didn’t ya? A few needles ain’t so bad.” Ray-Ray smiled at her over the magazine. Flecks of Cheez-Curlz from his lunch stood out like orange stars against the dark of his beard.
Keep smilin', butt-head. That first check is yours, but I got plans for the rest.
“Mr. Baker, don’t think we’ve forgotten you.” Hannifin removed another tray of labeled needles from the refrigerator. The fluid in these was pink instead of clear.
“Whoa, Doc. I gotta get a shot too?” Ray-Ray stepped backwards, until the wall stopped him.
“The fertility treatment requires enhancement of the sperm as well as the ova, Mr. Baker.” Hannifin moved in close, swabbed Ray-Ray’s arm just below the sleeve of his cut-off flannel, and drove the needle home before Ray-Ray could object.
“Hey!”
“Anything for the baby, right, honey?” Tracy Sue made sure to give him an extra big grin.
“Shuddup.” He rubbed his arm and glared at her.
“Now, Mrs. Baker, it’s important that you both return exactly every fourteen days for your shots. You’ll also be getting a complete examination each time, so we can monitor the baby’s growth.”
“What about our money?”
“Er, yes, Mr. Baker. After each appointment, you’ll stop at the front desk and pick up a check for one hundred fifty dollars.”
“Let’s go, then!” Ray-Ray stood up, tucked his magazine into the back pocket of his overalls.
“I gotta get dressed,” she reminded him.
“Well, hurry up. I’ll meet ya out front.” Smiling and whistling, he hurried out of the office.
“Two weeks, Mrs. Baker,” Hannifin gave her a look, as if he thought she was as dumb as Ray-Ray.
“Don’t worry, Doc. We’ll be here.”
###
Tracy Sue noticed the first changes ten weeks later, right around the time Dr. Hannifin said she would. She hadn’t had any pregnant cravings yet, which she guessed was good, seein’ as they only had fish, beer, and Beef-a-Roni in the house. She supposed she could always go to her momma’s and raid the ‘fridge, if need be.
She was getting ready for their trip to the clinic when she caught sight of herself in the bedroom mirror.
A definite bulge had overtaken her previously flat stomach. She ran her hands over it, tracing the gentle curve that began above her belly button and ended just above the Lynyrd Skynyrd tattoo Ray-Ray called his ‘go sign.’
Once a month or so, after a few beers, he’d drag her off the couch and into the bedroom. “Gimme the go sign, baby,” he’d say, as he undid her pants. As if his goin’ down on her with his filthy beard and mustache was the highlight of her night.
Now, if she looked straight down, her stomach actually hid the tattoo.
Damn. I’m really pregnant.
She’d seen her momma go through it, with little Janey, and both her sisters had been poppin’ out kids for years. Six reasons right there why she’d always made sure to take her pill every day. She hadn’t exactly found their pregnancies attractive. Their sunken eyes, rashes, and mood swings made getting’ knocked up seem a lot less pleasant than on TV.
But now she felt different. Healthy. Happy, even. Maybe it was the vitamins Dr. Hannifin had her taking. Her mirror showed a young girl whose sandy hair had more life, whose cheeks were rosy instead of pale, and who was fillin’ out her bra better than she ever had.
The longer she thought about it, the more she actually wanted this baby.
How could she have ever considered selling it?
When they arrived at the clinic that afternoon, Dr. Hannifin seemed pleased with her progress as well.
“You’re looking excellent, Mrs. Baker. Right on schedule.”
“I don’t know, Doc, she’s gettin’ pretty fat,” Ray-Ray said, as he rolled down his sleeve.
“A healthy baby needs a healthy mother, Mr. Baker. Nutrients, vitamins, balanced meals. A baby can’t grow if it isn’t fed.”
“But I ain’t eatin’ any different,” Tracy Sue said. “And it’s like my stomach just grew overnight.”
“Don’t worry, my dear. You’re just right. There will be even more weight gain as time goes by. We’ll monitor you, and I’ll let you know if you’re gaining too much or too little.”
That night, lying in the God-blessed air conditioning of the bedroom, watching “American Idol” on their fancy new color TV, Tracy Sue felt something move inside her.
That can’t be the baby kicking already. It ain’t even three months yet.
She thought about calling Ray-Ray in from the living room, where he was busy finishing off the last of the Kentucky Fried they’d bought on the way home.
Then she heard him belch as he popped open another can of Busch and turned on the ball game.
Maybe later.
By the time Ray-Ray came to bed, the movement had stopped and she’d forgotten about it. She lay in the darkness, pretending to be asleep as he arranged himself next to her. The September night had even grown cool enough that she’d turned off the A/C and opened the windows.
She fell asleep to the soothing lullaby of bellowing ‘gators and chirping, grunting frogs from the nearby swamp.
The sounds of home.
###
“Doc, this ain’t right.” Tracy Sue complained, as Hannifin prepared to slide the ultrasound wand over her belly. “I’m like some kinda whale. I musta gained fifty pounds already.”
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Baker. You’re right where you should be for your third trimester. Your excessive weight gain is mostly water retention due to the fertility treatments. Once you have the baby, you’ll lose the weight so quickly you won’t believe it.”
Dr. Hannifin positioned the monitor away from Tracy Sue and pressed the wand against her distended stomach. The speakers emitted the wah-wah sound she recognized from the medical shows on TV.
“Excellent. The baby is just fine.”
He made some notes in his charts and then closed the folder. “There’s one more thing we need to discuss. Sometime in the next two to four weeks, probably the third week in April, you will be going into labor. When you do, I want you to call me immediately. Do not go to your local hospital, or call 911.”
Tracy Sue nodded as she wiped away cold jelly with the paper towels he handed her.
He passed her a business card. “Call this number, day or night. I will dispatch a special ambulance to bring you here, so we can monitor the birth.”
Something in Hannifin’s tone of voice set off an alarm in Tracy Sue.
He wants to take your baby.
Now why would she think that? But try as she might, now that it was there, she couldn’t get the thought out of her head.
No one is going to touch my baby!
“Sure, Doc. We’ll call.” Tracy Sue forced herself to smile, and shoved the card in the back pocket of her pink terrycloth shorts.
“This is most important, Ms. Baker. The moment you feel the first contractions, call me immediately.”
Over my dead body.
The words almost jumped out of her mouth, and she had to clench her teeth to keep quiet.
With a quick nod, Tracy Sue brushed past him and out of the office.
###
“Something’s wrong, Doctor.” Gail Grady watched through the window as Mr. Baker hurried across the parking lot to catch up with his wife.
“You may be right.” Karl Hannifin joined the nurse at the polarized glass. “Mrs. Baker seemed unusually nervous today.”
“You don’t think the serum was too strong, do you?”
“Highly unlikely. The genetic material and hormones were calculated specifically for their body weights.”
“What are you going to do if they don’t come in for the birthing?”
“We’ll just have to make sure they do. Starting tonight, I’m going to have two men watching them at all times. As soon as she exhibits any sign of going into labor, our team will bring them here.”
“What if someone sees?”
Hannifin drew down the blind, cutting off the sight of the Bakers driving off in their decrepit Dodge. “One of the reasons we chose them was for the remoteness of their living arrangements. I’m certain my men can escort them away from a trailer in the swamplands without any fuss.”
###
“Damn if I ain’t hungry again,” Ray-Ray complained. Dressed in his usual after-dinner attire of stained Jockey shorts and matching wife-beater t-shirt, he was staring into the refrigerator. Only a case of Busch beer stared back at him from the otherwise empty shelves.
Spotlighted in the dim glow from of the refrigerator’s bulb, his long hair, straggly beard, and hairy chest made Tracy Sue think of cave men digging for food.
Tracy Sue ran her hands down her body, let them linger over the medicine ball of her belly. Under the skin, the baby kicked and punched. It seemed like it was always active now.
One hand drifted lower, pulled at the string of her sweatpants. She was suddenly hot. Sweat coated her body, even with the air conditioning set at sixty-seven.
Hannifin had told her she might experience hot flashes or muscle aches as her due date drew closer. But this was more than hot flashes.
She pulled down her sweat pants, kicked them to the floor. Her blouse, sopping wet under the arms, followed. Naked, she lay back against the rough material of the cushions and let the air conditioning blow across her skin.
A wet, musky odor wafted up to her, and she realized it came from her.
From between her legs.
“Jesus, Tracy Sue. Watch’ya doin?” Ray-Ray stood by the TV, a can of beer in one hand.
“Somethin’ don’t feel right. I’m all hot, and the baby’s kicking like a ‘possum in a garbage can.”
“What the hell’s that jizz comin’ outta ya? Is you supposed to do that?”
Tracy Sue stuck a hand between her legs. Sticky, thick fluids coated her fingers. He held her hand up. In the light of the TV, glistening, slimy strings hung from her fingers.
Another kick, this time so strong she actually saw the skin bulge out for a moment.
“Oh, Jesus. It’s time. The baby’s comin’.”
“Well, call the doctor, then.”
“No. I don’t want him near it.” She thought he’d get mad, but he nodded.
Having it in the trailer didn’t seem right either, though. It should be...
Outside.
The swamp.
The sudden need was overwhelming. Tracy Sue heaved her body from the couch and pushed Ray-Ray to the side in her haste to feel mud and water under her feet. She cradled her super-sized belly as she ran through the tall grass and scrub brush that separated the back of their property from Hangman’s Swamp.
Warm heat, heavy breathing, and man-odor told her that Ray-Ray had joined her, but she paid him little attention.
She had to reach the swamp before it was too late.
###
Karl Hannifin’s cell phone danced and vibrated in his pocket just as he was getting into his Lexus.
“Hannifin.”
“Doctor, this is Timmons. Something weird is going on.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, the two of them just ran out of the trailer buck naked, and took off into the scrub.”
It can’t be...
“What’s back there?”
“Far as I know, nuthin’ but swamp that eventually butts up against Lake Okeechobee.”
“Follow them. I should be there in less than an hour.”
No time to get his medical team together. He’d have to handle this himself.
Hannifin jammed the key into the ignition, filled the still night air with the sound of grinding metal as he held it in the start position too long.
This can’t be happening. The dosage shouldn’t have been strong enough to activate any instinctive responses.
Moments later he was doing twice the speed limit as he headed south on 721.
###
“Christ almighty. What the fuck are those two doing?”
Satch Timmons knelt on the damp ground next to Larry “Red” Reynolds. Through the intervening clumps of waist-high grass they had a clear view of Tracy Sue and Ray-Ray Baker, who at the moment were moving back and forth through the muck at the edge of Hangman’s Swamp. Coated in black ooze, Tracy Sue looked for all the world like the amateur mud wrestlers at the titty bars.
“Damned if I know,” Red whispered. “If they wasn’t naked, I’d say they’re looking for somethin’. But the girl sounds like she’s in pain.”
Satch listened to the moans coming from the pregnant woman as she splashed in the muddy shallows, Ray-Ray following behind her.
“Who lets their pregnant wife walk naked in a swamp? That’s just...wait, my phone’s vibratin’.”
Timmons drew his cell phone out and flipped it open. “Timmons.” He listened for a moment, then spoke. “From the back of the trailer go straight into the brush. Walk about ten minutes. You’ll hear ‘em way before you see ‘em. Just stay low.” He closed the phone.
“Hannifin?” Red asked.
“Yeah. He’s at the trailer.”
“Good. Sooner he gets here, the better. This whole thing’s startin’ to creep me out.” Red jerked a thumb towards the swamp, where Tracy Sue had gone down on all fours and was digging in the mud about ten feet from shore.
###
Timmons was right, thought Karl Hannifin, as he approached the swamp. Even from thirty yards away, the guttural shouts and splashing water were clearly audible. The April air held a definite chill, and the wild scents of sulfur, decaying plant matter, and stagnant water were overlaid with a musky aroma that was all too familiar.
I’m too late. Unless I can bring them back to shore, they’ll complete the ritual in the swamp.
Hannifin caught sight of Timmons and Reynolds to his left, but ignored them. There was no need to hide from the Bakers; in fact, it was essential that they see him.
He emerged from the scrub grass at the edge of the swamp. Setting down the two Styrofoam containers he carried, Hannifin called out, “Mr. and Mrs. Baker! Please, listen to me. It’s most urgent.”
Out in the water, Tracy Sue stopped digging and looked up. Ray-Ray stood behind her, spatters of mud from his wife’s activity spotting his body.
Hannifin aimed his flashlight at the couple.
“What’s goin’ on, Doc?” Timmons and Reynolds had emerged from their hiding place in the grass, both of their flashlights adding to the visibility.
Before Hannifin could answer, Tracy Sue shook a fist at the three men.
“Doc, you stay the hell away from me! You ain’t gettin’ my baby.”
“There is no baby, Mrs. Baker. At least not yet. Please, come out of the water and I’ll explain everything.”
“You’re lyin’! You jus’ want my baby.”
“No, Mrs. Baker, I just want you to give birth in the clinic, where I can document everything. If you leave your eggs here, I’ll never be able to...”
“Eggs? What the hell are you...”
The rest of her sentence was lost in an agonized scream. Tracy Sue doubled over in a fetal position, then rolled onto her back, the shallow water not even covering her lower body.
Ray-Ray waded forward to help, calling her name. All Tracy Sue could do was moan and shake her head.
“Doctor, we gotta do something.” Reynolds started towards the water, his freckles standing out against pale skin like pepper on a napkin.
Hannifin stopped him. “It’s too late. Here, take one of these.” He handed the man one of the coolers. “All we can do is try to get some of the samples back to the lab.”
“Samples?” The man took the container but didn’t move.
“Just go!” Hannifin began forcing his way through the muck towards the moaning woman. “You’ll know when it happens.”
Hannifin was still six feet away from Tracy Sue when she arched her back and spread her legs as far as they would go.
From between the swollen lips of her vagina a stream of grayish, thick mucus streamed out. The long, irregular strands curled into a globular shape at her feet. Round, pearly-white objects, each the size of a marble, hung suspended throughout the mass. As more and more material exited, her stomach grew smaller and smaller.
“Oh, God!” Reynolds dropped his cooler and turned away to vomit.
“No! I need those eggs!” Hannifin increased his pace towards Tracy Sue.
Just as he reached her side, a heavy force knocked him sideways into the water. He cleared his eyes and found Ray-Ray Baker standing between him and Tracy Sue.
“Sorry, Doc, can’t let you no closer.” Ray-Ray held his fists out and ready.
Hannifin scrambled forward and pushed into Ray-Ray’s legs, knocking the other man into the water, then crawled past him. He tried to scoop up the eggs, using the lid to guide the mass forward.
Sudden pain made him drop the container as Ray-Ray grabbed his arm and bent it backwards at the elbow. The wooden sound of breaking bone echoed across the swamp. Hannifin tried to scream, but it turned into a gurgle as Ray-Ray thrust his head under the water.
As his vision faded away, he faintly heard Tracy Sue calling out, “Don’t let them touch my babies!”
###
In the three weeks since giving birth, Tracy Sue had been living on the rotted flesh of Dr. Hannifin and his assistants. Ray-Ray brought her hunks of meat each day so she wouldn’t have to leave the eggs.
Now, beneath their semi-transparent coatings of protective jelly, the embryos had reached a state of almost constant activity.
It was beginning.
Inside the sticky sac, her babies burst free from their eggs. The thick jelly slowed their escape, and Tracy Sue gently broke the mass apart, opening it up so the young ones could enter the world.
One by one, the miniature forms pushed their way out into the water and swam away, tiny arms and legs pumping furiously as the babies made their way into the safety of the deeper water.
Tracy Sue smiled. The girls all had her blonde hair and skinny bodies; the boys were duplicates of their father, right down to their little beards and mustaches.
In a week, maybe two, they’d grow large enough to join their parents at the trailer. In the meantime, she was starting to feel very horny.
On the beach, Ray-Ray waited for her, hard and ready.
~ END ~
When the Carnival Comes to Town
Calliope music, the barker’s voice
Sounds so loud, lights so bright
Cotton candy, corn dogs, candied apples
Sensory overload, senses fight
Tall and thin, with stick-like limbs
The man in yellow, orange, and red
Greets the crowd in merry voice, with
Stovepipe hat upon his narrow head
Children laugh and play the games
Run back and forth, from ride to ride
The tall man watches, his grin quite mad
He knows their souls have no place to hide
Teens try their luck on games of chance
Wasting dollars to impress their dates
The fortuneteller takes hard-earned cash
Delivers grim predictions of people’s fates
Into the tents the patrons swarm
To see the Freaks, to scare their wives
Find out too late it’s all a trap
It’s time to offer up their lives
Screams of fright become too real
Teeth rend flesh, blood sprays the walls
The man in yellow, orange, and red
Spreads his arms, presides o’er all
~ END ~
Although it wasn’t published until 2007, this was one of the first stories I ever wrote, way back in 2000. It was accepted by a UK magazine that went out of business before the first issue got released (and before I was paid!). It’s my take on the classic Wolfman trope.
***
From the Diary of Gustavos Donescu
Everyone has a monster inside them.
I’ve lived with mine as long as I can remember. As a young boy, it would come upon me with no warning. I’d try to explain to my family, tell them the real me had gone away, that the stranger had taken over.
He was the one who did the terrible things they blamed me for. Not me.
As I grew older, learned more about my dual nature, I tried to fight it. But my consciousness, my ability to control my own body, would disappear, and I would be lost once more.
Lost inside the beast.
###
The year was nineteen hundred and six, and I was eight. I was wrestling with my brothers in our small yard, as boys are wont to do. Next I knew, Jacob and Charles were holding me down, while Katrina tried to comfort young Peter.
I couldn’t convince them it hadn’t been me who’d bitten the mouthful of flesh from Peter’s leg.
Not when his blood still ran fresh from my mouth.
I tried to explain, but they didn’t understand. Voices in my head? Blackouts? What could my family, so trapped by tradition and the ‘old ways,’ know about modern diagnoses? I didn’t learn the truth of my condition until I was much older.
By then it was too late.
Eventually I left home, became a drifter. Each night, with the dirty sheets of yet another cheap boarding house wrapped around me, I prayed he would stay away. Sometimes he would disappear for so long, I would begin to feel hope again.
But he always returned.
That’s how I ended up here.
###
I woke in darkness, rough cobblestones under me, my hands wet and gritty. Nearby, two overturned trash bins spilled their rancid contents across an alleyway.
Voices approached from around the corner. Serious. Searching. The memories of what he had done poured over me in crimson waves.
I had to get away!
I dug my fingers into the crumbling mortar of a brick wall, and quickly climbed up. From the top, it was only a drop of twenty feet to the next alley, where I crouched in the dark.
“Witness said the screams came from down here,” the first voice said. Male, official sounding.
I imagined them holding their lanterns high, chasing away the shadows of trash bins and broken wooden crates. Their other hands would have guns in them, shaking perhaps, but ready to fire.
“Only one way out of here. I’ll check this side while you...Jesus and Mary! Frank, over here!”
Tears flowed down my cheeks. I knew what they’d found. The sounds of vomiting were followed by frantic shouts for help and the shrill call of police whistles.
Her blood covered me. Even in the dark I could not hide from what the other had forced me to do. Each bestial atrocity replayed itself in my mind, as she joined the multitude of other innocents brutalized throughout the years.
By me, but not me.
Reinforcements arrived. I forced myself to run away before my sobs of self-pity and remorse gave me away.
I ran until I could run no more, desperately wishing I could escape the demon lurking within me.
When my legs and lungs gave out, I’d left the yellow glow of the city’s gas lamps far behind, and stood at the edge of a forest.
I dragged my exhausted body through the woods until I located a stream. There I washed the girl’s blood from my body and clothes, until the signs of my latest shame blended into the years of murderous stains already embedded in the fabrics.
I knelt down to drink from the cold, metallic water. The cold, silvery orb of the nearly-full moon illuminated the night, showing me a dim reflection of my human face, so familiar yet so frightening because of what it hid.
The monster within.
The next morning I trudged back into Shelton, a relatively large community north of Manhattan. It was time to pack my meager belongings and move on.
Before the moon rose.
On the main streets, the paperboys were already hawking the morning edition.
“Read all about it! ‘The Beast’ strikes again!”
Again?
I parted company with two hard-earned nickels. Under a crude drawing of a creature part man and part lizard, the article detailed my crime. The criminologists had matched my bloody fingerprints to a murder in Otterskill last month.
There was a manhunt out for the ‘The Beast.’
I made my way to Dayley’s Boarding House, where I’d been renting a room by the week. Even in the worst section of the city, I didn’t blend in well. My fellow occupants were all permanent residents. Down on their luck, yes. Transients? No.
Everything about me shouted drifter.
How long would it take one of these wretched old men to tip someone to the presence of a stranger, in return for a dollar or a hot meal?
I pulled my battered, road-worn suitcase from beneath the cot. Somewhere downstairs, a radio played Sweet Georgia Brown. According to my railway schedule, the first train out of town didn’t leave for three hours.
An emotional malaise crept over me. I decided to take a short nap, figuring I’d be safer in my room than in a public place.
I can’t explain my lethargy. Maybe he still had some control over me. Maybe it was a mental fugue brought on by my despair.
Perhaps it was just Fate.
I woke up as the last orange-tinted rays of the sun ran across the windowpane. I felt the first stirrings inside me, and knew I’d somehow slept the entire day away.
And it was the first night of the full moon.
I had perhaps a quarter hour to hide myself away. I did the only thing I could think of. I ran down to the basement, taking the dirty, seldom-used stairs three at a time. Once there, I shut the door behind me and hid at the far end of the musty room.
That was when Fate interfered once more. A janitor chose that moment to open the door. I imagine the sounds of my transmutation attracted his attention.
Damn Fate and her secret agendas!
By the time my full awareness returned, it was too late. His screams had drawn a crowd.
I thought about running, but there were too many people gathered around. Instead, I remained still. I knew the only way to ensure my survival would be through rational thought and docile actions.
The next few hours were among the worst in my consistently unpleasant life. The police arrived, guns drawn. I held up my hands in surrender, hoping they’d correctly interpret my gesture. I feared the collective low intellect of the officers would result in them filling me with lead. Finally, one burly sergeant stepped forward, a long pole in his hand.
“Step back, everyone. Someone wants this one alive.”
It took all my will to let him approach. I’d recognized his weapon right away. An electric prod, used to move cattle along.
I closed my eyes and waited for the pain.
I awoke to the stench of my own vomit and piss. Heavy leather straps bound me to a metal bed frame. A thin, worn mattress did little to dull the broken springs poking my back.
A cracked and water-stained ceiling looked down on me. From what I could see, the walls and floor were in no better shape.
I was human again. That meant I’d been unconscious at least eight hours. No electric shock could have done that.
Two orderlies entered, one holding a heavy night stick, the other a large needle filled with yellow fluid.
My suspicions were confirmed. I’d been drugged.
“Those won’t be necessary.” My voice was cracked and shaky, but clear. “I’m no danger, not now. Please let me speak with a doctor.”
I used a quiet tone and kept my eyes down. I’d heard tales of the sadistic orderlies who worked in mental asylums. I had no desire to experience their brand of medical assistance.
I doubt they cared a whit about me, but a distinguished-looking man in an expensive suit followed them in and ordered them to step back.
“Gustavos Donescu?” he asked.
“Most people call me Gustav,” I said. “Please, what time is it?”
The white-haired man removed a shiny pocket watch on a gold chain. “Almost noon.”
“Listen to me. The moon rises in less than seven hours. When I change, make sure I am alone. I’ll be able to break these bindings, but by the time I do, I should have regained control over the wolf. If I’m drugged when I change, I don’t know what will happen.”
“So it’s true? You can...” he paused, either unsure of what to say or afraid to voice it.
“Yes. I’m a werewolf, what my gypsy ancestors call the changeling.” I sighed. Like the wolf, I would do whatever was necessary to survive. “Whoever you are, I’ll tell you everything, but I’m no good to you dead.”
The man pulled a small notebook from his jacket pocket.
“Very well. Let us begin with introductions. I am Doctor Robert Van Cleef, Sanitarium Director. Do you understand what that means?”
“Doctor, I’m a werewolf, not a simpleton. You’re in charge of a nut house, a place for the insane. That’s all right; this may be where I’ve belonged all along.”
“Why, Mister Donescu? For killing that man at Dayley’s?”
“I didn’t mean for that to happen. I was hiding down there so I wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths. The transformation takes a lot of energy, usually replenished by hunting. Meat, fresh and bloody, fuels the wolf. I hadn’t eaten from the janitor’s body, and I was weak.
“The wolf form has all the intelligence and memories of the human,” I continued. “The reverse is also true. That’s why no one’s ever captured a werewolf in recent times.”
“In recent times?” Van Cleef asked. “Lycanthropes have been discovered before?”
“How else could you have the legend? Decades ago, werewolves were simpleminded animals because their human halves were uneducated peasants. Today we live in cities, attend schools, and hold jobs.”
“How do you hide all the killings?”
I laughed, a short, bitter exhalation. “What killings? During the full moon, we take ourselves away from human populations. The wolf hunts deer or rabbit, and the human returns home after the moon sets.”
Another vomit-flavored laugh forced itself from the pit of my stomach. There was no humor in it, only my acceptance of Fate and her close companion, Irony.
“Doc, what you have before you is the first werewolf to commit murder in over one hundred years.”
A hint of disbelief crept into Van Cleef’s face.
“Then how do you explain what happened yesterday?”
I shook my head, as much as the bindings allowed. “Bad luck. There is a brief period after the change where the wolf’s instincts are in control. During those few minutes, I’m truly the beast of legend.”
Warm tears trickled down my face.
“He walked in just as I changed. Five minutes before or after, and I could have simply knocked him unconscious and made my escape.”
“So, Mister Donescu, are you trying to tell me this is the first time you’ve committed murder?”
I looked at him. Something about his voice.
He knew!
I glanced at my hands.
Dark smudges stained my fingertips.
They’d found fingerprints at the murder scene. They knew my name, which meant they’d been to my room at Dayley’s.
A person picks up odds and ends in his travels. Railway stubs, matchbooks, a ticket from a ball game. How easy had it been to match my random souvenirs to other cities, other murders?
Time for the truth, all of it. Fear and relief warred inside me. I cleared my throat, preparing to deliver my freedom to this stranger.
“No, I guess it’s not. But it wasn’t me who killed those people. Not me, and not the wolf. It was him.”
“Him?”
I told him everything. The blackouts, the things he forced me to do. How the only time he couldn’t appear was during the full moon.
“The wolf-me is stronger than the human me, thank God. It keeps him away. You can’t imagine the atrocities he would commit if he could control the wolf.”
Van Cleef’s gaze never left me as I confessed to the murder of more than eighty-seven persons over the past ten years.
I looked into his brown eyes and hated what I saw. Not fear, not compassion, not sorrow for those innocent victims. Only cold, clinical pleasure. I’d presented to him the greatest mass murderer in history, who also happened to be a werewolf. Thanks to me, his name would soon sit beside Jung, Freud, and Pavlov.
Van Cleef closed his note book and called for the attendants. After he made his exit, my two burly guards proceeded to thrash me with their batons. Then came the sting of the needle in my arm.
And finally, blessed, dreamless sleep.
###
I awoke to a sour taste filling my mouth and a pattern of aches and pains tattooed across my body.
I lay naked and unbound on a cold metal table. Overhead, six men in white coats, including Van Cleef, stood behind a long window.
I was in an operating theater.
I felt a moment of intense panic, believing they planned on vivisecting me. Then the first warm currents of energy flowed through my body, and I understood they had something else in mind. Movement overhead caught my attention. Someone was glancing at a timepiece.
The show was about to begin.
As I regained awareness, I gave silent thanks to whoever had chosen this particular room. The bed was nothing more than a tangled mess of twisted metal. Dents and scratches marred the door and walls.
I looked up at my audience.
Half a dozen hands scribbled words into notebooks.
The coppery tang of fresh, raw meat distracted me. I bounded across the room just as the small panel in the wall closed.
I sniffed deeply, trying to determine if they’d poisoned the meat. It smelled clean. Deer, freshly killed.
My empty stomach won out over caution, and I tore into the venison. Two pounds, maybe three. Not nearly enough to satisfy me, especially since I hadn’t eaten in almost two days. After that, there was nothing else to do but show them I wasn’t a raving lunatic.
At least not in wolf form.
I sat down on the floor, my legs crossed in ‘Indian’ fashion. I didn’t have to wait very long. The door opened, and the smell of fear rolled off their volunteer in waves. My instincts slavered at the thought of hunting him down, but intelligence ruled.
Two guards, armed with hunting rifles, waited in the doorway to make sure I didn’t make a meal of the unlucky young man quivering in his shoes and pissing himself.
Raising my arm slowly so as not to alarm the guards, I waved in my best approximation of a friendly gesture. I tried to look non-threatening, a difficult task for a seven foot werewolf. When I received no response, I held out my paws and pantomimed writing. It took several tries before someone understood me and brought a pad and pencil to the medical student, who slid them across the floor to me.
My wolf-hand isn’t designed for writing, so I had to hold the pencil in my fist like a child. My scribbles were crude, but legible.
My name is Gustav. I will not hurt you.
I pushed the pad back across the floor. The student took it and ran from the room.
For the next six hours they left me alone.
###
They kept me in the operating theater for four days. At least they fed me. When they were sure my cycle was over, two orderlies bound me in a straight jacket and returned me to my cell. Van Cleef accompanied them and saw to it I wasn’t beaten.
Van Cleef became my constant companion. I answered all his questions regarding my condition, but lied about anything having to do with my relatives.
I wasn’t going to put them in danger.
I imagine the police tried to locate my parents, but they’d have no luck. As soon as my name appeared in the papers, they would have moved away, taken new identities.
Thanks to him, I’d never see my family again.
On occasion, the good doctor brought me the newspaper so I could keep up with the world outside. I soon learned to skip the front pages and go directly to the sports.
Too many headlines about the ‘maniac killer.’
No one on the outside knew about the wolf, but no one knew about him, either. Only I, the one innocent of the three, received all the blame.
Each month they moved me to the surgical room for observation. I went along with all their tests. I understood, perhaps better than they, that it kept me alive.
After four months, Van Cleef transferred me to the general patient ward.
“There’s no need for you to be in solitary confinement, except during your change,” he explained.
“No, you can’t! That’s what he’s waiting for!”
Van Cleef shook his head. “Gustav. We’ve talked about this. There is no other. The constant strain of hiding your condition led you to create him. Now that you have revealed the truth, there is no need for him.”
I begged, but it did no good.
He waited three days before revealing himself. I was in the commons area with the other inmates while our cells received their weekly hosing.
He surged up from deep inside me, a gas bubble of evil rising to the surface of my consciousness, and forced me down into the blackness, the place where I am blind and deaf.
I regained my sense of self hours later. Bound in a straight jacket and locked in solitary again.
Within moments, the memories, the visions, came rushing forward.
He’d killed two patients, one with my bare hands, breaking his neck, the other with a pencil stub. He pushed it deep into her eye, stopping only when my fingers hit brain matter.
By the time an orderly found the bloody mess and screamed for help, it was far too late for either victim.
I was eating the woman’s flesh when the guards arrived.
The beating I received would have left an ordinary human crippled for life.
But I only had to endure the pain until the next change healed me.
###
They keep me in permanent solitary now, except when I’m in wolf form. That’s when Van Cleef comes to see me. It’s yet another cruel twist of irony that he only feels safe around me when I’m not human.
Not long after the murders, he told me what I’d shouted over and over as the guards pulled me away from the bodies.
He believes it confirms his diagnosis. I say it proves him wrong. But we both know I’ll never be free of him. My every waking hour is haunted by his words:
“The wolf won’t do it, so I have to!”
~ END ~
This was a little something that just popped into my head one day. A lot of my ideas happen that way. I wonder if that says anything about me.
***
Rydell curled in a tight ball on the thin mattress, straining against the white straight jacket. His words came out in small bursts through clenched teeth.
“A ghost shouldn’t hurt, but it does. Oh, God, it hurts so much. When it’s inside you.”
Sitting in her chair across the room, Dr. Sara Mackenzie raised one eyebrow. “Inside you? Are talking about possession?”
“Possession? I guess that’s what you’d call it. Of me. By Jacob. What I did, it wasn’t my fault. No one believes. Forced me to do it. Needles in my mind. Stabbing, jabbing. Tried to resist, couldn’t. Couldn’t bear the pain.”
“Who is Jacob?”
A deep breath. “Jacob? He died thousands of years ago. When Christ was alive. He’s ancient. And evil. Angry. So angry. A leper. Dying. Went to see Christ. To be cured. But the savior passed him by. Too many people, pushing, crowding. He had no strength to fight back.”
Rydell’s face was twisted, his jaw muscles bulging. Tears squeezed out from half-shut eyes as he continued his story.
“Afterwards, men came. They beat and stoned him to death. But he didn’t die. His spirit stayed. Fueled by hatred. Hatred of the young, the healthy. He possesses people, makes them do his horrible, evil...”
“Go on,” Mackenzie prodded, when Rydell paused.
“Red dreams, full of pain. Couldn’t stop him.”
Drool spilled out of Rydell’s mouth and ran down his face. Droplets sprayed as he choked out the words, his throat tight and neck held rigid.
“Thousands of years, forcing people to do unspeakable things against their will. People like me. Try to refuse, he drives razor claws into your brain. Sets fire to your organs. Fills your veins with acid. I couldn’t...”
“Couldn’t what?” Her pen flowed across the pad. In her lap, the pocket tape recorder whirred.
“Had to do it. Kill those people. Innocents. Them, me. Tore their flesh with my hands, ate the pieces. But not my hands, my mouth. His. Puked up flesh and blood, he made me eat more. Blood everywhere. Sticky, red. All over me. Taste of metal in my mouth all the time.”
Rydell whimpered, a tiny, forlorn sound from deep in his chest.
“Every day another body. I stopped counting. Twenty days, a month. Agony all the time. Couldn’t think anymore. Jacob chose them. Always someone alone. Knife to the back. Throw them in the car, take them home. Chop, chop, eat the pieces. Skin, heart, eyes, cocks. Kill and eat. Makes the pain go away. Keep killing until they catch you.”
“What happens then?”
For the first time since he’d been brought to Cannondale Institute, Rydell’s body relaxed, and he smiled.
“Then he’s gone. Leaves you behind. No more pain, but more pain. No one believes. But you will. Yes, you will.”
Rydell stopped speaking. Sarah Mackenzie looked up from her notes. “So why hasn’t he...”
Sudden pain, blinding agony in her skull.
The voice, evil liquid fire in her brain, telling her what to do.
“No, I won’t do it!”
“Now she believes!” Rydell shouted at the ceiling.
The voice told her how to stop the pain.
Strong hands grabbed her hair, pulled her. There were voices, but she couldn’t understand them. The only voice that mattered was Jacob’s.
Be a good girl, the pain goes away.
She buried her face deeper into Rydell’s stomach, chewing, swallowing. Pink and red hole before her eyes, blood and meat everywhere.
Laughter in her brain, insane howling.
Twenty thousand long years.
Twenty thousand more.
~ END ~
As you might expect, this one came to me after a bout of ‘writers block.’ It made me wonder how long I’d actually sit at the computer trying to put words to paper.
***
A crawling tickle interrupted my train of thought. I turned away from the typewriter and watched yet another ant struggle through the forest of hairs on my left arm.
Goddamn bugs. I flicked it away.
It was my own fault. The place was a mess. I’d been so involved in my novel I hadn’t cleared away the beer bottles and half-eaten sandwiches piling up on my desk.
In a minute.
I placed my fingers back on the keys and tried to enter that place again, the one where good writers go.
“She walked into my office out of nowhere. I could tell right away this one would be trouble. She had that look. Fancy suit, long legs that went up to heaven, and eyes that made you feel like a teenager again.”
That was as far as I’d gotten, but I knew I was onto something big. This book would put me back on the map. No one believed I had another one in me. Not my agent, not Margaret. But I’d show them.
Every writer goes through a tough time. Writer’s block, they call it. Mine had lasted longer than most. But I was all right now. The words were flowing fast as my mother-in-law’s insults. I could see the whole story in my mind, waiting to be put down on paper.
I sipped my coffee. Cold bitterness flowed over my tongue. Time for a fresh pot. I can’t think without a hot cup of joe next to me.
I turned on the hot plate under the tiny percolator. While the coffee brewed, I poured a shot of Old Crow from the bottle in the bottom drawer. Just enough to keep the imagination juices flowing.
Whiskey-laced coffee in hand, I returned to my writing. That’s one of my problems. Everything has to be just so. The slightest distraction, and suddenly half a day’s wasted.
Or six years.
Margaret had been the worst distraction. Always harping about something. Bills, work, how I had no time for her. She never understood how hard it is to write. Any hack can type pages. It takes an artist to create stories people want to read.
‘Murder at Night’ had paid for the down payment on the house, but Margaret hadn’t been satisfied. How was I supposed to produce a steady paycheck and write my next novel?
Another prickle on my arm. Damn ants. Where do they come from? I squeezed this one between my fingers, rubbed my hand on my pants.
I sipped my coffee. Movement on my tongue told me the bugs had found their way into the cup again. Let ‘em drown. I have work to do, can’t afford to lose my train of thought.
I need this book.
“As soon as I saw her, I knew she was going to make my lifedificultdifficult.”
Good line. What next?
I warmed my cup with more whiskey.
All good writers drink. Margaret hadn’t understood that either. Neither did Sy. Some agent he was. Told me he couldn’t represent me anymore, I was washed up. I’d show him. Show them both. When this one was finished he’d be begging to represent me again.
Unlike everyone around me, I never lost faith. That’s why I didn’t put up a fuss when they fired me from the grocery. I’d never wanted to work there anyway. All it did was take time away from my writing.
Of course, Margaret didn’t see it that way. Every day was the same. Just when I’d start to get an idea in my head, she’d barge in, going on about money for food, for clothes, for electricity. I’d scream at her, we’d have another argument, and she’d storm out.
And there I was, left with a blank page and nothing to show for a day’s work. A never-ending cycle, day in, day out.
On top of that were the usual distractions that come with working at home: noisy neighbors, car horns honking, kids yelling outside. Even after Margaret left, intrusions on my creativity continued to plague me. They still do.
The worst offender is Emily Jermaine. A real estate broker from down the block, she’s been known to waltz in like she owns the place, going on and on with all sorts of nonsensical prattle. I’ve tried everything possible to chase her away but nothing works. Now I just ignore her and pray she leaves quickly.
“As soon as I saw her, I knew she was going to make my lifedificultdifficult. Trouble. That should be my middle name.”
Hey, that’s good, builds the character. Writing is like that, start small, build the momentum. For years I tried to force stories out, my frustration growing as I sat in front of the blank paper. I always knew if I could just get a few weeks of peace, even a few days, I could get in the right frame of mind.
But there was always something. After Margaret left, the phone interrupted me every day. Sometimes I actually believed it waited until my fingers moved towards the keys before it rang.
At first it was Margaret calling two or three times a day. The sad truth was I didn’t miss her, and she didn’t like hearing that. Eventually she got the hint and stopped calling.
That didn’t stop the phone from ringing at all hours of the day or night. Mostly creditors. One thing I did miss about Margaret, she always kept the bills paid.
Once the collection agencies are on your trail, they don’t let up. The phone was the first thing to go. I wish I’d gotten rid of it sooner. Without its nagging cries I experienced actual quiet for the first time in years.
It also meant the other bill collectors couldn’t get hold of me. They tried coming to the door, but it was easy to pretend I wasn’t home.
The bank sent several notices threatening repossession, but after a while they gave up. That meant the pressure was on. I needed to finish and sell a rough draft in order to keep the house.
With no Margaret and no phone to distract me, I actually started putting words on paper. If it wasn’t for that nosy Jermaine woman, and these damn bugs, life would be downright perfect. But no matter. Even a temperamental artist like myself can’t ask for that. Life’s not perfect.
I knocked a heavy brown beetle off my leg and re-read what I’d written.
“Trouble. That should be my middle name. Notbeousebecause I look for it, but because it always seems to find me. Now it had found me again, andit’sits name was Cynthia Primrose. She told me she needed my help. I should have said no, but I’m a sucker for a pretty face. Not to mention a nice set of gams.”
A child’s shout jarred me from the story. Damn! I could feel the words sitting in my head, just waiting for life. Now this.
Two snot-nosed brats rode their bikes back and forth in front of the house. I yelled at them through the window, but they ignored me.
Why can’t those damn kids play quietly?
When I was their age, we knew better than to create a disturbance this early in the morning. I tried to remember their names so I could say something to their parents later, but the boys didn’t look familiar.
Come to think of it, the whole neighborhood looked different. Several families had new cars, futuristic vehicles with rounded front ends so different from the square, long cars of my youth.
The Thompsons used to own a Nash, a real beauty. Now a sleek pickup truck sat in their driveway. I wondered if Margaret still had our ’52 Packard or if she’d sold it out of spite.
It struck me that I hadn’t seen the Thompsons for quite a while. A man I didn’t recognized left the house across the street, driving away in one of those new cars. When had the Wyatts moved?
It was all too distracting. I took a moment to regroup my thoughts. Closed my eyes and breathed deep. “Put yourself in your characters’ heads.” Professor Sloan at Rutgers always said that.
The boys no longer played in the street. Small blessing. I brushed some ants from the handle of my cup and took a sip.
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