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Imagine yesterday’s burning breath simmering on the back of your neck. I can feel it right now, remembering a sweltering evening in 1975 that influences my writing to this day. I was a teenager then, freshly delivered to American shores from the horrific Lebanese civil war that was to last 15 more years, and I was still months shy of a driver’s license. On the same night Edgar Allan Poe’s The Raven first mesmerized me, a couple hours later I was swallowed whole by a half-crazed throng of feverish thousands bearing witness to Alice Cooper’s Welcome to My Nightmare tour in support of his record album of the same name. Amid the ruined graveyard and the menacing spiders and the dancing skeletons on the stage, at one point during the show Cooper sawed off the head of a giant Cyclops to the accompaniment of growling bass and quavering footlights. Politicians at the time feared Cooper’s gory shock-rock theatrics so much they tried to shut down his productions, which only served to douse his hellish flames in pure gasoline. Like Cooper, Poe and his macabre tales of reanimated corpses and torturous murders were no favorites of polite 19th century society—to this day some attribute Poe’s curious premature death to the wiles of disgruntled politicians.
I always think in nightmares. They are the lingua franca of all my stories, even the ones that don’t readily lend themselves to classification as citizens in good standing of the horror genre. Some of you may be familiar with my novel, Blood of the Moon. I’m working on its sequel now. Both those books are thrillers, and neither would be considered works of horror. Fair enough, but I refer the reader to Chapter 15 of Blood of the Moon. Whenever I rap at keyboards, nightmares are never far from my fingertips.
Hence, this anthology. From time to time when I take a break from researching and writing my thrillers, I write short stories such as the ones now before you. Each of them has its germination in nights when my sleep was suddenly savaged by ethereal visions and sounds sufficiently disturbing to wrench me from tangled, sweat-drenched sheets. Some of them have seen a bit of daylight before now, and the last two debut here. All of them are spawned of the dancing skeletons and reanimated corpses that plague the bleakest, blackest hours preceding my blessed dawns.
Exciting as it is to present this ghastly authorial medley, I’m equally gratified to introduce the visual art of a stunningly gifted young talent, Abigail Fundling. Abbie created for us the “Smokin’ Skull” cover image gracing this compilation, and this is her first opportunity to display her work to the large audience it rightly deserves. I think myself fortunate, and I couldn’t be prouder, to have her cover illustration as a seminal part of this endeavor. I’m supremely confident the world will come to seek and appreciate Abbie’s creative ingenuity evermore as she hones her bountiful powers over what is sure to be a long and fruitful career in the arts.
Without further ado, welcome to my nightmares. When you finish them, I bid you a good night to sleep, perchance to dream sweet dreams.
Perchance not.
“I’ll do it if you do it,” she repeated.
Ella’s words drifted up to curl softly round Robert’s sweaty ears, like the nearly imperceptible wisps of silvery clouds caressing a nigh full moon glistening high overhead in the starless black sky.
Robert finally dropped his shovel. It bounced once noiselessly, shedding fresh dark soil onto thick green grass before settling on the ground. He inspected his bleeding palm in the moonlight. Shaking fingers grubby with moist brown earth pinched a long splinter of wood and twisted it out from the meat of his hand. He held the jagged piece close to his face, inspecting the shard with pale blue eyes bleared by lonesome years. Years laden with the oppressive guilt of an unkept promise. Through its reflection in worn varnish on the wooden sliver, the moon stared at him. The unwavering expectation he sensed in that stare made him gulp slowly, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his dry throat.
Robert looked down at Ella. “You know I’ll do it,” he whispered. The cool night breeze caught his words and carried them up into the rustling leaves of a stale poplar tree a few feet away. The tree still bore timeworn scars in the shape of Robert’s and Ella’s chiseled initials. Old love letters encased in a crooked heart carved in the tree trunk with the same sharp blade Robert now felt pressing insistently against his right thigh through the pocket of his muddy jeans.
Robert dropped to his knees next to a half-empty bottle of cheap red wine. An unsteady hand lifted the bottle to cracked lips. He swallowed desperately, savoring the burn of the wine on his tongue before it wound its way down to warm his belly. He carefully placed the bottle next to the discarded shovel. Watering eyes drifted over Ella’s frail features and the tattered lace of a drab bodice that he remembered had once been so lustrously white. He took another swallow.
“Do you believe in God?” he asked.
Ella was silent a long time before he heard her say, “I think people get the gods they deserve.”
Robert nodded slowly. “I know it’s no excuse, but I made you that promise with my loins burning and my head full of snow. Not that I didn’t mean it when I said it, but now…” Robert shrugged and rubbed his face with his palms, streaking his cheeks with dirt. “Ever since then, I shut my eyes when I see the future,” he whispered. The breeze slid across his aching shoulders and he shivered.
“I know what it is to be sad,” she said. “Watching you without me all this time made me sad. Every minute seemed like an hour, every year an eternity. I kept my promise, and I’ve cried countless tears waiting for you.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” He reached his hand towards her face. “I’m here now.”
“Yes, Robert,” she sighed. “Here again.”
A thin finger of dingy yellow light struggled through the dark night behind Robert and glinted against the dusky blade of the shovel. He turned and looked back into a small grove of gnarled trees, seeking the light’s source. The bulb of a flashlight wobbled between the trees, moving unevenly in Robert’s direction. He poured more wine onto his tongue. “Someone else is here, too.” He stood. “I’ll be back soon.”
“I know you will.”
Robert loped quietly on the balls of his feet to the grove’s edge and stopped, peering and listening. The flashlight ambled slowly towards him, winding along a rutty stone path that meandered beneath the trees. He heard the slow scrape of heavy boots and the steady click of a staff against the paving stones, accompanied by tired moans from tangled trees quivering in the pearly moonglow. He drew a deep breath through his nose, savoring how freshly turned earth perfumed the night air’s secrets.
A reedy old man emerged from the grove and stopped in front of Robert, squinting up at him. Dark, resentful eyes blazed from a gaunt face slashed with deep wrinkles that looked like scabrous fissures carved into his leathery flesh by decades of unappeased malice. Sporadic strands of limp, greasy gray hair hung from the man’s skull and tangled with a long, untamed beard to snake down the front of a loose brown uniform jacket zipped up to the neck against the evening chill. An embroidered patch on the chest of the jacket said, “Chuck.” The man leaned on his thick walking stick and caught his breath. He glared at Robert a moment. “It’s late,” the man rasped, smearing Robert’s face with the flashlight’s sallow beam. “You’re not supposed to be here.”
Robert blinked in the electric light. He reached into his jeans, his fingers wrapping loosely round the smooth handle of the knife in his pocket, and shook his head. “No, Chuck. You’re not supposed to be here.”
“I work here, boy,” Chuck snarled through the gap in his yellow teeth.
Robert yanked the knife from his pocket and hoisted it high into the moonlight. “Not anymore, Chuck.”
Ella was still waiting for him when Robert returned to the poplar tree and stooped down to pick up the bottle. He felt her eyes follow his movements as he gently tipped the bottle and thin red wine quietly gurgled over the knife, rinsing away thick red blood. After scraping the blade against his jeans, he returned it to his pocket and looked at Ella.
“Do you hate me for making you wait so long?”
Her words felt like warm silk against his ears. “No. I know how hard it is to keep promises like ours, how scary. I know better than you. It’s the waiting that’s been hard on me. I knew you’d keep your promise. I just never knew when or how. I know now.”
Robert wiped his mouth slowly with his sleeve, and gulped hard. “You do?” He felt his courage waning. “Because I don’t think I can do it, Ella.”
The words came from behind him, a feral growl shredding the cool velvet of the night air. “You can do it, Robert.”
Robert spun round, and gasped. His jaw fell open and his chest clamped against his wildly beating heart as Chuck’s heavy stick smashed onto his right shoulder. Robert heard the sickening crunch of his collarbone shattering. He howled in pain and fell to his knees, his right arm dangling uselessly at his side. His eyes, wide and disbelieving, watched Chuck raise the walking stick over his head with gnarled hands. Silvery moonglow glimmered off wet blood seeping onto Chuck’s jacket from the vicious wounds gashed into his face and chest by Robert’s knife.
“A suicide pact is all about trust, boy,” Chuck whispered as he whipped his stick against Robert’s left ear. The force of the blow knocked Robert backwards. His head cracked against an ornately etched granite marker, and he collapsed unconscious into Ella’s waiting arms.
A cheerless smile twisted Chuck’s thin lips when the breeze floated Ella’s words up to him. “Thank you, Daddy.”
Chuck let his walking stick fall from his shaking hands, and picked up Robert’s shovel. “That’s what Daddies are for,” he breathed. He knelt down to gently close the scarred wooden lid of his daughter’s casket over the reunited couple, then stood and stared a long time at Ella’s headstone. His quavering lips moved silently, keeping time with his crooked finger slowly tracing the carved epitaph under her name.
It said, “All my trust in thee is stayed.”
Chuck wiped a hot tear from his cheek. “I’m sorry for making you wait so long, Ella,” he murmured as a shovelful of freshly turned earth spattered onto the casket.
Manchac Swamp, Louisiana, 1955
The howl came from everywhere and nowhere, making the fine blond hairs on the back of the boy’s thin neck tremble on end in the hot, sticky moonless night. First it was a distant high-pitched shriek from somewhere beyond the oppressive black tangle of massive cypress trees smothering the pitted dirt road, then the wail grew lower, louder, closer. The boy squeezed his eyes shut and clapped his hands over his ears, but still he heard the remorseless cry through his sweating palms and over the groan of the battered red pick-up truck’s eight cylinders. The boy knew no human could make a sound like that, or could make it last so long. He pulled his knees to his chest and thought of his little sister, safely home, tucked in her bed. He wished he was home, too.
Long fingers, firm and calloused, grasped the boy’s wrist and pulled his shaking hand from his right ear. He shook his head wildly and tried to resist, but the fingers were strong, and they insisted. Eyes still closed, he listened hard with one ear. The howl was gone. The only sounds besides the Ford’s grumbling engine were birdcalls, and the mournful hooting of a lone owl. Cautiously, he opened one eye and glanced at the slim ebony fingers wrapped around his wrist. He opened his other eye and looked into the face of the woman whose fingers now gently stroked his arm, calming him. Her face was scarcely visible in the dark, though he could make out the flinty lines of her straight nose, her sharp cheekbones, and her high, regal forehead. Her eyes, wide, deep set and black as the night, hovered just above his face, peering at him.
“Tell me, chouchou,” she whispered in his ear. Her breath was warm, and smelled of sweetly spiced tobacco “Did you keep your Lenten fast this year?”
The boy nodded hastily. “Yes, Maymay. No pralines. Not even one.”
Maymay smiled and sat back, leaning against the rusty wall of the truck’s bed. “Then soothe yourself, child. You have no reason to be fearful. Rougarou only hunts bad Catholics who break the rules of Lent.” She stroked the boy’s hair, damp with sweat. “You’re a good Catholic. Rougarou has no taste for you.”
The boy nestled his head against his nanny’s chest, his heart still quaking. He hugged her tightly. “But Papa says the rougarou isn’t real. He says there’s no such thing as a monster with the body of a man and the head of a wolf. That it’s just a bad story to scare little children.”
“Your Papa’s got a fine education, chouchou. But he’s very mistaken. Most educated men are that way, be thinking what they know from their schooling is all there is in the world.” Maymay cupped the boy’s chin in her hand and turned his face to hers. “The world is bigger than any school. Remember that. You’ll be doing more learning in this swamp tonight than you’ll ever learn in school, even if you go to school for a hundred years.”
The boy kept his head buried in Maymay’s chest, trying to make his breathing match the steady cadence of hers. “Why didn’t you bring Papa? Or Sissie?”
Maymay answered slowly, still stroking the boy’s hair. “Your father’s too educated. Your sister’s too young.” She leaned down and kissed the boy’s head lightly. “Besides, there’s few white people ever to see what you’ll be seeing. Fact is, I can’t remember ever seeing any white folk at any raising.”
“Then why are you taking me?”
“So you can have more learning than your Papa,” Maymay cooed softly. “I told you mighty spirits have been showing me you’re going to be an important man when you grow up, chouchou. Important men must know the important things in the world. All the important things.”
The boy thought a moment. “Why won’t you tell me what that is, a raising?”
Maymay smiled. “Better you see than me tell you. Such a wondrous thing.” Her voice trailed off as she spoke, her words lost in the sounds of the swamp as the old truck bounced and creaked on the rutted road, kicking up dirt under its threadbare tires.
A terrifying image flooded the boy’s mind, and he lurched up to look at Maymay. “Will the rougarou be there?”
“No, chouchou. He’d go hungry if he was. Nothing but good Catholics like us will be there tonight. Nothing for the rougarou to feed on. He’ll be obliged to do his hunting other places if he wants to eat this night.”
The boy glanced quickly over his shoulder through the grimy, cracked rear windshield of the Ford at the huge, silent black man driving. The man was alone in the cab, his face barely illuminated by the red glow of the stub of a lit cigar perched in the corner of his crooked mouth. He wore dark sunglasses, and hadn’t spoken a word all the way from New Orleans. “And him?” the boy whispered in Maymay’s ear. “He doesn’t look like a good Catholic. I don’t see people like him at Mass.”
Maymay laughed tenderly. “That’s on account you two don’t go to the same churches, is all. Baron’s a powerful good Catholic, like you and me. Why, he’s a priest at his church.”
At Maymay’s words, the driver turned his head around slowly and faced the boy through the broken rear windshield. He nodded slightly, flashing a smile around the cigar clenched in his big white square teeth, then turned back to his driving.
“What church is he…”
Maymay placed a finger across the boy’s dry lips. “Hush, child. Listen.”
At first the boy heard nothing but piercing birdcalls from the swamp, and the truck’s grinding motor. He listened harder. Then he heard something else, a faint sound, throbbing rhythmically and seeming to emanate from the ancient trees themselves. Drums. He got to his knees and looked through the cab past Baron’s shoulders, into the swamp. The yellow light from the truck’s single working headlamp faded out a few dozen yards ahead. A hundred yards past the limits of the headlamp’s gauzy glare, the boy saw a slight orange glow filtered through gnarled tree trunks. As the truck drew closer the light brightened and palpitated, as if the glow was pulsing in time to the steady beat of the drumming.
The truck slowed to a stop. Before the boy could speak, Maymay leaped nimbly from the truck bed to the ground, motioning for him to follow. He jumped down, landing on soft moist dirt. Maymay took his hand, and headed towards the source of the orange glow and the drumming. As they passed the truck’s cab, the boy saw it was empty. The only trace of Baron was the scent of cigar smoke lingering in the heavy air.
“Where’s Baron?” the boy asked.
“Come, chouchou. We walk from here. They don’t like machines.”
The boy threw his eyes fearfully towards the swamp. He heard violent thrashing in the shallow water only a few paces away to his left, and tightened his grip on Maymay’s hand. “Who don’t? The gators?”
“No. The umbras. Now hold your tongue and stay close.” Maymay hurried, picking her way over thick roots and underbrush through the trees, pulling the boy along behind her. “Such a lucky boy you’ll be soon, chouchou. Such a wondrous thing for you to see.”
The boy struggled to keep pace with Maymay, who had gathered her skirts in her free hand and was moving swiftly towards the glow ahead. The sound of chanting wafted to him through the trees, a singsong chorus of men’s and women’s voices rising and falling in a language he had never heard before, accompanying the pounding drums.
The boy slipped on a twisted mossy tree root and fell hard on the ground. He got up quickly, and found himself alone. Panicked, he called out Maymay’s name loudly, but his cries were washed away by the chanting. He stumbled towards the orange glow, still calling for his nanny, and he stepped into a large, flat clearing. On three sides the clearing was shrouded by gigantic old cypress trees, their crooked limbs tangled together incestuously. On the fourth side the round, bulging eyes of alligators glared blood red in the light as the beasts lolled in the swamp water, like they were watching the towering bonfire in the middle of the clearing, expecting something.
The boy cautiously entered the clearing, one slow, small step at a time. A crowd of sweating men and women, all black, barefoot and dressed in bright, garish colors, threw their arms in the air and danced in a large circle around the bonfire, casting surreal misshapen shadows onto the outstretched boughs of the cypress trees. Some carried wooden drums painted with crude shapes and symbols of birds and fish, circles, stars and skulls, beating the drums with their bare hands. All of the dancers chanted loudly in the language the boy didn’t recognize. The fire’s heat slapped his face and cold sweat dripped down his back as he swept his eyes across the dancing crowd, frantically searching for Maymay. In a few moments he saw her, disappearing around the far side of the bonfire, her single long braid of thick hair snaking down her back as she danced and chanted with the others. He called for her, but his voice was too small. He scampered towards the opposite side of the soaring bonfire, weaving through the dancers, trying to catch up with her.
Turning his head left and right as he ran, the boy reached the far side of the bonfire and stopped short just in front of a pile of rocks and tree limbs arranged to form a makeshift altar. Someone was on the altar, a young naked black man with closed eyes, his hands clasped on his chest. Ugly, deep purple bruises fouled the young man’s face and chest, and his right leg was badly broken, dangling from the altar at an unnatural angle with jagged bone piercing up through his skin. His eyes wide with fright, the boy took a step backward. The chanting and drumming was louder now, coming from everywhere and nowhere, like the tortured howl of the hellish rougarou.
The boy heard Maymay’s voice from somewhere behind him. “That is Jacques. He is Baron’s nephew. He fell from a ladder and died this morning.”
The boy whipped around, seeking Maymay. He couldn’t find her in the swirling, dancing crowd. “I want to go home, Maymay,” he screamed.
The crowd stopped moving, the chanting and the drumming replaced by the sounds of heaving lungs gasping for air, the crackling fire, and nothing more. Even the birds and the alligators were silent. All eyes were trained expectantly behind the boy, at the fire. The boy turned, cautiously.
At first there nothing to see but the rippling orange fire, pouring heat onto the still, panting mob. The boy started to look back for Maymay again when through the fire, from inside it, Baron stepped next to the altar before the crowd of exhausted dancers. He still wore the sunglasses from the truck, but his face was now painted gleaming white. He smiled at the crowd with crimson teeth. He wore black tuxedo slacks and a matching jacket with long tails, unbuttoned and open across his massive hairless chest. A tattered black stovepipe hat crowned his bald head. Thin wisps of white smoke curled up into the windless night from his flesh and clothes, though he wasn’t even singed by the blazing inferno from which he emerged. In one hand he held a human skull, painted in a kaleidoscope of black and white and red. Baron raised the skull over his head, surveying the crowd through his dark glasses as the dancers all fell to their knees, facing the crude altar.
Baron lifted his face upwards, addressing the skull he held over his head. “Hear me. For Jacques it is too soon,” he yelled at the skull as firelight flickered across it. “For Jacques the time is wrong.” The dancers yelled at the skull, repeating Baron’s words in perfect unison. Baron moved his free hand to his sunglasses, pulling them from his face and placing them across the eye sockets of the skull. “See as I see!” he bellowed at the skull, bringing it down and facing it towards the altar. “See as I see!” Baron yelled again. The dancers started to chant again in a low, ethereal murmur echoing from the tress to the swamp.
The boy couldn’t keep his body from shaking. He looked at the painted skull, then to Baron’s face. Where Baron’s eyes should have been were only empty black sockets. The boy tried and failed to scream, terror squeezing the air from his throat. Movement at the altar grabbed his gaze, and he was able to force a scream. The boy tried to escape, but clawing hands overwhelmed him, holding him in place. Inside his head he heard Maymay’s lilting voice again, coming from everywhere and nowhere. “Such a wondrous thing.”
The boy sunk his teeth into one of the hands gripping his arm and ripped himself free, sprinting from the clearing into the glowering cypress trees. He ignored the painful thumping of his lungs against his chest and kept moving, running as fast as he could.
He had to.
Otherwise Jacques might catch him.
I ended my last affair late when Friday night was going stale. Seems like it was a long time ago, ages, but come to think of it, it wasn’t but a few hours ago. Sun comes up and all those yesterday nights can get awful mixed up. I know you must know time flies fast when your fancy’s getting tickled.
It ended badly, but then they always do, don’t they? These days recrimination’s the national pastime. You done any living of your own, you know that as well as I do. Still, you do this kind of affairing thing long enough and you get good at it, like a vocation, a calling. Maybe not as good as me, I have to grant you that, but I’ve done this more than you ever have or maybe ever will. It’s a gift I can’t stop opening, and it’s always new and shiny no matter how many times I unwrap it. I’m thinking of giving it to you. You seem very interested.
I call it an affair, but in common parlance that’s not so. It’s not like I’ve ever been married or anything, and most folks when they think of an affair, they leap to concluding that at least one of the two people affairing’s got a spouse somewhere pretending what’s so’s not so. I suppose the stylish word for it’s a relationship, but that sounds more like work than art, and me, I’m an artist at heart. Besides, words count, especially when you print them down or say them out loud. I like the way the word feels when I say it, how my teeth barely graze my bottom lip just so when my breath lets the F’s slide out of my mouth, all soft and feathery. Say it with me, out loud. Affair. Now that’s an artist’s word. Hell, I had a “relationship” with my parole officer, but there sure wasn’t any sweet poetry in that on any a sweltry night.
I know what you’re wondering. You’re wondering how I can’t have a reputation for rampant affairing that makes my art harder and the women colder as the years slip through my fingers. New Orleans is a small town, after all, and rumors are about the only things that move as fast here as anywhere else. Well, there’s a secret to it. I’ll share it with you. It’s all in how you go about ending your affairs. You have to make sure your affairs end badly like all mine do, so badly that neither person’s going to ever talk about what’s done once it’s done. Like I told you, it’s art if you do it right. Not everyone can do it right, so you best pay attention if you want to learn the only thing I can teach.
Now I have to admit, back when I hadn’t been shaving very long, I did have a reputation. Not for affairing, though. Back then I could run the forty so quick and never drop anything no matter what hit me that Mr. Rozelle himself once told me to my sweaty face my future was very big, bigger than my unfledged imagination could even make up, which was saying a whole lot. Mr. Rozelle wasn’t the only one who saw me run, though. Not much time passed before I ran myself right into the Orleans Parish Prison for giving invaluable assistance to friends who preyed on those travelers coming down to sip sin on Bourbon. Here’s a hint for you, since you’re a recent arrival in this town and might be thinking about preying on some of those easy drunken pickings on Bourbon Street: the cops down in the Vieux Carré are mean and jaded and don’t care much what we locals do to each other, but you scare away a tourist dollar and you’re drowning in troubles. Anyway, now all my yoostabee’s and coodabeen’s run rings round and round me laughing out loud, and I’ve gotten used to the sour taste of their dust in my mouth. Time’s had its way with me and everyone else in this town. No one remembers me anymore. Sometimes I don’t remember me anymore. So Mr. Rozelle’s being so wrong about me all those years ago makes my affairing a good deal easier than it would have been if he’d been right. Guess I have him to thank for that.
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