
  
    
      
    
  


		Table of Contents

		
			Acknowledgments
			

			Literary Sweets
			

			A Friendly Reminder
			

			The Monitor
			

			The Southbound Triple-Six
			

			Nothing is out There to Get You
			

			Up on the Rooftop
			

			A Purchase of Titanic Proportions
			

			The Land of Her
			

			What the Dark Brings
			

			That Thing about a Picture and a Thousand Words
			

			Smitten
			

			Machinations
			

			He Who Laughs Last
			

			The Attraction
			

			He’s Got Issues
			

			Sissy
			

			Holes
			

			The Kissing Booth
			

			Come to Jesus Meeting
			

			Three After
			

			An Affair To Remember
			

			Snuggles
			

			World’s Greatest Dad
			

			About the Author
			

			Other Titles by Author
			

		

	
		
			
				


				


				What the Dark Brings

				


				


				A Collection of Horrors


				Edward Lorn

				


				




			

			
				What the Dark Brings


				Copyright © 2012 by Edward Lorn. All rights reserved.

				


				First Kindle Edition: October 2012

				


				Cover and formatting: Streetlight Graphics

				


				All rights reserved. This eBook is licensed for the personal enjoyment of the original purchaser only. This eBook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this eBook and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

				


				The characters and events portrayed in this book are a work of fiction or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.


				



			
				


				This book is dedicated to Chelle, Autumn, and Chris for their never ending presence, patience, and understanding.

				




			

			
				


				Acknowledgments

				


				My greatest appreciation goes out to Jill Lloyd, KD Rush and Jeff Brackett. Without these three generous souls this collection would, quite literally, never have happened. To Glendon Haddix of Streetlight Graphics for another spectacular cover. Thanks, brother. To Stefanie Spangler Buswell for her impressive work on this collection.

				


				And finally, to everyone who has ever read my work. I will always appreciate you. Your time is precious. Thank you for letting me borrow some of your attention.

				




			

			
				


				“Men fear death as children fear to go in the dark; and as that natural fear in children is increased by tales, so is the other.”

				


				—Francis Bacon


				




			

			
				


				“Weather forecast for tonight: dark.”

				


				—George Carlin

				




			

			
				


				Literary Sweets

				To my daughter,

				May candies and bedtime stories always remain magical.

				


				—Edward Lorn

				


				
					
						
								
								Opening December 20th:

								Literary Sweets

								Books and Candies for All Ages

								A Combination of Treasures Await!

							
						

					
				

				


				


				IT WAS THE MOST FANTASTIC idea I had ever laid eyes upon: a bookshop that sold candy. Ingenious!

				The store was a child’s place, no doubt, but who was I to fret about rotted teeth the color of aged newsprint. This would mean that the children in question would, at the very least, be within close proximity to many a fine read, thousands of grand adventures, and plenty of tried life lessons. This was a very good thing in my eyes, even if it was at the danger of losing their teeth to sugar, for I worked in print and always loved seeing a book sold.

				I was a man by the time, well into my second-quarter-centennial escapades, when I ventured across the old building. Did I take a glimpse inside? No, I was much too busy to dally with such things. But I made a note of it. Yes I did.

				The first things I noted were the odd pale-blue paint framing the two circular windows and the large black circles at the very center of each pane of glass. Standing back, just off the curb and a good foot into the street, I let the entire front of the place sink in. My, but they are eyes!

			

			
				Someone in a rather artistic frame of mind had patterned the storefront to seem as if it were looking at passersby. Once again, I must say, ingenious!

				Though this update of paint hadn’t changed the structure of the original building, the artist had seen what many of us had overlooked through the years: the shop looked like a face—a right pudgy one, have you, but a face, nonetheless. The windows were eyes, and the door was an ear. The building wore the roof as a cap and had a banister for a mouth. The present owner had placed a bushy palm frond in the very center of it all to act as a nose. How clever.

				A horn sounded as it all settled in. I jumped back onto the curb and tilted my cap to the man behind the reigns of the carriage that could’ve easily run me over. He waved back, though he did not smile. Surely, he was in a rush, but that was no call for rudeness.

				Too close to the building to savor its proper effect, I was met by a woman in winter clothing. She wore a gold bonnet and a matching woolen shawl. Her stunning red dress flared at the waist and flowed, quite devoid of gravity, over the bottom of her form, so much so, that I could not find her feet. When at last my eyes played over her face, I was stunned and paused in my hello for a good many seconds. Her eyes were blue—not unlike the front of the shop we stood before—and as clear as a mountain stream. Her orange hair popping from beneath the bonnet in places shined brilliantly against her milky complexion. Her cheeks were pink, but no doubt blushed, and her smile made them look like roses, the lines of her mouth providing the curving stems. I found myself in awe of her presence and unable to do more than stare. I must have been a sight, standing there gawking, a gentleman of my caliber, speechless!

			

			
				“Good afternoon,” I finally managed with a tip of my hat. “How are you this fine day?”

				“Cold,” she said simply. To my surprise, she pulled a set of keys from a pocket hidden in the folds of her dress and began to unlock the shop that had so hypnotized me.

				“You work at this establishment?”

				“I own this establishment,” she returned, rather shortly. “Good day, sir.”

				“Good day.”
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				I waited two long weeks before Literary Sweets opened.

				The bridge into town was covered in a thin veil of fog as I rode my carriage into the city center, where I found the mist to thicken, not lighten. The quarter horses my driver tended to seemed uneasy and unsteady of foot. Mr. Lancaster, my driver, tried many times to calm the animals, but to no avail.

				At the corner of Main Street, a good two city blocks from Literary Sweets, the line of people awaiting entrance to the shop began. I was astounded that upon dropping down from my carriage, I was harassed by an overly large woman with a babe in her arms and four young children at her feet.

				“Eh! Whataya think you’re doing, bub?”

				“Excuse me, of course,” I returned.

			

			
				“Mommy, when will it open?” the smallest of the children, a boy no more than five, asked.

				“Hush yer mouth, Wally. It’ll open when it’s good’n ready.”

				The portly woman smiled at the boy, but there was no motherly love in that face. She was tired, absent of a husband I assumed, and seemed not to have much wealth about her. She was not the sort I would have thought to see waiting in line to spend money at a new shop’s grand opening. Perhaps she was there just to ogle. She was maybe not a buyer, but one who only peruses. But why then would she drag all these young children out, only to break their hearts when they cannot have what they wish? I was confused, to say the very least, but that lost feeling was only compounded when, upon looking about the crowd more closely, I saw not only the poor, but the homeless, too. In fact, I found not one familiar face throughout the rough-looking party.

				I moved slowly down the row of desolate dirty faces and unwashed garb, scanning until I finally found myself at the shop’s entrance. The sounds of people in conversation almost deafened me. They spoke in quick, broken speech a gentleman or lady would never use. They were the unwanted of the world. Have they all come for books and candies?


				My mind reeled. I was, by no means, a hater of the underprivileged. But to see this many, amassed as they were, and to know there was no way they could afford any of my mystery woman’s wares only enraged me. This wondrous woman, this sight that had hypnotized me, would lose her well-being in this deal, no doubt. There were, more than likely, thieves among the rabble. I was not one to think that all poor people were criminals, but a good few of them were.

			

			
				Fully confident that I was doing the right thing, I pushed my way through the crowd at the door without excuse and strode, chest at full sail, into the shop.
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				The walls of Literary Sweets were lined with thousands of volumes of text. Names I knew blended with authors I had never heard of before in my life. Golden, green, and maroon binding lent a rainbow quality to the shelves, and they shimmered for it. Upon shelving and standalone barrels was the widest variety of candy confections I had ever seen in one place, at one time. I was in awe and had almost forgotten why I’d stormed in.

				“May I help you?” sang a voice like that of a mockingbird.

				Looking down, I saw the cheery-faced woman who’d spoken to me. She was missing a fair deal of teeth—mostly the front bit—and her skin looked as though she’d stayed in the tub too long. She was dressed in a lovely red frock that just sang of Christmastime. No doubt, by the smell of her, she’d just come from an alleyway somewhere across London Town.

				“I am looking for the shop’s owner!” I declared most thunderously. Coming out of my fugue, I realized my voice was far too loud and bounced off the walls and back to me like a boomerang.

				An uncomfortable, knowing silence followed, for I had made a thorough fool of myself.

				“How may I help you, then, good sir?” She came toward me as if she floated on a cushion of air, and the crowd parted as she moved. I had never before seen such beauty. Our first meeting’s memory was sullied by her present vision. Her red hair flowed about her like waves of a burgundy ocean caressing her shoulders as they would cliff sides.

			

			
				“May I speak to you?” I cupped my hand at my cheek and leaned forward. “In private.”

				“I don’t see the call for it,” she returned quickly. “Can you not say these things in good company?”

				“Good company?” I scoffed.

				“You don’t think so?”

				“They haven’t a shilling amongst them, I can guarantee!”

				“And they do not need it.”

				“I’m sorry?”

				“Everything in my shop is free, today and tomorrow, for all that care to visit.”

				I was confounded, shaken at my very foundation, by her matter-of-fact tone. In our short time speaking, she had proven herself to be a skilled debater, getting right to the heart of the matter and tarrying not with useless babble. I respected that. What I did not care for was what we spoke of.

				Everything in the shop was free! I had no doubt that these words had been conjured up in an unsound mind. Churches, charities, and whole bodies of government were in place to deal with the unfortunate among us. These established bodies would make sure the poor—not every single one, but a good many—found clothing, shelter, and food for the holidays. Our lesser man needed those existential things, not books to read and sweets to eat, but warmth and full bellies. A shop owner was to make money. Be it around the grand opening or the final week in business, owners had coin to procure or their trade would become their grave.

			

			
				For the second time in this woman’s company, I found myself speechless. I swallowed my tongue, and a small amount of spittle caused me to cough.

				“Fancy a drink of cocoa, love?” This was the old woman in the Christmas dress again.

				I only shook my head.

				“You can speak to them, good sir. They do not bite,” my mystery woman said. When she smiled, cold reaches hidden deep inside me warmed. She was doing more for my blood flow than a brisk walk in cold weather could have.

				“Your name?” was all I could manage.

				“Sara.”

				“Randolph.”

				“No, Sara Miles.”

				“I’m sorry, I was saying I’m Randolph, as in that my name is—”

				“I understand,” she said.

				“I am sorry if I do not comprehend why you would give away your shop for two full days. It just seems a bit… queer, to me.”

				“Around these times, Christmas and the like, we busy ourselves with ourselves. Charities are run and funds are raised. The wealthy can sleep well for another night, knowing they tried. I deal in smiles, Randolph, not necessity. Look around if you like. I’m quite positive there’s something in here that could make even a man as well off as you smile.”

				“Ah, I see now.” I grinned mischievously.

				“Really? Do you?”

				“Sara Miles… S. Miles… Smiles. Well played.” I winked at her, and she abruptly walked away.
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				When I was just a lad of no more than seven, my mother took me to a shop in Westminster. The name of the place has eluded me, but the contents of the store have not. Candies and confections, fudges and cakes, hot cocoa, and raspberry teas all made a unique and welcoming aroma that met pleasantly with my nose, even by the curb. We frequented that shop quite often, as I was a well-behaved child and mother saw fit to spoil me completely.

				It was there, inside this treasure trove of goodies, that I found a unique confection called Mother’s Milk. The thick bar inside the wax wrapper smelled of white chocolate and cinnamon. I am sure there were other spices in there, but decades eroded my memory of the exact taste. In that candy, I would disappear; vanish away to far-off lands of caramel mountaintops, licorice trees, and gingerbread homes.

				Many years later, in my teen studies, I fell in love with a man named William Shakespeare. Other than my father, I had never given my heart to anyone of my same gender. Though William had no physical presence in my life, he ran rampant throughout my head. William told me of magic, sorcery, love, betrayal, ghosts, and battles each night by candle and fireplace light.

				One evening in particular, mother and father came home to find me deep in yet another of William’s tales. They had brought me home a bar of Mother’s Milk from the shops. Partaking of both my book and my sweets, I found myself lost for hours, as sugar ran through my blood and stories played in my mind.

			

			
				Not long after, just a year or two before I went off to college, that shop closed forever. The proprietor had passed suddenly in the night, taking all of his recipes to the grave with him. This saddened me, but not as much as it would have if he’d died a decade sooner. I was a young man, and early gentleman couldn’t busy themselves with confections and the like.

				So it was, to my greatest pleasure, that I found a bar of Mother’s Milk upon a shelf in the back corner of Literary Sweets. Being sold directly behind it was a copy of Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Though I reasoned with myself how odd an occurrence this was, I made haste in snatching up both.

				I was thrilled. Having made it halfway across the shop’s breadth and moving with increasing speed toward the door, I was sure I would make it outside without being stalled. I could not share this wondrous moment with this filthy crowd of ravenous leeches. I would own this moment, in my own time, and be fully fulfilled!

				I would have made it if someone had not grabbed my wrist and snatched me back around. “Be mindful, Randolph,” Sara Miles told me, her eyes darker than they had been before. “If you do not need it… you may regret it.”

				“Blah,” erupted from my mouth as I wrenched my arm from her grasp and exited the shop as if the devil himself were upon my very heels.

				I pulled myself into the waiting carriage and sat in silence as Mr. Lancaster took me home.
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				Once I was in my chambers and Mr. Lancaster had gone home for the night, I reached into my pocket and removed the Mother’s Milk bar and the Shakespeare play I had come across at the shop. I stoked the fire and settled into my great chair for a brief handshake with my past.

				Lovingly, I unwrapped the bar of white chocolate and broke off a small square. I set the rest of the candy on the table beside me and opened my book to the first page. I began to read aloud, and William’s strong voice ran over me like warm water. His sentence structure, sure and steady, protected me from wandering off the path. His perfectly chosen words, line by line, stanza by stanza, ebbed and flowed on the page like lovers in the night. His meter soothed, and his graceful prose tickled my mind. I was enraptured. And then I took a bite of my chocolate bar.
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				I awoke in a state of confusion. The air about me was warm and familiar, as was the room, but my bed clothes were startlingly unfamiliar. They were far too big, my sleep-shirt seemed more like a dress as it was more than long enough to reach my ankles. My stature was not right, either, for the world had grown, and I had become bowlegged while I slept. But when had I slept? In a moment of sheer horror, I ran for the door to my chambers, only to find that I could not reach the doorknob.

				I ran to my great chair, fully intent on sliding it across the room and to the door so that I might have stood upon it to reach the handle, but it was immovable. I was too tiny and lacked proper muscle tone to move such a staggeringly large piece of furniture. I stood at the base of my chair, panting, trying to think of a reason for this unusual circumstance.

			

			
				I had been returned to childhood. I guessed myself to be between three and four years old by the height, but my mind had stayed that of my previous adult self. By what magic this had come to be, I would never know, but I knew it was not of this world. Sure, I had seen the freaks of carnivals and the false mystics who swore to read palms, but I’d never seen real magic performed. I ran my fingers through what should have been thick hair, but I found only strands of baby-soft locks. Thoroughly broken of spirit and discouraged beyond recourse, I fell to my knees, whining and bawling.

				Then I found the book lying open on the floor under the chair. A tiny piece of white chocolate that had been bitten off at the corner lay next to it.

				Crawling forward, I used a great amount of strength to right the book so that I might look inside it once more. There, on the inside of the binding, was scrawled a tiny note in a woman’s hand. It read: Be mindful. If you do not need it, you may regret it. S. Miles.
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				Lancaster did not return to check on me until late in the afternoon. He was quite shocked, to say the very least, and I spent a good deal of time doing my best to explain what I myself had no explanation for before he finally agreed to drive me back into town. He carried me, wrapped in a blanket, to the carriage and laid me down upon the seat. Seeing that I would roll off easily and likely crack my skull upon the floor, Lancaster put me inside a straw hamper, instead, and set me beside him across the driver’s bench of the coach.

			

			
				Why I could still speak and carry on a conversation like my previously adult self was another tidbit I wondered if I would ever know.

				“Yee-hap!” Lancaster bellowed, and the quarter horses leaped into action.

				We arrived at Literary Sweets in record time, and I felt as though I had dozed during the ride in swaddling clothes inside the hamper full of soft laundry, which was quite soothing. I surmised that this had rendered the ride seemingly shorter than previous outings.

				When Lancaster opened the hamper, my vision was violated by an illumination so bright that my very eyes threatened to retreat back inside my head and bury themselves at the base of my skull. The source of this blinding light was only the sun. Even that proved too strong for my tender gaze.

				“My Lord, sir… I’ve never seen so many…”

				As my eyes adjusted, and I was able to look upon the discourse before us, a little more understanding overcame me. To and fro, children played, through the streets and across the lane, over the curb and down alleyways. Short ones, tall ones, limping ones, and even those who could only crawl adventured there in the street. On each face, a smudge of dirt or chimney soot reminded me of their former figures. I had seen them there just hours before, when I myself had visited Literary Sweets. They played cowboys and Indians and cops and robbers, made house, and cooked dinner upon the sidewalk. Some drew with coal as if it were chalk and painted with mistletoe berries and hibiscus leaves, creating pictures of large heads with stick figure bodies. The children had remained children, but we adults had regressed to our younger selves. A cunning piece of magic it was, knowing which of us to affect and which not. The sight was, indeed, an amazing one, and I found myself warm inside. I forgot—or maybe just forgave—the trickery that had befallen me. I looked upon the scene with all the freshness my new eyes could muster. It was a miracle, believe you that. Just there, on the curb outside Literary Sweets, stood Sara Miles, watching them frolic like the children they were—like the children they should have stayed.

			

			
				Lancaster set me on my feet and pushed me toward the other children. I stumbled once, righted myself, then staggered forward of my own accord. I lay across the curb and swung my tiny legs up onto it before pushing myself back to my feet. Even with the mind of a stubborn old adult, as a toddler, taking a curb in a single stride couldn’t be done, so I had to go through the exercises just to come to Sara Miles’s side.

				I tugged on her flowing red dress, and she looked down at me with a twinkle in her eye. She was not shocked, but took a brief moment to realize who I actually was. Then her smile grew even wider.

				“See them play, Randolph, dear. Watch them as they sing, and root, and swing, and laugh as if this time was but a fleeting moment. They are young again, without worry or want, and because of that, they are happy. I give this once a year, and once a year, I am sated.”

				She knelt down and tussled my fine hair.

				“Why the books… the candies?” I asked.

			

			
				“Is there anything more like childhood in all the world, Randolph?”

				I thought, but did not respond.

				She seemed to sense that I understood and that words were not needed. She laughed. “Then go, my dear, and play!”

				And so I did.


				



			
				


				A Friendly Reminder

				“Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art… It has no survival value; rather it is one of those things which give value to survival.”

				


				—C.S. Lewis

				


				KEYS SEARCHED FOR A VEIN among the scabbed-over track marks that polka-dotted his emaciated arms. He’d stuck himself four times so far and hadn’t hit gold yet. Pulling the tourniquet tighter with his yellow, corroded teeth, he sought pay dirt.

				A rise in the pale flesh of his forearm gave away the location of his treasure. He plunged the needle deep into his arm and drew a cc of blood to make sure he had a winner. The golden fluid in the vial went a deeper orange as red tendrils leaked inside. Keys relaxed his jaw. The tourniquet fell away as he depressed the vial plunger.

				Chasing the dragon, Keys felt the warmth coursing through his veins. Utter, inexplicable pleasure overtook him. His goal finally accomplished, Keys slipped off into another realm of consciousness.
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				“Been a beauty of a day, Fragile.” Keys moaned, clucking his tongue, liking the way it felt.

			

			
				“Right gorgeous, Keys.”

				“Have you seen my mother lately?”

				An obese woman with a smile tattooed on her face bent down and stroked Keys’s cheek. He leaned into the soft, warm presence of the hand and cherished it.

				“She’s well. I just spoke to her yesterday.”

				“That’s good. And what of that stubborn mutt, Nancy?”

				Yapping its little head off, the collie ran by Keys. It stopped only for a brief second to kick at a pesky flea. Off again, the dog disappeared past the road, its maniacal barking fading in the distance.

				“The dog seems healthy, yet a bit morose since your father passed.”

				“True shame, Fragile.”

				A gentleman in a business suit handed Keys a handful of money. Keys nodded his approval. The tall, well-built man shook his head. A look of concern painted his bearded face. The businessman pointed a long index finger at him, then shook it. His lips moved quickly, but his mouth said nothing. Seeing he was being ignored, the gentleman left Keys to himself.

				“Yes, a shame about him.”

				“There’s a new girl at work. Says her name’s Sam. Imagine that. A girl named Sam.” Keys scoffed at the audacity of it as he was approached by a young woman.

				The girl’s hair was wiry and thin; her eyelids were dark bags. The jeans she wore were far too big for her frame and hung low in the crotch like a gangbanger’s pants. The girl handed Keys a baggy full of a sticky substance. The girl held her arm out straight, slapped her inner elbow with two fingers, and motioned for Keys to do the same. He tried to hand the bag back to her, but she was demanding. Shrugging, Keys followed her lead.

			

			
				Fragile said, “It’s probably short for Samantha. Some girls do that.”

				“She’s so bossy, Fragile. Not exactly my kind of woman.”

				The girl collapsed in front of Keys, her body drawing up in a fetal position. Her skin shrank, pulling tight across her face as if a vacuum-sealing machine were hooked up to her. The girl’s melancholy blue eyes rotated back in her head, showing the whites. The flesh corroded, reminding Keys of a horror movie he’d seen about a mummy. At the end, she was reduced to a pile of dust. The wind blew her away like sand on a beach.

				“Such a tragedy, Keys. Seems that’s all that’s left now, the tragic.”

				“True, Fragile, so true. At least I have you in the end.”

				A young man knelt in front of Keys. In his outstretched hand was a coin. Etched in the gold was: 90 Days Sober. Keys laughed at a faded memory. He wondered if he had really gone a full ninety days without his curse, and moreover, if he could do it again.

				“Yes, in the end, you still have me.”
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				The church was abuzz with voices—old and young, male and female—as Keys stumbled through the front doors. The voices stopped, and the silent speakers focused in on him. Faces, fuzzy in the bright light, showed concern, fear, and pity. Doubling over, Keys vomited what little fluid he had in his system onto the teal carpet.

				“Lemme through,” a voice called. “I know him.”

			

			
				Keys dropped to his knees, and his pants soaked up his own bile. Falling forward, he was caught at the last second by soft hands.

				“Jesus, man. Look at you.” The man held Keys up and met his eyes. “You hit bottom yet? Huh?”

				Keys, shaking like a leaf in a brisk wind, nodded his head in quick movements.

				“You ready to do this right?”

				“Yea… yes.”

				“Then, come on. We’ll do this together.” Looking back at the anonymous crowd, the man said, “Will somebody call an ambulance? Please?”

				“I… I did it before. Just gotta… just…” Keys tried.

				“Yeah, I remember. Ninety days clean last time I saw you. Come on. Try and stand up.”

				“Sam died… She just withered away… I couldn’t stop it… I wasn’t there for her.” Keys wept.

				The man’s arms only drew him nearer. “She was lost, Keystone. But you found your way here again. That’s all that matters.”

				“I… I want to live again… I can’t remember her… without dying… inside… a little each time.”

				“We’ll beat this. You won’t end up like Samantha. I won’t let you down this time.” The man smiled.

				Keys thought it was the loveliest thing he’d ever seen.

				“Help’s been called,” a thin lady said as she approached them.

				“Thank you, Sherry,” the man told her, reverting his attention back to Keys.

				Keys said, “Can… I ask you… a question?”

				“Sure.”

				Keys laid a single finger over the man’s paper name badge. “Where’d you get a name like Fragile?”

			

			
				




			

			
				


				The Monitor

				


				MY SON JUAN HAD BEEN in this world for three hours when I met Gaius. Monica was sleeping soundly after the birth, so I snuck downstairs to have a smoke. The homeless man stopped me in my tracks. Gaius had long silver hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. His raggedy clothing had apparently been applied in layers, because he looked to weigh a great deal, but his neck was rail thin. His smell reminded me of my unlucky sojourn into the long-term care section of the hospital the day prior. I’d stepped off the elevator on the wrong floor. As hospital corridors are apt to do, that hall had looked very similar to the labor and delivery floor. I smelled rot, feces, piss, and age.

				But this man smelled stronger. His filth carried urgency, as if it couldn’t wait to be found out. The aroma caused me to twitch.

				“Can you spare something?” His outstretched hand, sans middle finger, bore a glove. The loose fabric of the empty glove’s finger hung at a disjointed angle, swinging below his cupped hand. I had enough time to wonder how he’d lost it before the funk brought me back to reality.

				I didn’t say a word. I pulled out my wallet and handed the man a five. His face contorted, looking troubled.

				“Thanks, mister, but the vendin’ ’sheens don’t take a fiver.” The sadness in his eyes told tales of having this problem before. People had obviously taken back their fives and moved on, probably because they hadn’t been carrying smaller bills.

			

			
				I felt the need to respond with, “You’re in luck. But you’re gonna be a buck short.” I handed him the four singles I carried, and his smile couldn’t have gotten brighter. Seriously, it couldn’t have. His teeth shined yellow in the streetlights, and I couldn’t help but think, I can’t believe it’s not butter!

				“Thanks again! Name ah Gaius, boss. You’re a good man. You should know my name.”

				“Welcome, Gaius. My name’s Raul. You have a good night.” I felt a little bad telling a homeless man to have a proper evening, but old Gaius didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he seemed shocked that I’d offered my own name in return.

				“Like I said, Raul, you’s a good man. See ya soon!” And off he went in the direction of the hospital doors.

				My cigarette tasted funny, like dirt on my tongue. I butted it before I was half through with it, then went back inside. As soon as I walked into the lobby, I knew something was amiss. Raised voices came from the hall directly to my left. A brief glimpse at the sign hanging above the hall told me that it was the restroom and vending machine area.

				Gaius was on his back, and his shirt was ripped open. Electrodes stuck to his chest and side. A heavy nurse did compressions while another worked with an Ambu bag.

				The doctor’s voice broke my concentration. “Call it. Ten fourteen.”

				Colder words, I’d never heard. My four singles hung from Gaius’s limp hand. He’d died hungry.
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				We left the hospital with Juan two days later. He looked like his mother, thank God, but the poor little guy had ended up with my chubby cheeks. They hung off his face like half-empty sandbags.

				Rain slowed our journey home. A storm had come in at some point, and it showed no signs of letting up. Monica sat in the back with Juan, singing lullabies I’d never heard before.

				“The sight of you pleases me and gives me smiles that I need. Monitor watch over him, so that he may sleep and wake again.”

				When we arrived home, the power was out. My home seemed foreboding. Malevolent darkness hid where shadows should not trespass, especially in my son’s new crib.

				Monica and I shared a beer in the darkness, talking over our new son and what he might become one day. I fell asleep to the static of our battery-operated baby monitor.

				Crrrrrrrrkk… shhhhhhhhh…
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				I woke up feeling cold, as the thunder droned outside our windows. The baby monitor crackled, and I heard a voice whisper, “Such a beautiful boy.”

				Even though my wife’s voice sounded hollow and masculine, I agreed. “Yes, yes he is.”

				“What?” Monica rolled over next to me, and my heart stopped.

				The monitor spoke again, “Pretty boy.”

			

			
				I threw the covers onto the floor, almost tripping in them as I got up. I snatched the flashlight off my nightstand and let its light lead the way.

				Monica asked as I left the room, “Raul, what’s wrong?”

				“Someone’s in the house!” I ran down the hall and burst into my son’s room. I searched the room with the torch’s cone of light.

				A man, his naked skin glinting in the glow of the flashlight, stood beside Juan’s crib. Silver hair hung over his downcast face. Though his chest did not rise or fall with breath and his mouth never moved, he sang the same words my wife had hours earlier.

				“The sight of you pleases me and gives me smiles that I need. Monitor watch over him so that he may sleep and wake again.”

				“Who are you?” I demanded.

				The figure looked up at me. “You don’t ’member me, Raul?”

				My mouth went dry. I found the man’s hand with the flashlight. His middle finger ended in a scarred nub. “Gaius?”

				“Best if you get him. I don’t have any control over things. Not much time left.”

				I didn’t question him. I ran forward and scooped up my slumbering son.

				Glass exploded as something crashed through the window above the crib. I stumbled back, crashing into the dresser on the wall behind me.

				Raising the flashlight, I could see that same smile on Gaius’s face—the one he’d had when I handed him the singles.

				“You’s a good man, Raul.”

				The power returned, and blinding light caused me to squint.

			

			
				Gaius was gone. In his place stood a stoic tree limb. The wood had impaled the crib mattress.

				




			

			
				


				The Southbound Triple-Six

				


				BREATHE, DAMN YOU, BREATHE…
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				Trinidad woke with a throbbing, spinning head. When the world finally ceased its revolutions, he was able to tell where he was, but not how he’d gotten there.

				Trinidad was in the passenger compartment of a train. And he wasn’t alone.

				A robust woman with many chins and a shelf for a belly sat across from Trinidad. She wore a green muumuu that flowed over her immense torso and down to her watermelon-sized calves. Her swollen feet bulged from a pair of house slippers that were about to burst. The lady was gobbling down submarine-shaped, cream-filled pastries like Tic Tacs.

				“Excuse me,” Trinidad asked politely. “Where am I?”

				Between mouthfuls of sweets, she said, “I’ve… only just… gotten here myself.” Then she went back to her buffet.

				Trinidad could feel the rumbling of the train throughout his entire body. He’d taken many locomotives on various vacations and business trips, but this one felt more… violent, not smooth in the least.

				Beyond the window to his right was a vast desert landscape devoid of greenery. The scenery contrasted sharply to the lush environment of his home state of Massachusetts. His confusion only deepened.

			

			
				“Where are we headed?” he asked the lady across from him.

				Her round shoulders shrugged, and her belly jiggled from the movement. The circle of her face seemed to inflate as her collarbones raised, then deflate when they lowered. Cake after cake, she vacuumed up her goodies while her overstuffed cheeks shook like Jell-O during an earthquake.

				“The desert?” Trinidad pointed to the window. “Are we in the Southwest?”

				This time, the woman ignored him. Her consumption consumed her attention. Trinidad sighed as he moved to the door of the compartment.

				“Attention all passengers,” a voice said over the train’s intercom. “Welcome aboard. Our destinations today are Perdition, followed by a tour of the Seven Circles. From there, it is on to His Dark Throne, and then back around to each of your individual destinations. Good luck riding the Triple-Six Southbound. Eternity awaits you.”

				“What the…?” Trinidad said to the ceiling. “Perdition? Seven Circles?” Trinidad looked back at the glutton and her cakes. “His Dark Throne?”

				She just kept on eating.

				Trinidad ignored the woman and stepped out into the train car’s hallway. Staying snug to one wall, he headed for the door that joined the sections. He slid the door aside, and a rush of heat hit him like a jet engine’s exhaust. Braving the terrible climate, Trinidad walked across the sturdy plank that ran between the cars. He stopped to read the small sign on the door before opening it. “Lust.”

			

			
				This did not help his confusion. He turned to read the door on the car he’d just left.

				“Gluttony. What the hell?” Trinidad’s mind fought to make sense of his situation. The locale he sped through was unfamiliar, but most confusing was how he’d come to this place to begin with. He tried to recall what had happened before he’d woken across from the obese lady. Nothing came. The heat between the cars was suffocating. He turned, laid his hand on the door and began to slide it open. When the crack in the door was only an inch wide, voices flew out, assaulting his ears.

				“Shove it in… Yeah, right there… You’re gonna make me… Take it, whore…” Each voice was separate and different. Some were rough and male; others were soft and feminine—all singing in tones of pleasure and ecstasy. Trinidad felt his manhood throb and swell as he pulled harder on the door.

				It would not open any farther.

				“You don’t wanna go in there,” a sibilant voice said.

				Standing between him and the door to the Gluttony car was a tall, gaunt figure in a porter’s uniform. Its black eyes were set back in a red face. Sharp yellow teeth smiled a Cheshire Cat grin. Two six-inch-long horns jutted from its forehead on either side of a widow’s peak of slicked-back, coal-black hair. Hooves stuck out of the pant legs, and a spade-pointed tail swished back and forth behind the figure.

				Trinidad put two and two together.

				“Why?” he finally asked.

				“Those people are otherwise… engaged,” the figure hissed. “They shouldn’t be bothered.”

				“No.” Trinidad felt his voice shaking. “Why am I here?”

				“Oh, that?” The demon placed both of its crimson hands together in thought. “I’m not sure just yet. I’m waiting on confirmation.”

			

			
				“What? I don’t—”

				“Understand? Oh, sure you do. Eat, eat, eat. It’s all you stupid monkeys do. Did you think weight gain was the only thing to worry about? Didn’t you read Dante’s Inferno like everyone else in high school?”

				“But I pray. I go to church. I tithe…”

				“You sin, Trini, baby. He—” The figure pointed to the overcast sky above as it rushed by. “Doesn’t help those that refuse to help themselves. Remember that from church?”

				“This can’t be right. I need to—”

				“Hang on.” The devilish porter put a hand to his ear and shot his eyes to one side. “Yeah, he’s here… Not that I know of… Right… Okay.” He pointed to Trinidad. “Seems you’re not ready. Got word that they’re working on you back—”
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				“Breathe, damn you, breathe…”

				Trinidad’s eyes fluttered open, and his chest heaved. Two arms were wrapped solidly around him, pumping his chest. Something thick and round rolled around in his mouth. Another hard squeeze of his midsection propelled the object out of his mouth. It flew across the room.

				Trinidad found himself in a restaurant surrounded by people, his wife among them. With tear-filled eyes, she ran to him, then took him in her arms.

				“I thought I lost you,” she cried. “You scared the hell out of me.”

			

			
				“And into me,” Trinidad said.

				His wife’s confusion was written all over her face.

				“Are you all right?”

				“Yeah,” he stammered. “But I think I’m going on a diet.”


				



			
				


				Nothing is out There to Get You

				


				THE 4X4 PLOWED THROUGH THE dunes of the secluded beach. Its tires left parallel trenches in its wake. Jared smiled from the passenger seat as cool oceanic air whipped through his bleach-blonde hair. Chancing a glance at him, Penny took in his flawless features, and her heart hammered as it always did in his presence. In the failing light of the day with the sun setting on the horizon, Jared’s bronze skin glowed. His chiseled chin, washboard abs, and taut biceps made her yearn for him.

				Penny brought the jeep to a stop just a few yards away from the incoming tide. She left the keys in the ignition because her bathing suit had no pockets. She hopped out, then went to the back of the jeep to drag the towels from the rear compartment.

				Jared leaped from the vehicle while howling to the slowly appearing stars in the sky. “When’d you find this place?” he asked her, his pearly whites shining.

				“My daddy used to bring me out here. He liked to surf and swim every day at sunset. I’d stay on the beach, collecting shells while he had his fun. I was always too scared to go out in the water back then.” Penny’s memories of her father rushed in, and she pushed them back. She had no need for harmful memories when she had a man like Jared just within her grasp. Only happy thoughts now, Penny thought. “That’s all behind me now.” She threw a towel over Jared’s head. “Beat you to the water!”

			

			
				Her strong legs pushed her through the deep sand. Once she reached the wet, hard-packed sand, her pace increased until she barreled into the frothing sea. The water was still warm from the heat of the day and felt good on her torso, so she plunged in head first. Roaring, rushing fluid surrounded her as toned arms cut through the current driving her farther out. Penny swam until her lungs burned and she could go no farther. Bobbing into a vertical position, she turned back toward the beach. She had expected to find Jared sloshing up to her at any moment, but he was nowhere to be found. Neither was her Jeep.

				“You gotta be kidding me.” Penny scanned the expanse of beach in the last light of the day and finally saw two red dots moving away, down the right end of the dunes.

				“Those are my damn taillights! Fuck me!” She slapped the water in anger.

				Her friend Carol had set her up with Jared as a blind date. The first two dates had gone by without incident, and feeling froggy, she’d invited him to the beach, hoping to possibly let him search her own private sea shell. Now the son of a bitch was driving away in her only means of transportation.

				Something tickled the bottom of her right foot, and she squealed before she could stop herself. A rough, narrow strip rolled over the top of her left foot, and she tried to kick it away, but it held strong, wrapping itself around her ankle. With a quick jerk, she was wrenched under water.

				Silently screaming, allowing massive bubbles of precious air to evacuate her mouth, Penny struggled to get back to the surface. Whatever had her foot did not loosen its grasp, but did finally allow her to go up for air. Night had fallen in those few seconds that she had been pulled under. White crystals shimmered in a black sky through her waterlogged vision.

			

			
				She forgot Jared and her jeep, and her own survival was at the forefront of her mind. Penny chanced dipping down into the tide again to tear at the coil that embraced her left ankle. It was slimy and slippery, unlike any seaweed she’d ever encountered, yet the side that touched her skin felt rough, like a cheese grater. The harder she pulled at it, the tighter it became. This was no vegetation. This thing meant to hold her where she was.

				For a second time, Penny sank below the surface. She could feel her skin tearing, and she was sure blood was seeping from her leg. Embraced by total darkness, Penny had a sudden certainty that she was about to die.
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				“Remember what I told you, Pen-Pen, nothing is out here to get you.” Her father smiled at her from behind his surfboard. “You feel something at your feet, just seaweed is all. Nothing to be ’fraid of, hon’.”

				“But, Daddy, that stuff is all yucky,” she protested.

				“Probably might think the same about you, if it thought at all.” He winked.

				“Does seaweed think, Daddy?”

				“Everything thinks, I believe, Pen. Just takes us humans to think of anything worth thinking about.”

				She smiled while her father laughed, then watched him rush out to the waiting waves. He caught the first one he came across. Then it caught him, pulling him under and out of her view. She screamed for him for hours, but he never resurfaced.
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				Penny rocketed to the surface again, fighting to catch her breath. Memories of her father’s death flooded in like ocean water. Sobbing in torment, she dove back into the water.

				Bringing her left leg up to her face, she sank her teeth into the thing that held her ankle. Putrid fluid squirted over her tongue, and she almost gagged. Penny ripped and tore, chewing her way through the foul-tasting rope.

				The coil loosened its hold on her. Kicking away as hard as her legs would take her, she found the surface again and turned for the beach. In the dark, she reached dry land. Diving into the sand, she embraced it like a lost love. Spitting water and gobs of phlegm into the grains around her, she heard father’s voice again. 

				Pen-Pen, nothing is out here to get you.


				“That nothing is a motherfucker, Daddy.”

				




			

			
				


				Up on the Rooftop

				


				GREG HAD HEARD THE STORIES just like everyone else.

				A father disappears on Christmas Eve, then July rolls around, and the house starts to stink. Only then does the family discover that Dad’s rotting corpse, dressed in his Santa suit, has been stuck in the chimney since December 24th.

				Urban legends can be so disturbing, especially when they could happen to anyone.

				The confident forty-something father had gone up on the roof with the intention of cleaning the chimney—not getting stuck in the chute. Greg wasn’t dressed like Santa. It was mid-October. Besides, newer chimneys weren’t big enough for a fully grown human to get stuck in. All they were now essentially metal pipes surrounded by insulated sheetrock and brick. One would have to be a stupid fool, as well as a contortionist, to get stuck in one.

				


				Problem #1:

				


				The chimney stack was located on the back slope of the house’s roof and could not be seen from the street, aside from an inch or two at the apex. Cleaning access was gained through a trapdoor at the bottom of the stack, not through the top, which was covered with a mesh grate to keep out birds and other curious animals. So, there Greg lay, with his stomach against the roof and his head and right arm shoulder-deep in the access panel, trying his damnedest to retrieve the brand-new hundred-and-fifty-dollar sweep he had just bought less than a month ago. And nobody could see or hear him.

			

			
				


				Problem #2:

				


				Entering the access panel to retrieve said sweep had been easy enough. Greg had slid his arm into the shaft to feel around—first forearm-deep, then past the elbow, and finally, to the shoulder. He still hadn’t found even the slightest hint of the handle. Thinking it would be better to actually see what he was doing, Greg added his head to the equation. It was tight, but not impossible. Once in this spot, he found the sweep without a problem. Light came up the chimney from the living room, and he spotted the sweep wedged against the open flue and the wall of the pipe. That was a win in his book. He failed when he tried to remove himself and felt an inch to an inch–and-a-half aluminum burr slide neatly into his arm pit. Wincing from the pain, he bit his lip, not realizing just yet what kind of a pickle he was in.

				


				Problem #3:

				


				Greg was bleeding, and bleeding badly. He could feel it running down his arm in warm, sticky rivulets. Every time he moved, tried to change position, or breathed too hard, the aluminum threatened to pierce his lung. Greg finally started to come to grips with his situation.

				


				Finally, Problem #4:

				


				Jenna, his estranged wife, had moved out only two days ago, leaving him alone in the house. Her last words to him as she walked out the door were: “You know what, Greg? You should really learn to think before you act.” In hindsight, that piece of advice could have saved him the trouble he had found himself in. Even then, stuck up on a roof through his own act of stupidity, he was glad she was gone. All she did was bitch. Yadda, yadda. Blah, blah, blah. That was why he’d cheated on her in the first place. Some women should just learn to shut the hell up!

			

			
				Panic was the first thing to set in. Greg brought his knees up and ground them hard into the roof. He rocked back and forth, side to side, groaning from the pain. Feeling a pinch that caught his breath in his throat, Greg stopped, fearing that he would puncture his lung.

				Trying to calm himself, he thought of insane solutions to his dilemma. Cool-headed, not thinking anything strange of it, he pictured a giant condor swooping down from the heavens. It carefully latched on to his belt and pulled him to safety. The bird of prey was even nice enough to fly him to the local hospital for care and treatment.

				In another scenario, a crop duster, flying too low, careened madly toward his beautiful home. The pilot fought desperately to correct the engine malfunction. Being the hero that he was, the aerial ace was able to navigate the aircraft directly into the chimney stack expertly enough to just clip it with his lowered landing gear. The resulting collision shattered the chimney, but left Greg unscathed and able to pull his head and shoulder from the rubble. Victoriously, Greg raised the sweep high in the air like a broadsword and saluted the noble aviator.

				Greg sighed, and his breath kicked up resin from inside the flue, sending him into a coughing fit. With his every violent inhale and exhale, the aluminum burr was driven deeper into his side. The pressure on his air bags was becoming worrying.

			

			
				I’m going to die up here. Greg, shocked at his own thoughts, went limp. His stomach churned violently.

				When he was just around ten years old, Greg had stolen a Schwinn Beachcomber from another kid. When she caught him in the lie, his mother decided a belt would be too easy on Greg and beat the holy hell out of him with a piece of PVC piping his plumber father had just happened to have lying around. The white pipe had bruised him up pretty bad, but what stuck in his head was what she had said.

				“One of these days… you gonna go and do something stupid… and God’s gonna take you… just on principle!” she’d said while swinging the PVC club.

				It seemed to be the general consensus, at least to females of the species, that Greg was stupid. With his head and arm stuck in a chimney stack, Greg did finally imagine that they had been on to something.

				He was starting to feel dizzy. He suspected blood loss was the culprit. Shock from repressed pain could also have played a factor, but he didn’t know. He was no doctor.

				When he was fourteen, Greg watched a PBS special on illegal poaching in Africa. The episode had caught his eye while he was flipping through the stations trying to find something to watch on a Sunday afternoon. He stopped channel-surfing when he saw a tall white man with sharp, hairy features firing a huge bazooka-looking gun. In the distance, an elephant as big as a house dropped to one knee as if it were praying. The tuba-ended gun spit fire once again, and the gray giant fell on its side.

			

			
				Later in that same episode, a hyena had gnawed off its own leg trying to free itself from a bear trap. Greg had thought it was extremely cool. He snickered at the thought that a “bear” trap had caught a hyena. He guessed the hyena couldn’t read the sign telling it that the metal mouth was reserved for Yogi, not him.

				Greg laughed at the thought once more.

				Oh, how that spotted animal had torn and ripped and yanked and pulled at its own flesh just to escape. What some things would do in desperate…

				Without any conscious effort or thought, for that matter, Greg snapped his head to the side, placed his chin against his collarbone, and grabbed the torn section of his shirt with his teeth. A whip of his head revealed his wound.

				Greg didn’t know if he had actually been included on the voting for this particular action, but he sure hadn’t fought to veto it.

				A flap of torn skin hung from the wound. Greg imagined he had made a simple hole into a larger, more ragged one during his flailing about earlier in the crisis. With his teeth bared and his mind half-crazed with confusion, Greg latched down on the fleshy tag and began to chew it off.

				If anyone could have heard him at that point, they might have thought he was in the throes of passion. Greg tore away another piece and spat it down the flue.

				He watched the hyena as it yelped, kicking and jumping around as the trap dug farther into its leg, licking its wound with a long, pointed tongue. It made quick snapping motions with its jaws as if it were just trying to locate a random flea.

				Muscle was tougher, rubbery between his incisors, but he managed to rip through that, too. The hyena tore down to the bone, leaving its leg a bloody memory of what it had once been. Then the wild animal clamped down hard and began to seek marrow. With a twist and a snap, the joint popped out of place.

			

			
				The slick animal, soaked in its own sticky fluid, slid down the roof. Free of the trap, the hyena limped away, its bloody stump dangling lifelessly from its body. It slid as much as it climbed down the ladder. Once on solid ground, the wild thing crashed through the back door. Greg watched the hyena pick up the phone in the kitchen and dial numbers, leaving bloody prints behind on the nine and one keys. Somewhere in the annals of time lay a stupid dead elephant that couldn’t do what it took to survive. Greg looked at the bloody hyena as it labored to pull in shallow breaths on the floor of his kitchen, and he wondered if he could ever be that brave.

				




			

			
				


				A Purchase of Titanic Proportions

				


				WALTER HOLLY STUDIED THE CROWD at the estate sale as he held his breath in anxious anticipation. He knew a bid was coming. Someone would raise a little oval bidding stick, and he’d miss out on this priceless artifact. Concerned and sweating profusely, he knew he had reached his max bid and could go no higher. He’d been saving his money his entire life for a find like this, and he couldn’t be outbid now. He just couldn’t.

				The auctioneer bellowed: “Twelve, do I have thirteen. Going once. Do we have thirteen…”

				Damn it, man, would you hurry up, Walter’s head wailed, his thoughts louder than a million canons firing at once. The thumping rush of blood made his ears ring, and he thought he could hear the ocean. He remembered the effect from holding seashells to his ear as a child. “It’s only the sound of your own empty head being amplified,” his mother would tell him.

				“Bid twelve. Do I have another thousand? Going twice…”

				Walter felt as if he would pass out from sheer exhaustion. What had been only a few minutes felt like an entire lifetime. He imagined himself looking in the mirror when he got home and finding himself old and decrepit, wrinkled, and hunched over with arthritis from sitting in the uncomfortable folding chairs for far too long. If the bidding didn’t end soon, he might just turn to dust.

				“Twelve going twice… Rare piece of history here, folks…”

			

			
				Please, please, oh please, if there’s a God in that great sky up there…

				“Sold to the gentleman in the red shirt and khaki trousers! Come on up and collect your property. Payment is due in cash there, friend, at the end of the stage!”

				“Thank you, Jesus!” Walter erupted from his seat. His arms shot into the air as he jumped up and down triumphantly.

				God only knew how foolish he looked to all the rich people in the room, but it had all been worth it.
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				The year was 1912. The date: April 15th. At 2:20 in the morning, the supposed “greatest and grandest shipping vessel ever constructed,” the Titanic, sank after being ripped open by an iceberg.

				Another ship, the Minia, was the first boat to rescue wayward passengers—those who survived, that is. Aboard that rescue ship was a man named William Parker, a deck hand and avid woodworker. While in the process of being a hero, Mr. Parker had the insight to salvage some of the wooden remnants of the grand vessel floating on the surface of the water. This wood had splintered from the Titanic when, as the boat was sinking bow first, the ship tore itself in half under its own weight, scattering debris everywhere.

				With this wood, William Parker crafted a single item—a board on which to play his most cherished game: chess.

				Walter P. Holly, a twenty-five-year-old CPA, was now the proud owner of this piece of history, and he was determined to love every minute of it.
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				The one-bedroom flat Walter rented from month to month was rather chilly when he walked inside. Wrapped completely in cellophane, his new prize was nestled under his left arm. In his right hand, he carried the board’s sealed certificate of authenticity.

				Of one thing Walter Holly was certain: this chessboard was his and his alone. He owned it for now and forever, so there was no reason to keep it wrapped up in a closet or attic. It deserved to be used, to be played. William Parker would have wanted it that way.

				Oddly enough, it hadn’t come with any pieces.

				That is fine, he thought. He would spend the rest of his life crafting his own, like Tim Robbins’s character in The Shawshank Redemption had. Then Walter P. Holly would go down in the annals of time right behind William Parker for having contributed to history.

				My, but the fortune my estate will bring some young man like myself one day when I’m old and dead. He smiled at the thought of being famous, dead or not.

				Walter considered whether or not he should call his mother to tell her about the chessboard.

				“What on earth did you spend your entire life’s saving on, Walter? A damn chessboard?” she would say.

				He would try to explain himself, but she wouldn’t listen.

				“You take that crap back and demand a refund from the swindler who sold it to you.”

				To which he would respond, “But, Mom…”

			

			
				Then: “‘But, Mom,’ nothing, young man. If your father was alive, well… he’d just die.”

				That’s how that would go.

				Walter realized he actually had his hand perched and ready on the phone, just waiting to make the call. Feeling sad, he shook his head. He had no one else to share his new treasure. Sighing, he took his William Parker Titanic Chessboard and went to the dining room table to unwrap it.

				The cellophane came off easily enough with a well-placed fingernail and a little tug. Tossing the crumpled up plastic into the garbage can, he scanned his piece.

				Imperfections were everywhere: nicks and scratches, worn areas where chess pieces had sat for months, perhaps years, on end; scuff marks where checks had been mated, pawns had been led to slaughter, and Queens had been pillaged of their purity. He could see intellectuals who were vastly smarter and far more versed than he could ever hope to be conjuring strategies that Ghengis Khan would have been proud to know. Walter imagined himself playing against greats like Einstein, Churchill, and Edison, who were all highly touted chess players in their own right.

				Walter swept a hand over the board, feeling its textures. His hand came away damp.

				“Huh?” He stared in confusion at his moist palm. “Where’d that come from?”

				The plastic wrap hadn’t shown any signs of condensation. How did it get wet? He hadn’t even gone to the fridge yet, so he knew he hadn’t spilled anything on it.

				Walter leaned in, the chair creaking underneath him, and saw something curious, very curious indeed.

			

			
				A spot of water about the size of a quarter pooled directly in the middle of the board. Instinctively, Walter looked to the ceiling.

				I had better not have a leak. Upon examination, there was no tell-tale darkened circle above the table. Just to be sure, Walter held his hand over the board, right above the water spot, and waited.

				Nothing. Not a single drop. Yet, Walter watched and saw with his own two eyes as the water spot on the chessboard grew in diameter. It was now a puddle. It began to spill off the board and onto the table, then to the floor.

				“What… the… fish?” Walter, stammering, swore he could smell the sea.

				Aroooooooooooo-Gahhhhhhhhhhh

				He jumped back as the sound echoed off the walls and reverberated inside his skull. Swinging his arms wildly, trying to maintain his balance, Walter flew out of his dining room chair and slid across the tile floor.

				Ping… ping… ping! The new noise filled the room. Ping… ping… ping…

				The racket was relentless, until Walter believed he would go mad from the sound.

				Ping… Ping… Pingggggggggg…

				The peal of a bell was unmistakable. It was so loud!

				Even over the sound of the chimes, Walter could hear other noises—wicked cracking, rending sounds that sounded as if the entire world was coming apart. The small apartment shook in tandem with the dissonance, the room pitching to and fro.

				The table was lifted into the air before snapping in two as if a giant had just taken it across his knee. Both pieces flew through the air. One ended up in the living area. The other smashed into the cabinets above Walter’s head. He rolled quickly, and the table just missed him as it fell back to the ground.

			

			
				Walter spun and, pushing himself up, he turned just in time to see the very ground beneath him open up.

				A geyser spewed from the broken floor. The tunnel of liquid reminded him of Old Faithful. Salty seawater pummeled him as he fought against the current, trying as hard as he could to escape to the living room, which was already knee deep with icy water.

				Splashing his way through the roaring water, Walter managed to stay on his feet. He rushed, thrusting his legs harder and harder, toward the front door and toward escape.

				“All hands on deck! Repeat! All hands on deck! Ready the lifeboats!” an unmistakably British voice heralded on high. The command was tinny, as if it were coming through a horn. “Abandon ship! Repeat! Abandon ship!”

				“I’m abandoning, damn it. I’m abandoning!”

				Finally, at the front door, with the water swirling around at his waist, Walter grabbed the door knob. He struggled with it, tugging, twisting, and willing the door to open. The onslaught of water was applying too much counter resistance. With one final yank, Walter’s grasp betrayed him, and he slipped on the wet floor. Walter flipped backward into the icy water.

				Below the current, time seemed to slow down.

				This cannot be happening. I’ve fallen asleep in the auction house because I’ve been sitting too long, that’s all.

				Walter used to fall asleep all too often during Mr. Kyle’s biology lectures. He knew he would wake up at any moment now, soaking wet—but from sweat, not seawater.

				Walter was shoved back into reality by the burning sensation in his lungs. He needed air. This was no dream.

			

			
				Rocketing up and out of the water, Walter grabbed the first thing he could find—a piece of broken table floating by.

				He rode the shattered table section around as if he were in a whirlpool until he noticed the window next to the front door. Kicking and fighting for his life, he struggled to swim toward this one last beacon of hope. Miraculously, his foot actually caught something tangible. He believed it was his submerged couch. And he was able to shove against it to repel out of the riptide. Free of the circling water, he could move toward the window.

				The sill was only two feet away now…

				Trying to half walk, half swim, he made his way through the chest-high water that threatened to sweep him away. Still, Walter bounced along. He refused to give up.

				One foot away…

				The aluminum lamp that used to sit on his desk caught his eye. Its base was as solid as a rock and would make a good bludgeoning tool once he reached the window.

				Inches now…

				Walter snatched up the lamp, swung it back behind his head above the water, and brought it down against the pane of glass.

				Bahhhhwooooonnnngggg…

				The distinct sound of metal hitting the hollow side of a ship’s hull rang out as the lamp made contact with the glass.

				“No…” Walter’s voice was meek, incredulously small.

				Far away from him, Walter heard screams, whistles, and crunching, cracking, crushing sounds.

				The water was just three inches below the ceiling now. Walter floated flat on his back as the noise around him faded in and out. The waves rolled over his ears and down again. Sound faded, then returned. It ebbed and flowed.

			

			
				At the end, when the water peaked, Walter dove down to the defiant window once again. His lungs were on fire, and his head pounded a backbeat in his ears. Placing his hand against the window, he wondered if it was possible to cry underwater. Would he even notice?

				Cars flew by on the highway in the distance. A woman walking a Scottish terrier strolled by without a care in the world. A father played Frisbee with his daughter in the grass courtyard of the complex. A couple unloaded groceries from their minivan while three hyper children buzzed about them with chaotic energy.

				Walter saw all this. Then he saw nothing at all.
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				“Up for auction today, folks, a rare piece of history, indeed. Can I get a ten thousand, can I get ten, gimme eleven…”

				




			

			
				


				The Land of Her

				


				INTRUSION, PAIN, AND DISGUST…

				Princess Liza stood at the window of her palace, watching as the Beast Horde trudged through the mire, approaching quickly. Strong, vile creatures were pillaging her sacred land. She had prayed for a solution and an end to this terror, but there was none in sight.

				


				Acrid sweat, dripping…

				Rain fell from the heavens in a relentless torrent. An uncaring god watched from his place on high, indifferent to the princess’s strife, never doing a thing to help. The Beast Horde, shoving through the gates now, was hell-bent on destroying everything beautiful in her world.

				


				Hot breath, all encompassing, hitching with effort…

				From the north, winds from the village’s fires played warm against Princess Liza’s face. Tears swelled and cascaded down her pale cheeks. Anger ate away at her insides. The princess clenched her fists, fighting back emotions, knowing there was nothing she could do to stop the onslaught.

				


				Moans of pleasure in the dark…

				The Horde spilled into the belly of the kingdom, roaring in victory. They left nothing alive. All hopes of future life in this splendid land were squashed beneath their cold, muddy boots. A sickening feeling of regret filled the princess’s gut. She wrapped her arms around herself, praying for the end.

			

			
				


				Pressure being lifted. Words in the dark…

				The Horde retreated, leaving Liza alone with the Beast King. Princess Liza asked for forgiveness, begging that she not be held accountable for this attack. She knew that, in the end, she would be. The Beast King had decided to spare her. Liza’s land was ravaged. Its life had all been extinguished, except for her own. The princess felt hollow, dead inside. In a dark corner of the room, the Beast King grinned.

				


				“You tell no one. Understand me?”

				Princess Liza acknowledged the words as the Beast King’s growl echoed in her mind. His armor made a metallic sound as he left her there. Finally, she was alone.

				


				The rustling of fabric. The sound of footsteps…

				Princess Liza’s emotions threatened to overtake her. Retrieving a knife from her bedroom dresser, she began to toy with the blade at her wrist. Thoughts of being gone and done of this tragedy obscured her judgment. Yet, through a veil of darkness and despair, she found another course of action. Not taking the time to mull over her decision, giving not a worry to her own safety, she left the rampaged palace and hunted down the Beast King in his very own lair.

				


				Soft feet on carpet. The door creaking open…

				Groggy and weary from the day’s raid, the Beast King snored loudly. Next to him, his queen lay slumbering. She’d known of the raid, but had done nothing to hinder its onslaught. She could have done something. Not doing anything at all to prevent the destruction was just as bad as doing it herself.

			

			
				


				Gurgling, splashing sounds, then struggling…

				Wiping the blood from her blade, Princess Liza left the unforgiving cave. Exiting into the moonlight, she studied her reflection in her blade of retribution. Moonlight illuminated her, casting shadows upon the young girl. The change had been completed. With the Beast King gone forever, Princess Liza was free to rebuild her land, one stone at a time. She would never let anyone take it again. Liza worried, though, only for a moment that leaving his Queen alive had been the wrong thing to do.
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				Liza’s mother struggled to stop her husband’s bleeding as the slit in his neck spurted, showering her in the dark. Screaming for help, she was reminded of her own Liza’s cries of torment. How could she have ignored her child’s pleas for help? What kind of mother was she?

				Sitting back on her haunches, the Beast Queen watched her king die.


				



			
				


				What the Dark Brings

				


				CHAZ FRANKLIN WAS THE FIRST one to respond to the scene. The detective had to follow the building’s caretaker, Mr. Simms, down a series of staircases to find where the child had actually been secreted away. The damp, unpleasant smell of the basement knocked him for a loop. He could pinpoint many different smells—mold, dead animals, and feces—but a lot of the aromas eluded his deductive abilities.

				At the bottom of the last stair, Mr. Simms pulled his heavy flashlight from his belt to illuminate the long hallway. Rusted piping ran along the walls on either side of him. The old man shuffled forward, and Chaz followed.

				The two men walked through a concrete archway with remnants of wood clinging to the broken hinges on the right side of the jamb. Chaz stepped inside as Mr. Simms pressed himself against one wall. He slid along it as he aimed the flashlight like a gun at the child.

				The beam of light made no difference. Six halogen floodlights encircled the boy, each one set up on its own tripod. The heavy drumming of the gasoline-powered generator running the lights filled the space.

				Chaz surveyed the scene and found the boy sitting Indian style in the middle of the halo of light. Fresh crimson liquid had coagulated in the corners of his mouth, and dried blood flaked from his chin. He didn’t look malnourished. In fact, he looked stuffed. His large gut covered his genitals. The child was having trouble breathing, which Chaz suspected was because of his swollen second chin. The boy’s breasts rose sharply, but deflated slowly.

			

			
				“He was three times as big last week,” Mr. Simms said over the rhythmic thumping of the generator. “I figured it’d be best to bring the floodlights in before calling you guys.”

				Chaz snapped his head toward the old man. “You did this?”

				“Well, course I did.”

				Chaz could tell there was nothing cold or evil in his eyes. Mr. Simms actually thought he’d been doing something good.

				“The thing’s no good, I tell ya.”

				Chaz pulled his revolver from its shoulder holster and aimed it at the old man. “Up against the wall.”

				The generator spit and sputtered, and the lights dimmed for a brief second.

				“Whatcha pointin’ that thing at me for, mister? I ain’t the problem.”

				The generator chugged roughly, shaking in its casing.

				“Turn around and put your hands on the wall. Now!” Chaz cocked the hammer.

				“Damn it, I forgot the gas.” Mr. Simms shook his head.

				“I said turn around and put your hands on the wall!” Blood was thumping in his head so hard that he could barely think.

				“These lights go out, mister, and we gonna—”

				“Now!” Chaz moved cautiously toward the old man as he pulled his cuffs from his back pocket.

				“Please, mister…” Simms said as he turned and faced the wall. “We needta—”

				“I suggest you shut up, Simms. Put your hands behind your back.”

			

			
				The old man stated his frustration with a long exhalation of breath before turning around and clasping his hands together behind him. One wrist at a time, Chaz clicked the cuffs into place. He removed the flashlight from the old man’s hand. Flicking off the switch, Chaz stuck the flashlight in his back pocket.

				The generator coughed one last time.

				“I’m beggin’ you, mister…”

				The lights dimmed and blinked out. From the middle of the room, a guttural growl began to grow. The noise increased in volume and pitch until it was a deafening squeal.

				“Now see what you went and did?” Mr. Simms sighed.

				“What the hell is that?” Chaz yelled over the clamor banging off the walls of the basement room.

				Chaz felt something strong grab his right leg tightly. Suddenly, he was yanked backward, dropping the revolver as he fell. His chin split open as it met the concrete floor. Chaz tasted blood; he’d bitten his tongue. Before he even realized he was on the ground, he was being dragged to the center of the room.

				“Damn it all to hell,” Mr. Simms said.

				Chaz felt something touching his rear end. Mr. Simms bent down to take the flashlight from Chaz’s back pocket.

				“Gotta show you what I mean, I guess.”

				Chaz rolled onto his back just as the room brightened. He saw Mr. Simms with his hands locked behind him, pointing the flashlight.

				“What the hell!”

				For the briefest instant, in the beam of the flashlight, Chaz saw the little fat boy sitting Indian style just as he had been when they had first arrived. The boy’s mouth was agape. A purple tendril with raised veins covered in mucus extended from his throat. It was wrapped around Chaz’s ankle so tightly that his foot had gone numb. The boy’s oral cavity had elongated and his jaw was unhinged.

			

			
				Suddenly, the tendril retreated back down the boy’s throat like a measuring tape being recoiled into its casing, pulling Chaz into his gaping maw.
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				The boy’s jaw realigned with a sickening cracking sound. Then he was just a filthy, fat little boy sitting in the middle of the room again.

				The boy’s face read, “Nothing out of the ordinary here… Nothing at all.”

				Frowning, he spoke…

				“I’m still hungry.”


				



			
				


				That Thing about a Picture and a Thousand Words

				


				“SHE WAS JUST… STANDING THERE. No shit, like just, maybe, thirty minutes ago. Why the hell was she just standing there?”
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				Valerie stood at the door of her apartment. She looked down in confusion at the blue piece of paper jutting from under the door. She hadn’t noticed it before.

				The morning had started off bland enough: up by six, showered by six-thirty, coffee and muffin by seven, then out the door by seven-forty-five. Perhaps her daily routine had blinded her to the odd package under the door. It could have just been slid under there only moments ago. Then again, it could have been there since she had locked herself in after work last night. She really had no way of knowing.

				She bent down and pulled it from its resting place. That blue corner was just the beginning of a rather beautiful interpretation of a sky that was looking down on a rather odd scene. The painting of downtown depicted the clock tower off in the distance. Its ivory face gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight and was offset by the black contrast of its flat hands as they circled, telling time. Down aways was the cathedral that housed the clock in its belfry. Its overly large doors had never been that welcoming to Val, and she’d thought, on more than one occasion, that she was glad not to be Catholic. Who needed to mourn their faith? Not her.

			

			
				Anderson’s Flowers and Arrangements was on the left, just as it should be, with Mrs. Anderson’s blue Smart Car parked out front. The car had been a gift from her very well-known, bestselling author of a son, Tatum Anderson. And she never parked her cherished present around back where she was supposed to. Mrs. Anderson said: “I only park it there because it’s easier for deliveries.” However, everyone in town knew it was parked there for bragging rights. Val always thought that if her son really loved her all that much, he would’ve bought her a beemer.

				Across the street was the post office, which wasn’t much to see, aside from a curious rendering of Mr. Bo Pleats. Until the late nineties, he used to breed dogs: greyhounds, mastiffs, and Saint Bernards mostly, until the sheriff’s department raided his home and found he’d been hoarding more than breeding. They shut him down and put each one of his sickly dogs, twenty-five in all, in the pound. Eight died before the vet could save them, and only three were adopted, leaving far too many for euthanasia for there to be a happy ending to that story. Val found it even stranger that, in this particular painting, Bo had a dog at his side, and the greyhound was on a leash to boot. Someone hadn’t gotten the memo. Bo Pleats wasn’t allowed anywhere near animals, especially a breed he used to more or less torture.

				At the cross street, where Main intersected with Western, was a very detailed adaptation of a black Cadillac in motion. Flexing tires spit specks of disrupted asphalt back toward the painting’s audience. It was catty-corner, as if it were swerving wildly to the right, directly toward Bo Pleats and the poor greyhound in his care. Val suddenly felt very concerned for their safety. She had to remind herself that this was only a painting, not a depiction of real-life events.

			

			
				Sighing, she continued to scan the painting.

				The signal above the car was red, definitely solid, not having just changed, but big, bold blush crimson. And Val surmised that the car had run the red light cold.

				Off to the right, cut in half lengthwise and in mid-stride near the painting’s edge, was Jelly Bean Crawford with her son, Snickers, who was holding her right hand. Jelly Bean was a nickname given to her by her father. Snickers’s name was given to him at birth, which had made Val laugh on more than one occasion. Jelly Bean was pulling Snickers out of the way of the speeding Cadillac, and Snickers was none too pleased about being jerked about like a rag doll. His mouth was open, screaming, and his brow was furrowed. Everything about Snickers said: “I’m fucking cussing something goddamn serious here, bitch. Best believe that shit!”

				Val couldn’t wrap her mind around the smallest aspect of the picture. Everything fit in somewhere. The clock tower was the centerpiece, coming down in a lavish V into the cathedral, framed Anderson’s flower store and the post office, where Bo Pleats walked the greyhound he shouldn’t have and Jelly Bean pulled her son, Snickers, from imminent danger. But the shoe didn’t fit.

				In the exact center of the road, lonely and discarded, was a girl’s pink tennis shoe. Of all the things Valerie could organize and make sense of in the painting, this is what stopped her. That was the one little out-of-place item. The shoe wasn’t extraordinary. It was bright pink with no sequins, glitter, or off-colored shoelaces to comment on. No youngster had scribbled upon the material as some kids did. The soles weren’t particularly dirty, and the laces were tied straightly.

			

			
				Yet, the implications of the shoe unsettled Val. Where was the other shoe? Why was this shoe all alone? Had some child tossed it out of the window while drifting through the day and coasting through one of many intersections in life, unconcerned with the wherefores and the whether-tos of a single woman standing in the foyer of her apartment ready to go to work, but focusing far too hard upon an odd painting she had found underneath her front door? Or had the child been knocked from the shoe by a speeding black Cadillac?

				Valerie suddenly found herself out of breath. And, according to her watch, she was late for work.
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				After so many attempts that her battery was sure to be mostly drained, Valerie slumped back into her seat and gave up trying to start the stubborn old Dodge. It was time for a newer, newish, or new-to-her car, because completely new was out of the question.

				Val power-walked her way to work after giving up on the car.

				As she turned left onto Main Street, the sun was at her back. She was chasing her own shadow in an ill attempt to ignore the fact she had to walk two miles in heels when she heard a dog bark just up ahead of her. Val snapped her head up too quickly and became instantly dizzy. When the world righted itself and the queasiness left her gut, she was able to focus on the owner of the bark.

			

			
				Coming at her, just as tall and pretty as it wanted to be, was a greyhound. At the other end of the leash, Bo Pleats smiled and whistled a merry tune.

				The sight made Valerie twitch, her right eye blinking while the other remained open. Turning around and guarding her view with a hand over her brow to shade the sun, she looked up at the wondrous blue sky and the clock tower in the distance. Goose flesh covered her forearms, and the hair there stood on end.

				A voice, more terrible than any wailing ghost in any old haunt anywhere in the world rose up. Valerie snapped back around to see Jelly Bean trying to calm Snickers as he threw a temper tantrum in the middle of the sidewalk. Valerie met Bo Pleats’s eyes, and he shrugged as if there were nothing he could do. He, unlike Valerie, had no way of knowing what was actually unfolding. Had it been a different day, in a different time, she would have asked him who on earth had finally trusted him with a dog again, but there was a revving engine in the distance. Valerie saw the black Cadillac in her mind’s eye, and her breath stopped in her chest.

				Checking the middle of the street, begging it to be there, knowing it should be there, praying that it wasn’t there, Valerie looked hard, scanning everything, knowing if she just willed it, it would finally materialize.

				It had to!

				But that damn pink shoe was nowhere to be found.

				Snickers bolted, screeching as he went, running directly into the middle of the street. Forgetting the picture, Valerie rushed forward and snatched him up, tossing him back toward the curb. He threw his mouth open, screaming, crying because it just wasn’t fair. He hadn’t cursed after all, Valerie thought. Good boy.


			

			
				Jelly Bean grabbed Snickers’s arm and pulled him up onto the curb just as Valerie felt the heat of the Cadillac’s grill on the back of her thighs.

				Then she saw it and had to laugh.

				The painter, whoever he or she was, in all his or her foresight, had forgotten the pothole in all the painting’s beautiful detail. Because there inside that error in the road, was the pink sneaker, alone and forgotten for God only knows how long.
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				“She was just… standing there. No shit, like just, maybe, thirty minutes ago. Why the hell was she just standing there?” Jelly Bean told the officer. “She had plenty of time to get out the way. Yeah, she saved Snickers—God rest her soul—but then she just stood there, looking down at the road, like, like… God, it was just terrible! Terrible, I tell you!”

				Bo Pleats cried while his greyhound licked Valerie’s blood from the pavement.

				




			

			
				


				Smitten

				


				THAT OLD DICTIONARY ON PA’S dresser said that smitten meant grievously or disastrously stricken or afflicted. Lemme write this down so I don’t pronounce nothing wrong. Yep, that’s it. But, it also says—and I’m gonna get this one right, easy—very much in love. Lawd, does this English get me something fierce at times. So which one was I, you ask? Well, that ain’t such an easy answer. I reckon, somehow, I was both.

				I was definitely very much in love, I tell you what. That woman had me wrapped around her little finger in more ways than just one. I’d done anything for her in the peak of times and just as much during the worst of times. She was the end all, be all, boy ’hoo.

				Then there was that afflicted part. Junior Ward was said to be afflicted with rabies ’fore he died in ’45 after coming back from the war. They say he chewed up his whole family like a mad dog out there on County Road 14 some years back. I didn’t know of the kid, but everyone said he was a good enough sort, always helping out and the lot. He never got in much trouble with no one bigger than the high school principal. Then came the day they found his whole household ripped to itsy bitsy bits, and Junior was alls frothing at the bit in the basement till Sheriff Gantry put a .30-06 slug in his thinker. So was I afflicted like Junior? Lawd nah, I weren’t. But I reckon I was afflicted in another roundabout way, the kinda way something gets up under your skin and you can’t scratch at it for fear it’s gonna get infected. Yeah, that kinda afflicted.

			

			
				So’s I guess you’re wanting me to get on with the gettin’ on before I bores you straight to death? All right, already. Here goes nothing. God willin’ and the creek don’t rise, I’ll get this all out in one sitting ’fore I gotta get along.

				Her name was Pearl, and I couldn’t tell if she was ’live or dead, ’cept for the smell coming off her. She had the most beautiful corn-yellow hair—what was left of it, that is—and her skin was just as white as her namesake. I found her out in the swamps on the east side of town, just floatin’ there in the water like a downed tree after a great big old summer storm. I had gone fishin’ that morning, hoping to grab a bucketful of crayfish, when my skimmer run up on something and got stuck right there. Lawd, but I had to get up out that boat and down in that muddy, fowl-smelling crud to try and jimmy loose whatever was down there. I’d come up on what people around here call “troll root.” The damned stuff normally sticks up out the water all big and proud, you know, like one them trolls from them fantasy stories. But this one must’ve sunk down so deep it drowned, ’cause that’s what my boat was stuck on. Didn’t take me long to wrestle that skimmer free, though, what with me not being in the boat and it not weighin’ too terribly much by itself, and then I was trying to hoist myself back inside. It weren’t working that well, I tell you what. So I pulled that skimmer just off to the side a little and used that troll root to step up on. Once I was up and just about in the boat, I saw Pearl just a floatin’ there across the way, about fifteen or twenty yards from me. I ’bout crapped my overalls when I seen her, too. There she was, just a bobbin’ up and down, up and down, like one o’ them punch-me clowns all upright and hard to tip over.

			

			
				The smell comin’ off her, boy ’hoo, that stank could kill cancer! Lawd have mercy, I ’bout upped and died, right there in the bottom of my skimmer. Luckily I didn’t, though. You know that, I guess, ’cause I’m talking to you now. If I had, I never woulda met that lovely little lady with her half-missing corn-yellow hair.
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				I took Pearl home that night, stink and all, and hid her in the woods till Pa went to sleep for the night. Once he was good and gone, lit up on a tank of his best shine, I drug her into the house and down into the basement. Took me a gallon of Pa’s best smell-goods to cover up her tell all, but it was worth it. Pa woke up the next morning hootin’ and hollerin’ bout me being in his “spritz,” but he weren’t never the wiser to Pearl. I’d take the yellin’ if it meant I got to keep ’er.

				And in the cellar she stayed till she ate the cat.

				I’d just been upstairs ruminating on whether to feed Pearl the near-spoiled chicken in the icebox or the turnip greens Pa had cooked for Sunday dinner when I heard the fleabitten cat squallin’ away. The mangy thing had been Ma’s before she died of lead poisoning a year or so back, and Pa called it Spanky, though Ma called it Hugs before she passed. Pa thought Spanky fit better, being that he loved to wale on the cat every given chance he got. Pa weren’t nowhere near a cat person. So I guess, in the end, Pearl did Pa a favor making supper out of the thing.

				I’d went down into the cellar with a broomstick in my hand, all ready for something bad, when I saw Pearl’s jaw a’workin’ on Spanky’s innards. She looked like a hungry man devouring corn straight from the cob. Till that time, I hadn’t even known she were able to move. Don’t that just beat all? I mean, here I was fallin’ for this woman that didn’t jaw-jack a whole lot and never talked bad ’bout me like the smart dressed ladies in town. And come to find out, she weren’t much different from the rest of them livin’ folks. I weren’t really upset at my new conclusion, but I was a little disappointed. I just hoped—Lawd, how I’d prayed—that she wouldn’t start jabbering on about class and manners and the such.

			

			
				It never even occurred to me that if Spanky had gotten into the basement, that Pearl coulda gotten out the basement. I may not be the smartest feller in church or in Wayland County, but I knew townsfolk wouldn’t take to Pearl like I had. No siree, they wouldn’t. Most good Christian folk rather looked down on the eating of live animals and whatnot. Mostly, that is.
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				It was Sunday morning the next time I checked on Pearl, just two days later after she’d picked old Spanky’s bones clean, and Pa was hopped up on the shine again. I left him to his slow death and went down to spend some quality time with my girl. I’d started callin’ her that—my girl—by then ’cause she was mine. Signed, sealed, delivered, all mine. While I was down there, I thought it a good idea to try and explain the situation to her. I told Pearl that not everyone knew about her. In fact, no one but me did. And it should stay that way. Not that I was the controlling type. I assured her I wasn’t. But she just didn’t make for good company, what with the cat-eating and all. I said it’d be best for the both of us—mostly me, but I didn’t tell her that right off—if she stayed in the basement until I found a proper place for her to live. I asked her how’s about someplace underground—not that she didn’t mostly live underground now—somewhere where no one would ever bother us.

			

			
				She seemed to nod at me—either that or she was struggling to lean forward so’s she could bite me one—and that made me smile. No woman ever had agreed with me ’fore, and I was one happy feller for her having nodded like that. I tried to let her know how happy I was and all, you know, by giving her a kiss, but I couldn’t get past those teeth long enough to do it. 

				Those were the peak times I was talkin’ ’bout. Now we get to the bad times.
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				Pa sent me into town to buy food and household items a couple days after I tried to kiss Pearl. I was walkin’ along, minding my own, when I seen Mister Peabody coming out of the sheriff’s station, looking a right-hot mess. He was cussin’ and bickerin’ something fierce, callin’ the deputy all kinds of bastards and ignorant asses. I kinda blushed standing there listening to that. If’n I ever spoke to that like Pa or any other bigger type people, I’d be hung from the neck till dead for sure.

				“You dumb bastard,” Mister Peabody yelled, and his voice cracked like a boy’s just becomin’ a man. “My daughter went off with that fool son of yours, and now I ain’t seen her in two weeks!”

			

			
				The sheriff come out of his office, already lookin’ pretty tired of Peabody’s shenanigans, shaking his head like a parent does to a rambunctious youngster.

				“My son ain’t had nothing to do with your daughter, Mister Peabody,” the sheriff told the old man.

				“That boy of yours done something with her, Sheriff. You might be law ’round these parts, but your seed’s bad, you ignorant ass!”

				“Keep on keeping on, Teddy,” the sheriff said. I’d never heard no one call Mister Peabody Teddy before. “And you’ll wind up in a cell ’fore nightfall.” The Sheriff placed a hand on his holster—right on top of that .357—and I almost pissed myself.

				“What? You gonna shoot me, lawman?”

				“I just might, you keep spreading these crazy rumors ’bout my boy.”

				“Well, when’s the last time you seen him, sheriff?” When Peabody said that, the sheriff shut up. I knew just by lookin’ at the sheriff that he hadn’t a clue where his son Riley was.

				“He’ll turn up. And when he does, Teddy, you’re gonna eat all these words you been spreadin’ ’round town.”

				“Well, then do your job and spread these ’round town. Do your job, sheriff, or I’m takin’ this here to the mayor, so help me God!” Peabody shoved some papers into the sheriff’s hand and stomped off like he was pissed off at the world and pleased as hell at himself all at the same time.

				The sheriff eyed me watchin’ the whole thing as it ended and signaled for me to come over. I ran up to him, tryin’ to look happy to see him, but thinkin’ about Pearl back there, under my house.

			

			
				“You wanna earn some money, boy?” he asked, not actin’ like he remembered me from the Jensen’s picnic last summer, where I set fire to a tablecloth and ’bout ruined the entire day for everyone involved.

				“Yes, sir,” I told him, tryin’ my best not to meet them brown eyes of his.

				“Pass these papers ’round town, nail ’em to the posts out front of the post office, and come back here when they’re all gone, and I’ll give you two dollars cash. You understand me, boy?”

				“Thank you, sir.” And I was happy as all get out when he told me about the two dollars. I was ’bout jumpin’ out my skin at the prospect of this venture. That was, until I took a gander at the paper I was supposed to be layin’ ’bout all ’cross town.

				It was a picture of Pearl Peabody, lookin’ much more ’live than she did in my basement at the moment, all smiles and flowin’ hair, not pale and stinkin’ of cat guts. I felt my stomach drop and my toes curl. I looked up at the sheriff, and his eyes told me to go on, so I got on. 

				I threw them papers in the trash over at the general store and went about the shoppin’ Pa had sent me to do in the first place. I never did go back to the sheriff. Two dollars or not, I weren’t gonna risk gettin’ shot in my ass for no couple bucks. Weren’t gonna risk losin’ Pearl, either. I weren’t stupid, despite what the fancy-dressin’ women might think of me.
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				When I got home that evenin’, Pa was sittin’ in his rocker on the porch, his shotgun laid across his lap, lookin’ all serious and pissed like his shine had run dry. I knew that look, and it meant trouble for anyone within hittin’ distance. Ma seen that look far too often when she burnt Sunday dinner or talked to too many men while in town.

			

			
				“Whatcha got in that basement, boy?” he yelled at me as I come up the drive.

				“Aw, Pa, you didn’t go down there, did ya?”

				“What is that… thing, Randall Michael Murdoch?”

				“Pa, she don’t hurt—”

				“What is it, boy? You answer me!” Pa said as he actually raised the shotgun up to get a bead on my head. I never thought I’d ever see my Pa like that, behind the sights of his old trusty twelve gauge, but there he was, eyein’ me like I was a quail in a bush.

				“It’s the Peabody girl.” I lowered my head, not wanting to see the blast of the shotgun. “She ain’t right, Pa. I shouldn’t of brought her here. I’m sorry.”

				“What the hell are you doing with the treasurer’s daughter in our basement, Randall?”

				“She needs tendin’ to, Pa,” I whined.

				“She needs a blasted muzzle, boy. The rabid bitch bit me when I weren’t lookin’. Bit me damned hard, too. Right on the forearm. You see!”

				I raised my head to look at my Pa. He’d rolled his shirtsleeve up so I could get a good, long look at that oozing, gaping wound. It dripped black stuff and smelled like Pearl.

				“You need to get seen, Pa. Junior Ward—”

				“Don’t you think I remember the Ward boy! I was there when they cleaned him and the rest of his family out of that godforsaken house! Don’t you tell me about the damn Ward boy, you—” Pa swung his arm back to hit me.

			

			
				I felt the smack comin’ from far back as the moon, but it never came. Once I was brave ’nough to open my eyes, I saw Pa standin’ there, lookin’ almost green. He lowered his hand slow like, keeping his wild eyes on me, before retchin’ all over my boots.

				“Clean that up and go on to bed, boy,” Pa said as he wiped the rest of the mess from his chin.

				I reckon, right then and there, I knew something was wrong with Pa. And it was gonna get a helluva lot worse ’fore it would get any better.
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				 What with Pa and the shotgun on his lap when I came home, I half expected to find Pearl in pieces down there in the cellar. Boy ’hoo, was I shocked when I didn’t find her at all. The only thing left of her were three whole fingernails where she’d dug her way out of Spanky’s crawlspace, Lawd rest that cat’s soul.

				I brushed the fingernails into my hand and went back upstairs. When I got to my room, I hid the nails under my pillow and said a silent prayer on my knees. I prayed that if there was a God up in those heavens—and a good God at that—that he would see fit to right whatever wrong had come down upon us. I prayed for Pearl, and Pa, and the sheriff, and Peabody, and Riley, and everyone else in the town. I prayed hard, till I fell asleep right there on my knees, with my head resting against the box springs of my old worn-down bed.
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				When I woke up that morning, Pa was steadily walking into the front door, banging his head against it, stepping back, then giving another go at it all over again. Boom! Then he’d go back a step. Boom! Then he’d go back a step. He looked like a wind-up toy that had nowhere left to go. 

				“Pa?” I finally whispered after ’bout ten minutes of watching him beat the hell outta himself on the door. He didn’t respond. I didn’t really ’spect him to, truth be told.

				I did what any God-fearing young man would have done in my predicament. I found Pa’s shotgun laying on the floor next to his bed, in a puddle of sick that smelled like dead things mixed in with his spritz, and took it back into the living room, where Pa kept on his endless march to nowheres.

				“Love you, Pa,” I said as I cocked that hammers back. Squeezing the dual triggers, I unloaded both barrels into his back right where his heart shoulda been.

				Pa didn’t even skip a beat. Boom! Then he went back a step and went all over again.
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				You seem smart and all. You tell me, how do you see the world endin’? Some big war? A big sickness that wipes everybody out but cockroaches? The God up in heaven returning to some angels blowing pipes? A pale rider on a white friggin’ horse? Well, how do you see it?

			

			
				I saw it happen one person at a time.

				Pearl found her way back home, where she latched on to her own pa, like she’d done mine. Peabody went lookin’ for the sheriff, who did the deed to Mr. Johnson over at the post office. Mr. Johnson got ’hold of his wife and newborn baby, then Mrs. Johnson went calling on Frank down at the general store. Most thought they was shackin’ up together ’fore everythin’ happened anyway, so I guess that proves it. And on and on it went, until the whole town was smelly and pale, just like my Pearl.

				Wasn’t the last time I saw her, neither, if you wanna know. ’Bout the only place safe was the Jensen’s family farm. Remember me tellin’ you how I’d lit a tablecloth on fire at their picnic? Yeah, well, them same ones. All the townspeople seemed just happy milling about town, bumpin’ ’round each other and huntin’ the last of the not-sick—that’s what I grew to call ’em—and stayin’ away from the Jensen place. So’s I decided the best place to hole up was in the attic of their barn. Mr. Jensen had been a store hound—stocking up for the inevitable end of the world that seemed to have started in my hometown. And I had plenty of can goods, potted meats, and fresh water from the well out back to keep myself healthy. Least till the sick found me. I knew it was going to happen sooner or later, me being the only not-sick around and all.

				I wasn’t too terribly surprised when I saw Pearl shufflin’ ’cross the Jensen’s front lawn one morning and chewing on an arm that’d been separated at the elbow. She looked so damn peaceful there, stripping that meat away from bone. It made me long for better times when she’d been unmoving in my cellar and Pa wasn’t trying to march through a closed door and the town hadn’t turned into a parade of the not-quite dead. You know, the good old days. I just wanted us to be together again, Pearl and me. Basement living wasn’t for us, but we could work out some other living arrangements, I hoped.

			

			
				Pearl came across the Jensen’s lawn and toward the barn, looking up at me, her lost love, in my roost on high. Seems she missed me after all. Seems she was just as smitten as I was. It seems, she, too, was afflicted. And very much in love.

				Say, does this bite look infected to you?

				




			

			
				


				Machinations

				


				SHE HEARD A THUMP SO flat that it sounded as if a rubber mallet had struck the wall. No doubt, Paul had struck his thick head on something. The sound was followed by silence a good minute in length. Laura was ready to go back to her knitting when the scream came up the basement steps like a banshee set free.

				“Paul?” she called from her recliner, not bothering to disturb the cat on her lap, “Are you all right, dear?”

				“Fine,” he yelled back without delay, “bloody cat scared me.”

				Laura looked down at the orange-and-white tabby on her lap and frowned. Fran was the only animal, let alone cat, they owned, and for a moment, Laura questioned her good husband’s sanity.

				“Deary.” She paused to stroke the cat as if making sure it was tangible before opening up a different can of worms altogether. “Fran is up ’ere with me.”

				“Bollocks!”

				“Paul?”

				“Never you mind me, Laura. Just never you mind.”

				No more strange noises sounded after that, and Laura made good and well that nothing more was said of it. Paul had a way about him. What he said went. Suffragettes had done a good piece for British women, but Laura rather liked being a house-mum, even though the only child she presided over at the time purred comfortably on her lap. But their home was like a child itself.

			

			
				Paul could see about himself down there in the dark confines of that ratty old keep. She made no matter about the late hours he kept down there, and he made no fuss about the socks she darned during the wee hours of the night. They had their own separate lives when the sun went down, and Laura was pleased with that fact. As long as Paul made his way under their comforter at some point every evening or early morning, Laura was a happy wife. At least he wasn’t out shagging strange women during fits of boredom.

				Laura worked diligently on her collection of knitted socks, creating nine new pairs before her yawning won and sleepiness encompassed her.

				“Paul?”

				“Yes?”

				“Come catch some sleep ’fore the kettle calls in the morning,” she giggled. Laura’s mother had repeated that phrase to her father every night before bed, and Laura had grown accustomed to using it herself. Her father had also been a night owl, and Laura assumed he was the source of her trait. Even when she had sought out work at the livery down in the city center, she’d been given her papers after only a week’s service. Getting up and getting to work was the problem. Two hours sleep did not a good workman make, and Laura was no different in that regard, woman or not.

				Laura went upstairs and changed into her nightclothes. She pulled the quilt from the bed and settled in under the sheets. Within five minutes, she was off and dreaming of darned socks, tabby cats, and steel stomachs on mechanical men who wore no flesh…

				


				[image: blood scene break.psd]


			

			
				


				The cold, not the silence, woke her.

				The air in the room had become frigid and unwelcoming, and Laura’s first order of business upon waking was to check the radiator. The heat was on full blast, and warmth emanated from the pipes, yet died only inches from the painted metal coils. Their bedroom was so gelid that plumes of white breath escaped her nostrils when she exhaled. Knowing there was nothing more she could do about the temperature because the utilities were already at their max, Laura left the confines of her room.

				The second thing Laura noticed upon waking was that Paul had still not come to bed. In her hunt for him, she became aware of the odd, still silence that had befallen her home. Her footfalls made no sound as pad touched floorboard. When she cleared her throat, the effort made no sound. The problem escalated when she found that Fran, their tabby cat, could not hear anything either. She came to this conclusion after testing her theory in the kitchen. The feline lay slumbering on the table in the middle of the checkered tablecloth. When Laura entered the nook, Fran did not stir from her sleep. Furthermore, when Laura slapped her palm against the wall, the cat did not jump or wake. Its midsection rose and fell peacefully as it breathed, so the cat was not dead.

				Laura’s jaw muscles tightened, her mouth opened, her larynx vibrated, and her tongue depressed as she tried to call out for Paul, but not even a whisper came forth. She slammed the cupboard doors. Nothing.

				She threw a brilliantly painted coffee mug into the sink, where it shattered. Not so much as a soft tinkling escaped the sink. Rearing back her head, screaming like mad, Laura begged the gods for even the softest disturbance in the silence. Nothing came. Her throat was now parched and hurt as if she’d just swallowed hot embers.

			

			
				Paul! I must find Paul!

				Leaving the tabby cat alone in the kitchen once more, Laura walked to the basement door and tugged it open.

				The stairwell descended into darkness before her. If Paul was still down there, then he was down there in the dark. She could think of nothing that Paul could be doing alone in that obsidian realm. She only hoped the old sod hadn’t fallen and broken his neck. She had always been told that people needed their ears to balance. If Paul had lost his hearing, just as Laura and Fran had, then he could’ve been down there rambling around with his equilibrium shot all to hell and have fallen to his death into a pile of wood, a disused chair, or a stack of old books. She’d had no trouble navigating without sound, but she’d also had the help of proper lighting to guide her.

				Laura told herself to stop thinking such horrible things. Paul was fine. If nothing else, he had been knocked unconscious and now lay prone and snoring in the dark just out of sight. Him snoring and her not able to hear it was an unsettling thought. Unsettling indeed.


				Laura took a step forward and began her descent. She proceeded carefully, trying the strength of every step and her certainty upon it before moving to the next, down three panels, where gloom enveloped her. At the sixth step, darkness devoured her. When she reached the cold stone floor of the cellar, she couldn’t see her hand before her face. Turning around, Laura found that she could no longer see the entrance to the basement. The doorway was gone. Where a rectangle of light should have emanated from the kitchen, where Fran the tabby cat slept upon a table, there was absolute black.

			

			
				Laura shivered. “My God,” she whispered. Sound! Sweet glorious sound!

				“I can hear myself,” she sang, loud and happy.

				Down where there was no light to be seen, she could hear. Up in the light, sound had abandoned the world. Laura thought this fact queer, but knew it to be true. She imagined a battery, one far too used up to power more than one activity at a time.

				“What are you doing down here?” Paul’s tone was dark.

				“It’s the strangest thing, love. There’s not a sound to be heard up—”

				“I said, ‘What are you doing down here?’”

				“Paul—”

				Laura wished for silence once more as engines and machines started up, abusing her senses. A symphony of working valves and whistles, screeches, and metal grinding against metal filled her ears. All the sound in her world seemed to have been swallowed up to make up for its overuse in this one. Thundering, working, tinkering devices, unseen, but heard—oh, but God, were they heard!—throbbed and pulsed until Laura was sure her very skull would come apart at the center and her brains would slide forth from the opening. Her screams were covered by the audio about her. When she was sure she couldn’t stand another moment, it all slowed and became bearable, soft and rhythmic.

				Laura, not realizing she’d shut her eyes, opened them to a brightness that instantly made her squint.

				A great fire pulsing with life roared ahead of her. The boiler worked overtime as it spit unused flame from its opening. Pistons cycled up and down within the fiery mass of its belly. Reds licked oranges that caressed yellows. Blades of fire danced merrily before her.

			

			
				“You shouldn’t have come, Laura,” Paul said as he stepped from the shadows of the cellar into the fierce amber glow. Hydraulics worked his mouth open and shut as he spoke. Gears spun, ticking away behind his glass eyes. Cylinders, pipes, and oiled machinery made him to work as he stepped forward. His movements were mechanical, twitchy, and spastic. Like a toy worked by unseen levers, Paul approached, one clunky step at a time.

				Laura gasped, unsure what to do. “What has happened to you, Paul?”

				“I have seen…” He shuddered like an automobile short on fuel. “The becoming.”

				The boiler raged, and Paul’s glass eyes glowed red.

				In that momentary burst of light, Laura saw what had become of her husband. Paul’s mangled skin, his flesh devoid of any bone structure, was slumped at the hearth of the furnace like a banana peel.

				“Paul,” she sobbed, “What, what hap—”

				“Now you must see… You must become.”

				The monstrosity of metal and gears approached. Laura, too stunned to react, only stood, staring at her hollowed-out husband, and wept.

				“Our time here is wearing down. The walls… grow thin,” the machine told her as it lumbered forward. “The world has grown… old. Time for us… to move on.”

				The working parts of her metallic husband grabbed her wrist. Beneath its brass grip, her flesh split, revealing the machine within herself. Laura looked down, astonished and unable to breathe, until all at once, she realized she had no need for breath. Her heart stopped, and a different pumping began; gears turned for the first time, and valves opened up inside her. Oil pumped through tubes like blood through veins. Her ears popped and sucked like a vacuum. Laura’s eyes zoomed in to look deeper into the furnace before her.

			

			
				Within it, she saw a god of metal. And it was tired beyond its days.

				




			

			
				


				He Who Laughs Last

				


				This is how the world ends. Not with a whimper. But a laugh.

				


				CHANDLER IS SITTING NEXT TO me when the news starts pouring in. Sixty-five people had been killed at the release of the new Judd Apatow movie. Grauman’s Chinese Theater burns in the background behind the reporter. The firelight makes her hair orange. She says something, but is interrupted by a guy off camera.

				He yells, “Wanna hear a joke?”

				“This is Kyla Briggs, live for KTLA, signing—”

				The ax comes swinging into view and catches Kyla across the bridge of the nose.

				“Funny shit, huh?” the man asks before the station cuts back to a very stunned anchor man.

				Chandler puts down the bong, Pineapple Kush still glowing in the bowl.

				“Did I just see that?” he asks me. Pot smoke wafts from his mouth in one thick cloud. He coughs, wipes the side of his face, and looks at me for answers.

				I have none. I saw it, just as he did. And I know just as much.

				“Fuck.” I stand, drying my hands on the front of my jeans. My weed-baked brain tries to make sense of something. Why the hell were we watching the news in the first place? The thought was a fucked-up thing to be asking right after seeing someone’s melon parted.

			

			
				“How I Met Your Mother was just on. Now it’s the news,” I tell myself. “We were watching that sitcom. Neal Patrick Harris is funny as shit in it. And it went off. News came on next. Mystery solved.”

				“Think she’s dead?” Chandler slaps himself in the forehead. If he hadn’t, I would have. Fucking idiot.


				The guy in the bad suit tells us about how reports are coming in from all over the country. Crazy people—Chucklers, he was calling them—were committing atrocities while in fits of laughter. The newscaster tells us that the news team has another reporter in the field, and I hope this one doesn’t have an ax resting in his face.

				The station cuts to the field, and I feel like I’m watching Cloverfield or maybe The Blair Witch Project. The camera’s bouncing, and I can’t see anything but shoes and pavement. Over the microphone come sounds of joy and happiness. Then screwed-up screaming starts.

				PAP!

				I’m still wondering what that sound is when the cameraman hits the ground. The camera skitters away, down the sidewalk, and rolls over. Chandler and I both tilt our heads like morons trying to compensate for the flipped view.

				Chandler reaches for the bong. I assume he needs to get higher and forget all this crazy shit.

				On the TV, a severed hand falls into view, bouncing on the concrete.

				Chandler has a mouthful of smoke when a female voice titters, “Lend me a hand, asshole.”

				I’m shocked stupid. But Chandler finds it too fucking funny. He coughs out the toke he’s got in his lungs, laughing hard. He doesn’t stop. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me. His lips are pulled back so far that I think they’re going to split at the corners of his mouth. Saliva bubbles burst through the small spaces between his canines.

			

			
				“Heeeeee, heeeeee, heeeeee.” He’s laughing. I know he is. But his eyes aren’t.

				I jump when he breaks the mouthpiece off the bong. It shatters on the coffee table. Shards of tie-dye glass fly everywhere.

				He jumps up and comes at me.

				In junior high school, we did West Side Story. He’s reliving that scene where the hood is tossing his knife back and forth from hand to hand while he sings and dances.

				Chandler sounds like Goofy stuck on repeat. “Hyuck, hyuck, hyuck.”

				He’s closer now, and I don’t know where to go. The recliner is behind me. The couch is to my left. The only thing to my right is the corner of my living room. Chandler’s blocking my only way out.

				Absently, I wonder if my mouth is dry because of the weed or the fear.

				Chandler stabs the cracked bong at me and almost guts me with the thing, but I sway to the side just in time. I try to punch him. The shot glances his cheek and slides off his sweaty face. His oily perspiration on my hand feels hell-hot.

				Chandler cackles, “You just gotta laugh! Gotta!”

				He raises the broken bong over his head.

				I bring up my knee and kick him in the stomach as hard as I can. He sails backward. Up and over the coffee table he goes. Chandler lands in the shards of glass. The noises coming from him are gleeful, horrible sounds. He gets up, but I’m already moving past him.

				“Hee… hee, hee… heeeeeeee,” he whines. He struggles to get off his knees, but he can’t seem to get the strength. Chandler slaps at the back of his neck. Finally, he snags something. His hand comes back holding a three-inch piece of bong glass that he’s pulled from the back of his neck.

			

			
				How it missed his spine, I don’t have a clue.

				“Haaaaaa… heeeeeeee.” His last wheezing laugh goes on for almost ten seconds before turning into a death rattle. Chandler falls on his face. He’s not moving now.
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				The Chucklers have been coming nonstop for two weeks now. I fended them off for as long as I could. Now I’m sitting here, wondering what the fuck to do, and I’m out of options.

				My mother just called me. She asked if I know any knee-slappers. In the background, my dad wouldn’t stop fucking giggling. I hung up the phone when the screaming started.

				I get a text from dad: Ur mother never saw the irony in callin u a son of a bitch.

				I can’t help it. “Huh, huh huh…”

				




			

			
				


				The Attraction

				


				THE AIR WAS FILLED WITH the aromas of fried bread, cloying sweets, and body odor. Screams echoed from the rides as excited passengers rotated at high speeds and dropped at terminal velocities. Marty and his best friend, Colombo, found it all quite distracting. Marty—being one of Bay’s End’s four thousand residents—waited for this time every year with bated breath. The carnival was a welcome thief who stole away the banality of life.

				“I gotta piss.” Colombo grabbed his crotch through his jeans. “Like a thoroughbred, dude.”

				“Find a porta-potty, and stop whining,” Marty told Colombo as they pushed through the ever-thickening crowd.

				“My dick feels like it wants to explode!” Colombo wasn’t known for being tactful; he was known for looking like Peter Falk. As odd as it was that a nineteen-year-old man looked like an aged television star, it was stranger still that he shared the famous actor’s lazy-eye affliction.

				“Look, over there.” Marty pointed through the mass of bodies. “Next to the Wickedly Wondrous Willy Walters tent. A green latrine to drain your ween.”

				Colombo didn’t seem to find Marty very amusing as he bent over, clutching his junk. “BRB!” Colombo shot between people like Moses parting the Red Sea.

				Marty watched as his friend almost knocked over the portable john while trying to get inside.

				A tinny voice rang out high above the crowd, louder than every calliope note and stronger than the pulsing throng surrounding Marty. He jerked his head left and right until he found the source of the noise.

			

			
				“Hey there, all you wonderful kids! Care to witness something your eyes can see, but your brain won’t comprehend?” The barker was a squat, bearded man. The carny’s gray hair hung down over his ears, peeking out from under a silver top hat. His facial hair was as white as snow, and it glimmered in the neon swirl of the carnival lights, making Marty dizzy. The barker waved people in, his wrist circling limply and beckoning customers.

				His ploy wasn’t working. No one waited in line.

				“Step on up and take a tour of Fred’s Fantastic Frights! Come one, come all. Come inside and have a ball. We’ll scare you silly, give you the willies, and only take a handful of your money. We’re the cheapest attraction around!”

				Marty had been to the Bay’s End Carnival every year of his life that he could remember. Never had he seen this attraction. The walls were green tarp, under which Marty was sure stood hollow metal beams—the same kind the drama club used for light rigging. He should know; he’d spent the entirety of high school on the lighting crew, all four years, come rain, sleet, or egomaniacal diva actresses with delusions of grandeur.

				Marty stepped up to the turnstile to read the poster beside the entrance to the makeshift building.

				


			

			
				
					
						
								
								Fred’s Fantastic Frights

								Guaranteed To Make Your Night

								Inside! Inside! Inside!

								Alfred Alabaster, the Incredible Aging Albino

								Mute Miley, the Mumbling Maniac

								Floral Flo and the Fornicating Flowers

								Plus Many, Many More Terrifying Terribles That Will Terrify Your Terror Glands

								Only $5

							
						

					
				

				


				


				“Just five singles, my young advantageous adventurer!” The barker leaned into Marty’s face, whispering, “Do you have what it takes to face the Beast of Briar Bank?”

				If this guy was anything, he was a showman. Marty took the bait. “Beast of Briar Bank? Where do you get this stuff?”

				“Don’t let it pass you by, my dear boy!” The carny clapped his hands, causing Marty to jump. “Come on in and sample the horrifying horrors I have housed over the decades. Feast your eyes on Floral Flo—”

				“And the Fornicating Flowers. Yeah, I read that one.”

				Marty weighed his options as the barker continued his spiel. The Wickedly Wondrous Willy Walters Magic Show cost fifteen bucks. Marty was too young for the Go-Go tent attraction since they’d raised the age to twenty-one the year before, and Marty had missed his window. So, unless he wanted to check out the petting zoo with all the kiddies or cough up an extra ten dollars, Fred’s Fantastic Frights was the only attraction that seemed worth the money.

				“Just five bucks, eh?” Marty glared at the barker. “I’m not gonna get in there and find out I have to pay to view each thing, am I?”

			

			
				“I wouldn’t do that, young man! Five dollars, and the tour’s bought and paid for. Every attraction for a flat five singles!”

				“What the fuck are you doing?” Colombo, coming out of nowhere, slapped Marty on the back.

				Marty winced at the thought of Colombo’s piss-wet hands on the back of his shirt. He highly doubted that Colombo had sought out a wash basin after draining his lizard. “I wanna check this out.”

				Colombo glared at him with his straight eye. “You’re kidding me, right? You’re gonna get in there and find a bunch of wax statues and stuffed animals. A bunch of pickled pig’s fetuses that smell like ruined vag’.”

				“Come on now, guys. Nothin’ like it in the world,” the carny said, tipping his hat and crossing his heart. “They’re all live attractions. I swear on my mother. What’s five bucks apiece between friends.”

				The barker’s eyes glinted yellow, but Marty assumed the effect had just been a play of light.

				“I don’t know.” Colombo looked the carny over. His face contorted as if he smelled something resembling week-dead cat. “I’m not wasting my money. You gonna pay for me, Mart?”

				“Fuck it, why not?” Marty pulled out his wallet and handed the barker a twenty.

				“You won’t regret a dime of it, young sirs!” The barker gave Marty his change, then bowed. “Thank you. You’ll never forget the sights you are about to see!”

				The carny pulled away a section of tarp to reveal a steel door. The hinges groaned in protest as he pushed it open to let Marty and Colombo step inside. Instantly, they found themselves in a dark hallway barely wide enough for them to fit inside. The heavy door slammed behind them, and both boys jumped.

			

			
				“Shit!” Marty hollered, hoping his buddy hadn’t seen him start.

				But Colombo was already snickering behind a balled fist. “Scared ass,” he said.

				On the right side of the hall was a pedestal, the kind generally accompanying a museum exhibit. A halogen spotlight hung from the ceiling highlighted the text inlaid on the polished wood. A red button with the word “open” on it perched at the top of the block. The copper plate below it said: Please Read.

				“I’ll do the honors.” Colombo stepped up to the pedestal.

				“Floral Flo and the Fornicating Flowers.” Colombo laughed at “fornicating” while Marty just shook his head. “When Florence turned thirteen, just after the onset of puberty, she found that she had a very special relationship with the plants growing in her backyard where she would often play. The flowers liked to please her and would do anything to make her happy. When the moon is right and her cycle calls, the fornicating flowers are at their most… pleasurable.”

				“When her cycle calls?” Marty asked, feeling a little uncomfortable.

				“You ready to see this shit, Mart?” Colombo forced a laugh.

				“I didn’t pay ten bones for nothing, man. Press the freaking button.”

				Colombo sighed, shrugged his shoulders, and did as he was told.

				Colombo laid his finger on the red button, and lights flickered on before them, illuminating a red velvet curtain. The barrier was drawn away by forces unseen. Both boys stumbled back. Marty put his hand over his mouth, and Colombo turned away from the sight.

			

			
				“Nah, nah, nah, dude,” Colombo yelled as he waved away the sight. “This ain’t Flo and the Fornicating Flowers! This is Flo fornicating with flowers!”

				“Is that her… blood blood?” Marty asked, his voice muffled by his hand.

				“Man, fuck this. Come on!” Colombo grabbed Marty’s arm and pulled him away.

				As the curtain closed behind them and the lights went out, the boys continued down the hall to another pedestal with another plaque.

				“My turn, I guess,” Marty said, his stomach still queasy from the sight of the bloody flowers being inserted…

				Get that shit out of your head! Marty willed himself, but he knew it was something he couldn’t unsee.

				“Alfred Alabaster, The Aging Albino,” Marty began. “Alfred Ngozi was born to a wonderful couple in Zimbabwe, Africa. The day of his birth was one of celebration as his parents had been told they would never conceive a child. The happy day was sullied when, during labor, Alfred burst from his mother’s stomach and began to grow. Every five minutes, Alfred ages to that of an old man, far beyond his years, before reverting back to an infant. This cycle continues even to this day.”

				“Just press the damn button, dude,” Colombo said, squinting toward what he might see.

				Marty pressed the button, and the curtain unfolded.

				Before them sat a man devoid of pigment; his flesh was see-through. The odd-looking gentleman was elderly and completely naked. Marty and Colombo watched as his features changed. The skin smoothed and pulled tight over his bones. Alfred began to shrink in on himself, growing younger and younger, smaller and smaller, until he was nothing more than a crying baby lying on the bare steel floor of the building.

			

			
				With a nasty crack, the baby’s right leg snapped at the knee and drew away from his body, stretching the skin with it. Then the left followed suit, until the infant’s legs were two feet long. This same process continued with the arms as the elbows disjointed and the flesh elongated.

				Marty was awestruck, but what he saw wasn’t what was happening in reality. He visualized Albert’s birth in gory detail. Marty could see Albert’s mother, her abdomen swollen and bulging in places. He watched with his mind’s eye as Albert’s appendages ripped through her flesh, and bloody entrails fell to the floor of the birthing room as Albert’s mother screamed in agony.

				“This shit isn’t happening, Mart.” Colombo’s mouth fell open in shock.

				“Come on,” Marty pulled Colombo on to the last exhibit.

				Colombo read: “Mute Miley, the Mumbling Maniac. Miley is a special lady. Mute from birth, only able to mumble, she grew increasingly agitated by the fact that no one could understand what she was saying. Until one day she found a way to communicate her way through the world. She learned to tell tales with a razor and her flesh, as pen writes on paper.”

				“Don’t you dare press that fucking button!” Marty grabbed Colombo’s hand, pulling it away.

				“I was kinda hoping you would stop me. Just saying.”

				“Let’s get the hell out of here.” Marty turned and headed for the door. “We gotta call the cops or something. This shit is sick.”

				“Now, now, now, I can’t let you do that. You haven’t seen the final attraction.”

				The hallway lit up with a soft click. The boys turned, both squinting in the bright light, to find the carny standing at the opposite end of the hall.

			

			
				“All you had to do was finish the tour, gentlemen.” The barker glared, his eyes shimmering yellow.

				“Fuck your tour. Fuck these freaks, but most of all… fuck you, you sicko shithead!” Colombo roared.

				“Now, boys,” the carny growled as fangs protruded from behind his widening lips. “Don’t you wanna hear my story?”

				“What’s with this guy, Mart?”

				“Just start backing up,” Marty whispered to his friend. “Slowly.”

				“I was born in a little town called Briar Bank,” the carny said as he pulled off his silver top hat and dropped it to the floor. He unbuttoned his shirt as he spoke. “No one knew what was wrong with me. I’d disappear for days on end. Then when I finally did come home, I would be naked and covered in blood.”

				“Look, dude,” Colombo said, moving back toward the entrance. “No one wants to play getting to know you, all right.”

				“Just let us go, and we won’t say anything,” Marty added.

				“But, you see…” The carny threw his shirt to the ground. He began removing his pants one leg at a time. “It wasn’t my blood. I wasn’t exactly disappearing as much as I was, let’s say… hunting.”

				The carny, now standing naked before them, hunched over with a howl of pain. Thick strands of saliva ran from his mouth in rivulets that splashed to the floor. With a crunching, rending sound the man’s body convulsed. His back split open as he fell to the floor. Coarse brown hair rose out of the wound. Marty could see two long protuberances that looked like tails swishing around behind the figure.

			

			
				Two horn-tipped wings sprouted from the discarded flesh. They spread, fanning the air and lifting the creature out of its fleshy sack. Hovering in the space of the hallway, the monster glared at them with haunting yellow eyes, set deep in a wolf’s face. The lips curled around jagged teeth dripping drool.

				Marty felt the safety of the cold steel door at his back. He was so lost in the horror of the carny’s transformation that he hadn’t realized they’d moved so far. Beside him, Colombo was shrinking into a ball, crying and begging for help.

				In an effort to save both his friend and himself, Marty took his eyes off the beast long enough to pull on the door. It wouldn’t budge. They had nowhere else to go.

				Colombo was blubbering so badly that Marty couldn’t make out a single word he was saying. Marty pressed his back against the door and slid down until his knees hit his chest. Then he wrapped his arms around his legs.

				The Beast of Briar Bank settled to the ground and stalked toward them, licking its hungry maw. The creature stopped just inches in front of Marty’s face. Its hot breath smelled sickly sweet. Its yellow eyes flashing, the beast growled deep in its throat and snapped forward for the kill.

				Marty felt himself rolling backward, then was hit by the sounds of music and loud talking. He was lying on his back; Colombo, stunned stupid, lay next to him. Two young girls and a sheepish-looking guy with glasses stood over them. They were looking toward the open door to the attraction, screaming with every breath they had in their bodies.

			

			
				The door opened outward! Marty yelled inside his head. He’d only tried pulling the door open, not pushing it.

				Marty reacted, rolling over and pushing himself up. He shoved the three onlookers away from the door. Then he leaned, grabbed Colombo under the arms, and dragged him out of the open doorway.

				The beast shook its head, looking confused. Marty could see the beast gathering its bearings as it hunkered down, readying another attack.

				Marty grabbed the heavy steel door and threw all his weight into it. The door flew forward, catching the beast’s head in the jamb.

				Shocked that his impromptu action had worked, Marty struck again while the creature was still dazed.

				He reared back, held the door tightly, and swung it closed on the creature’s skull. Over and over, he bashed the beast’s head in with the heavy door. He continued until its head looked like hamburger.

				Marty went on like that until someone finally pulled him away. He hadn’t realized he was yelling, but he couldn’t stop.

				Even as he was being carried away from the carnage that was once the Beast of Briar Bank, he was still screaming, “I want my fucking money back… I want my fucking money back… I want… my fucking… money back!”

				




			

			
				


				He’s Got Issues

				


				HOMER WOKE THAT MORNING WITH a migraine and a toothache. As if one wasn’t enough.

				Over his collection—a mound of Time and Life magazines—he crawled, up and down on his way to the bathroom. He almost slipped on Bill Gates’s face, but caught himself on a pile of Sports Illustrated swimsuit issues. In the lavatory, he squeezed past his life’s worth of Playboys before making it to the sink. Every issue ever made was represented in varying conditions, and the ones by the commode were especially damp.

				Homer opened the medicine cabinet and, like every morning, was welcomed with a landslide of prescription bottles. Most were empty, and many were down to only one pill. But he only needed the row on the top today: Percodan for the toothache, Excedrin for the migraine, Zantac for the heartburn, and Centrum for the oldness.

				Homer pulled a cup from the stack of dirty dishes on the corner of the bathtub. They looked about nine high, so it was time to start another stack. He was shocked Ollie hadn’t been in here to collect them.

				Wiping his hand across the bottom of the sink, he pushed the empty pill bottles out onto a stack of Hustler mags. Homer didn’t like Hustler as much as his Hefner collection, but once he bought one, he had to buy the rest, because he was a collector of things.

				Once the sink was cleared, he ran water in the dirty cup and shoved his four pills into his mouth. Homer watched bits of old solid milk float to the top of the water in his cup. He shrugged, unconcerned, and drank heartily while swallowing his medication. After pouring out the remaining water, Homer placed his cup back in the pile.

			

			
				Out in the hallway, Homer passed his wall of Superman. Comics in four- and five-foot piles marked the evolution of his favorite superhero. There was a number one in there somewhere, but he had no clue where. That was the problem with being a mass collector. Sometimes the collection grew beyond his control.

				“Ollie!” Homer yelled for his younger brother as he passed his room. “Wake up, you lazy shit.”

				He knocked hard on the door three times, then continued on to the living room. He had a walkway through the living room, but only someone who knew where he was going could follow it.

				Piles of clear trash bags filled to the brim with the New York Times rested on top of the unusable couch and coffee table. Encroaching towers of the Wall Street Journal threatened to secret away the entire five-foot-tall entertainment center on the far wall. Homer considered this a storeroom for all things news related. The four-foot-tall, six–foot-wide pyramid of US Weekly was the smallest collection in the room.

				Homer zigged and zagged through the bagged literature, hoping to make it to the kitchen without disturbing his collection. He did knock over one of the trash bags on the sofa, but it came to rest safely on top of three other bags on the floor.

				The door to the kitchen was slightly ajar, and daylight peeked through, highlighting the quick movement of something coming through the opening. Homer, caught off guard, found himself with his back against the bags of news on the couch.

			

			
				“We got fucking rats? Rats eat paper!” Homer raged. “Ollie, come kill this thing!”

				He got no response.

				“Figures,” Homer grumbled as he scratched the two-day-old stubble on his chin. “Gotta do everything myself. Guess I gotta shave myself, too, you useless bastard!”

				The old man peeled open the kitchen door and found the room in a horrible mess. Normally the Reader’s Digests were stacked neatly on top and below the dining table. They had been strewn everywhere, and they mixed with the issues of Rolling Stone beside the fridge, shuffled across the top of the Home and Garden stacks that wrapped around the sink area, cascaded down the rows of Highlights on the stove top, and had been flung about the Enquirers next to the back door. Homer’s beautiful collection had just been disturbed!

				The old man went about trying to organize again, cursing his worthless sibling under his breath the entire time, until he caught a flicker of brown movement in his peripheral vision.

				“Rats,” he murmured.

				The thing had darted across the tile around the back of the table. It hadn’t emerged from the other side yet, and it had nowhere else to go. So Homer knew he had the critter trapped. Quietly, he pulled a moldy frying pan from a stack of Cosmo issues in the middle of the floor. How long the skillet had been there was beyond him, but it reeked to all hell. He breathed through his mouth and began to prowl around the kitchen table like a cat on the hunt, his knees bent, shoulders hunched, and the frying pan at the ready.

				A streak of brown scurried through his legs. Homer saw just enough of it this time to know this was no rat. He fell forward because of his prowling position. The frying pan landed flat on the floor, and Homer’s face ended up in it. He gagged and spat as he wrenched his face away from the slimy cast iron. Coughing and forcing down vomit, Homer rolled on his back, and a pile of Soaps covered him in a landslide.

			

			
				“Damn it all to hell!” He cursed as he dug himself out of the mess. The frying pan was lost in the avalanche of periodicals, and Homer made no attempt to find it.

				“Ahwowwy.” The sound was like nothing he’d ever heard. It was gibberish in what sounded like a child’s voice.

				Still on his knees, Homer scanned the kitchen, but saw nothing that could have made the sound. A peal of laughter brought his attention to the top of the refrigerator. Homer evacuated his bowels when he saw the little monster sitting cross-legged just above the freezer. It was about two feet tall and covered from neck to foot in shiny, fine brown hair like a cat’s fur. Its arms were longer than its legs, and each hand had slender pink fingers tipped with black claws. Its feet were pinkish, too, but had no toes, only webbing. It smiled a wide, toothy grin, flashing black teeth that glinted with saliva. Wide slanted eyes glared at Homer in interest, and its little pink nose twitched as it more than likely was smelling the load in Homer’s trousers.

				“You… what… come… shit! Ollie!”

				The thing’s pointy ears perked up at the sound of Homer’s voice and then lay flat against the sides of its head. It tapped its nails on the top of the fridge like a bored person drumming his fingers.

				“Chin… ahh… wowwy?”

				 Homer didn’t believe or understand what he was hearing, yet he saw the creature’s mouth move and its lips form what seemed to be words.

			

			
				Curiosity was not one of Homer’s strong points. He would rather have been reading about things like this in the news, not actually living it. Slowly, he turned and headed for the door. There was a low snicker behind him, almost a sound of disapproval, and a sudden thud. Something snagged the back of his white tank top and was pulling it away from him. He looked back over his shoulder and was welcomed by the thing from the fridge staring at him from the kitchen table. Its head tilted inquisitively, it held Homer’s shirt in its right paw, or hand, or whatever the thing had at the ends of its arms.

				“Ahwowwy?”

				From the way its voice peaked at the end, Homer could tell that it had definitely asked a question. It obviously did not want him to leave the kitchen. Rather than anger it, Homer turned. As he did so, the little thing let loose of his shirt.

				“You friendly?” Homer felt just as stupid as the question sounded.

				The thing smiled.

				“Do you understand me?”

				It nodded.

				Homer felt a sudden tremor shoot through his body as something brushed against his leg. Looking down, he found another little monster walking carefree across the tile toward the sink. Homer shook his head violently, trying to clear it of all this weird crap. When his head came back to center, the new little thing had jumped up on the countertop next to the sink. It opened a copy of Reader’s Digest and seemed to be enjoying what it was reading.

				“I’m goddamned dreaming.” Homer ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “That’s it. I’ve officially gone crazy.” Homer raised his right hand, his fingers splayed out as if to pet the little monster on the table. He didn’t know what he intended to do, but he was doing it. He guessed he must be checking to see if the thing was actually tangible and not just a figment of his imagination.

			

			
				“Craw… deeee,” the thing said and leaned in toward Homer’s hand.

				With a flash of black teeth and brown fur, Homer lost three fingers. The old man screamed as blood fountained from the stumps of his index, middle, and ring fingers. His remaining thumb and pinky stretched out into a bloody surfer-dude salute. He could actually see the curve of the thing’s mouth in the bite mark.

				The thing spat Homer’s fingers onto the tile and gagged. “Gooty… gaw!” it squealed.

				Homer left before the thing had the chance to realize he was trying to escape again. He left a bloody smear on the kitchen door as he pushed through it. Not bothering to zig-zag around the piles of bagged newspapers and towers of magazines, he dove over and through them. Homer knew it made more sense to flee the house, but he had to get Ollie so they could both leave together.

				“Ollie!” Without realizing it, Homer had been yelling his brother’s name over and over since escaping the kitchen. He didn’t bother looking behind him as he tore and climbed through the pages of his favorite reading material, because he knew they were in pursuit. “Ollie!”

				“Ahwowwy!” The things behind him yelled together, one’s voice low and the other’s high. They sounded almost happy.

				Homer burst through the mess and crashed into the Superman collection. He knew he was almost there. He felt a magazine hit him in the back of the head as another one whizzed through the air past him. Crashing through Ollie’s bedroom door, he found that the room had been turned into a buffet of sorts, where his brother served as the banquet.

			

			
				Nearly two dozen of the little creatures, all different colors of the rainbow, surrounded the torn and shredded corpse of his only sibling, who had still been in bed when the feeding had begun. A couple gnawing at the legs noticed Homer enter and stopped eating for only a second to acknowledge him before going back to their meal. One rooting around inside Ollie’s smashed head came up with a handful of gray matter and flung it at Homer. The mess splattered against the doorframe. Homer watched it slide to the floor before wailing in horror.

				The back of his right leg exploded in agony just behind his knee. Instinctively, he kicked backward like a mule and felt something go soft between his foot and the hallway wall.

				He’d smashed the little brown one into a pancake; it pooped out a slop of glistening red entrails as it twitched, dying. Homer felt briefly satisfied at seeing this before realizing he still needed to make his escape. Ollie was a loss. It was only him now.

				There was a knock at the front door. Homer had never been so happy to have company. “Who is it?” Homer was stunned that those words had come out of his mouth, but shock had probably played a part in it. Plus, he’d lost a lot of blood.

				“Perris Department of Code Enforcement,” the voice on the other side of the front door said. “May we have a word with you?”

				Really, right now these clean freaks want to bother me, Homer found himself thinking incredulously.

			

			
				Homer blinked, starting to get dizzy. Something was definitely chewing on his calf.

				“One minute.” He dropped down to his knees, incredibly tired and cold.

				Homer hadn’t noticed the blood spurting freely from the back of his thigh as his femoral artery gushed pints of his life’s fluid. Everything went fuzzy. The world turned gray and banal.

				“Oh look,” Homer said as he reached down with his good hand and picked up a comic lying in front of him. “There’s my Superman number one.”

				The little monsters fell on Homer in a swarm as the code enforcement people waited outside for him to answer the door.

				




			

			
				


				Sissy

				


				SISSY LIKES PIE. SHE CAN’T live without it, really. Sissy sits in her highchair, cooing and licking red from the tips of her pudgy little fingers. She’s only a year old and doesn’t know many words. If she did, she might ask for more pie, maybe for every single meal. But Sissy doesn’t like the crust. The crust is bad and chewy. Sissy devours the filling and smiles, crimson tracing her mouth like ruby lipstick. Her pink tongue flicks out and laps at the leftovers. She’s quite happy.

				Mother thinks Sissy has eaten her fill, but Sissy has another idea. When mother reaches in to clean her fat cheeks, Sissy bites Mother, just so, right on the tip of her finger, and it bleeds something horrible. Mother is at the sink, running cold water over her wound. The two puncture wounds seep pink as the blood dilutes. Mother doesn’t look back at Sissy. She knows Sissy enjoyed the taste of her.

				Father left a long time ago. The men on the other side of the cameras let him leave. He couldn’t stand the sight of Sissy and said she looked too “wrong.” She was born with those teeth, and babies aren’t supposed to be born with teeth.

				Sissy is trying to get out of her highchair, but the duct tape holds. Her screams are not pleasant, but the look in her eyes is. Like a rollercoaster rider, she looks thrilled, but terrified. Sissy caterwauls, then hisses, and Mother has no choice but to look back—because Sissy sounds too close.

			

			
				The tape did hold, but the highchair is on its side, and Sissy’s chubby arms are pulling her across the kitchen floor. Her nails are catching tile, and she’s making progress.

				Mother forgets about the holes in her finger, and red dribbles to the floor. She takes a step back, not knowing what else to do. She trembles.

				Sissy makes it to the drops of blood on the tile. She cocks her head sideways, like a cow chewing its cud. Her tongue snaps from her mouth and laps at the blood. Mother sees the recognition in Sissy’s eyes. Mother knows that Sissy has realized that the same stuff that’s in her pie is also inside Mother.

				Sissy’s claws find the duct tape weak. She’s become so very smart since she started eating pie. Mother knew this was bound to happen. There are far too many memories hidden away under the crust.

				Sissy frees herself of her bonds, and Mother runs away. Even though she knows it’s pointless, she still tries to flee. She knows the doors are locked. She understands that the people watching the cameras in the ceiling are not going to help, because Sissy is one of a kind, and Sissy likes pie.

				Mother bangs on the door, pleading to be let out. Then the metal slat slides open, and another pie flops out of it onto the floor. This pie is still throbbing.

				“Help!” Mother screams. She wails because she can hear Sissy coming with her talons clicking on the tile, and her cooing hurts Mother’s ears.

				Mother backs into a corner and cowers, waiting. She watches Sissy eat the new pie. She cries and cries and cannot stop until Sissy finishes the pie. The look in Sissy’s eyes tells Mother that her finger tasted better—and fresher. The pie is left alone, forgotten.

			

			
				Mother wraps her arms around her shins and begs for it to be over. Sissy is coming, and Sissy looks hungry. Sissy doesn’t like pie anymore. She can live without it.

				Mother, on the other hand, Sissy finds delicious.

				




			

			
				


				Holes

				


				“HOLING IS ALL THE RAGE, catman. Trust me! It’s just gone, son. Just fucking… gone,” the holer says, his eyes wild and feral.

				I sign his admittance form and ask the orderly at the door to take him away.

				I’ve seen this entire city crumble under this new fad. These people, these holers, have found a new way to trip, and it appalls me.

				The man is dragged away by gloved hands. The gloves protect against the blood. The drainage comes from the holes that dot his skin—the places where he’s drilled into his own flesh, all the way to the bone, before dropping the drug directly into his marrow.

				This practice disgusts me. The lengths to which human beings will push their bodies just to escape, to trip…

				When the drug’s there, in the bones, it stays forever. The problem is simple: if you never come down, there’s only one way left to go—higher.

				I go home that night to candlelight, a bottle of wine breathing on the kitchen table, and a naked wife in the kitchen.

				She turns, her full breasts cupped in each hand. “Dinner is served.” Her eyes roll back in her head as she tweaks her nipples.

				I sweep her up and carry her into the bedroom.

				In our inner sanctum, I find a pair of handcuffs and a blindfold on my pillow. Setting her down upon the bed, I look over her beautiful body. “Toys, eh? Shall I lock you up?”

			

			
				“Oh, they aren’t for me, baby,” my wife groans as she writhes in the bed.

				She’s quick, moving like a wraith in the dim light coming from the lamp on my bedside table, cuffing both of my hands to the bedposts. She licks my neck, then rises from my body and moans.

				“I got another surprise,” she says.

				There stands my wife, in all her naked beauty, with a power drill in her hand. She pulls the trigger, and it grinds to life.

				“Trip with me, baby,” she says over the squealing of the hand tool.

				Burning. Flesh tearing. The smell of smoke. A sudden onset of lights, brighter than a thousand suns.

				My world spirals out of control as the drug invades my every being.

				When it’s over, she takes off the cuffs, and I lay there sweating and tripping madly.

				“Do me,” she purrs into my ear. “There’s a guard on the bit so you don’t go too deep. Do my head.”

				She sits on the edge of the bed and lifts her hair for me. Under her bicep, I see where she’s previously holed.

				“Yes, love,” I say as I remove the guard. Placing the tip of the drill against the back of her head, I squeeze the handle. It whirs to life. And I bury the spinning bit up to the hilt.

				




			

			
				


				The Kissing Booth

				


				AS THE LINE FOR THE kissing booth progressed, Isa stepped forward with the crowd. The throng shuffled like cows to the slaughter, awaiting a moment’s tenderness. Isa herself did not remember how she had come to the line, but knew she must be here. The warmth in her groin and the dampness present there pushed her and made her want for whatever was to come. A bit of thick fluid slithered along her inner thigh.

				Isa shuddered, swallowed hard, and took another step closer to release. Over the crowd she could see the Kisser off to one side. Standing there in all his beauty, he waited for the next in the queue. His smile was hypnotic and tranquil. The boyish eyes countered the dark stubble present on his chin. The dichotomy made her yearn for him. The juxtaposition of the possible stamina of his youth mixed with the promise of experience caused her thighs to tremble. Isa groaned. She needed him.

				The first raised voice, angry and betrayed, bellowed like a child in the fits of a tantrum. The obese woman in the sundress at the head of the line shrieked, flailing her arms about madly. The teenage girl beside her, all pigtails and halter top, stuck an object deep into the fat lady’s ear. Sundress buckled at the knees, holding the side of her head; a thin stick jutted from between her fingers. Isa saw the pink tip at the end of the object and the telltale yellow paint and figured it was a pencil.

				Two lithe dark figures dressed in cloaks dragged Sundress off behind the booth, where she was silenced. Isa stepped forward as the crowd moved. Pigtails took her spot back in the queue, mumbling something about Sundress having cut in line.

			

			
				Isa was sated by the fact that Sundress had brought the stabbing upon herself. She smiled. She counted no more than ten more bodies in front of her. She was growing anxious, sure that at any moment, someone could try to claim her place. She would have to react as Pigtails had. She had no other recourse. Action should be met with reaction.

				From the booth came a shriek. Isa snapped her head up in time to see the cleaver fall. The blade came down upon the wrist of a soft-looking man in bright clothing. Blood shot from the wound in streams of glorious red brighter than Isa would have imagined. Having seen blood on more than one occasion, she’d found it to be more of a rust color. That was not true of this brilliant fountain of Valentine’s red. She wondered absently if this man had a blood disorder such as anemia.

				“No touching,” exclaimed the cleaver-wielding cloaked wraith as he handed Soft-Looking Man his dismembered hand. Clutching his detached appendage to his chest, Soft-Looking Man moved from the line and into the surrounding darkness, where he disappeared.

				“Next,” called the Kisser. His voice was baritone, and it made Isa’s womanhood ache.

				The crowd moved, and Isa followed.

				A woman in heels was next. She took her kiss, which was far too long and made the crowd impatient. The three individuals behind her all grabbed at once, snatching her away forcibly. Heels’s mouth came away from the Kisser cursing loudly. His fingers found her eyes, and the blood that came was closer to the hue that Isa was accustomed to—thick and dark.

			

			
				Falling from the line, four women wrestled with each other, scratching, gnawing, ripping, making holes, and dismantling one another.

				An entourage of cloaked beings, more than Isa had time to count, emerged from the darkness at the edge of the booth to take The Four away. Still, they clamored and called to the Kisser, but he was oblivious to their wanton requests.

				The elderly woman in front of Isa wore a sequined dress. The lady’s silver hair was pulled up into a beehive that was full of so many bobby pins that she resembled an angry porcupine. The woman’s arthritic hands were distorted. Her fingers bent at odd angles, every digit pointing in a different direction. Silver Hair kept clearing her throat with a sick mucus-filled sound that made Isa want to retch.

				Isa felt sorry for the Kisser as she watched his lips connect with the old woman’s. Sloppy gestures of lust filled Isa’s vision. She fought to control her sickness. The Kisser devoured Silver Hair’s face, sucking the eyes from her skull. Her tongue came out in a long strand, and the Kisser swallowed it like a noodle. Quick Cloaks made Silver Hair’s remains disappear without delay. The Kisser picked an ear from between his teeth and tossed the cartilage into the darkness.

				During her sojourn, the old woman lost a shoe. Isa kicked it from before her.

				Isa was next. Next! It was her turn!

				The Kisser’s fiery gaze settled upon Isa, and she quaked. A throbbing rose in her loins, weakening her knees. Her thighs stuck together as if they had been glued. Isa found it hard to approach the booth at first. Finally, her legs came apart, and she was before the Kisser. He grabbed her about the shoulders. His clutches were cold, far more gelid than she could ever have imagined. Isa shivered.

			

			
				The Kisser’s eyes became memories. Isa’s past played out before her: the lonely nights, a bottle of pills, razors that sealed the deal when the overdose faltered, bleeding out followed by cold…

				Isa was pulled in.

				Below her, fires raged and souls lamented. She was kissed so that her eternity could begin.

				




			

			
				


				Come to Jesus Meeting

				


				“SUFFER THE LITTLE CHILDREN UNTO me.” Nick read the words that were scratched at the base of the statue. The erratic font was chiseled into the stone. The S of suffer looked like a lightning bolt; every other letter was just as jagged and menacing as the one before it. The sentence ended in ellipses: me…

				“That’s creepy, Nicky.” Tosh grimaced. The older boy was leaning against a tree. A toothpick jutted from the corner of his mouth. Tosh had just turned thirteen a month before and was two years older than his friend.

				The journey to the statue had been a short one. Jessica, who was skipping around the statue to a song she hummed, had told them about the location the night before, after the hometown football game. She led them through the thick trees of Marietta Wood, into this clearing, with a smile permanently etched across her face. Tosh could tell Jessica loved this eerie effigy and had kept it a secret so only their group of three could hang out around it.

				Tosh wondered why no one else had ever come across it. Marietta Wood was tucked away on the easternmost side of Chestnut, Ohio. Teenagers used these woods for make-out sessions and other more carnal activities, and Tosh doubted that none of the other interlopers had ever found this thing. The teenagers probably skirted it because it looked so damn creepy. Looking upon it as he leaned against the prickly bark of the tree, Tosh felt a chill run down his spine.

			

			
				“Isn’t it just cool?” Jessica sang as she skidded to a stop in front of Tosh. She jerked forward and planted a kiss on his cheek. “It could be our hangout, right, Tosh?”

				“’Spose so.” Tosh looked over the sad countenance of Jesus’s face, shuddering. “How’d you find this place?”

				“Don’t know. Just did.” Jessica was far too perky, even for an eleven-year-old, and Tosh found her annoying at times. But, alas, she had a crush on him, and he wasn’t the kinda guy who brushed people off. He’d told her several times that she was too young for him, but that hadn’t stopped her from showering him with surprise kisses and random hugs. He wondered inwardly if she were a little bit “special” as her brown curls bounced off her shoulders in her exuberance.

				“I was walking ’round, and bam! It was there. Lalalalala.”

				“It’s looking at me.” Nick’s voice broke through Tosh’s thoughts, and he glanced back to see what Nick was talking about.

				The alabaster Jesus stood on a carved stone podium about a foot tall. His arms were stretched out to his sides in a welcoming gesture. His sleeves hung, unmoving, at his sides. The stone garb was simple, just like that of any other picture or depiction of Jesus that Tosh had ever seen. The Jesus’s white shoulder-length hair had been carved into elaborate waves with smooth lines to give off the semblance of strands. Jesus was the norm all around—except for the eyes.

				Someone had taken great care to hollow out those eyes and replace the cavities with black marbles.

				“What are you talking about? You couldn’t tell if it was looking at you even if it was. Its eyes are, like, black and stuff, Nicky,” Tosh told the younger boy. Nicky was a good kid, even if he was a bit weird and nervous at times. He was Tosh’s friend, and that counted for more than anything in Tosh’s eyes.

			

			
				“I swear to… well, him, that he looked at me.” Visibly upset, Nicky backed away from the statue. The balled hands at his side were trembling, but Tosh decided not to mention it. The kid didn’t need his harping. Nicky’s dad did enough of that.

				“Dude,” Tosh said as he laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It’s a freaking statue.”
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				The three of them sat Indian style in front of the stone Jesus, playing cards. The light of the day began to fade.

				Tosh stood up, brushing himself off, and stretched his arms high above his head. “Guess it’s time to go,” he told Jessica and Nicky.

				“Gonna walk me home, Tosh?” Jessica pleaded, pushing herself off the detritus-laden ground.

				“I guess,” he smiled. “It’s on my way. Come on, Nicky.”

				“I’m gonna hang out for a little while,” the younger boy said. A dark cast had settled over his eyes.

				“Your dad’s gonna have a fit if you’re out after dark,” Tosh reminded him. Nicky’s dad was a monster, and there was no reason to tempt the beast.

				“He got his pills today, so he’s gonna be snorting them for the next week. I’m cool.” Nicky offered a wan smile that said enough to convince Tosh.

				“All right. But be careful.” Tosh gave Nicky a fist bump and walked off with Jessica into the darkening woods.
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				“Think things get any better?” Nicky asked the stone face that stared at him with black eyes. The purple sky was reflected there, and Nicky found himself almost hypnotized. “I mean, you know what I’m talking about. You’re all knowing and whatnot. Do you really think stuff gets better?”

				The Jesus offered only a cold gaze.

				“Guess not,” Nicky smiled weakly. “It’s just… Mom is always at work, and Dad’s always putting that crap up his nose. I just think it’s gotta get better, if not different, know what I mean? Things couldn’t possibly get worse.”

				Nicky laughed nervously and felt his bladder yell at him. “Be right back. Gotta pee. Don’t go anywhere!”

				He jogged over to the nearest tree and released himself from his jeans. Steam rose from the stream into the cold air enveloping around him. Something crunched behind him, but he ignored it as he pissed hard. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d emptied his bladder and thought that all that tea during lunch today hadn’t been such a good idea.

				A twig snapped, making Nicky swing his head around. He didn’t see anything. But before he refocused on urinating, he noticed something that made his breath catch in his throat and his stream sputter to an end. The Jesus was gone from his stone podium. Only jagged chunks of rock remained on the base. A single alabaster toe, broken off from the rest, lay discarded in the moonlight.

			

			
				Nicky shook off and zipped up. He crept with exaggerated steps over to the stone podium and bent down to run his fingers across the place where Jesus had stood just moments before. The smell of damp leaves mixed with the scent of rock dust. Nicky sneezed the crap out of his nose and was reminded of changing the litter box at home; the particulate-filled air even smelled like dirty kitty litter.

				A cracking sound, the click of rock on rock, filled the night, and Nicky wasn’t the least bit surprised that he felt a presence behind him.

				Stone fingers played through his hair, petting him. Nicky was calm and his body relaxed under the feel of the cool alabaster on his head. The fingers scraped his scalp and drew blood, but he didn’t notice. The sensation was the greatest feeling he’d ever known.

				“I knew you were listening,” Nicky whispered, his voice so low that he barely heard himself.

				From over his shoulder, rock and alabaster rained down, bouncing off him and onto the podium with a click, click, click. The slight wind of speech blew a tickling sensation into his right ear. The stone fingers latched onto Nicky’s hair and snatched it up in clumps.

				The boy screamed.

				“Happy are those who taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stone.”

				In a quick downward movement, Nicky’s face was smashed into the rock podium.
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				As their friend was dying, Jessica skipped along at Tosh’s side. Her house came into view, and she reluctantly turned into the drive. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Right?” The question sounded a little clingy, and she hoped Tosh hadn’t noticed. He was so cute! She was enamored of his auburn eyes and shocking-blond hair.

				“It’s Saturday. So I guess so.” He smiled, and Jessica melted.

				“At the statue?” She bounced up and down, unable to control herself.

				Tosh chuckled. “Yeah, silly. Now, go on.” He waved her off.

				Blowing him a kiss, Jessica turned and ran down her driveway. Bounding up the steps of the porch, she pirouetted and found that Tosh had already begun to disappear down the road in a run. It was getting late, and she knew he’d be in trouble if he wasn’t home soon. She didn’t even think to worry about Nicky.

				Jessica noticed that her parents’ station wagon wasn’t in the driveway. She hunted out the spare key from under the welcome mat. She unlocked the door, and returned the key before running inside. Jessica liked having the house to herself, but already hated the fact that Tosh wasn’t around anymore.

				She jogged into the kitchen, pulling her hair into a ponytail, and snagged a rubber band from the junk drawer. Tying her hair back, she went to the fridge to grab a snack. A note hung from the fridge. Tearing it down, she read it aloud in the empty kitchen.

				“Jessie—that’s me!” She giggled. “Dinner will be late—When isn’t it?—because we had to go get your dad that new video game he’s been wanting. Fend for yourself—as always!—until we get home. There’s laundry on the line out back. Please take it down before it gets dark—too late!—We love you! Your—crazy—mother.”

			

			
				Jessica crumpled the note and tossed it in the trash. Sighing loudly, she slumped her shoulders forward. She moved into the hall to get the clothes basket from the bathroom. The dryer had crapped out a couple of months back, and Dad kept saying he was going to fix it or buy another one, but he still hadn’t.

				“Guess his game is more important,” she said as she vibrated her tongue between her lips, giving the air a raspberry. “Lah, lah dee, da!” Jessica sung as she made her way down the hall, heading for the back door.

				Jessica flipped the switch on the wall, and the bug light cast the backyard in a dull citron glow. She sidled out the door with the basket under her arm, then closed it behind her.

				The linens fluttered in the wind, catching the soft breeze of the evening. Jessica stepped forward and set the basket down at her feet as she began pulling off clothespins and putting them in her pocket. Humming a Miley Cyrus song, Jessica continued taking down the clothes from the first line before moving on to the back line. She slid the basket forward with her foot, and reached up to take down her heart-patterned sheet from the line.

				Jessica undid the right pin and then the left, letting the sheet fall onto her outstretched arm.

				The Jesus glared at her with black glass eyes.

				Jessica screamed, stumbling back and falling over the clothes basket. She hit the ground hard, knocking the wind out of herself.

				The Jesus took a step forward. His movements were jerky and robotic. As she struggled to claim her air, she noticed the blood spatter across the stone countenance and wondered incredulously whose it was. A single line of blood ran from the Jesus’s right eye in a thin rivulet like a crimson tear. His white body looked brown in the shadows and yellow where the light of the bug lamp hit it.

			

			
				Jessica tried to scream for help and willed herself to make some kind of noise, but it was no use; she couldn’t catch her breath.

				Looming over her, seeming massive and all encompassing, the Jesus bent at the waist and grabbed her by the throat.

				Breathing became not difficult, but impossible as her throat was crushed shut in the Jesus’s grasp. Jessica’s eyes bugged from her head. She clawed at the alabaster arms of this malicious savior.

				The Jesus raised Jessica’s struggling form in front of him, looking her over with those black spheres. The statue reached back and tore the clotheslines down from the T-bar. It stepped to the side and shoved Jessica’s back up against the wooden post hard enough to crack two of her ribs.

				The world started to sparkle as Jessica’s eyes filled with stars. She tried whimpering and pleading, but she didn’t have enough air to even squeak.

				The Jesus took her left hand into his free one and slammed it back against the crossbar of the post. The sharp hook that had once held the line cut through her wrist as if it were paper. Jesus repeated the process with Jessica’s other arm. Jesus glared at her, stepping back to survey his work, releasing her throat in the process.

				Jessica gasped, but couldn’t catch her breath to actually make a sound. She tried to wrench her arms from the metal hooks, but her attempts were useless. She had been crucified.

			

			
				“Wha… why…” she finally managed.

				“Forgive them, father, for they know not what they do,” the stone mouth said. The voice echoed like a sentence spoken into a canyon.

				The Jesus lifted Jessica’s shirt just enough to expose her midriff. The Jesus sunk a sharp alabaster finger deep into Jessica’s right side. Pulling down slowly, the stone savior opened her gut. Blood ran from the wound and cascaded over the stone hand.

				Jessica bucked and fought, but it was futile. The more she struggled, the more the hooks tore into her arms. She was losing blood quickly. The world started to disappear behind a wall of black.

				There, in the gloom of a dying vision, Tosh blew her a final kiss.
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				Tosh had no idea that both of his best friends were now dead. He lay on his bed, reading the newest issue of X-Men.

				His mom came in and said good night, but Tosh only waved her away. This issue of his favorite comic book series was really good, and he didn’t want to be disturbed. Wolverine was stuck in a vat of molten steel. The end seemed to be near for the sideburns-adorned superhero.

				Tosh jumped when something hit his comic, tearing it loose from his hands. The object and the book rolled onto the floor. He shook his head, wondering what had just happened. Sliding forward off the side of the bed, he looked down at the spot where everything had landed.

			

			
				The comic was still open, but the pages were covered in a gooey red substance.

				His mother’s severed head rolled languidly across the floor, finally coming to a rest on the pages of the book.

				Tosh screamed. He pushed himself away from the grotesque sight. Pedaling off the opposite edge of the bed, he crashed onto the floor. His head snapped right and left as he tried to grasp the current situation. Horror overtook him. His body began to convulse uncontrollably. Tosh scrambled to his hands and knees, then pushed himself off the floor, grunting with the effort. He needed to find a phone, call for help.

				Tosh stumbled out of bed and staggered to his bedroom door. He reeled, and his brain spun, synapses misfiring, gray matter becoming pudding, as he used the wall of the hallway to support himself. He rounded the corner into the living room and tripped over what was left of his mother’s headless body. Swimming in an unending pool of blood, Tosh slid across the hardwood floors as he tried to get up. The sticky fluid got trapped under his nails and covered him from head to foot.

				Tosh crawled for the kitchen, to the landline phone, where help surely hid. The lake of gore finally ended, and he was able to stand up. Crashing through the kitchen’s swinging door, Tosh found his father at the dining room table.

				His dad sat with his head tilted back, looking at the ceiling. The cordless phone had been shoved so deep into his throat that Tosh could only see the antenna.

				“No!” Tosh screamed until his voice cracked. He ran to his dead father, placing a bloody hand on each of his cheeks. He wanted to pull out the phone. But seeing it there in his dad’s mouth, Tosh found himself unable to act.

			

			
				“Eat of my flesh. Drink of my blood,” a hollow, soul-chilling voice said.

				Tosh spun around and found the Jesus statue standing in the entrance of the kitchen. White spots shone through the viscera that covered the thing’s alabaster form. The statue reached out and tilted its head to one side, welcoming Tosh into its embrace.

				“No, no, no!” Tosh wailed as he took off for the garage door.

				Grabbing the knob, he crashed into it with his shoulder. The door was locked. His bloody fingers slid over the brass as he tried to undo the bolt. He could hear the clunky, crackling footsteps of the Jesus just behind him.

				Whimpering madly and praying to a kind God and not the one that hunted him, Tosh finally managed to unlock the door. He burst through, his feet entangling as he smacked into his parents’ minivan. His head butted the hood of the vehicle. Tosh slid down the side panel into a crumpled mess on the floor.

				“For God so loved the world…” the Jesus statue spoke as it came into the garage. “He gave his only begotten son.”

				The statue reached down and pulled Tosh up off the ground by his collarbone. The sharp stone fingers pierced his skin, and he wailed in torment.

				The Jesus held Tosh up and said: “Suffer the little children.”

				Tosh yelled as he slapped both of his bloody hands on each side of the alabaster monstrosity’s face. His thumbs sought out the black marbles, then pushed hard.

				They weren’t glass after all, but soft, pliable globes. Tosh, screaming insanely, shoved a thumb into each orb. The eyes popped, and a cold, gelatinous fluid ran down Tosh’s forearms.

			

			
				The Jesus dropped him to the floor.

				Tosh scrambled backward until his back met the wheel well of the minivan. The Jesus grabbed for its destroyed eyes. A thousand lamenting voices erupted from its mouth.

				Thick, black gel rained down over Tosh as it spewed forth from the Jesus’s eye sockets. The statue collapsed forward onto its alabaster knees. Chunks of stone flew off and skated across the floor, out of sight under the van. The Jesus fell toward Tosh, but caught itself with its hands.

				The statue made a sound like a cat in a fight. It quaked as putrid black blood erupted from its mouth. The Jesus crawled forward, approaching Tosh in jerking movements.

				“I am the Alpha!” it roared.

				Out of the corner of his eye, Tosh spotted his father’s sledgehammer leaning against the wall. Tosh scrambled for the tool, giving the statue a wide berth. He picked up the sledge and laid it over his shoulder.

				The Jesus threw its alabaster head back and bellowed, “I am the Omega!”

				“Dude!” Tosh took a batter’s stance. “You’re just a goddamn statue.”

				The Jesus reached for Tosh as he swung the sledgehammer. The hollow head exploded into a multitude of pieces. Black fluid spurted from the Jesus’s jagged neck like ink gushing from a carotid. The statue fell backward, shattering on the floor of the garage.

				Tosh kicked a stray piece of stone into the black goop and dropped the hammer into the mess.

			

			
				Tears finally overcoming him, Tosh went to call the authorities. He had no idea what he was going to tell them.
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				“If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, on where you stop your story.”

				


				—Orson Welles


				



			
				


				An Affair To Remember

				


				“OLE DUB-YA SAID ONE TIME: ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, well… you can’t get fooled again,” Jimmy Thomas said as he placed the nail-gun tip a little further up Ray’s left thigh. A row of shiny silver circles, eight in all, trailed up Ray Somers’s leg from his knee to the top of his thigh. Jimmy pulled the trigger, and another three-inch-nail was driven deep into Ray’s leg.

				“Fuck you, you damn sicko!” Ray spat blood from his swollen lip into Jimmy’s face. Ray was naked, his manhood out for the world to see, a condom still hanging from its tip.

				Jimmy wiped the spittle from his beard and cheek. He had a good eight inches on the man in the chair. His chest and shoulders were double the size of that twerp’s. What the hell had Wendy seen in the sorry sack? Was it because he dressed all fancy and worked at a bank? Had she given in because he smelled better and made more money? Jimmy couldn’t see the attraction no matter how hard he tried. He used to pick on the sniveling little turd in high school. Jimmy had been a jock, and Ray a math geek. What the hell was wrong with the world?

				Jimmy shook his head. It didn’t matter. He’d crossed that line an hour ago, and there was no going back. It didn’t scare him in the least that he was enjoying himself. He lay the nail gun down on the floor and pulled the fillet knife from the sheath on his hip. “This gonna be the best part ri’chere.” Jimmy smiled.

			

			
				Ray bucked and fought the multi-colored bungee ties holding him in place. He kicked and rocked, but the chair never moved.

				“I nailed it down, Ray. Used the same gun I used to board you up.” Jimmy made circles in the air with the glimmering blade as he approached his victim. Jimmy placed the cold steel along the side of Ray’s penis. “Can you feel that, boss? Through the rubber, I mean. Now, let’s make sure you never fuck another man’s wife again. Whatcha say?”

				“You know what? Wendy told me how she loved to suck my dick just so she could run home and give you a big, sloppy spunk-laden kiss!”

				“Oh, really?” Jimmy retracted the blade. “Now, don’t that just beat all.” He raised his boot and slammed it down between Ray’s spread legs. The man let out a strangled yelp, the noise sounding much too loud in the small kitchen.

				Jimmy ground his foot into Ray’s genitals, thinking of how his ma used to mash taters. “You got anything else smart to say, you bastard?”

				“She didn’t love you, Jimmy. You know that? She couldn’t care less if you live or die.”

				“Don’t really matter now, Ray. That bitch got two in her little black heart. First one didn’t quite do it, but the second sure finished her off.” Jimmy bent and grabbed Ray’s penis. He had a brief thought about how he never figured he’d ever be holding another man’s dick in his hand. “Now, let’s make things right. Whatcha say, Ray?”

				“Please, God. Jimmy, no…”

				With a flick of Jimmy’s wrist, it was done.
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				The house smelled like copper and sex. Jimmy’s once happy home—a small one-bedroom shack he’d bought the year Wendy and he had gotten hitched—felt just as empty as he was. Those walls had seen their fair share of betrayal and blood.

				Jimmy left Ray unconscious, surely near death. The skinny little bastard would bleed out before long, if shock didn’t kill him first. Jimmy had other things to deal with. He had to get Wendy’s body out of the bedroom and buried before her mother came looking for her the next morning. Jimmy’s mother-in-law gave Wendy rides to the Shop-N-Bargain where Wendy had been working the past four months.

				Jimmy had once wondered why Wendy’s damn paychecks were always so small. Now, he knew. Wendy used to get off every day a couple of hours before she told Jimmy she was supposed to just so she could go have her way with ol’ Ray. He caught wind of that information this morning from Danny down at the Iraqi-Pak. Jimmy had decided not to go to work after Danny gave him the bad news; he’d almost clobbered the kid just for telling him. Jimmy waited on a side road until he saw Ray’s gold Acura pull into their driveway. Ray’d had no reason to worry; Jimmy hadn’t missed a day of work in five years. Wendy probably hadn’t even told Ray to be discreet about it.

				That damn ungrateful bitch.


				Screw her for thinking she could fuck around on him and get away with it.


				Jimmy was a real man, and real men handled their damned business. You didn’t mess with Jimmy Thomas if you wanted to wake up the next morning.

			

			
				Damn straight!


				Jimmy pushed open the door to the bedroom.

				He saw the pool of blood he’d left Wendy in, the knocked over lamp she’d tried to cling to after the first shot, and the crumpled, bloody bed sheet she’d latched onto on her way down to the floor.

				Where was Wendy?

				Jimmy scratched his head. He shoved his free hand inside his coveralls to rub at his chest hair as he pondered Wendy’s whereabouts.

				“She was dead,” Jimmy said.

				As if in answer, a groan came from the walk-in closet. The voice sounded female, but not quite like Wendy.

				“Jimmy,” the voice rasped. “Poor Jimmy.”

				“Wendy? You in there?” Jimmy suddenly realized how stupid that question was. ‘Course she’s in there, you big dummy. Who else would be in there? Laura Fuckin’ Bush? “You come on out now, ya hear?”

				“Come and get me, Jimmy.”

				The cheating bitch had been dead; he’d checked her pulse. Jimmy swore to Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, he had shot that unfaithful skank dead as a doornail.

				Jimmy grinned a little as the word nail passed through his gray matter. Something to remember Ray by.

				He took a step toward the closet door. Then another.

				“Bitch, if I got to come in there after you, I’m gonna…”

				He threw open the closet door. The light from the bedroom only reached so far. Jimmy could see Wendy’s naked calves, knees, thighs and shaven woman parts, but no light had claimed her torso yet.

				“Wendy?”

				She shuffled forward, her balance not looking so good. “Jimmy, my dear… you’ve been bad.”

			

			
				Her eyes were white cataracts, her lips pulled back over bared teeth. The woman’s big, floppy breasts—the same ones Jimmy had once loved to play with—were white at the top, but darkened to purple at the tips where blood had settled. The two bullet holes over her heart still leaked red goop.

				Jimmy sighed. “Ah, shit. Don’t that just beat all.”

				Wendy reached for him as she left the closet. Jimmy backed up, almost to the bedroom door. She stumbled forward, and Jimmy took another step away and bumped into something solid where there should have been nothing but open hallway.

				He spun around, stumbled, tried to right himself, failed, and landed on the bed.

				Ray stood in the doorway. How the hell he had gotten undone from that chair eluded Jimmy. The man’s eyes were glassed over, foggy looking, but not completely white like Wendy’s. The nine nail heads shined in the bedroom light from their places deep inside Ray’s thigh. The stump above his testicles, what was left of his penis, dripped crimson. The dickless wonder glared at Jimmy from the door, his severed member in one hand and a meat cleaver dangling from his other.

				Slowly, Ray raised his own penis to his lips. “Not a sound now, Jimmy.” Ray spoke, but his lips never moved.

				“Well, don’t this just beat all.” Jimmy snorted as the cleaver fell.

				




			

			
				


				Snuggles

				


				MY NAME IS ELIZABETH, AND I like cats. I have three cats. Their names are Cuddles, Snuggles, and Bumbles. They are inside cats, but Snuggles likes to play outside. I wish he wouldn’t. The road is scary. Mom says cats get hurt and go to Heaven when they play in the road. I don’t want Snuggles to go to Heaven.

				Cuddles is black as bedtime outside my window. She’s sweet and likes to sleep with me. That’s why I call her Cuddles. She likes to cuddle. She’s the oldest cat. Mom says she’s nine years old. She’s older than me! I’m only six years old.


				I will be seven in October. I like that month. It’s when I get to go out trick or treating with my friends on Halloween. My birthday is on the tenth of October!


				Bumbles is the youngest. He is gray like a rainy day. Sometimes Bumbles falls off things. Mom and me laugh. He’s a silly cat. Mom says I should have named him Clumsy. Do you know what clumsy means? I don’t.


				My favorite cat is Snuggles. He’s a good cat. I love him very much. He is orange and white. When he goes outside, I miss him. Snuggles does not play with Cuddles and Bumbles. Mom says that is because he is a “middle child.”


				One day when I was asleep, my dad let Snuggles outside. I did not know Dad let my favorite cat outside. I was mad. Mom told Dad it was best if Snuggles stayed inside because of the road. Dad said he was sorry. He would not do it again. I love my dad. He is nice and gives me candy when I’m good. I am sure he will not let Snuggles back outside. Dad doesn’t want Snuggles to get hurt either. He said he would be sad, too, if Snuggles went to Heaven.


			

			
				I have not seen Snuggles since Dad let him outside. I am worried about Snuggles. Cuddles and Bumbles are fun to play with, but I miss Snuggles. Mom said she would go looking for him when she gets home from work.


				Mom and Dad both work at a hospital. Mom is a nurse. Dad helps people walk. There’s a big name for what Dad does, but I can’t say it right. He says when people get hurt and break parts of their bodies, the doctors fix them. Sometimes after they’re fixed, they have trouble moving. Dad helps them with that. He is a good helper. Sometimes he helps me make sandwiches for lunch. He plays with my hair sometimes. I tell him I love him. Dad says he loves me, too.


				When Mom gets home from work, she looks sad. She does not talk to me. In the kitchen, Mom grabs a trash bag. She leaves again without speaking to me. Mom comes back inside and tells me that she found Snuggles. He was in the road. Now he is in Heaven. I am sad.


				I cry.


				Dad gets home and comes to my room. He says he is sorry. Dad says he will get me another cat, and we can name it Snuggles, too. I tell him it won’t be Snuggles. I put my face in his shirt and make it wet.


				The next day, Ms. Giddy comes. She’s my nanny. Ms. Giddy is pretty. Her eyes look like blue diamonds, and her hair is brown like a tree trunk. She likes to sew. Ms. Giddy makes quilts to sell at the Flea Market. Do fleas really go to the market? I don’t know.


				Ms. Giddy teaches me at home. I used to go to real school. Dad said I couldn’t anymore. He said that my teacher was something called an Ig No Ray Muss. I just called him Mr. Ted.


			

			
				After school, Ms. Giddy told me to do my chores before Mom and Dad got home. I wash the dishes, clean my room, and take out the trash.


				I find Snuggles in the garbage. He doesn’t look like he used to. His back leg is gone and his tail is missing. Snuggles is hard like a rock and cold like ice cream. Little bugs are crawling in and out of his nose. I don’t know why he would let them do that. Do you?


				I thought Snuggles was in Heaven. Why would Mom and Dad tell me he was when he wasn’t? Is Heaven another way of saying trashcan? I don’t think so.


				I take Snuggles inside and put him in my closet. Ms. Giddy is sewing and doesn’t see Snuggles. That’s good. I don’t want anyone to see Snuggles until I fix his bad parts and put him back together. Everyone will be so happy when they see Snuggles came back from Heaven.


				Ms. Giddy taught me needle stitch. It was fun.

				I tell her that I have a project I want to work on. She says she will help. I tell her thank you, but I want it to be a surprise. She says okay. I ask her for some thread and a needle. She gives me her old stuff she doesn’t use anymore. She smiles when I smile. Ms. Giddy will be so happy when she sees my project.


				Mom and Dad come home and Ms. Giddy leaves. Mom and me played a bored game, and Dad cooked dinner. I don’t know why it’s called a bored game. It’s fun to play. I wasn’t bored at all.


				After I ate all my dinner, Dad let me go upstairs to play before bedtime. I’m glad he did. Snuggles is waiting on me.


			

			
				Snuggles is hard work. I had to use Bumbles’ back leg to fix Snuggles. Bumbles was mad. He hissed and spit at me. He didn’t like it when I used Mom’s good kitchen knife on him. Bumbles got real quiet after that. I put him in a shoebox. The box has Princesses on it. I didn’t have those shoes anymore. Mom said I grew out of them. She let me keep the box. I’m glad she did.


				Snuggles is almost done. I need to find him a tail. Cuddles won’t work. Mom calls him a Bob Cat. I told her his name was Cuddles, not Bob. She says they’re called that because they don’t have tails. Why don’t they? Do you know? I don’t.


				Bumbles’ tail doesn’t fit. I already tried it. His tail is too thin. Snuggles’ tail was big and fluffy. Maybe I can find something when Ms. Giddy lets me go out to play tomorrow.
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				I found a tail that fits! There was a dog in the road today. He was big and yellow. His tail was good and puffy. I used Mom’s chicken scissors to take it off him. Snuggles will look great!


				When Snuggles went to Heaven, some of his tummy fell out. I put it in the sink. We have a monster that chews up nasty stuff when you turn on a light switch. Snuggles’ stuffing is very nasty. The monster sounds like Ms. Giddy when she clears her throat. It’s funny.


				I use Mom’s neck pillow to stuff Snuggles again. It is just the right size. I leave some of it out when I sew him up. Makes him look cool!


			

			
				Snuggles was all orange and white when I started. Now he has a long yellow tail and gray back legs. His tummy is bright blue and says Serta. I put plastic eyes in his head.


				Snuggles’ old eyes are gross. I give them to the monster in the sink.
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				When Ms. Giddy comes, I show her Snuggles. She is not happy. Why isn’t she? Ms. Giddy starts to scream. I tell her nothing’s wrong. Snuggles is back! She picks up the phone to call Mom and Dad. I don’t want her to ruin the surprise!


				Snuggles makes Ms. Giddy’s neck all red and open. I use my skateboard to move her. Now she’s in my closet with Bumbles. Ms. Giddy is heavy! I don’t have a shoebox as big as her, so I let her rest against a wall. Ms. Giddy looks like she’s asleep with her eyes open. I cover her in my Hello Kitty blanket.


				Mom and Dad are mad that Ms. Giddy isn’t here when they get home. They ask me where she is. I tell them I don’t know. I’m still upset they told me Snuggles went to Heaven when he didn’t. I know it’s wrong to lie, but they did it first!


				Snuggles crawls down Dad’s throat while he’s asleep.


				Mom is yelling when she wakes up.


				Snuggles took out Mom’s eyes. He wants them. I take out his plastic doll eyes and put Mom’s in their place.


				Snuggles looks so wonderful!

				


			

			
				I’m starting to run out of stuff to eat. Mom and Dad won’t wake up to go grocery shopping, and I don’t know how to cook. All my Lunchables are gone. I am out of my Capri Sun juice pouches.


				Snuggles broke a window and ran away. I haven’t seen him in a week.


				I’m lonely and hungry.


				I wonder what Cuddles tastes like.


				Here, kitty, kitty.

				




			

			
				


				World’s Greatest Dad

				


				We lost Kimmy three weeks ago.

				Scratch that.

				I lost Kimmy three weeks ago.
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				Halloween usually came and went with little to no incident. Llywellyn, my wife, would hand out treats while I took Kimmy out about town to score some sweets. Done and home, we’d scavenge the plastic pumpkin for our spoils and partake in gluttonous deeds until we were green, bloated, and bedridden. Our candy comas would wear off overnight, and we’d do the same thing the next evening, never learning our lesson. Lyn would bitch and moan about how much of a bad influence I was on our child. I’d smile and say, “Yes, dear,” before ripping open yet another foiled candy confection.

				Ah, tradition in the Nelson home.

				Kimmy and Lyn were upstairs, finishing the last of Kimmy’s witch makeup, while I hovered over my only addiction. The Folgers in my cup was not only the best part of waking up, but my reason for being.

				The World’s Gratest Dad coffee cup had been a Father’s Day gift. Last year, Kimmy’s third-grade class had worked with clay as an art project, and my mug had been the result. The cute misspelling of greatest served as a subtle reminder of Kimmy’s age, a moment untarnished by time.

			

			
				I was on my eighth cup in only four hours, and my bladder was bursting. Deciding it would be a bad idea to go out with full pipes, I set down my coffee mug and went to empty the tank.

				Pissing hard, I was reminded of Niagara Falls along with the old tune, This Is the Song That Never Ends, as the toilet became frothy with my stream. I zipped up, washed my hands, and returned to my cup of coffee a new man. I sat there with my coffee mug, staring at it for some time, waiting for everyone to get ready.

				“Ready!” Kimmy belted as she charged through the kitchen door, broomstick in hand.

				“Uh, yeah… all right then.” I stood up to get a good look at her. “Don’t you look just positively wicked!”

				Kimmy’s pale face seemed to glow under the green paint. Lyn had done a great deal of shadowing around Kimmy’s eyes to make them look hollow and menacing. Her black cloak flowed around her petite frame, swallowing it whole. Atop her head, a crooked point creased over onto itself, making the tip of the black hat look like a limp wrist.

				“I’m gonna get you, Daddy,” Kimmy squealed as she rushed over, wrapping her small arms around me, squeezing hard. “And your little dog, too!”

				“But we don’t have a dog, Kimmy.”

				“Ah, who cares? Gotta have the dog, or it doesn’t work.”

				“My little ten-year-old method actress. What am I gonna do with you?”

				“You, vile vermin, will take me trick or treating, or be turned into a hideous toad. Ribbit!”

				“Wouldn’t want that.” I laughed as Lyn walked into the kitchen behind Kimmy. “Your mother doesn’t look like the frog-kissing type. Just saying.”

			

			
				“Who says I haven’t been kissing a frog all these years?” Lyn tilted her head, hands on her hips.

				“Tushy.” I laughed.

				“It’s pronounced ‘too-shay,’ Carl.”

				“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” I turned back to Kimmy. “Ready?”

				“Toil, toil, churn and boil… best get me some candy, fool!” My daughter erupted in laughter so loud I had to cover my ears.

				I pointed at Lyn. “She’s your daughter.”

				“So you keep saying. But she still looks an awful lot like you.”
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				The man in the cheap suit tried to calm me down. “Mr. Nelson, just stick to what you remember.”

				“Listen, you waste of space, my daughter’s out there somewhere, and you’re fucking around here! She’s not here; she’s out there!” I bellowed into the detective’s face.

				“Carl, please, they’re trying to help,” Lyn said from where she sobbed on her mother’s shoulder.

				Georgia, my mother-in-law, glared at me accusingly. “Why weren’t you watching her, Carl?”

				“Mom…” Lyn straightened. “It wasn’t his fault. Right, Carl?”

				“I-I can’t… damnit!” I dropped into my recliner and ran a trembling hand through my hair. Looking up at the officer, I fought for the words. “Can you help us?”

			

			
				“We’re doing our best, Mr. Nelson. I know this is difficult, but you have to help us out here. When was the last time you saw Kimmy?”

				“We were rounding Piedmont, just past Section Street, when…”
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				People surrounded us on all sides as we walked through the pack of trick or treaters. Kimmy noticed the guy before I did. With a look of horror on her face, she stopped and pointed.

				“What? What is it?” I asked as a lady in a Snow White costume shouldered me without apology.

				“He looks so real,” Kimmy said in awe.

				Ahead, sitting on a rocking chair in the middle of the sidewalk, was a fat man in a wolf costume. Kimmy was right. Even with his tremendous girth, the guy did look like an upright wolf. His long snout bobbed up and down as he spoke to children and adult passersby alike. Over his costume, he wore a blue bonnet and a navy dress with white fringe. He looked as if he’d just stepped out of Little Red Riding Hood and taken a seat in the middle of the sidewalk.

				“Can I go say hi? He looks like he’s got a bucket load of candy!”

				“Yeah, go on.” It was, after all, Halloween, and candy was the reason we were out there. A sugar rush of epic proportions was already in our future if the weight of her plastic pumpkin promised true.

				Kimmy strode into the crowd, leaving me in her dust.

			

			
				“Carl? Carl Nelson? I’ll be damned. Who are you supposed to be?” David from across the street pushed through the crowd.

				“Hey, Dave.” I shook his hand.

				“Where’s the little one?”

				“Up ahead. She found some guy in a wolf costume handing out goodies to the masses. I feel sorry for the guy, truth be told.”

				“Yeah, my little one just ransacked the slob. That’s one well-fed wolf.” He laughed as he slapped me on the shoulder.

				“How is Nick?” I asked.

				“Boy’s a handful, Carl. He’s nearly five and already running the house. Monica’s with him further down the block. I saw you over here and wanted to say hi.”

				“Hi, then.” I smiled.

				“Hi.” He slapped me on the shoulder again. “So how’s the Missus? Still working at the hospital?”

				“Yep, she’s on swing shift now, so it’s been a bitch trying to find time for the family to do anything together.”

				“I know the feeling. Monica just took a job at Flowers Bakery over in Tidus, and she’s never home at night anymore. They keep promising her a day shift, but she’s gotta wait for some sorry sod to fuck up, er, sorry, screw up or quit. Sorry ’bout the language, Carl.”

				“It’s okay.” I laughed. “So, Nick in school yet?”

				“Nah, Monica’s home schooling him. Thought it would be better—”

				The sound of squealing tires cut him off. I stood on my tiptoes and looked up and over the crowd to find the source of the noise.

				“Damn idiots. Don’t they know kids are around? Shit!” David mumbled something else.

			

			
				“Sorry, what?” I hadn’t caught the last part.

				“Oh, nothing. Just the stupidity of others gets me sometimes.”

				“Right.” I was paying attention to him in little amounts, only catching a word here and there. Then, I realized I didn’t see Kimmy anymore. “Hey, David, I’ll be right back.”

				“Sure thing,” David yelled after me as I made my way through the crowd.

				“Kimmy!” I yelled as the killer from Scream shuffled passed me. “Kimmy?”

				The three stooges bumbled by on my right. Freddie Krueger looked morose as he slid past on my left, followed by a tall man holding a hockey mask.

				“Fred, come on. I thought it was funny.” The Jason-wannabe laughed.

				The voices of the crowd surrounded me. They flew in and out of my head as I pushed forward.

				“Seems you look even sluttier without the high heels, Nancy.”

				“I knew I shoulda brought my fucking flashlight.”

				“When do I ever complain about you eating? Like you couldn’t gain a few pounds. Look at you.”

				Foreboding grew in my stomach, an aching feeling that told me something wasn’t right. My palms were sweating, and my mouth had become parched. I darted off to the left into someone’s yard so I could get out of the crowd.

				“Hey! Watch it,” a devil with a plastic pitchfork exclaimed as I pushed him out of the way.

				There, in the middle of everyone, bodies skirting the thing as though it wasn’t even there, was an empty rocking chair. Back and forth it went, swaying in the night.

				I cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled, “Kimmy!”

			

			
				I stopped a guy dressed like a lion, grabbing him firmly by the shoulders. “You seen a witch running around here? Green face with a crooked hat? Huh?”

				“Dude, there’s witches everywhere. It’s fucking Halloween!” His drunken breath stole over my face.

				I let go of him, and he stumbled away.

				“Kimmy!”

				“What’s wrong?” David asked, coming out of the crowd.

				“I can’t find Kimmy!”

				“Where was the last place you saw her?” David rose up on his toes and began scouring the crowd along with me.

				“She was on her way to see that fucking wolf. Now both of them are gone.”

				“Jesus, man. Don’t worry, I’m sure she just got caught up talking to someone.”

				His feeble attempt at calming me was in vain.

				“Kimmy!”

				“There’s his chair,” David said, pointing.

				“Forget the chair. Where’s my daughter?”

				I left David on the stranger’s front yard and dove into the crowd. Peeling people apart, I called Kimmy’s name over and over again, screaming at the top of my lungs.

				Everything seemed to spin and swirl in front of my vision as the mass of bodies, the sheer number of people who weren’t my daughter, became overwhelming.

				“Kimmy!”

				I crashed out into the street screaming like a mad man, my voice cracking and my throat raw as I pleaded, begged for somebody to help me.

				“Kimmy!”
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				They found my Kimmy’s violated body the next morning, stuffed in a garbage bin three blocks from where I lost her, a garrote still wrapped around her neck.

				Her crooked witch hat was missing.
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				You can try to describe pain, attempt to convey the empty feeling of loss that comes after you lose a child, but what’s the point, really? Unless the person you’re talking to has known that tragedy, they can only assume. Sure, you get the “I can only imagine what you’re going through” and the “I understand” condolences, but they don’t know; they can’t.

				I could rip out your heart and show it to you, still beating, and you still couldn’t understand what I went through. I just remember telling everyone to shut the fuck up in my head.

				You’re not me; Kimmy was not yours. You didn’t lose all that you held precious in this mad, mad world.

				She’s gone, and that’s all that consumes me now.
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				Everyone was interviewed, everybody who had hung around, at least. Most of the people who might have seen what happened, might have seen who took Kimmy, were long gone, disappeared to their next destination. I kept wondering if I had been in those people’s shoes, the ones who might have seen my daughter stolen away, would I have done something?

			

			
				David came by several times those first two weeks, leaving Monica and Nick at home, knowing that I didn’t need a child running around my house to remind me of Kimmy. I respected him for that. Thanked him for it.

				He brought food so we wouldn’t have to cook and picked up our mail so we wouldn’t have to push through the media frenzy that had become our front yard. He even made sure we ate before he left.

				“You need to do something about those vultures on your front yard, Carl. You want me to say something to them?” David asked as he poured a cup of coffee from the pot he’d just made.

				I simply shook my head.

				“I can be a forceful prick when I want to be, buddy.”

				I offered him a wan smile as I took the coffee cup he held out for me. World’s Gratest Dad stared at me accusingly. I stared at the bold black lettering that lied so forcibly; I was not the world’s greatest anything, much less dad.

				“Could I have a different cup?” I asked weakly.

				“Oh, shit. Man, I’m sorry.” David reached for it.

				“Thanks.” But as David took hold of the handle, I noticed the words on the cup had changed.

				Save Her, the cup read.


				“What?” I blinked my eyes, and the text reverted to what it had been.

				“Huh?” David asked, looking concerned.

				“Oh, nothing.”

				David took the mug and put in the sink. He left it there as he turned and leaned up against the counter. “You know, I want to say something to you. I want to say I’m sorry and all that, but it just isn’t enough. I can’t help but think if I hadn’t bothered you that night, if I’d just left you alone—”

			

			
				“It’s not your fault, David. I’m the one who lost her.”

				“It could have happened to any of us. Some people are just… wrong in this world. They prey on the good people. People equal shit, most of the time.” He sipped his coffee. “You can’t blame yourself. If anything, blame me. For God’s sake, blame anyone other than yourself.”

				“I should have stayed with her. I’m the one who… who let this happen. That sick fuck threw her away like she was trash!” I slammed my fist onto the table and cracked the wood.

				David didn’t even flinch. “They’ll find this person, Carl. I just hope they find them before whoever it is has a chance to do it to someone else’s kid.”

				Save Her

				I looked up at David. “What did you say?”

				“Sorry, I know—”

				“What did you say? About someone else’s kid?”

				“I hope they find this shit bag before he can do it again, is all. I’m sure you agree—”

				I bounded from the chair and pushed David to the side.

				“Whoa!” he yelled as hot coffee sloshed over his forearm. He dropped his mug, and it shattered on the floor. “Shit, that burns!”

				At the sink, I looked down into the pile of dishes that were long overdue for washing. I spotted my coffee cup and picked it up. I rubbed my thumb over the World’s Gratest Dad. The words changed. Playing over each other, the letters danced wildly until they formed a new phrase.

				Cummings Road
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				“What are we doing here, Carl?” David asked as I pulled onto Old Cummings Road. I was headed to the only place on that road I could think of that would possibly be appropriate—the old slaughterhouse.

				“If you didn’t want to come, you coulda stayed back at the house,” I said as I tramped the accelerator of my Civic.

				“Isn’t Lyn gonna worry?” David asked, looking a little nervous because of my reckless driving.

				“She’s with her mother.” My mother-in-law wanted nothing to do with me. She’d stolen Lyn away, leaving me alone to grieve. I would never forgive her for that.

				“What’s that for?” David nodded at the coffee cup sitting in the console. Obviously, he couldn’t see the words I did.

				Grate Danger Ahead

				I don’t know now why I didn’t question my sanity—the insane never know they’re crazy, I suppose—but those were Kimmy’s words, her misspelling, her message to me. She was warning me. Wherever she was sending me, whatever I would find on Cummings Road, I could only assume would lead me to answers concerning her. Closure?

				“There.” I pointed out the window to the structure coming up on the left.

				“Cummings Slaughterhouse? What the hell are we doing here? Look, Carl, I know things have been rough for you, and I don’t know what you’re getting at, but we shouldn’t be here.”

			

			
				“Just humor me.”

				I parked the hatchback in front of the old chain link fence and turned off the motor.

				“You’re not going in there, are you?” David asked as I got out of the car.

				“You coming?” I looked at him through my open door. I saw something in his eyes, something that resembled fear.

				“I’ve stayed with you this long.” He opened his own door.

				The gate was padlocked, but further inside the parking area, a brown passenger van was parked. Someone was there.

				I looked down at the mug in my hand and felt a shiver run up my spine.

				Climb

				So, climb I did.

				David followed, huffing and puffing over the rattling of the gate.

				“We’re gonna get arrested, Carl. This is trespassing,” David called.

				I ignored him as I swung over the top bar and made my way toward the brown van. I heard David land behind me. He jogged over, looking very sweaty and rather nervous. I wanted to tell him to turn back, to go back to the car and wait, but he’d already come that far, and I might need help.

				“You do realize how crazy you’re coming off, right, pal?” David asked as we made our way around the front of the van.

				I stopped at the windshield, and my heart skipped a beat. Through the glass, lying lonesome and forgotten on the dash, was a crooked witch hat.

				“Kimmy,” I heard myself breathe.

			

			
				“Well, shit.” David sighed when he spotted what I was looking at. “How’d you know?”

				I looked down at the coffee mug again and felt my stomach squirm.

				Inside
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				“I’m gonna go call the cops, man. I don’t like this,” David said as he ran back for the gate.

				“Yeah. Yeah, you should.” I began walking toward the front of the massive slaughterhouse.

				“You’re not coming?” he called from behind me.

				“Just get help, David. I think someone’s in trouble.”

				“Whatever you say!”

				I heard the chain link rattling behind me as I beelined for the entrance. Cummings Slaughterhouse loomed like a formidable foe. The long vaulted ceiling was weather-worn and missing shingles. Cracks in the loading dock held rebel blades of grass and hungry weeds that I crushed under my shoes as I walked up it. The loading gate was open, its steel door pulled into the ceiling, making entrance easy.

				The place smelled of death and decay. Inside, the loading bay was empty. Having been gutted half a century ago, the only things that remained were forgotten hooks and stained wooden tables where various animals had been dismembered for sale in grocery stores. I could easily imagine the old workforce, hard-nosed men with rough faces and white aprons, toiling away at all hours, cutting, slicing, and rending flesh from hide and muscle from bone.

			

			
				Through the open expanse of the work area, I walked, picking up a stray hook that had long been discarded. I found its weight soothing in my hand, and it felt right, good, in my palm.

				In my other hand, I held the coffee cup.

				Left

				Looking in the direction the mug told me, I found a solid steel door. I remembered that type of entrance from my young days, working in fast food. The heavy aluminum surface, the rubber gasket around the edges, the long silver handle, it had been a freezer once upon a time.

				I hung the meat hook on my belt and pulled open the large monolith. It gave easily, without even a squeal from the hinges. The thing had definitely been opened recently.

				It was pitch black inside, the only light came from the opening of the loading bay. I found an old barrel—God only knew what they used it for—and propped open the door. I stepped inside, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness slowly.

				In the middle of the large freezer was what I had come for.

				I felt my heart hammer as I ran to the girl’s side. Her small form was slumped forward, her chest rising and falling from her labored breathing. She wasn’t more than ten or twelve, Kimmy’s age. The soiled bed she sat on looked to have seen better days. Even in the poor light, I could see the frame was rusted, and it creaked with her every inhalation. The child looked up at me as I approached, her hand shielding her eyes from the light coming through the door.

				She screamed at the top of her lungs when her eyes found the hook at my side. She retreated back across the bed, huddling in the corner.

			

			
				I slid to a stop in front of her and held out my hands. “No, I… I don’t… I don’t wanna hurt you. I’ve been sent to help.”

				“Get away from me! Where’s my Mommy?”

				“I can take you to her.” I softened my voice. “Just let me help you.”

				“What this?” someone growled behind me.

				Turning quickly, I pulled the hook from my belt and stuck it out.

				In the light of the doorway stood a tremendous presence. The man all but filled up the entrance to the freezer with his girth. His shoulders rose and fell with each shuttering breath; his face was hidden in shadow.

				“The police are on their way, fucker!” I yelled as I waved the hook from side to side. “My buddy’s calling them right now, and you’re gonna pay for what you’ve done! What you did to her and my Kimmy!”

				“It’s the big bad wolf,” the girl whispered from behind me. “Come to eat us all up.”

				“It’ll be all right,” I promised her.

				I realized, then, that I might have spoken too soon, as the man stepped backward into the light, and I saw him in all his terrible glory. Standing in the doorway was a large beast of a man covered in a navy dress with white fringe. A blue bonnet was perched atop his head, under which held deep, green eyes. The wolf makeup was gone, but that didn’t detract from the horror of his face. The large, bulbous head tilted to the side, and drool ran from his mouth. A purple tongue came from between crooked teeth and played over his cracked lips.

				“Come to play?” the monster said, its right eye blinking. The left eye, lazy and bloodshot, stared at his nose.

			

			
				“Get the fuck away!” I yelled, swinging the hook at the man-beast.

				“It don’t play fair,” he said, incredibly, as he turned and walked away.

				Stunned that the man had left, I slowly backed up to the bed until I felt it hit the back of my knees.

				“What’s your name?” I asked the girl.

				“It’ll come back,” she whispered. “It always comes back.”

				“Shhhh, it’s okay. I won’t let it hurt you.”

				“It need to play fair!” I heard the thing holler. Metal clanged and wood cracked somewhere outside the door.

				“Take my hand,” I whispered as I slid the hook back into my belt. “Come on, now.”

				“It’s gonna eat us all up,” she sobbed.

				I turned to look at her trembling form and saw Kimmy there in her eyes. Looking down at the mug, I shuddered.

				Save Her

				I rubbed my thumb over the words, and they changed, the letters coalescing into another more urgent word.

				Run

				I snatched the girl into my arms as she kicked and wailed. Holding her tight to my chest, I ran for the opening, leaning into my sprint. The freedom of the light seduced me, beckoned me, as I crossed the fifteen feet to the door.

				I ran out into the loading bay, almost sliding onto my side as I turned right out of the freezer. My pulse pounded in my temples, and fire roared through my veins. I couldn’t have stopped if I’d wanted to. Down the loading dock, I carried the frail child in my arms, seeking the safety of the outside world as the thing inside the slaughterhouse yelled behind me.

			

			
				“Play fair!”

				I ran for the van, my legs pumping acid to my heart, my breath hitching, the girl screaming against my neck.

				Something stepped out from behind the van.

				I didn’t have time to react.

				A two-by-four slapped my forehead, dead center, barely missing the little girl I held. I fell to the ground, my head reeling with the pain. My legs shot out from underneath me, and I heard the coffee cup shatter against the concrete. My heart shattered along with it.

				The little girl rolled out of my arms and onto the asphalt of the parking area. I lost track of her as I struggled to remain conscious. The last thing I saw was her scrambling away from me.
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				“Now, why did you have to go and ruin everything, Carl?”

				“David?” I managed, my voice weak. “Why?”

				“Gotta take care of little brother.” He looked back toward the loading bay. I heard massive footfalls and knew the thing was coming toward me. “Vern! What the fuck did I tell you?”

				“Said I need to careful,” the thing grumbled, his voice uncannily like that of a child.

				“I said you needed to be careful. B-E careful, you sorry shit.” David whacked the monster against its left bicep with the wooden beam, and Vern shrank away.

				My senses returning, I tried to sit up, but David turned and shoved the two-by-four into my chest.

				“Ah, ah, ah, shithead. You stay.” David smiled, his eyes cold. “I’m not done with you yet.”

			

			
				“All this time. You were fucking toying with me? You distracted me while this… this fucking thing took my daughter!”

				Pushing upward, ignoring the beam at my chest, I grabbed for him, but he countered with a boot to my face. I felt my nose give and tasted blood in the back of my throat.

				“Sit the fuck down!” He swung the board and caught me in my ribs. I coughed, and crimson splattered his pants leg. “I had to keep an eye on you, Carl. I couldn’t have you doing something… well, like this. Vern’s awfully clumsy and doesn’t think things through too well, so there was no telling what the cops might find. I had to keep you on a short leash.”

				“You bastard! My daughter! My Kimmy! You guys killed—”

				“Oh, Vern did more than kill. Vern here has a very ferocious… um… appetite for the little ones.” David laughed.

				“I like to play,” the Vern-thing groaned. “Davey let me play with the li’l girls all me wants. Davey good to Vern.”

				The lumbering man-beast bounced up and down, clapping like a kid on Christmas morning. His navy dress fluttered, and the blue bonnet went askew. David stepped forward to straighten the hat. Vern was a good two feet taller than his brother, so he had to duck for David to reach his head.

				“See, Carl, little Kimmy wasn’t the first, but she was a mistake.” David knelt and shoved the two-by-four into my ribs. “I always tell Vern that he shouldn’t shit where he eats, but he’s not as smart as he looks.”

				“Where the pretty thing go?” Vern asked suddenly, his head snapping back and forth.

			

			
				“Don’t know, brother. Why don’t you go find her so you can finish what you started before you were so rudely interrupted?” David nodded off in the direction I had seen the little girl running. “Try that way, Vern. I’ll honk the van horn when I’m done with… this.”

				“Boy, oh boy, oh boy! Come ‘ere, pretty! Play fair, pretty girl!” Vern turned and trudged out of my line of sight, his dress billowing behind him.

				“What can I say?” David looked back down at me, “He’s family. Can’t live with them; can’t kill—”

				David paused, not seeing my arm come up from my belt, but feeling, most certainly, the hook being buried into the side of his neck. He dropped the two-by-four, and it clattered onto the concrete.

				I held tight to the meat hook, twisting and turning, as viscera flowed over my hand. I sat up, using the meat hook inserted in David’s throat as leverage. Blood spurted from the wound and covered my face.

				“This is for Kimmy, you fuck!” I wrenched the hook toward me with a strong tug, and David’s flesh gave. The gaping hole gushed life fluid as David fell back against the van’s paneling, seeking purchase on his throat with slippery hands. His eyes told the tale of the dying.

				I leaned forward and pulled his hands away from his neck. Pinning them against the van behind his head, I looked him in the eyes and watched them becoming glassy.

				“Did you do the same to Kimmy, David?” I asked through clenched teeth. “Did you sit and watch as my baby girl died? Did you? Did you watch that fucker treat my baby girl like garbage? Answer me!”

				David bucked as his life fled. His weak attempt to break free subsided, and his arms went limp. I let his corpse slide to the asphalt.

			

			
				David wasn’t getting off that easily. I reared back with the meat hook and drove it into his right eye. The hook sunk deep into his skull with a soft pop. I gave it a yank, making sure I had a good grip on it, and dragged his body back to the loading dock.

				I left his body by a workstation and returned to the van. Yanking the driver’s side door open, I pulled myself up and into the cab. A set of keys hung from the ignition. I turned the inserted key, and the van chugged to life.

				Leaning into it with both hands, I blared the horn and waited.

				Seconds later, Vern came around the side of the building, his hulking form barreling toward the van. I threw the gearshift into drive and gunned the accelerator. Vern, who’d been watching the ground as he ran, looked up just in time to meet my eyes. He came to a stop and held his hands up defensively as I caught him in the torso with the vehicle.

				Turning the van sharply to the right, I drove toward the front of the building, never letting up on the gas, and slammed him into the wall just beside the loading bay.

				Vern bucked forward, blood shooting from his mouth as his body was pinned between the van and the wall of the slaughterhouse. The squealing of tires and the smell of burning rubber filled the van’s inner compartment. I pushed hard on the gas, willing the vile thing in front of me to die, just fucking die.

				Still Vern fought, red oozing down his face, mixing with drool, showing pink against his neck.

				“Aaaaaaahg,” he moaned, his eyes wild.

				With a final gurgling sound, Vern slumped forward onto the hood.

			

			
				Madness overcoming me, I continued pressing the gas for another full minute. I finally shoved the gearshift into park and stepped out onto the asphalt. My legs betrayed me, and I fell to the ground.

				The world spun. Visions of Kimmy filled my head. Her, in her witch costume, all full of life and smiles, standing there in the kitchen with me and Lyn. That green face, those shadowy eyes, her crooked hat, all that and more filled me with an all-encompassing pain. My body was racked with sobs as I screamed toward an unforgiving sky, to an uncaring God.

				What joke of a deity would place a creature like Vern on this earth? What supposed all-knowing Lord would take my child from me and give it to this monster?

				“You… don’t play… fair,” Vern bubbled. “Vern don’t… like… you.”

				“Why don’t you fucking die?” I yelled at the thing.

				Vern pushed at the van’s crumpled hood as I came to my feet. His biceps bulged with effort as the vehicle actually began to slide backward.

				“Just die, you fucking monster!”

				“Vern want… to play… with you.”

				I heard the revving of an engine behind me. There was a loud crash as something tore through the chain link fence. I turned away from the beast to find my mother-in-law’s minivan careening toward me. The brakes locked, and the car came to a stop just a foot away. Behind the wheel, a very haggard-looking woman stared at me.

				“Lyn?” I said as she threw the minivan door open and charged me.

				“Oh, my God, Carl! Are you all right?” She cried as she wrapped her arms around me.

				“Yeah, I found them,” I cried into her neck, “I found the ones who hurt our Kimmy.”

			

			
				“I know, I know,” she said as she pulled away. In her hand was her own coffee cup, the one that said, I Heart Mom.

				“You, too?” I stammered.

				“She’s talking to us, Carl. I don’t know how, but—”

				“More… come to… play?” Vern groaned as he slid from between the wall and the van, flopping down onto the concrete.

				“My God! What is that thing?” Lyn backed away from the crawling, crippled beast.

				I walked toward the minivan and around to the back. I opened the rear door and pulled up the paneling that hid the spare tire. After grabbing the tire iron, I slammed the door shut.

				“It’s time to go to sleep, Vern,” I told the thing as I came to its side. “No more play time.”

				He reached for me without much strength and put a hand on my calf.

				“Where’s… Davey? I want… Davey.” Vern looked up at me helplessly.

				I raised the tire iron above my head. “You’ll be together soon, Vern. I promise.”

				I drove the iron through the thing’s thick skull. He flopped under me, and his grip on my leg tightened, then slowly loosened. I leaned my entire weight onto the tire iron until I felt it hit the asphalt. It would go no deeper. Pulling it back and forth, I widened the hole until I could see inside Vern’s open head.

				Lyn came forward, hatred filling her eyes. She began kicking Vern, screaming indistinguishable words. The body spasmed every time she landed an attack. Rising up, leaving the crowbar imbedded in Vern’s skull, I embraced my wife. She fought me at first, but quickly gave in, deflating in my arms.

			

			
				“Why… why, damnit, Carl, why?” Lyn cried into the bend of my neck.

				Lyn was looking for answers, and I had none. I know Vern was a product of his environment. David was more to blame than Vern. At least, I thought so. David cared for the monster, hid him away and protected him. Either way, they were both dead.
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				Lyn and I found the little girl huddled under a stairwell inside the slaughterhouse. She was rocking back and forth, mumbling about the “big bad wolf” and how it would come to “eat her up.” I tried to calm her, but she was inconsolable. We realized she needed someone trained to help her with what she’d gone through, so we called the police.

				If they hadn’t seen Vern for themselves, the officers who first arrived might have cuffed me and thrown away the key. There I stood, covered in David’s and Vern’s blood, ranting about monsters and self-defense and a freezer that held unmentionable things. I sounded crazy, I knew I did, but somehow, they believed me.

				Taking Kimmy had been a mistake, David had said. Within the next week, I discovered that several girls around Kimmy’s age had disappeared, and some of their bodies had been found in varying stages of decay in and around the state. Every one of them had been violated and defiled. Yet, none of them were from my neighborhood.

			

			
				Vern’s need, his monstrous hunger, had forced him to strike too close to home. David had helped his brother sate his appetite. Why? We’ll never know.

				Had they never taken Kimmy, would they still be hunting and murdering innocent children?

				David’s wife Monica and his son Nick were found dead under their home. Nick, only five years old, had been violated and tortured like all the other children. The boy was stuffed in a crawl space under David’s home, Monica’s decaying corpse right beside him, both obviously playthings for the monster Vern. Not even his brother’s family had been sacred.

				The horror was over, their time of terror at a close, and Lyn and I were left to mend our broken hearts.
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				A week later, I woke to a knock on the front door. The detective who first interviewed me stood in the doorway, a bag of ceramic shards dangling from his clutched fist.

				“I thought you might want this, Mr. Nelson.” His eyes told how sorry he was. There was no need for him to speak it.

				I thanked him, and he left.

				Lyn hadn’t heard anything else from her I Heart Mom coffee cup, so I held no hope that Kimmy would speak to me again through mine, either. As far as I was concerned, my daughter was gone.

				In the kitchen, I laid the bag of shards on the table and prepared a pot of coffee. It seemed a perfunctory action, done out of little more that habit, but I needed something to take my mind off the contents of the baggie.

			

			
				Turning for the sugar bowl, I glanced over the table. My breath caught in my chest.

				Inside the plastic, the jagged pieces of my World’s Gratest Dad mug swirled. I watched in stunned disbelief as they came together like puzzle pieces. Upon each, letters formed words.

				Daddy

				“Kimmy.” I collapsed into the chair beside the table and pulled the bag closer. “I’m here, baby girl.”

				I Cant Stay

				“Lyn!” I screamed. She had to see. I started to get up, but the words on the table stopped me.

				No Time

				I shrank back into my chair, my eyes filling with hot tears. “I miss you, Kimmy.”

				You Too

				I slid my hand over the shards, rubbing my thumb over them through the plastic, trying to hold on to something that could not remain, that should not remain. It didn’t matter what I wanted, because wanting such things was beyond selfish.

				I had to let her leave me. Again.

				“Go on, baby,” I said. “Find some peace.”

				I Love You

				Lyn came in then and hovered just behind me. She placed a warm hand on my shoulder, and I reached up to squeeze it.

				“It’s over,” she said.

				I didn’t respond, only tightened my grip on her hand.

				Then, that broken coffee cup gave me what I needed to move on.

				World’s Gratest Dad.
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