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What a Long Strange Trip It’s Been
Editor’s Note
Courting Morpheus was originally set to be released by another publisher, nearly three years ago. It’s since been through many more edits, many more incarnations and at my low point in this project, I gave up and created The New Bedlam Project webzine as an outlet for the writers here.
Along came Greg Hall who basically told me I was insane for giving up. Both he and Louise Bohmer ganged up on me and with everything else that was going on at just that time, I began formulating the idea behind Belfire Press, and I knew my first project would be getting Courting Morpheus into print. A little advice from my darling mentor extraordinaire Murv, and… well, here we are.
The writers have been amazing through all of this, waiting patiently as the fates of their stories balanced precariously on the edge of abandon. Secretly I’ve envied their patience with me, as I’ve never been so impatient with myself. I love them all, and have been so very blessed by their words. Without them, without their belief in this project, it would never have risen from the first stumbles. Thank you!
I want to take a moment to acknowledge the contributions of my pseudonymous writing group – Rhada McKai. Steve, Mel and James were in their own ways instrumental in keeping the Courting Morpheus and New Bedlam dreams alive. We no longer write together – the epilogue here was our last real hurrah. On January 17th 2010, James succumbed to a brain aneurysm; Mel lost her husband, Steve lost his best friend, I lost a soul-brother. Rhada McKai may live on in name, and in New Bedlam. Perhaps we’ll see her there, some day.
So, this is for my grandparents, who let me play in their nightmare New Bedlam and for my daughters who love to roam the streets at night. It’s for Yahootie, who takes my hand and leads me through the mirror so often and for Louise, Greg and Murv for being my soft shoulders to whine on so often. And for D., who knew I didn’t really mean that it was just a word. Last but certainly never least - for the writers, for the readers.
Here it is. At long, long last.
* * *
By Alethea Kontis
If you've actually made a point of reading this introduction, you're probably already familiar with my infamous ersatz guardian angel, Murphy. If, however, you happen to be a neophyte glutton-for-punishment completist that must, as the King of Hearts decrees, begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end, please let me introduce you.
Murphy is what invisible friends evolve into after you graduate college. Spiritual optimists, like my mother, refer to him as an angel. Realists like myself, who have to live with the damned imp day in and day out, call it like it is. He's the gun-toting shadow in the alleyway, the silver-tongued devil in disguise, the trickster spirit on the stairs. He's the evil older brother who has the right to beat you up and tease you mercilessly, but who still loves you no matter what (if sometimes begrudgingly only because he has to).
Murphy is everything that can go wrong and will, but for the best possible reason. If he knocks your ass in the mud while wearing your brand new party dress, it's because a.) you needed to be reminded of your humility, 2.) you were in the line of fire on the grassy knoll, 47.) someone else at the party is wearing the exact same dress, or Q.) the handsome millionaire that helps you out may not be able to remember his secretary's name, but he's sure as hell going to remember you. Possibly all of the above, since by leaning down to help your sorry butt out of the muck, your Harlequin hero just dodged that bullet too, while currently missing the most important meeting of his life with the owner of that exact same dress.
You know how it works. You might not have met my Murphy, but you've all danced with him. He's let you down when you needed hope, and he was none too gentle about it. He gave you blue skies when you wanted rain. And when you fell asleep, he brought the monsters. The monsters know him by another name.
They call him Morpheus.
I was born under a lucky star, and healed a breach between families. My father looked into my future and saw mountains and valleys… and Elvis in a Pizza Hut. Psychics told me I was destined for greatness. They warned my mother that I would bring home interesting friends, and I lived up to that end of the bargain. Murphy never surprised anyone—he was just another in a long line of my beloved misfits.
The daughter of a superstitious family is taught to remember her dreams. It is definitely a learned skill—over the years, the diaries on the bedside table filled with only semi-coherent scribblings gave way to post-it notes with full sentences, snippets of poetry, snatches of brilliant, Technicolor memory that could be fully recollected with one word, or one name. I have wrestled criminals and ridden dragons. I have played on playgrounds with schoolchildren I did not know and walked through houses and hotels so vast they shamed every skyscraper. I have learned that death means change, and that defecation means wealth. I have dreamed the same dream compulsively until I accomplished whatever that dream was telling me to do. I have watched the monsters change from giant flying chemical molecules and thieves in the night to a voice on the phone, seducing my own mother with faraway pleas for sympathy and cries for help.
I have learned that every ending begets a new beginning, a new set of paths to choose from, and a new town that they all lead to. I have learned that both the prophecies and fears evolve as we evolve, and we must always be brave enough to conquer them. So far, I have been brave enough.
It is also better to have fewer words to remember the bad dreams by. Superstitious families will be more than happy to tell you how much power lies in words. Spoken aloud, they are curses that need to be spat upon so as not to tempt fate. Written down, they are wishes and summonings. And you must be careful what you wish for, because no amount of tossed salt or evil eyes or lucky coins can turn aside the ill fortune you bring upon yourself.
My friends joke that I'm the “Girl who Lives.” You know, the sweet, smart, naïve, doe-eyed brunette who inevitably escapes the clutches of the man with the hook or the witch in the deep woods. Everyone sympathizes with that girl. They run with her, they bleed with her, they survive with her, and then they watch another movie. After all, someone has to live to tell the tale, don't they?
I've always felt sorry for that girl, having looked at her face in the mirror every morning. She is still sweet, still far too trusting, and yet she is haunted. Her eyes now know sadness and pain and wisdom. They are what make her beautiful, and what keeps her isolated from the rest of the world. She has witnessed things no one should witness, and she knows better than to write them down and preserve such nightmares for a lifetime.
In time, perhaps she realizes that her mother was right, that everything happens for a reason. Perhaps she stops running from the ghosts that haunt her, and instead turns and introduces herself. Instead of fearing death, she chooses to embrace life. And those ghosts hold her hand and guide her through the most exquisite darkness. The ghosts… or one spastic, unpredictable invisible friend named Murphy.
I have lived many places in my life, and I look forward to living in many more. I have run from monsters, I have been bitten by friends, and I have tasted the darkness like cherry ice cream on my tongue. I have burned so brightly that all the shadows have fallen away around me, and—so far, for better or worse—I have survived. I write down only the events in my life that have already happened, and stories that never will. I am careful what I wish for, and what I call down upon myself.
In my dresser there is a drawer filled with old check registers and notebooks lined with semi-coherent scribblings and envelopes stuffed with post-its. There is sometimes one word written on them, sometimes a name, sometimes a couplet, but I keep them all. All the dreams, for better or worse, get filed away there to live quietly unforgotten.
Shoved in the back of that drawer too is a certificate, crumpled and smeared with age, boasting the birth of one baby girl to loving parents Marcy and George Kontis. They tell me that smudge where the city should be reads “Burlington,” but it just as easily could be “Bedlam.” For every ending begets a new beginning, a new set of paths to choose from, and a new town that they all lead to. Both prophecies and fears evolve as we evolve, and we must always be brave enough to conquer them. Morpheus is holding out his hand.
Are you brave enough?
Alethea Kontis
Murfreesboro, TN
August 2, 2008
* * *
By Rhada McKai
I remember thinking that New Bedlam was an unfortunate name for a town, even for a town as small as this one. I killed the lights and engine as the car eased to a stop on the side of the road. It’d been a long drive, and I couldn’t wait to get out and stretch my legs.
After the blood flow returned to my toes, I perched on the hood of the old beater to light a smoke and contemplate the town just a half-mile or so down the hill. Not really much of a town, with only 1800 people in residence, and that seemed to include the rural area immediately surrounding the town. Lit up as it was, it was almost pretty. I shivered; a cold, damp breeze wafted over the hood of the car and tickled the back of my neck.
It wasn’t just the eerily drifting fog or the full moon above that gave me a case of the jitters. It was unnatural that out of the entire population tucked into their beds in the homes below, at least half were writers of some degree, probably more. Further, half of those were writers of such disturbing material that would give even Freddy Krueger nightmares. And that didn’t include the small artist community, either. Some of that shit just wasn’t right.
The Federal-issue radio crackled on the seat where I left it—reception was bad, nothing but static.
How the hell did I end up out here, in the asscrack of Neverwhere? Oh, yeah… my middle-aged raging hormones.
Reports of all sorts had been leaking from the local authorities who didn’t know how to handle what looked like a serial killer with numerous modi operandorum. The townspeople themselves had been loose-lipped too; the internet was alive with conspiracy theories and tales of mysterious goings-on in New Bedlam. The Assistant Director thought someone ought to check it out.
As usual, when he asked for volunteers, I wasn’t paying attention. I was busy checking out Special Agent Thompson’s ass filling out her skirt, when I realized the room was silent and almost everyone was looking at me. Fifteen hours later there I was, contemplating the view from the crest of the hill outside New Bedlam.
Next time I’d pay attention. I hopped off the car, got it running and headed on down to the New Bedlam Inn. Time to get to work…
Message boards had postings from people like ‘Anon-ee-mouse’ and ‘IGottaTell’ and other pseudo-anonymity jargon. No one wanted to be up front and forward and give a name. No, that would have made my job much more simple. Instead, I’d pulled a disc from the stack on Thompson’s desk; I’d just snag the IP numbers from the posts using his nifty little programs, and work my way down from there. Wham Bam, thank you, Thompson…
What caught my eye, over and over, were comments that included insomnia, nightmares and writer’s block. I wasn’t sure what writer’s block was exactly, but I figured a few glasses of Metamucil wasn’t going to help matters.
I pushed the crappy hotel room chair away from the crappy hotel room desk and reflected on those last few postings. I knew from experience that insomnia could make you think things, even see things, that weren’t quite right. Maybe it was something in the water around here that was keeping everyone feisty and they’d developed a form of mass delusion. Suddenly I was glad I’d brought bottled water.
As I was mulling that possibility over in my rapidly draining brain, I glanced out the window and felt my heart stall, skipping a beat before thudding hard, back into action.
A girl stood outside the window, staring in at me. She looked to be in her late teens, long dark hair hanging well over her shoulders in stringy tangles. I’ll be honest here, she looked like a frickin’ ghoul. The moment I made to leave my chair, she was gone. I dove to open the door, but noticed something had been shoved through the ample crack between it and the floor. An envelope – and of course inside was a note:
‘They couldn’t keep them confined.
Now they’re out of their minds.
The dark ones have woken.
No words can be spoken.
Before the last is bitten.
The end word must be written.’
There was no signature, but I was sure the ghoul-girl had not only left it, but had written it as well.
I pushed the chair back to the desk and sat down, loading the browser on the computer. I searched the ‘Net for the poem and after a fair bit of link drilling, I found it. A writer’s blog, loaded with crazy ramblings of monsters of the mind unleashed on the remains of humanity.
By the time I finished reading the entire blog, I was shivering. Mostly from what I’d read, but also the air in the room. The air conditioner must have fucked up — it was cold, but damp and muggy at the same time. I closed the drapes over the window after checking numerous times to make sure there wasn’t a creeper out there, waiting for me to fall asleep – or worse – to leave the room.
I understand now. The writers can’t sleep and the monsters they’ve written about, contained on pages of what was once thought fiction, are loose. No longer contained.
What is the ‘end word?’ How is it written? Where?
That’s when I thought I should call on you, to help me.
* * *
Poppies So Red, Bones So White
by Camille Alexa
1.
They couldn’t keep them confined.
Ruby walked along Grail Street between Quest and Haven. A small pebble rolled from her foot, click-clacketing along the edge of the sidewalk from the toe of her boot. She’d walked the same route to school since the third grade, so she didn’t have to concentrate too hard to keep the stone rolling. Didn’t have to concentrate at all, really. She felt numb inside, dead. Already cold, like a corpse in its dank bed.
Rattle-te-tat, tat, tat-tat-tat.
Rattle-te-tat, tat, tat.
The small ivory pebble rolled away again and again from Ruby’s slow kick. As it tumbled across the pale pavers of the sidewalk it made that sound: the sound of bones rattling against the insides of a clay cup.
Ruby turned the corner at Johns Street toward the school full of people she didn’t want to see. All her life she’d been told senior year would be the best, would be the year she made good friends, would be the year everything came together and she would start the real part of being alive. Instead, her senior year turned out to be the year the nightmares came to stay.
To call them nightmares didn’t seem exactly right. To anyone living outside New Bedlam, a nightmare was a thing which came when one slept. It rolled across the unconscious mind like a dark shadow, but when a person woke and turned on the light the shadow would dissipate, or it would eventually be chased off with the dawn. Or a person could run to her mother, her friend, perhaps her husband, and she could say, “I had a bad dream.” A soothing word or sympathetic arm about the shoulder would banish nightmares with light and company.
But in New Bedlam, when dawn came and lights were turned on, the shadows lingered, scrabbling and clawing at the back of the mind. When Ruby looked deeply into the eyes of her classmates, her teachers, her parents, she saw the flickering movements of raking talons, or the licking of flames, or the cold, empty flatness of despair. Perhaps elsewhere nightmares were confined to the dreaming mind, but not in New Bedlam. Not anymore. Now they lurked behind the eyes, looking for ways to get out.
2.
Now they’re out of their minds.
The smattering of kids who wandered the halls spoke in hushed tones and low murmurs. Ruby’s footsteps echoed hollowly along the corridors, as though the bodies of her fellow students were as ghostly and insubstantial as they seemed. Seniors who were eighteen could sign themselves out of school for health reasons, and Ruby thought she might be the oldest student still attending classes since her birthday the day before. Everyone who could, stayed at home scribbling in notebooks or banging on laptops, trying to exorcise the nightmares that haunted their waking hours. It was almost a relief to see old Ms. Hubbard for Algebra.
Ruby slid into her seat and looked out the window while Ms. Hubbard called roll in monotone. Every time she received no answer to a name on her list, she made an audible scratch with her pencil on the sheet before her. She did not look up. The room was at least two-thirds empty.
Ruby answered the call to her name without turning her attention from the window. Outside, the sun shone bright and cold. Things should look more alive, thought Ruby, with the sun streaming down and the sparse leaves on trees fluttering. Instead, things looked bleached and desolate. Old bones, she thought. Everything is the color of old, old bones. Or maybe teeth that have been buried in dry sand for a hundred years. Old teeth and bones.
Ms. Hubbard glided around the room passing out papers. She didn’t glide like something graceful - a bird, or a dancer - more like something so insubstantial, it no longer made proper connection with the earth beneath it. An apparition.
At every occupied seat, Ms. Hubbard leaned low and muttered something into the student’s ear as she slid a paper face down onto the desk. Ruby couldn’t hear what she said, but watched her classmates as they nodded, heads hung low, eyes down. Sometimes they scribbled on the sheets before them, their pencils tearing gouges in the paper and the desks beneath. Some gave no indication of having heard the words uttered inches from their ears, though one or two flinched. A girl began to sob at her desk in the corner, as Ms. Hubbard glided away to mutter into the ear of the boy down the row.
When the teacher reached Ruby’s desk, she paused. Ruby tried to decipher the nightmare in her eyes, tried to read the series of claw-marks she saw at the back of her teacher’s retinas as though they were runes or pictographs. She tried to ignore the faint rustling noise which came from beneath the teacher’s wrinkled, parchment-colored blouse, sounding like the scrabbling hooked feet and clicking carapaces of large beetles. She tried to shut herself off from the odor which followed Ms. Hubbard like a nearly tangible cloud: lye and compost, with a hint of lavender masking the scent of decay.
Ms. Hubbard leaned low, holding Ruby’s gaze with eyes like those of a snake-charmer or a bird of prey. “It’s no use running, dear,” she said, the makeup around her wrinkled mouth flaky, disintegrating. Her voice sounded like the crumpling of butcher paper, laced with the scraping of fingernails down a chalkboard. “The Dark Ones have woken, and the King of Dreams must have his bride.” She smiled, her face crinkling. “There is no other way.”
With that, she placed a page from the stack in her arms face down on Ruby’s desk and glided toward the next row. When Ruby turned the paper over, all she saw was a field of white poppies, white against the white of the page and the searing cold white light streaming in the classroom window. White against white against white. Old, cracked-ivory white. White like salt-bleached bones, or the enamel of long-lost teeth, left in desert sun for a hundred years.
3.
The dark ones have woken.
The final bell rang though the schoolyard as Ruby turned onto Main Street. The sound of the bell echoed down the empty road behind her and lapped against her heels like nipping dogs.
She passed the sports arena. She passed the steak place, the hair salon. The few people she saw when she looked into the plate-glass windows performed the habitual functions of their daily lives with the stilted motions of string-led puppets, or the smooth, gliding moves of people with ether in their limbs instead of blood and bone. Each carried his or her nightmares differently. The waitress in the front window of the steak place just stared out into the street, her head moving in pace to match Ruby’s steps as she filed by, so slowly, it seemed she wasn’t moving her head at all, like a painting that follows a person with its eyes. The waitress’s eyes were dead and dark, flat like two drops of black paint.
As she walked past the next storefront, Ruby watched Louise Mayfield in the salon window mechanically snip, snip, snip at Mrs. Gobbin’s split ends. Snip, snip, snip. Neither woman looked up as Ruby passed.
Ruby came to her mother’s antique shop and paused, one hand on the heavy, Victorian doorknob. She knew that knob so well, she could picture the pattern of the pressed iron under her palm: scrolling vines and large roses, crumpled like deflated footballs, or the ungainly heads of rotting cabbages.
Ruby turned the iron knob and pushed open the door. A heavy bell clanged once at her arrival, then went still as she stepped into the shop. Ruby dumped her school bag on the floor by the door and wandered toward the back room. As she went, she trailed her fingers over the smooth, dull surfaces of tarnished silver candlesticks, dented snuff boxes, dead cigarette lighters, single salt cellars. She paused to run her hands beneath the fringed hanging tassels of a large lampshade, its hooped and rigidly-billowing form reminiscent of the skirts women must have worn when such a monstrosity would have been considered fashionable. Its alternating panels of purple and crimson velvets had an overlay of dark, crumbly lace. The frayed silk tassels fluttered in the air behind her as she passed, like mothwings fluttering against a naked bulb.
“Ruby, is that you?”
Ruby’s mother stepped from behind the curtain across the door to the back room. She wiped her hands on her jeans, then reached to grasp Ruby by the shoulders and draw her close. “I’m so sorry, baby. So sorry we didn’t do anything special to celebrate your birthday this year. It’s just that, with your father away, and your brother so ill, I guess things just… didn’t work out this year.” She pushed Ruby away, held her at arm’s length and stared into her face. Her lips curved faintly upward. “But you’re a woman now, Ruby. Not my baby anymore. Eighteen is a magical age, really it is. It’s when the whole world starts to make sense…”
She trailed off, her uncertain smile falling back into nothing against her teeth. In her mother’s eyes, Ruby saw wells of hot tar where pupils should be, instead of grey irises, a thousand overlapping daggers, or the thousand miniature shards of broken mirrors. At the back of her eyes, Ruby watched her mother kill herself a thousand different ways with a thousand sharp objects.
“I love you, Mom.”
“Oh, Ruby. Ruby, my baby…” Ruby’s mother pulled her into herself and clasped her close. Ruby felt the heart beating in her mother’s chest like a wounded bird flapping its wings against the bars of a cage.
“You need some sleep, Mom. Go home. I’ll close the shop tonight.”
Her mother drew back, looked into Ruby’s eyes. She bit her lip. “Well, I should check on your brother. I hate to leave him when he’s feeling so bad. That chemo really takes it out of him.” She stepped behind the curtain and returned with her armful of ragged notebooks and her keys, fumbling her sunglasses onto her face with trembling fingers. “Thank you, Ruby. I love you, too. And you’re right, of course. I should try to get some sleep.”
She crossed the small shop, turned the heavy iron knob and pulled open the large door. She hesitated, glancing at Ruby over her shoulder. “After all, Sleep is half-brother to Death, and they’re all awake now, walking among us.”
She smiled shakily, then stepped into the street, closing the door behind her. The shop bell sounded its single bitter clang to mark her passing.
4.
No words can be spoken.
Ruby pushed aside the piles of her mother’s notebooks, with their dense, dark scribblings spilling from the edges of pages and leaking over the covers like crow prints in wet sand. She slid a leather-bound antique volume from the shelf, hiked up onto the stool behind the curving glass of the art-deco counter, and settled herself as she spread open the pages. She turned each brittle leaf as carefully as she could. The Latinate text was dense, tightly-packed, with no more meaning to Ruby than the claw-mark runes behind Ms. Hubbard’s eyes. But the pictures…
Page after page of etchings dominated the book, ink pressed so deeply into the old paper, the edge-marks from metal plates were still clearly visible along the perimeters of the images. On these pages gods loved, begged, threatened, and punished other gods and lowly mortals with equal rancor, favor, and dispassion. The folds of their cloaks and robes, the tips of their antiquated weapons and the symbols of their power burned darkly against the parchment pages. The eyes of the gods were so dark and bold, it was as if they bled from the page straight into Ruby’s soul.
Ruby ran her finger along the twined forms of Hypnos and Nyx: the gods of Sleep and Night. On the next page, she stroked the embossed edges of the plate depicting the sons of Sleep and Night; those godlings who rule the dreams of men: Phobetor, Phantasos, and the greatest of the brothers, Morpheus.
“He who shapes dreams,” whispered Ruby into the dim coolness of the quiet room.
The air seemed to shudder. The light filtering past the heavily-curtained windows of the small shop flickered, as though the sun beyond were not a fiery ball of heat and life, but the flame of a tiny, vulnerable candle.
Ruby swallowed convulsively and closed her eyes. The sound of beating wings filled her ears. Dark feathers brushed against her mind. She let go of the ancient book, and the beating wings receded. When she opened her eyes, it was as though a ribbon cinched taut about her chest was released; she could breathe and her heart could beat again.
She looked down at her hands, balled into fists on each side of the open book, and at the pages which lay between them. Morpheus stared back at her, his eyes burning into her mind. White poppies spilled from his feet across both pages, though the petal of every flower was roughly the shape and scale of a human skull.
Ruby slid from the stool. Her knees felt like soft jelly, her stomach like a puddle of murky water. She sank onto the rich Aubusson carpet beneath, almost sighing with relief when the soft, prickled ends of the antique silken fibers met her cheek. She closed her eyes, the shop and its jumbled contents spinning outside her as though caught in the eddy of a fast-flowing river. Inside, behind her eyelids, she felt calm and still.
The sound of rushing water grew. It flowed past and around her, though Ruby felt safe at the center of it, as though she lay in the eye of a hurricane, where everything is more still than it would be even without the chaos raging around.
When the last of the rushing faded, she opened her eyes and sat up. The silken strands of the antique carpet beneath her had become the soft crumpled petals of the reddest flowers Ruby had ever seen. The petals crushed beneath her hands as she steadied herself and fell away from her lap in a cascade of crimson as she swung her knees over the edge of the long, low, ebony bed upon which she lay. Around her flickered the gentle brilliance of hundreds of candles, their rich, honeyed scent filling her mind. Beyond the mingling halos of candle flames, she could make out the rough-hewn surface of glittering rock, arching far above her head and disappearing into lofty dark.
A slight sound caught her attention. A tapestry of cascading red poppies hanging along one wall was brushed aside and a small procession of black swans entered the cave, each bearing in its beak a velvet sack with a satin ribbon drawstring. Each swan waddled to Ruby - far less graceful on land than in water - and placed its burden at her feet. Each in turn made a snaking bow with its long, sleek neck, then left the way it had come. A woman, with a cat’s face, paws the color of cold milk and eyes darker than ebony, nodded as the last swan ducked past the tapestry she held aside. She turned to Ruby and made a sinuous dip of her own slender neck, eerily similar to that of the swans, though covered in smooth white fur rather than black feathers.
Ruby opened her mouth to ask the catwoman a question - any question. But instead of words, the sound of rushing water fell from her lips. The woman smiled, sadly, thought Ruby, and shook her head, then turned to go.
The poppy curtain fell into place against the hewn stone of the cavern wall and Ruby was alone. Reaching her fingers to her lips, she opened her mouth a second time, but the only sound which emerged was like the rustling of dry leaves on a forest floor.
Ruby clenched her fists into tight knots. She felt the nails of her fingers pressing into the flesh of her palms. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth and screamed at the top of her lungs into the soft, gently-flickering dimness of the poppy-filled cave.
The only sound she heard was the sound a pebble might make as it rolled along damp earth - the only noise spilling from her lips.
5.
Before the last is bitten.
Ruby slept. For the first time in almost a year, she slept deep.
Before sleeping, she had run to the wall and brushed aside the tapestry of hanging poppies. There was no sign of the opening through which the swans had come. No amount of pounding with her fists against the rough rock of the wall caused any reaction other than the small blossoming of purple bruises on the edges of Ruby’s hands. No amount of screaming produced greater sound than the trickle of mountain streams or a noise like grains of sand, blowing across the side of a dune.
Ruby’s explorations had revealed nothing in the cave other than the candles nestled into niches in the rock, the copious amounts of red poppies spilling across the bed, floor like a carpet of congealing blood, and the several small bags of midnight velvet left by the swans. One of these contained a pair of beautiful silk slippers, each with a tiny white poppy embroidered on the toe. Another held a pale ivory dress so light, it must have been woven from spidersilk. Yet another contained a beautiful necklace, a plaited choker of pale silver filigree set with enormous red gemstones of her namesake. And in the final bags, the matching cuff and earrings to the necklace. Rubies for Ruby; perhaps someone remembered her birthday, after all. When she opened her mouth to laugh bitterly at the thought, the sound of twigs lightly scraping against a bough emerged from her lips. It was after that, Ruby slept.
She woke to the cold bite of hard gemstone against her cheek.
Ruby rolled upright and tried to swing her legs over the side of the ebony bed, but was thwarted. She panicked a moment, kicking as though against sucking water. But when she looked down, she saw the movement of her legs was merely hampered by the long, fine silken skirts dragging about her limbs. On her wrist sparkled the huge dark ruby set in the filigree cuff, and when she raised her fingers to her cheek where a tingle still lingered, she could feel the gem’s impressions on her flesh where she had lain with her face pillowed against her wrist. She felt at her throat for the ruby necklace and when she swung her head, the earrings dangled to brush against the edge of her neck.
“You are even more beautiful than I thought you would be.”
Ruby peered into the darkened perimeter of the room past the diffuse glow of candles. From the flickering dimness a man emerged, stepping into the light ringing the bed. Just as in the pages of the ancient book in her mother’s shop, his eyes and hair were darker than medieval ink, his robe black like starless night. His skin shone like pale marble. He held a hand out to Ruby and without realizing what she did, she took it.
“Morpheus,” she said, but it came from her throat like the sound of rain, pelting against flat stones.
Ruby slid from the bed to stand beside him. She felt her gown shimmering, glowing like moonlight against the inky dark of his robe. Turning, he shifted his hand so hers rode above, resting lightly on his skin, which felt warm and soft and not like marble at all. Together they walked toward the woven tapestry of poppies, and as they approached, the twined stems detangled themselves and fell into heaps of flowers at their feet, petals crushing beneath them where they trod. The opening in the wall yawned wide, a black gouge in the face of the living rock. When Ruby stepped through she felt a slight pull against her hair and skin, as though her body resisted following her mind from one place to the next.
And then they stood in the middle of New Bedlam at night.
This was not the New Bedlam of Ruby’s childhood, nor even the town through which she had passed earlier that day.
Only vaguely was this the Main Street Ruby had walked a thousand dusty afternoons. Instead of the wide, pitted road, with its crumbled, stained gutters and parked cars, there bloomed an avenue of poppies. The flowers rolled past her like a red carpet, unfurled for royalty and stretching the entire length of the street. Past the post office, the grocery and the market to one side of her, past the salon and the restaurant all the way to the arena on the other side. Hunched along the edges of the road, crouched to mimic the shapes of cars, hunkered gigantic animals, animals Ruby had only ever seen in the pages of books in her mother’s shop. She thought she recognized some of the forms; the manticore, the harpy, the gryphon, all with the crushed red petals of poppies between their fangs and caught in their talons like gobbets of fresh blood. Other creatures she knew not at all, and doubted they existed outside dream or nightmare.
Ruby looked up into the face of the man at her side. He is so beautiful, she thought. His beauty emanated from him like heat from a bonfire. When he smiled at her, the heat grew so intense, she nearly stumbled as he led her along the swath of crushed red petals.
“My brothers…” he said, his smile dying on his lips. “My brothers hunt dreamers. Tonight, all will feel the bite of Phobetor’s beasts, or the bite of a dagger wielded by Phantasos. They hunt to draw power, so we gods may walk in the realm of man.”
Ruby, unable to speak merely looked at him, letting his gaze pierce her like a shard of hot glass. About them, the creatures began to slither and crawl and slink away from where they were parked along the edges of the poppy-covered curbs. The gaping windows of storefronts, empty for the night, blazed as though fire licked through the buildings, though there was no smoke, no heat or actual flame. Ruby thought she heard groans and screams carried on the wind, but she couldn’t be sure. She looked again about the street, familiar but not familiar - home but not home - New Bedlam, but something completely different at the same time.
And still screams echoed to her on the night breeze, as tooth and blade and claw of the creatures of the brothers of Morpheus bit their way into the hearts and minds of the nightmare-ridden sleepers of New Bedlam.
6.
The end word must be written.
Why? thought Ruby.
She could not voice the question aloud, but as Morpheus led her along the center of the poppy field that had always been Main Street, and the beasts of her nightmares cavorted in their wake, and the eerie golden glow of light flickered from the wide, flat windows of the buildings that had earlier that day been the shops and restaurants Ruby had walked past all the days of her life, he began to speak as though she had spoken first.
“Once, gods roamed the heavens and planets, invincible,” he began, and though he did not turn to face her, nor slow his stately pace toward the end of the street and the arena, she heard each word as though it were a crystal drop of sound, falling into her ear.
“Gods roamed free among men, and loved them and hated them with equal measure. We, the sons of Hypnos, the Oneiroi, had more business with men than most of our kind. It is perhaps why we have lingered the longest. As long as there is man, there will be dreams. We once ruled those dreams of men, but do we still?”
Ruby felt ridges of poppy stems and small bits of asphalt gravel press into the soles of her feet through her embroidered silk slippers. The two New Bedlams mingled there, one overlaying the other like a shroud over the face of a corpse, or like a waking dream which taints all the conscious senses.
Morpheus stepped up from the street onto the sidewalk, though all was covered with the same crushed red petals. The beasts which had leapt and turned in their wake bounded past, hurtling through the flickering night like earthbound comets, rending the earth beneath their talons or slicing the air with their wings and their strangled cries.
Several disappeared into the yawning archway entrance to the arena, usually the province of New Bedlam High ball teams. As Ruby and her escort stepped beneath the arch, and the silvery lights above blinded her with the brilliance of captured stars brought close, she could barely reconcile this arena with the one she knew. That other had been the mediocre practice field of a small town and its mid-list teams. It consisted of patched, worn astroturf and soda-stained bleachers. It had peeling paint, and a whiff of old sweat. But this…
The amphitheater rose on all sides, encircling them with tiers filled with creatures familiar and foreign. Ruby recognized the catwoman from the cave, flanked by seven swans blacker than night. She saw in the stands creatures she had dreamed of when she was a child and still afraid of things under the bed and things that went bump. She recognized creatures from books she had read, some frightening in appearance, some rather tragic, and some just odd; men with the heads of snakes, women with eight arms and three eyes and six naked breasts, children with smooth, blank skin where faces should be and with fish scales instead of hair.
The harnessed starlight flooded down, cold and fierce. When Ruby looked at her dress, it was the shade of dry, cracked teeth, of old enamel or crazed porcelain. When she held her hand to the light, she thought she could see the bones showing through, naked and brittle underneath her flesh.
The sound of Morpheus’ voice in her ear made her start. “And what happens to a god who no longer rules? He dies. He dies, but before he goes, he leaves his legacy. He leaves an heir.”
Ruby gazed into his face. He smiled at her again, and his beauty hit her with the force of a blow. When he stepped forward into the center of the arena, she stumbled at his side, blinking into the light and breathing in the sounds of the crowd as the audience in the amphitheater hooted and cheered and lowed and cawed and clapped and beat the air with enormous wings. She allowed herself to be lowered gently into one of two ornate stone thrones set in the center of the field, which was a riot of rolling red from the flowers which knew no end. The marble of her chair felt comfortingly cool beneath her, and solid. Ruby closed her eyes, grateful for the cold which leached up through her dress into her bones.
“And for the King of Dreams to procure himself an heir, he must first procure for himself a Queen.”
Ruby opened her eyes. She thought about the New Bedlam she had always known. She conjured in her mind her mother’s face, drawn and exhausted. She thought of the dead, flat light and bleached existence of New Bedlam day, and the failing of its residents, as the gods of dream and nightmare roamed their sleep and borrowed from their souls to bring her to this man’s side.
Why me? She wanted to say. She had no sooner thought the words than Morpheus reached to take her chin and tilt her face toward his.
“It has never been anyone else,” he said, and placed his lips lightly upon hers.
The bestial sounds in the amphitheater rose to a new pitch. Roars and screeches rode over rumbles and squawks and joyous hisses.
With the touch of Morpheus’ lips to hers, Ruby felt again the beating of large wings against the edges of her mind. Black feathers brushed across the backs of her eyes, and the sound of flapping and fluttering filled her ears. In less time than it took her heart to complete a single beat, she flowed like dark water through the dreams and nightmares of every mind in New Bedlam. The grocer, the postman, the pharmacist. Ms. Hubbard, the waitress, Mrs. Gobbin, Ruby’s own mother. Even her brother’s dreams lay open to her touch, soft and dark and covered in baby screams and the pain of mortal illness.
Gasping for breath, shivering like a swimmer emerging from cold water, Ruby pulled back. Morpheus reached to take one of her hands in each of his. “Come,” he said, though it sounded a request, not a command. “Help me restore balance to the world of dreams. Help me shape the next generation of gods and men.”
Ruby closed her eyes again. With her hands still gripped in those of the King of Dreams, she saw the nightmares of the town lying thick over the buildings and sleeping residents like a woven blanket. She saw the sparks of light of every sleeping soul in New Bedlam, burning like feeble match flames in humid air. She could sense, rather than see, the dark shapes of Phobetor and Phantasos as they bit into the dreams of the sleepers with steely knife and fang and shard and claw.
When Morpheus spoke, his voice was soft, unhurried, as beautiful as the rest of him. “When my brothers reach the last sleeping soul, it will be too late. Even now, my power in this realm fades.”
Ruby felt the starlight dissipate above. The raucous, beastly sounds of the creatures in the stands dimmed, and when Ruby opened her eyes, it was to see a field of ragged astroturf beneath her chair without a poppy in sight. But the man at her side looked only at her. With both her hands still clasped in his, he helped her to her feet.
“What say you, my Queen, do you take me as your King? It will mean the letting go of many things, but a wondrous welcome to many, many more.”
Ruby opened her mouth, but only the gentle slapping of waves against a sandy shore issued forth.
The marble thrones melted away. Common crickets began to chirp from beneath the paint-peeled bleachers. The flat, dead rays of streetlamps dimly illuminated portions of the empty field.
“Do you take me?” he asked again, his voice barely more than a graveled whisper.
From Ruby’s lips came only the sound of snowflakes hitting petals of late-season blossoms.
Dreams, thought Ruby, I am the Queen of Dreams. With that, she willed a quill pen into her hand. She felt it there, clasped between their palms, the nib biting into her skin and the frond-ends of the curling feather tickling her wrist.
Ruby pulled the hand with the quill from Morpheus’ grasp. She slightly turned her other hand, still clutching his, so her wrist lay exposed to the night air. The vein which ran beneath the skin there pulsed faintly, visibly, under the thin, pale sheath of her skin. With the sharp nib, Ruby drew once along the unblemished white of her wrist, and when beads of red welled up - redder than poppies, redder than her name - she dipped the quill. Glancing down at the bodice of her bleached-bone dress, then up into the eyes of the King of Dreams, she lifted the pen to write her words in scrolling red ink across her silk-covered breast:
I do.
* * *
By Jeff Parish
Fog crept through the farmer’s market as a canary yellow LUV rolled down Main Street. A few tendrils tested the twilight air, but most of the mist seemed content to lurk among the empty benches and stalls. Squealing brakes brought the truck to a halt at the Anders Avenue traffic light. Silence descended once more, broken only by the pickup’s clattering, choppy engine.
“Green would be nice,” TJ McCollough muttered at the red light glowing above her. The temptation to run the stoplight was strong—she couldn’t see anyone around—but Mom had always warned her about the sneaky cops of the New Bedlam Police Department. The last thing she needed right now was a traffic ticket she couldn’t afford.
Looking around, TJ frowned. New Bedlam was hardly party central, but even a small town that rolled its streets up at dusk should be jumping at least a little. If not for the lights from the inn and businesses along Main, she might have thought the town deserted. She saw more people in the University of Houston library on a Friday night. Motion to the right caught her attention; she watched, trying to make sense of the shadows frolicking in the patchy fog. Probably high school kids out for spring break. She rolled down the window and leaned out, squinting at the mist.
Despite its ghost-town appearance, the night was alive with an odd assortment of stealthy sounds. Whispers, snatches of conversation, footsteps and an occasional moan drifted on the breeze with the gathering mist. TJ shivered despite the warm spring air. Some of those noises sounded wrong, somehow. Get hold of yourself, girl, she thought with a mental shake. This has always been a creepy little town. Don’t let your imagination run away with you.
TJ had planned to stay at school over spring break and catch up on a couple of major projects. At least, that’s what she told her parents. She did have a lot of homework piling up, but truth was, she didn’t want to come. Dad had insisted on moving to this backwater just before her senior year of high school. He had found some wonderful haven for professional writers—a nice, out-of-the-way town where he could write in peace and network with fellow scribes. Mom had loved the idea of moving back north. Raised in Nebraska, she found the Galveston climate oppressive. Even her twin brother Horatio seemed pumped, but TJ refused to leave. She had friends in Texas she could stay with and a scholarship lined up for college. Besides, the town was just too creepy. She found herself a little overwhelmed by the star power gathered here, but the town itself was too Lovecraftian, full of old buildings, shadows and fog. And she barely recognized her family when she visited.
Horatio had fallen in with some Goths. Mom seemed happier than she had been in years, but her smile had an odd brittleness about it. Dad had retreated almost entirely into his work. They used to stay up late into the night discussing the horror genre and writing in general, but TJ could barely pry him out of his study to say hello and goodbye. Plans of staying in Houston evaporated with her mother’s call. She could still hear the barely controlled panic in Mom’s voice.
“It’s the writer’s block,” she said. “You’ve got to come, TJ. I’ve got to get out of here before he drives me crazy. He won’t sleep. He barely eats. All he does is walk around the house yammering about darkness and making sure all the lights are on. I swear, I think if I flipped a switch off, he’d kill me. Please, TJ. Talk to him, you know, writer to writer. You’ve got to do something.”
The traffic light finally changed. Pushing in the clutch, TJ wrestled the transmission into first gear amid a grinding, metallic chorus. The Chevy lurched forward, threatened to die and lurched again. Cursing, she stomped down on the clutch, gunned the gas and popped her left foot free. The tires spun a moment before catching asphalt.
Writer to writer, she thought with a smirk. Now that she wants something, suddenly I’m a writer. Dad had encouraged her literary ambitions, but the best Mom managed was to tolerate them. When a major horror magazine bought her story “A Doll’s Eyes” earlier in the semester, she had called them, eager to share the news. Dad wouldn’t come out of his study. Horatio was at the local coffee shop. All Mom would say was, “Don’t get your hopes too high, dear.” That off-handed condescension kept TJ at a slow boil for weeks. When her mother called, she had nearly refused, but she had to go—her father needed her.
A wall of brownish-gray fur flashed past her headlights, jerking her back to the present. TJ slammed on the brakes, but whatever it was had already disappeared into the mist beyond. A dog. It was just a dog, she told herself. But what kind of dog is that big? Why couldn’t I see it any better? Glancing upward, she saw a darkened streetlight. She turned. It looked as if maybe one of every three lights was lit. As she watched, another flickered and died.
Shuddering, TJ turned left on King Avenue, past the book and antique shops and into residential neighborhoods. Lights burned in nearly every house she passed. One particularly bright oasis glowed a little down the street on the left. She tried to count the houses. Surely not... Protestations died as she pulled into the driveway at 1418 King, parking where her mother’s Camry normally sat. The sprawling McCollough residence had lots of windows, and every single one shone brilliantly. Rows of lights lit up the yard. What on Earth is going on here?
She grabbed her backpack, slid out of the truck and trotted up the gravel walkway to the front door. There she saw not every light was on; the ornate glasswork set in the door was dark. She tried the knob and found it unlocked, just as Mom had promised. TJ walked in. Light blazed everywhere except the stairway in front of her.
A glassy-eyed, gaunt figure shambled out of the shadows, pale hands outstretched. Stained, wrinkled clothing hung loosely on its frame. It moaned as it approached. TJ screamed and backed away, fumbling with her keychain, trying to find the pepper spray she kept there. It was only after she hit the wall that she realized the groans were actually words.
“Lights out. Too dark. Got to get the light back on.”
“Daddy?”
He ignored her. Reaching overhead, he grabbed the bare bulb and quickly unscrewed it, tossed it at her and inserted a replacement. TJ hissed in pain and dropped the hot light bulb. How long had that thing been burned out? A couple of seconds? Light restored, her father blinked and peered at her.
“Hi, TJ. It’s good to see you.” He gave her an awkward hug. “I don’t know where your mother’s gotten to, but I could use some help checking the other lights. Do you mind?”
“Sure.”
TJ followed in a daze. Every Frederick McCollough fan knew him as a tall, fat man who smiled a lot. The same picture appeared on the back of every book cover, from his early Outer Darkness to his latest, The Living Night. The last time she had seen him, he still resembled that photo, even if he didn’t smile as much. Now he looks like something out of ‘Dawn of the Dead.’
“Daddy, are you OK?” He didn’t answer, or even pause in his constant muttering of “lights” and “dark” and something about the “end word.” She opened her mouth to repeat herself when he replied.
“I’m fine, sweetie. Just… tired.” He never stopped his slow, shuffling gait. “It’s a lot of lights to keep up with, you know?”
Chewing on her lip, she lapsed into silence once more. He threaded a random path through the house, but he seemed determined to check every last bulb. As they wound their way from room to room, she noticed that every lampshade and light fixture had been removed. Easier access to the bulbs, she thought. This house—an antiquated, sprawling domicile that must have been home to generations of farmers before New Bedlam swallowed it—had been one of the few bright spots of her visits. TJ had found herself unable to contain a sense of childlike wonder at the way rooms seemed to magically appear when you were convinced you had reached the outer wall. Now, she just found it exhausting.
After they completed their circuit of the first floor and headed upstairs, TJ decided to call it a night. “I’m going to bed now. I’ll see you in the morning.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him into a tight hug. After a moment’s hesitation, he returned the embrace. “It’s good to see you, Daddy.” He smiled faintly, restless eyes scanning the walls. Something about his behavior seemed oddly familiar, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.
“Good night. Don’t turn any lights off, OK?” He turned and resumed his inspection, calling over his shoulder: “Sleep while you can.”
Frowning at the floor, she turned down a side hall and went to her room. What’s that supposed to mean? She shut the door and slipped her boots off. I’ll ask him about it in the morning. Her backpack hit the floor with a soft thump. TJ yawned and turned toward her bed.
A hundred glinting eyes stared back at her.
She yelped and took a half-step backward. The china dolls, apparently unmoved, continued their silent gaze from atop her bed. Hand pressed to her chest, TJ gave a shaky laugh and took a deep breath.
“What are you guys doing here?” The last she had seen of them, her collection had been safely stowed in glass cabinets in the room across the hall. They were too fragile to leave out in the open like this. She grabbed a couple and carried them back to their room.
It was full of light bulbs.
Small cardboard boxes filled the room from floor to ceiling, leaving only enough space to open the door and a small path to the window.
She backed out slowly, finally understanding the depth of her mother’s panic. Weight loss, muttering, checking lights over and over again—all that was worrying enough, but someone obsessed enough to buy what looked like every bulb in New Bedlam clearly wasn’t going to just snap out of it.
Back in her bedroom, TJ swung the door closed, set the pair of dolls on her dresser and carefully transferred their bedmates over to join them. When that filled up, she put them on a pair of chairs. The last few went in the closet, except for Percy.
An antique German doll, Percy was a blond schoolboy given to her by her grandmother shortly before she died. He marked the beginning of her collection, which now numbered more than a hundred. Only a couple others were actual antiques, and none as old as Percy, but even the newest were worth several hundred. And they all freaked her out.
It was mostly the eyes, the way they always seemed to be staring at her. Oh, sure, they had other creepy features—their rosy cheeks and exquisite detail coupled with the ceramic sheen gave them the appearance of very small, healthy, laminated immortals. But the eyes were the worst. Once you start collecting something, people won’t ever stop giving them to you, she thought as she placed the German doll on the nightstand. Of course, if they hadn’t, I would never have published that story. A Doll’s Eyes featured a teenage girl terrorized by her dolls. The idea came from a recurring nightmare she’d had since childhood. She shuddered and turned Percy so he faced the wall.
Snapping the overhead light off, she climbed into bed without bothering to change her clothes and turned off the bedside lamp. Darkness didn’t descend so much as hover in the corners. Light streaming in through the windows and under the door held most of the night at bay. With all that, he’ll never notice one dark room. A yawn forced her jaws wide. TJ rolled onto her side, snuggled into her pillow and drew the covers up to her chin.
She closed her eyes.
And waited.
And tossed.
And turned.
And waited some more.
She opened her eyes.
Red numbers on the bedside clock showed the hour had reached nearly midnight. I’ve been lying here three hours? She sat up and stretched with a yawn. It must be worry about Dad. The way he’s acting would make anyone have trouble sleeping. Her head whipped around at a soft snick.
The closet door swung open slowly. Shadows oozed out. The light dimmed. TJ drew the blanket to her chin with trembling hands, eyes bulging as darkness rolled across the floor. It drifted around her room like the ground fog outside, skirting the brighter patches of light. Soon it surrounded her bed and blocked the floor from sight. Then it started to rise.
It was like watching the tide come in at night, wave after wave slapping against the bed, each slightly higher than the last. What happens when it gets to the top? she thought, unable to tear her eyes away. This can’t be real. It’s like a scene from one of Dad’s books. Hardly a comforting thought, given what usually happened to people in horror novels. The wave crested at the foot of her bed, and the dark tide started to move in. She could feel it moving, like a heaving quilt dragging across her blanket. What do I do? How do you fight the dark? She looked around, struggling to make sense of shapes in the blackness. Her gaze traced the contours on her night stand. Of course.
With a quick snap of her arm, she reached out and turned the lamp on.
Light spread across her room, but slowly, as if the darkness fought being pushed back. She thought she heard a faint, angry hiss. TJ bounded out of bed and rushed to the wall, flipping the switch back on. The light grew stronger. Shadows banished, she sighed with relief and went back to bed. She sat on the edge, face in her hands.
“I’m cracking up,” she muttered. “I’ve been here a few hours, and I’m already going nuts. Insanity loves company.” She giggled and clapped a hand over her mouth. Looking up, TJ found herself staring dozens of dolls in the eye. She stood once more and shut the closet door. “No way. I’m not looking at those things tonight.”
She stood in the middle of the room, pondering whether or not she should turn off the light. It might make getting to sleep easier, but only if she could shake whatever delusion she had caught from her father. Are you sure it’s a delusion? a voice whispered in the back of her mind. She wanted to tell it to shut up, but she couldn’t shake the memory of the weight of those shadows sliding across her bed. That’s it, the lights stay on, even if I am going crazy. Besides, it wasn’t like it would make going to sleep that much more difficult. Her roommate kept odd hours and often stayed up well into the night studying and doing homework. TJ was used to sleeping with lights on.
Bedsprings creaked as she slid in between the sheets and rolled onto her side. A few more squeaks sounded as she struggled to find a comfortable position. She closed her eyes. It took everything she had to keep her back to the closet door. Skin crawled between her shoulders as if someone stared at her, and her ears strained to catch any sound of it opening. Stop it! It was just the house settling. Dad always said these old pier-and-beam foundations walk around. That little voice piped up again, reminding her that Dad had spent a great deal of money getting the foundation shored up so it wouldn’t move any more. Besides, it whispered, the door didn’t just swing open. You heard the latch. TJ chuckled at that. Sure, the dark came to life and opened my closet, just like in ‘The Living Night.’ Dad would love that one… Her eyes snapped open.
“It can’t be.”
But she knew that story all too well. When the producers had started seriously talking about a movie based on her father’s book, she had scrutinized it from cover to cover, trying to picture how each scene would look. The one where the shadows took the little girl had stood out more than any other. Of course, the protagonist’s slow slide into madness and obsession with keeping lights on had been powerful as well. TJ’s eyes widened. No wonder Dad’s weirdness seemed so familiar.
A soft sliding sound and brief clink interrupted her thoughts. She bolted upright and turned toward the closet. The door remained closed. Girl, you have got to calm down. Keep this up, and you’ll be a nervous wreck by dawn. She lay back down and rubbed her forehead. How far off is dawn, anyway? She looked at the clock. Percy stared back at her.
“Impossible,” she whispered. A small whimper escaped her throat. One hand crept out from under the blanket and paused about halfway to the doll. Nope. No way I’m touching that thing. She chewed on her bottom lip. But I don’t want him staring at me all night. She tucked the hand under her head as she pondered. It slipped inside her pillowcase. That might work.
She grabbed her pillow and the pillowcase with her other hand. Pulling it over her head, she started to jerk them apart, pausing every few tugs to make sure Percy hadn’t moved. Once they came free, she tossed the pillow on her bed and slipped the bag over her china doll. The cloth ballooned then slowly settled over the still schoolboy. It made Percy look like some odd, floral ghost, but it was better than having him stare at her. Unless it makes him mad. She shook her head angrily. Shut up, already! It’s just a doll, for crying out loud.
“Yeah, but dolls don’t turn themselves around, either.” She jumped at the sound of her voice. I have got to stop talking to myself. She lay back down and forced her eyes to close and her breathing to even. She couldn’t do much about her racing heart, however. After several minutes, she allowed one eye to open. The shrouded doll hadn’t moved. She opened the other eye and stared for a long time. Percy didn’t move. Finally, her pulse slowed to a more normal rhythm, and her eyes drooped closed of their own accord.
She dozed fitfully, her sleep filled with vague dreams of soft whispers, bumps and clinks. At least, she hoped they were dreams. At the first of the noises, she pulled the blanket over her head and clutched it hard to keep the covers from slipping off. Got to stay under the covers, she thought wildly. Nothing can get you under the covers. Her grip tightened at each sound. Tension ate at her even while she slept. Finally, as the first glimmers of dawn filtered into the room, she threw the covers back and sat up.
“Shut up!” she screamed. “Just leave me alone.”
The dresser was empty. TJ glanced to her left. Percy had gone, as well. The pillowcase sat on the nightstand like a discarded grocery bag. She slipped out of bed and tiptoed over to the closet. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the knob, turned it slowly and paused. She exhaled and threw the door open in a rush, jumping back with a small scream. Empty.
“Gone.” She giggled and closed the door. She turned to open the bedroom door. “They’re all gone! They’re all—”
A porcelain clown sat on the threshold. Bells in its hat jangled merrily.
Fists pressed to her mouth, TJ backed away. No, no, no, no, no. It’s not fair. They were all gone. She bumped against the window. Birdsong filtered through the glass. Outside. That’s it. Outside is safe. I’ve got to get out!
She lowered her fists and took a hesitant step forward. The clown didn’t move. It remained still even when she rushed forward and stopped just short of the door. Keeping her eyes fixed on the doll, TJ took a large, exaggerated step over. It didn’t budge. She dashed down the hall, laughing. Free! I’m free… Laughter dried up as she turned to look back. The clown, still in the doorway of her bedroom, had turned to face her. She fled.
Halls and doors passed in a blur as she ran, turning at random whenever dolls barred her path. Her flight eventually brought her round to the main landing. A miniature bride blocked her way, a small bouquet clutched before her and train spilling down the stairs. She could hear Dad shuffling around downstairs and the occasional squeak of a light bulb being screwed into place. TJ fell back against a door. They’re everywhere. Why on earth would people give me so many of these things? Did they want me to get caught? Groping behind her, she found the knob and turned it. The door opened, spilling her into her father’s study.
She ran around the room, looking franticly in every nook and cranny. No dolls. She relaxed and slumped into his comfortable leather office chair. TJ had not spent much time in here; Daddy always had to have one place in his house that was off limits, somewhere he could be undisturbed. It was a fairly large room, but the large desk in front of her and books filling the walls from floor to ceiling elsewhere made it feel cozy.
Turning slowly in the chair, TJ hung her head over the back and let her heavy eyelids fall halfway shut, watching blurry shapes spin by. A glowing oblong hunk of silver caught her attention. She stopped, sat up and rubbed her eyes. It was an aluminum baseball bat resting on a couple of hooks screwed into a wall plaque. Standing on her toes, she reached up and grabbed the bat. TJ ran her hands over the rubber grip, recalling her father’s beaming smile as Horatio hit the winning homerun in that Little League championship game. It was about the last time she could recall seeing the two together. The bat had spent years collecting dust in their garage in Galveston. Daddy must have mounted it in here when they moved.
She sat back down, propping the bat up between her crossed legs. She watched the light play over its gleaming surface while she spun around. The rest of the room faded into a blur of color. A new color suddenly joined the background as she completed another circuit. TJ stomped down, halting the chair in mid-twirl. There, on the floor near the door, stood a pale Queen Elizabeth, a gift from Aunt Susan in England. They stared at each other for long moments. Eyes narrowing, TJ tapped her foot and sent the chair into a slow spin, stopping after one turn.
The queen stood a couple of feet closer.
Without thinking, she swung the bat. Elizabeth exploded in a cloud of ceramic dust. Her royal gown fluttered to the floor.
TJ spun around once more. The small pile of clothes remained where they had landed.
She leapt to her feet, wobbled slightly, and ran to the door. She wrenched it open and stalked toward the waiting bride. The groom had joined her. TJ grimaced and swung at the tuxedoed gentleman golf-style. Porcelain fragments rained down the stairs. She clubbed the bride directly on the head, sending up a small puff of white dust. With a primeval scream of triumph, she dashed down the stairs two at a time.
I can get out! There’s nothing they can do to stop me! They’re just clay.
A blond-headed schoolboy stood in front of the door.
“Out of my way, Percy.” He didn’t move. “I’m not kidding. I want out of this stupid house and this stupid town. I’m not going to let some little German kid stop me.”
She raised the bat.
She lowered it.
He was grandma’s, the only thing she ever had from her parents. She told me to take care of him. TJ lowered her head and wept. The bat clattered to the floor. She buried her hands in her face and sobbed.
Something nudged her shoe.
TJ blinked back her tears and wiped her eyes with the heels of her hands. Percy stood there, practically on top of her foot. With a cry of revulsion, she lashed out. The kick caught the doll in the chest and hurled it into the door. He crashed to the floor, ceramic features cracking. TJ groped around on the floor until she found the bat. She swung it high overhead and brought it crashing down onto the doll’s head. She kept bashing until even the clothing lay in tatters. She jerked the front door open and stepped out on the porch. Stretching, she smiled at the sun. “Good-bye, New Bedlam. I am out of here.”
She made it down two steps before another thought stopped her. What about Daddy? He’s so concerned about the lights, he’ll never even notice the dolls.
I can’t leave him. Hefting the bat, she stalked back into the house and kicked the door shut. I’ve got to find them all. Got to smash them. Then I can leave.
TJ froze at the sound of the locks snapping back. After two days of this, she had learned just how sneaky the little devils could be. The first few were easy enough, they showed up whenever she turned a corner. But they soon learned to fear the bat and resorted to other tactics, moving to places she had already checked, appearing underfoot just as she turned a corner. She rubbed her sore neck. A tumble down the stairs had been rough; still, she figured at least a third of her dolls were gone. She would get the rest of them. She had to.
The door swung open. TJ ducked into a corner and raised her bat. What was it this time?
Marguerite McCollough walked in the house, smiling and humming to herself. She held a bundle wrapped in brown paper under one arm. Her smile faded a bit when she saw light streaming from every socket available. When her footsteps crunched, she looked at the floor, frowning at the ceramic shards scattered everywhere. She bent down and picked up one piece bearing a bright blue eye and the end of one blond curl.
TJ turned and resumed her hunt while Dad nearly bowled Mom over as he lurched into the living room to get to a darkened lamp in the corner. “Burnt out,” he muttered. “Got to get the light back on.”
Frederick looked worse than ever. His skin hung off his bones, and he looked ready to fall over at the slightest touch. Only his eyes held any life, a feverish animation that darted to every corner of the room in search of any offending darkness. She glanced at the fragment in her hand.
“Frederick, what is the meaning of this?” Mom followed him out of the room, shaking the porcelain shard at his retreating back. “This was your daughter’s prize possession. It was her last gift from my mother. How could you smash it, and all these others?”
He turned briefly. “Wasn’t me. Got to go. Talk about it later. Got to check the lights upstairs.”
Ceramic pieces ground underfoot as he climbed the steps. Mom stood in the entryway in a sort of daze. She stood in TJ’s path. No time to be polite, she thought and rushed past, knocking Mom to the floor. Her purse and brown bundle spilled on the linoleum.
“Now see here, young lady! This is my house, not a barn. I will not be treated like this.”
“Can’t talk now, Mom. I got to find them. I know they’re hiding here somewhere.” She glanced at her mother and started to step past the staircase toward the dining room, but halted suddenly and pivoted on one heel. That package she was carrying. Something about its shape disturbed her. She leveled the bat and spoke in a low, harsh voice. “What is that?”
Turning, Marguerite looked to see. A smile blossomed on her face. “It’s for you, honey. I know you didn’t want to come up here, and I’m sure it wasn’t easy spending all this time with your father, so I thought I’d pick up something for you.” She picked up the gift and started unwrapping it. “I couldn’t believe it when I spotted this in an antique shop window. Your father won’t be happy when he finds out how much it cost, but I just had to get it for you.” Brown paper littered the floor; in her hand stood a perfect replica of Percy.
TJ’s arms went limp. The bat thumped to the floor, only the small end still grasped in a weak grip. The other hand crept to her mouth. “I killed you,” she whispered. Her fist tightened, and she hefted the bat. “Go away! Why won’t you go away?”
Doll and hand shattered in a mist of porcelain, blood and bone. Mom screamed. She turned pleading eyes to her daughter, mouth working soundlessly. TJ stared down impassively at her glassy eyes, those pale, delicate features. Those porcelain features. Her white-knuckled grip on the bat tightened even further.
“You’re with them, aren’t you? Why else would you bring one of them here?” TJ’s voice took on an edge. She lifted the bat in both hands high over her head. “Got to find them all. Got to smash them.”
The bat fell.
* * *
By Ann Tupek
The advertisement read: House-sitter wanted. Duplex-converted farmhouse. Duration: October 1st to March 15th. Quiet street, nice town. Contact: w5d0nn31y@nbwo.org.
Blake Alonso clicked the hyper-address and sent a query. He needed to get out of town for a while and New Bedlam sounded like the quiet community he was looking for.
The gravel crunched under the tires as Blake idled along the driveway. The farmhouse was perfect, a comfortable dilapidation. Blake was looking forward to getting some work done and the farmhouse looked to be the ideal place. Maintenance, they had agreed, wasn’t a concern. He chuckled as he parked. William Sheldon Donnelly. The man couldn’t be the great gothic poet, but it was fun to imagine it.
The front steps creaked—he took them one at a time and rang the bell. Mirrored glass prevented him from seeing inside, but he heard the long, low reverberation echoing within the house. He filled his lungs with the clean fresh air, his lips formed a half-smile. He was optimistic that New Bedlam had what he needed.
The door opened and a stooped, aging man stood within the vestibule. “Come in, come in,” he beckoned.
Blake did as he was bid, setting his suitcases on the floor just across the tattered carpet runner from another pair of suitcases. He examined the man, Bill S. Donnelly, whom he’d communicated with via email. He’d insisted on being called Bill not William, and no Jr., or III, or IV suffix was attached.
He tried not to stare. The old man could have been the gothic Donnelly. Paper white skin showed webbings of red arteries and blue veins, sunken and hanging jowls mimicked a beagle’s ears.
“You’ll be staying in this unit.” Bill pointed his chin at the open door behind him. Antique furniture cluttered the space, surfaces clear; all the knickknacks had been stowed before Blake’s arrival. “Let me show you the other unit first.” He opened the door to the right, his knuckles protruded like knobs on a tree.
Blake followed him through the doorway into an empty room as Bill shuffled across the bare plywood floor. Unfinished walls showed naked studs, the kitchen was missing a sink and the cabinets lacked doors and shelves.
Nothing had been mentioned about renovations. A momentary sinking feeling plunged Blake’s stomach to his toes—he wasn’t the do-it-yourself type. The old man headed straight for a large piece of furniture covered by a dust cloth.
“It belonged to my grandmother,” he said, as he whisked the covering away exposing a deep plush couch. “Family heirloom. Keep it covered. I’m showing it to you now so you don’t get curious later.”
Blake nodded. Curious? Was the old man fucking with him? Was it supposed to be the Chesterfield? No, he gave an absent shake of his head, couldn’t be.
Donnelly peered at him from under bushy white eyebrows. “Just so you remember to leave it covered.” He unfurled the dustcover, it sank through the air and hid the ancient leather. “You can use this unit for storage, but make certain you keep your things away from the chesterfield. And keep it covered.”
“Sure.” The man was full of instructions, he obviously had a precise way to do everything and seemed to be of the opinion Blake needed to know all of them.
Donnelly turned him around and guided him into the other unit, the one Blake would occupy. The old furniture was nothing so ancient as the chesterfield. The rooms were spacious and the unit included the entire upstairs.
“I think our correspondence covered everything.” Donnelly handed Blake an envelope containing the keys. “Jim Pederson next door can give you a hand with any maintenance issues that arise.”
“Sounds good.” Blake stuffed the envelope into his jacket pocket.
“Vaughn Sanderforth will contact you at the beginning of March to make arrangements to relieve you.” Donnelly stood with his hand gripping the doorknob. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way.”
He walked into the vestibule and hefted his own suitcases. “I wish you luck, Mr. Alonso.”
Blake nodded goodbye and watched Donnelly walk to his own car, a thirty-year-old Lincoln, and drive away. The keys grew heavy, sinking his pocket, as he moved his luggage to his own unit. He closed the door and shut the bolt. He’d leave the outer door unlocked per Bill’s instructions, but years of urban living had him locking the inner door.
Blake acclimated himself to the weird farmhouse then made dinner. The split was disproportional; the square-footage leaned towards his unit by a ratio of at least four to one. William Sheldon Donnelly. The man tickled his mind all evening. He had been one of the preeminent gothic poets, literary nemesis to Edgar Allan Poe. It couldn’t be the same man, Donnelly was dead at least 150 years, and the sofa couldn’t be the Aldevowering Chesterfield of his famous poem. It was a joke.
Blake lay beneath the quilt unable to sleep. His predictable insomnia was produced by the new setting. The window was open for a fresh breeze, and he visualized a calm blue sky and added clouds, forming the white wisps into fluffy sheep eating marshmallows. Still, sleep eluded him.
The inability to sleep was a curiosity, not a worry. He didn’t have an alarm set for the morning, he didn’t have to be behind his desk by nine; he could start whenever he wanted and the quaint little town of New Bedlam was inspiring him already.
A travelogue, Blake envisioned his next work. The town had to have a bed’n breakfast that could use a little press and a chamber of commerce that could be exploited. He began to compose his narrative. He would start in the hills above the town, the rustic sign with a bullet-hole like a beauty mark. “New Bedlam. 5 Miles.” A cow or three, grazing the middle-distance pasture.
Blake’s breathing deepened, he anticipated falling into unconsciousness at any moment. A thump downstairs jolted him. It was right below him, right below the bed, which meant it was in the unfinished unit. He strained his ears, listening for other sounds. Soft creaks and groans, but nothing from the same location of the thump—that had to have been made by the Aldevowering Chesterfield.
The walls that imprisoned it had been built by a fan of Escher. The layout took getting accustomed to. The house thumped and groaned and he could almost believe the walls were straining against the fabled sofa.
Blake laughed at himself. The farmhouse was old, the ramshackle building was bound to creak from time to time. He closed his eyes and pictured fluffy clouds streaming across a pale blue sky.
Sleep did not come. The house squeaked and popped and something pattered against the roof. He opened his eyes. Rain? It hadn’t been forecast. Blake’s stocking feet padded across the floor. Through the bedroom window he had a view of the farmer’s market at the edge of town. The buildings behind blended together, a thick fog obscured and muted everything the rain did not wash out. The stalls were boarded up for winter so he wouldn’t get a chance to sample the produce or get any pictures of it.
The fog swirled around the house, swallowing the porch and creeping towards the open window. Chilly. Blake closed it while outside the fog obscured the world, nestling the house in a gray cocoon. He let his feet return him to the bed and snuggled into the blankets.
A voice, diffuse like the fog, began soft and grew louder. It chanted Donnelly’s poem – ‘The Aldevowering Chesterfield:’
‘As a comfortable sofa was concealed
In the parlor of the Aldevower’s home
A wedding gift from cousin Jerome
But beneath its innocent façade
Snow white leather formed lumpy quads
Their loose coins it devoured
Calling cards, a lover’s flower
A lost earring, a precious stone
Stolen by leather white as bone
Hungry for living breathing flesh,
Its inviting cushions a warm crèche
Claimed the eldest child first
But for more the sofa did thirst
The wife followed not much later
He slept while it chewed and ate her
She sat and accepted its death invitation
Of its evil embrace exists no imitation
He awakened to distant thunder peals
And the seated danger was revealed
Cushions parted a dark maw
The void beckoning an open jaw
Into which he did fall
Abandoned prayers left unrecalled
A dark wind rocked through the room
Announcing the impending doom
Loose objects spun and cartwheeled
Against its power there was no shield
It pulled into it everything
From floorboard to ceiling beam
And then moved out into the world
A broad smile its cushions curled
And it scoured through the harvest yield
The Aldevowering Chesterfield.’
By the time the voice was silent Blake shook under his covers. He insisted he imagined it, but the poem was not one he had memorized. The words revolved through his head, while a waking dream revealed a view from being swallowed by the deep plush cushions of the chesterfield—tunnel vision, light shrinking to a pinpoint.
The clock blinked 5:45 a.m. and Blake was tired of bed. He threw the blankets away and rose to look out the window. The fog was dissipating though the sky remained dark, the sun was long from rising, a period of time appreciated by insomniacs and vampires. Blake rubbed his hands across his face, if he started now he could have his darkroom ready before noon and take a nap later.
“Donnelly told me to keep it covered before he left.” Blake held the bundled dustcover.
“It looks convincing enough,” Arlayne replied, “but W. S. Donnelly is dead. Died in the 1800s. Mid–1800s.”
“Some relation then.” Blake hefted the dustcover. The aged leather’s patina reflected the dim autumn sunlight. “I should have taken his picture, the man was ancient. Don’t know if he’ll live through his trip.” The overstuffed cushions came together in a dark rift along the center of the couch. “It’s the Aldevowering Chesterfield.”
Arlayne shook her head, and Blake awaited a comment that didn’t come.
He shook open the dustcover and hid all but the contours of the sofa. “I’ve been hearing things at night. I think it hunts field mice that manage to enter. I can’t sleep. Look at this place!” Blake threw his hands into the air. “The farmhouse is two hundred years old. Donnelly was from the area. Something’s keeping him alive, an unknown curse or something. But it has to do with the Aldevowering Chesterfield!”
“I’m here to check your progress, not your imagination.” Arlayne whipped the dustcover off and wadded it into a ball and threw it into the corner. “Show me what you’ve been doing.” She tugged him into the vestibule.
“We’ve got to cover it!” He protested, looking over his shoulder as she dragged him to his own apartment.
“No. You have to gain control of your imagination, channel it into productive avenues, or they’re not going to let you return to the university. Show me your work,” she demanded as she closed the door.
He followed her into the kitchen. A mishmash of black portfolios cluttered the counter, Arlayne grabbed one at random.
“You’re under a lot of stress,” she continued, coaching him along, leaving the portfolio closed. “This imposed sabbatical is intended to fuel your own creative impulse. You’re here to produce and I’m here to make sure that happens.”
“It’s not stress, it’s not pressure. New Bedlam is inspiring, I’ve never had so many ideas. I’ve been thinking about a travelogue. I’ve made notes.” He showed her a legal pad full of scribbled writing. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve written anything besides a grocery list?”
Arlayne’s smile faltered. “You’ve got quantity. Have you taken all of these since the review hearing?” She didn’t wait for his answer, but flipped through page after page. “Who’s this obscuring the pub sign?”
“What? I don’t see anyone. Look at this play of shadow.” He ran his finger along the edge of the building. “It’s indicating evening has arrived and it’s time to nip in for a drink.”
“I don’t know what you’re seeing, but that play of shadow is a fat old lady. These have no progression. They’re random snapshots of uncertain subjects.” Arlayne shook her head. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Fine.” If she couldn’t see his genius maybe she wasn’t the right creative coach for him.
“You’ve just arrived. New places take getting used to, and this farmhouse’s energy fields are misaligned. The room divisions are all wrong.” She patted his shoulder.
“To cage the demonic chesterfield,” Blake said, nodding. She was getting it. A lot of effort went into chaining the uncontrollable sofa.
Arlayne rolled her eyes. “I was talking about the progression and arrangement of rooms. The feng shui. You need to relax. Let go of this Donnelly fixation of yours. Meditate. Clear your mind. Your subject will show itself.” She returned the portfolio to the counter and did not lift another one.
A scrape of metal against wood came from the other unit. “That was loud.” Blake pushed away from the counter. “Never been that loud before.” He gave her an angry look. “The old man said to keep it covered.”
“What are you talking about?” Her puzzled eyes regarded him.
“The chesterfield, you threw away the cover,” he huffed and left the kitchen. Maybe Arlayne didn’t understand yet, but she would.
He pulled open the door to the second unit and jumped backwards. The sofa was trying to escape. Its base was wider than the doorframe it butted against. It reversed, angled itself, and lunged a corner of the armrest through the door.
“Shit!” Blake got behind the door and struggled to push it closed against the monster couch clamoring to be released. The door slammed into place. He leaned against it, heaving.
“What was that?” Arlayne stuck her head out of his apartment.
“The Aldevowering Chesterfield,” Blake gasped, breathing heavy. “Tried to liberate itself.”
“This whole Donnelly-Chesterfield thing is your way of ignoring your current problem.”
His attention was drawn to the low thumping against the bottom of the door. It shook the vestibule, but she ignored it.
“Blake Alonso, you listen to me,” Arlayne shouted, demanding his attention. “You doctored a photograph and published it as genuine. I can’t tell you how demoralized your students are, how disappointed your colleagues are. You can get past this, but you need my help and before I can help you—”
“Help me,” he interrupted. “You can help me by going outside, to the back porch. Pretend to open the sliding glass door to this unit. Distract it so I can cover it.”
Arlayne studied him, arms crossed.
“Go on,” Blake snapped. He nodded at her to get moving. He stepped into his own apartment and herded her through the kitchen to the porch.
He waited until she walked outside and returned to the vestibule. He put his ear to the door of the other unit. Silence. He pulled it open, nothing waited for him. Maybe Arlayne was a good distraction for it.
Blake moved through the empty room. The dustcover. She had thrown it towards the front of the house, but it wasn’t there.
He tiptoed across the unfinished floorboards. Closer inspection showed that they were stripped, not unfinished. He could see into the empty kitchen.
The couch was a dark shadow lumped against the sliding glass door. Arlayne’s form merged with the trees and the couch, an amorphous blob framing the bright starry sky. Blake focused inside the apartment, but found no dustcover. The chesterfield must have eaten it.
Blake turned to leave the apartment, get a blanket of his own to cover it. He tried to tiptoe, but his light footfall caused a board to creak. The chesterfield took immediate notice and pulled away from the sliding glass door.
Blake hadn’t thought something inanimate could wear an expression, but it seemed to drool with bloodlust as it slid towards him. Its feet scratched a gouge into the floor. Blake sprinted to the door and pushed it shut behind him.
He bent double and caught his breath before tearing into his own apartment, searching for a sheet. If he covered the chesterfield it would sleep like a bird in a covered cage. The thing had been fasting since it was imprisoned and was hungry. He doubted it would stop before it ate, but he had to try.
“What’s happening?” Arlayne yelled from the foot of the steps. “Are you okay? Ready to return to our meeting?”
“It ate the dustcover, I’m getting another,” Blake screeched. He came downstairs with his own blanket just as Arlayne was moving towards the door. “Where are you going?” He stopped her. “You can’t leave until this thing is under control.”
“What are you talking about?” she asked. “I’ve been waiting while you rush about your neighbor’s apartment and your own. You show me an antique sofa, a few decent photos of it, you tell me it’s the fabled Aldevowering Chesterfield and it eats everything that goes into that empty apartment.” She shook her head. “You’d sold me the concept, but your presentation is bizarre. I can’t help you if you can’t distinguish reality from your own imaginings.”
“Then go.” Blake hefted the blanket bundle into his left arm and pointed with his right. “Go.”
“I’ll send someone to check on you.” Arlayne wrapped a scarf around her neck. “And you might want to look into utilizing the mental health credits from the university.”
“No need.” Blake frowned at her until she left. He looked at the blanket. “The Aldevowering Chesterfield,” he reminded himself of his task with a soft whisper.
It had been quiet since she’d gone. Blake descended the last of the curving steps and reopened the door to the entryway. He put his ear to the door of the other unit and listened. Nothing. Wherever the couch was, it wasn’t moving. He pulled the door open, lifting the knob to keep the hinges from squealing and giving him away. His eyes sought the floor through the narrow crack. The sofa was not waiting.
He held his breath and tried to quiet his pounding heart. Without Arlayne to distract the couch it could be anywhere, waiting for him cloaked by the shadows. Cautious, Blake advanced into the room.
Darkness all around, he could see the full rectangle of the sliding glass door. The couch was not between him and the kitchen. Blake stepped forward. He’d forgotten which boards creaked. He tested the next step with his toes; his white socks almost glowing against the surrounding blackness.
The blanket was ready, all he needed to do was find the Aldevowering Chesterfield. A soft scratching, his ears pinpointed it coming from the other side of the kitchen, amongst indistinguishable shadows. Wary, Blake approached.
Should have brought a flashlight, he internalized. Something about this farmhouse kept him from logical thoughts. He made it to the kitchen, nothing moved around him. He backed up against the sliding glass door and looked into the apartment for anything that might have moved. Everything was as it had been.
The house was quiet, calm. The small squeals of the old wood were absent, no wind rattled the roof shingles. Something moved in his peripheral vision, and he looked behind himself. Outside, a heavy fog had absorbed the back yard into its folds, climbing over the rails of the porch. It pushed against the glass door, whirling and eddying against the surface. It moved and pulsed, like fingers reaching for him. It wanted in. Blake knew he didn’t want that. The fog was cold; he could sense it was of an older evil than the Aldevowering Chesterfield.
He turned around to watch the greater threat, his back vulnerable to the apartment, eyes hypnotized by the fog.
Misty figures moved, bashing against the door trying to gain entrance. He took a step backwards, and another. Something wasn’t right about this place. Blake backpedaled faster, and tripped; at first he thought it was a wall, but his legs stopped and he continued backwards like he’d been table-topped.
The Aldevowering Chesterfield. Blake’s back hit the cushions and continued falling. It was almost comfortable, the yielding plushness, until he sank further into the canyon between the cushions. Their weight constricted him, leathery pressure squeezing the air from his lungs. It was soft, supple and damp, like being stuck between the bellies of two sumo wrestlers.
Harder and harder, Blake was compacted between the fist-like cushioned maw of the great sofa. Before the world went dark he cursed William Sheldon Donnelly for tricking him into taking a place among the victims of the couch.
W. S. Donnelly, known to this century as Bill, returned to his farmhouse. He let himself in through the back door of the finished unit and took a fresh dustcover from the linen closet, and tiptoed into the empty unit. The chesterfield rested in the middle of the room, bloated from its recent meal.
He shook open the dustcover and let it engulf the sofa. Its hunger would return soon, but it would be inert while covered. Donnelly entered the habitable part of the farmhouse and logged onto his computer, already beginning to compose his next house-sitter wanted posting.
* * *
Grinds Slowly, But Exceeding Fine
by Bruce Barber
New Bedlam is quiet at this cool hour of the morning, except for the susurrations of wind and bats and the dry rustling of leaves. Up until a few weeks ago, this is the time when Eugene Davies would be seated happily in his ergonomic chair, tapping at his obsolete manual typewriter, enjoying its clacking contributions to the muted night-time symphony.
He would be smiling at the manufactured terror and fear his fluid mind and dexterous fingers were imprinting on the cream-colored heavy bond paper which he preferred to use for his horrific tales. Sometimes, although not often, Marjorie (or Jessie, or Theresa) would bring him hot, sweet tea, perhaps ruffle his hair, tell him he was working too hard, and gently talk him into sleep. Or snap at him for being ‘obsessive’ and ‘distant.’
But that was then, before his tap-tap-tapping in the deep night had gradually slowed to a trickle in agonizing increments, before finally grinding to a halt altogether.
Now Eugene’s comfortable chair and dependable Underwood are gathering dust in a shadowy far corner of the gutted warehouse. He still sits, but perched precariously on a modified bicycle-seat. And he grinds. It is hard labor, requiring concentration and stamina, but Eugene does not mind. It is his labor, his work, his calling — as necessary and important as his former vocation had been.
So, Eugene grinds... and the machine of Eugene grinds slowly, but it grinds exceeding fine.
He is very proud of it, this machine of his own design. It took long, hard weeks of surreptitious dumpster-diving behind the retail outlets and restaurants and recreational facilities of New Bedlam to collect the components he needed. This was followed by the extensive deconstructions which were required to retool and recombine a metal meat grinder, an antique grindstone, and a mountain-bike until he had created the device at which he now toils almost every hour of every day (he will occasionally cease grinding to instead take out his pen and yellow legal-pad, and try to write; he fails). Every day that is, except when he has run out of materials. Or rather, of material, singular. Eugene and his machine do not grind indiscriminately.
Today will be one of those days which he dreads, filled with empty minutes in which he will not grind, but must instead waste valuable time arranging for his next supply of raw stock. He reaches into the barrel beside him (which once held the refuse from the Sports Complex) slowly, extruding the moment, savoring it, because once he has ground this final bit from his last cache, it could be hours before he can replenish his store and grind again.
The bone he lifts out of the barrel is a small one, from a finger, the tip of the finger of the left hand — the ring-finger. He slows the pacing of his movements even more as he lowers the delicate artifact through the top aperture, rotating the hand-crank in languid quarter-time.
He remembers the first days, when he would use both the foot-pedals and the hand-crank at once, exulting in the speed and efficiency with which he reduced bone to dust. Soon after however, he began to understand that the goal, for all its importance, was not necessarily the only factor worthy of consideration. The process itself was also something to be appreciated, even reveled in. Haste would certainly bring the time of his restoration nearer, but restraint would multiply its quality; at least, so he now believes.
The last of the fine dust trickles into the hopper, which Eugene detaches from the frame and carries across the room to the urn.
The urn itself is a thing of rare beauty, especially compared to the grinder’s bleak utilitarianism (as fine a tool as it is). The urn is transparent and multi-faceted, a hollow crystalline receptacle rescued from the alley which services the Antique Shop (Eugene has no idea what it was originally used for, nor does he care); it stands 5 feet 7 1/2 inches tall — exactly Eugene’s own height. He empties hopper into urn, then bends with obvious anticipation to measure the new level. He shakes his head in partial disappointment: barely an inch remains until the urn is filled, but even that inch seems so far to go, so far to go....
But only as far as his cell-phone for now, which he must first turn back on. He has no desire to receive incoming calls, especially from his acquaintances, most of whom are writers. (New Bedlam is plentifully supplied with such creatures, victim of a statistical anomaly which is of some concern to the remainder of the town’s basically conservative population). His peers would badger him mercilessly with questions about this and that and the other thing, until he would be forced to alienate them with a forceful and probably rude demand to be left alone. It was simpler to be unreachable. They would understand, in the long run. Besides, just before sequestering himself, Eugene had heard vague rumors that things were getting weird out there in New Bedlam. Weird and bad. He wanted nothing to do with weird and bad.
He punches Marjorie’s number from memory and as he listens to the shrill warbling, his memory conjures a vivid image of Marjorie herself, as well. Taller than Eugene by an inch or two, she’d had a way of becoming larger, especially when she was angry... and she was angry a great deal of the time, at least as far as Eugene’s remembrances are concerned. There is no anger in her voice when she answers the telephone; of course, she has no idea yet that it is Eugene who is calling.
“Hello?”
Eugene does not answer, but begins to breathe in the low, steady rhythm which will invoke the dense and powerful emptiness at the centre of his soul, his finely-honed hate. His breath rasps, for his throat is very dry, constantly filled as it is by the omnipresent dust of his grinding.
“Is there anyone there...?”
Now he enters the second phase of his ritual, the imaging of Marjorie in his mind; the image wavers as he focuses the laser of his loss as intensely as possible, for he knows from experience that he has only a few seconds until she hangs up the phone. Then he feels it happen, and the figure of Marjorie in his mind becomes more fluid, losing all of its integrity and shape, for now it has no skeletal structure to support the gelid mess of meat and blood. The power of Eugene’s loneliness has triumphed again, and he knows, without looking, that behind him in a pile on the floor, is that which is most permanent about Marjorie — her bones.
“Don’t call this number again, whoever you are! I’m informing the Police!”
But that is the part of the conversation which Eugene never hears, whether it be Marjorie on the line or any of his other sources, so filled is he with power, desire, and the joy of possessing a new set of bones.
He studies the heap. The femurs, the ribs, the patellae... Marjorie’s heroic proportions are at last of some use other than intimidation. Is this enough for that final inch, he wonders, or should he make another call? Colleen (who could not conjugate a verb on her best day), perhaps, or Theresa (who did not understand that Ulysses and Odysseus were the same person)? But Eugene is drained by his actions, as always, both by attaining the material and by its processing. He will need to relax his muscles and his mind for a couple of hours before grinding again; if he were to call someone else immediately, he would then have to rest for the entire evening, and that was too long.
Moderation, he thinks and sits down in the corner of the studio with his note-pad in his lap, his impotent pen held loosely in his left hand, just in case. He idly wishes he had something to read. One of his few regrets about his current life is that, at the end of his first week of complete sleeplessness, he had gathered up the only reading matter he had brought with him to the warehouse, the half-dozen or so small-press magazines in which his stories had been published — New Horror, Apex Digest, Silent Screams, Weird Tales, and so on — and set fire to them. He had been under the mistaken impression that he was experiencing a moment of clarity, that this act would help him burst through his creative blockage. He now accepted that it had in fact been a flash of mild psychosis, triggered by an imbalance of humors during his acclimatization to insomnia. True clarity came later, once he had begun to grind.
With nothing better to occupy his mind, he thinks of what he always thinks during these down-times: of his slow destruction at the hands of his enemies, at the hands of women, at the hands of love... Of the restoration-to-come, of its beauty and rightness, of how he will feel on that day, of what it will be like to be whole-hearted again... He sighs, his hands and feet move, as if eager to resume grinding... he calls aloud, once, an anguished cry that demands to know the current whereabouts of his heart...
(On the other side of New Bedlam, Marjorie is talking in low, sad tones to her husband, who manages the grocery store: “I’m sure it was Eugene, I don’t know how I know, but I do... I still feel a bit guilty sometimes, but I just couldn’t stand the strain of knowing that some day he might just fly apart, and I’d be in the path of the fragments. He was so... so...” Her husband takes her trembling hand and tells her that all is well, that she is not her former lover’s keeper, that it will turn out for the best. Marjorie nods, but holds her tongue. Her husband is kind, gentle and stable, but he had never known Eugene. She prays that Eugene will some day find peace... and that he will not call her again.)
After ninety minutes, Eugene decides he has rested enough and immediately gathers up the armload of new, bright bones and returns to the machine, smiling at the fond memory of how Marjorie’s bony flank would jab into him in the night. He holds onto the hip-bone for a nostalgic moment before adding it to the contents of the barrel, then takes it out again, deciding to grind it immediately, for old time’s sake. He polishes the curved surface with the sleeve of his shirt before tucking it into the machine. He begins, and soon the rhythm and the regular sound of chomp-and-crunch soothe him into the tranquil and meditative state which he likens to the effect of Tantric sex practices (which Jessie could perform but not pronounce).
In the beginning, he had sometimes resented his sudden inability to sleep, mainly because he liked to dream. But soon after the machine was operational, he found that visions would come to him intermittently while he ground. These were similar to his dreams, but more palpable, more intense, more visceral. (He regrets that he is unable to transfer them to paper, for he believes they hold much wisdom and insight, and wonder, too.)
Today, while he works up a sweat over Marjorie’s bones, Eugene has one of these visions. This particular carnival of imagery would once upon a time have made him weep and scream and beat his fists against the concrete wall until his knuckles bled, forcing him to suck his own blood until the pain went away. Now it empowers him, gives him the fortitude he needs to continue on the path toward solving the problem the vision presents:
...she is gleaming metal, all sharp edges, knives and razors... her breasts are brass, her cunt is chrome, her name is Legion... she thrusts a fist into his chest, twists and pulls, he screams, she laughs, a tinkling aluminum laugh... she holds up in delight the pulpy, throbbing meat, she slices it with her Ginsu fingernails, then like Christ with his fishes she multiplies and passes the pieces out among her sisters, dozens of perfect platinum lips drip blood and flesh, streaming between the brass, into the chrome...
The vision shimmers, fades, and Eugene grinds on. There is an expression on his face which is not unlike fear, but this fear is largely effaced by the liquid, fiery gleaming of his eyes. He raises a hand to wipe away rivulets of perspiration; the gesture also wipes away the last tiny vestige of terror. By one o’clock a.m., Marjorie’s bones are no more, and Eugene gathers the dust, reverently shaking it into the urn. He runs a finger around the rim, then shakes his head back and forth; the level in the urn does not seem to have risen perceptibly, which surprises him, given Marjorie’s substantial size.
He decides that the exertions of the day have interfered with his eyesight, that the urn must be at the very least three-quarters of an inch fuller — he simply cannot see it at this moment. He will take another break and put a cold compress on his eyes, after which he is certain his progress will be evident.
He begins the daily disassembly of the grinder. He cradles each part gently, laying them side by side on the floor; he cleans and oils the various components, then screws and bolts and fastens it all back together again. He pulls a protective tarp over the apparatus, extinguishes his work-lights, retrieves the compress from the freezer-compartment of his small refrigerator, and retires to a pallet in his corner of the abandoned warehouse. As he lies supine on a stained mattress of foam rubber, with the cool cloth bag across his eyes like a mask, Eugene envisages what will be on the day of his triumph:
…He will stand naked before the urn, and will fill himself full of the memory of the betrayals he has suffered. There will be images and visions and dreams piled one on top of the other, and when they are done, the dust in the urn will undergo a transubstantiation. It will liquefy, swirl, clarify, coalesce, until finally, at the bottom of the crystal container, there will be a new, throbbing heart. Powerful and undamaged, created from the transmuted bones of the many women who had conspired to destroy the original; a fresh, untainted organ, receptacle of blood and love, created by Eugene’s grinding, and his perseverance, and pain…
With a satisfied grunt, he makes many calculations in his head, and then slowly a deep frown creases his brow, causing the compress to shift and slide from his forehead. He runs his computations and estimates and prognostications again.
According to his figures, with his latest efforts factored in, the urn should be filled to its brim. Today should be the day he has been anticipating. What has gone wrong? he wonders. He then snaps bolt upright, as long-dormant neurons erupt in a contained tempest of synaptic lightning, a galvanizing sensation that he has not felt in weeks: it is inspiration, the Muse of Fire! The same inspiration which in the past would propel him to the typewriter, there to hunt-and-peck in barely concealed ecstasy until some new tale of eldritch decay or diabolic frenzy, surging up from his subconscious like volcanic lava, had been told, and told well.
But not this time, this time, the explosive firings in his head crackle with the information he needs concerning the flaw in his plan’s execution, explaining instantly and wordlessly why the urn is not full, and what must be done to achieve that happy conclusion. And it is simple: Eugene has achieved all that can be achieved through the force of his will alone; there are rules to everything, even to an enterprise such as Eugene’s, sequences of logic which must be obeyed and this new revelation was one of them, perhaps the most critical one of all.
He must leave the safety of his sanctuary. He must venture out into the uncertainty of the New Bedlam night and physically harvest the last batch of material, facing whatever risks or obstacles that might present themselves, proving himself worthy, finally and undeniably, of the great gift which he is soon to receive.
Relief washes over Eugene, now that he understands. He quickly places the large canvas bag he uses in his foraging on a plank-and-sawhorse work-bench. He begins to fill it with the necessary tools — several types of blades, a sturdy hacksaw, rolls of duct-tape, a crowbar, metal-scrapers of various design, some rubber sheeting. He adds anything else he can think of which might be useful, including a second canvas bag in which to transport the material itself, as well as several items to facilitate entry into the donor’s home.
The donor. Eugene’s brow furrows again, then a small rictus of a smile crinkles his grizzled chin. Susan. Functionally-illiterate Susan, with her artificial breasts and even more artificial laugh, and her ponderous “How can I respect you, Eugene?” speeches. She lives alone now, as far as he knows, only a few minutes from the warehouse, in a new subdivision called Spiral Crescent. It will not be necessary for him to go through town to reach her, or near any of New Bedlam’s more populous areas, where even those who sleep well at night are often abroad at this hour, walking their irritating dogs. Susan is the perfect choice.
With all prepared, all decided, Eugene hurriedly pulls a worn pair of khakis on over his ragged boxer shorts, a green American Idol T-Shirt, a denim jacket, and battered sneakers. The bag of tools is heavier than he thought it would be, but the weeks of almost uninterrupted grinding have made his muscles equal to the task, and he shoulders the bag without difficulty.
He strides to the nearest door, but stops short, sets the bag down on cracked concrete, and returns to the work-bench, where he picks up his pen and stares at the blank yellow pad for a moment. He begins to scribble, in hurried, scratchy strokes. A few words... then a full sentence... and another sentence. His breathing quickens as the pen races back and forth across the page for not much longer than a minute. He finishes a single paragraph, punching the final period with such force that the paper tears, the pen itself snaps. Almost gasping now, his eyes move back and forth across what he has written until he reaches the end. Slowly, he regains control of his breathing, then nods at the pad. It’s a start.
Eugene Davies then returns to the Exit, hoists the clanking bag back onto his shoulder, pushes the warehouse door open and enters the New Bedlam night, setting a straight and clear course toward Susan’s house, where he will gather what he needs.
* * *
by Donna M. Shelton
I came back into the house, all dirty from digging through dirt and flagstone and smelling of sweat. Immediately I went into the bathroom and stripped all my dirty clothes off and stepped into a hot shower. My fingers were sore from all the dirt shoved beneath my finger nails. I stood picking at my nails in the shower, and realized just how exhausted I was. I’d spent a good half of the morning crying and holding my cat Beans. The other half I spent digging a hole in the back yard to bury him.
I got Beans ten years ago when he was a kitten in a feral feline colony I cared for in New Bedlam. He was very much a member of my family. I always felt that pets are often more loyal than some human companions. He was my fifteen pound, always shedding, hair ball coughing up, bundle of love. He seemed so healthy — I didn’t even see it coming.
The following two weeks, I kept finding his toys around the house and I would toss them into his empty litter box with his dishes. It was hard adjusting to not seeing him in his favorite places. It always felt like he was hiding in the house somewhere.
I had just come home from shopping on Main Street and rushed into the house with an armful of groceries as the phone rang. I grabbed the phone and dropped the bags onto the counter; it was my friend Laney from down the street, telling me about some kittens in the paper.
“I’m not sure I want another cat now,” I said as I emptied some bags.
She went on about something else as I listened and inserted a uh-huh, here and there. Then I was distracted by a scratching noise. I looked over to the window by the back porch, thinking I left the dog outside and nearly dropped the phone. Beans was looking through the window scratching the screen.
“Uh, Laney,” I interrupted her. “Come over here.”
“What’s going on?”
“It’s Beans. He’s on the back porch.”
“Oh no! Did Lucy dig him up?”
“No. He’s looking at me through the window.”
Without another word, I hung the phone up on the wall. I stared at my dead cat as he scratched on the screen. He wanted to come inside. I was hallucinating, he couldn’t be real. Just then Lucy jumped up onto the window sill and sniffed at him through the screen, with a muffled growl. Beans hissed at her. A hallucination in audio, shared with my dog. I stepped forward and Beans meowed. He was dirty; I looked through the window by the kitchen sink that overlooked his grave and saw the agitated mound of dirt.
I put Lucy in the laundry room and locked the door. The kids were at school and Rick was at work. It was just me and my dead cat. Beans watched me as I walked to the door next to the window. He didn’t look possessed or decomposed, he was just a dirty Beans. As my hand touched the door knob, I thought of Stephen King’s Pet Semetery, fairly certain that my house was no where near an Indian burial ground.
I opened the door and Beans shot in, right between my bare legs. He felt cold and his fur was hard and stiff with dirt. He looked around the kitchen and then returned to my legs to meow and rub up against me. When I reached down to pet him, he sniffed my hand.
The doorbell rang. It was Laney — I hollered for her to come in.
“Now, what’s going on?” she asked as she walked through the living room into the kitchen. She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw him. “Dawn — that’s Beans.”
Another adult presence made me feel less afraid. If he was possessed, at least I would have some help if he decided to attack me and chew my face off.
“He seems... friendly.”
“But — he’s dead.”
Laney couldn’t take her eyes off him. For a moment I thought she would turn and run back out the door. I mustered some courage and knelt down to pet him; I hate having to be the brave one.
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