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          The following is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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           Introduction
        
        by Ivan S. Graves
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        YOU SETTLE SNUGLY into your favorite chair. The room is dimly lit (something your mother might have scolded you for in another time, proclaiming you'd wreck your eyes), and in your hands lies the key to another world. Something that defies the time honored definitions of the traditional norm. Something that, with the right ingredients, and coupled with the outer lying elements of mood and atmosphere, serves as a terrifying reminder that much in our world is unknown ... and yet closer to truth than we might have otherwise been led to believe.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Those of us who take these fanciful tales into our world heed to the faint messages whispered to us from the dark side, and it's whispering to us all the time.Calling to us.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It is of course, books to which I'm referring. In particular, the horror story.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Horror has captured the hearts and minds—and for some, perhaps even the souls—of generation after generation, and across all borders. Tales of mischief and mayhem. Of bogeymen and vampires. Of little green men from Mars, and of dolls who have an uncanny penchant for flesh. Grandfathers told grandchildren, grandchildren told their children. They lie, almost hidden, throughout our lives. In the soft, comforting tone of our mother's voice as she sang to us—of falling cradles and the following babies they held. In our nursery tales, carefully riddled as to not to clearly define the doom at hand ... Hansel and Gretel, Little Red Riding Hood, The Three Little Pigs. And each night, before we snuggled beneath the warmth of our covers, we'd pray to the lord that if we should die before we wake that it would be He, and not the Devil, who took our souls. It is a world where everything is ever possible, anything wholly plausible, so long as one main capacity thrives in the heart of the reader.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           Belief in the possibility...
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It is, perhaps, the quintessential ingredient. You must tear away every fundamental teaching, every thread of reality as you know it and allow that sometimes things are not always as they seem. That sometimes things happen for which there can truly be no logical explanation. You have tobelieve , even for just a moment, that monsters most certainly do exist, that the living-dead have left scratchings in the roof of their coffins to walk, lurking in the dead of night, perhaps searching for a return to life, perhaps searching for the essence of yours ... that sometimes dollsdo kill.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Arguably the world's most popular, and undeniably the world's biggest seller, is Stephen King. Of course he would be mentioned somewhere within the fabric of this anthology. His contribution to the genre, and to the ability of millions to believe will be forever affirmed. He is also, perhaps, the world's biggest believer in all things, however fantastical. Such attributes have allowed him to see past the haze at what lies in wait there ... if only you take the time to look. To seethrough the darkness and define the distorted shapes and images that appear before you.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         ...and listen to the whispers.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         And that is exactly what you will find here. Believers. People whose lives have been touched by the seemly impossible. Those who walk amongst the dark to chronicle its inner workings. You'll find doorways to heaven, pilots under siege by dark forces, dead things that walk amongst the living, and a plethora of people willing to go to great lengths to maketheir worldyour world.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         So turn out the lights, kick back, we've got a long road ahead of us. The darkness awaits...
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           265 And Heaven
        
        by Douglas Clegg
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          The first selection comes from an author who has delivered many a shiver to terror hungry horror fans. Over the years Douglas Clegg has authored seven novels, including “Bad Karma” writing as Andrew Harper, and his newly released “Halloween Man,” and has appeared in the “Years Best Fantasy and Horror,” edited by Ellen Datlow and Terry Windling, a number of timesChis most recent the 1998 “I'm Infinite; I Contain Multitudes.” He currently calls the coast of Connecticut home.
        
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          1
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        WHAT DO WE all live for? the bird asks.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         This.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         A glimpse of heaven.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          2
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        THE TOWN AT night seemed all crumbling brick and leaky gutters, alleyways washed clean by the summer rain, the stink of underground swamp, and grease from burger joints in the air. He was always on shift at night, and so it was the town he grew to know: the rain, the steam, the smells, the red brown of bricks piled up to make buildings, the hazy white of streetlamps. The same haunted faces downtown at night—the lonely crowd, the happy crowd, the people who went from diner to movie to home without walking more than a few feet, the kids in their souped-up cars, the old men walking with canes, the brief flare of life in the all-night drug stores.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         All of it he saw, and it was for him the world.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         But then one night, he saw something else.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It began as a routine call about an old drunk out at the trash cans. Paul was six-months new to the uniform, having only seen a couple of drug busts of the non-violent variety and one DUI. It was that kind of town—one murder in the past six years, and one cop killed in the line of duty since 1957. He and his little sister had lived there five years, and picked it because it was fairly quiet and calm, a good hospital, good visiting nurses’ association, and no one to remember them from nine years before. He had been a security guard back in St. Chapelle right after college, but it had been his dream to be a cop, and now he was, and it was good, most nights. Most nights, he and his partner just trolled the streets for small-time hookers and signs of domestic violence. Sometimes they arrived too late at a jumper out on the Pawtuxet Bridge. Sometimes, they watched the jump.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul couldn't shake the vision of his head of the kid who had jumped two weeks ago. Damn lemmings, some of these kids were. Just wanting to get out of town so bad they couldn't wait for the bus.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Some guy's over in front of the Swan Street apartments knocking over cans and covered with blood,” the smooth voice of the dispatcher said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Christ,” Paul muttered. “Swan Street. Why does everything seem to happen over there?” He glanced at his watch. Nearly midnight.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         His partner, Beth, sighed and shook her head when the call came from dispatch. “I bet I know this guy,” she said, “Jesus, I bet it's this old clown.” She turned left at Wilcox, and took two quick rights until they were on Canal Road. The night fairly steamed with humidity, and the sky threatened more rain. Paul wiped the back of his neck, feeling the slickness.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “He used to be with the circus, a real carny-type.” As she spoke, Beth managed to reach across the dash, grab a cigarette from the pack, thrust it between her lips and punch in the lighter while still keeping her eye on the road. “He spends half the year God knows where and then comes back here in the summer. We had to ship him out twice last year.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “What a night,” Paul said, barely hiding the disgust in his voice. The flat-topped brick buildings, dim blue windows, dark alleys of downtown bled by as he looked out the window. The streets were dead.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         When Beth pulled the patrol car to the curb, Paul saw him. A fringe of gray hair around a shiny bald scalp, the checkered shirttail flapping, the saggy brown pants halfway down his butt. The guy stood beneath the streetlamp, his hands over his crotch. “He jerking off or what?” Beth asked, snorting.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Poor old bastard,” Paul said. “Can we get him to the station?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Easy,” she said, “you just tell him we're taking him for some free drinks.” As she opened her door, she shouted, “Hey! Fazzo! It's your friend!”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The old man turned, letting go of his crotch. He hadn't been masturbating; but a dark stain grew where he'd touched. He cried out, “Friends? My friends!” He opened his arms as if to embrace the very darkness beyond the streetlamp.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul got out, too, and jogged over to him. “Buddy, what you up to tonight?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Looking at his uniform, the guy said, “I don't got nothing against cops. Believe you me. Cops are gold in my book.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul turned to Beth, whispering, “His breath. Jesus.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She gave him a look like he was being less than professional. He was new enough to the job to not want to get that kind of look.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The guy said, “I just been having a drink.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Or two,” Beth said. “Look, Fazzo...”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Fazzo the Fabulous,” the guy said, and did a mock-spin."The greatest magician in the tri-state area.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “We got to take you to another bar.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You buying?” he asked her.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah sure. You got a place up here?” Beth nodded towards the flophouse apartments beyond the streetlamp.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo nodded. “Renting it for thirty-five years. Number 265.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul shined his flashlight all over Fazzo. “I don't see any blood on him.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “It's the piss,” Beth whispered, “someone reported it as blood. It happens sometimes. Poor old guy.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Beth escorted Fazzo to the car. She turned and nodded towards Paul; he took the signal. He went over to the back staircase. The door was open. He walked inside—the carpeting was damp and stank of mildew. A junkie sat six steps up, skinny to the bone, leaning against the peeling wallpaper, muttering some junkie incantation. Paul stepped around him. The hallway above was narrow, its paint all but stripped off by time. The smell of curry—someone was cooking, and it permeated the hall. When he got to 265, he knocked. The door was already ajar, and his fist opened it on the first knock.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         There was a light somewhere to the back of the apartment. Paul called out to see if anyone was there. He gagged when he inhaled the fetid air.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         All he could see were shadows and shapes, as if the old guy's furniture had been swathed in dropcloths. He felt along the wall for the light switch. When he found it, he turned on the light. It was a twenty-five watt bulb which fizzled to life from the center of the living room ceiling. Its light barely illuminated the ceiling itself. The chairs and couch in the room were covered with old newspapers, some of them damp from urine. The old man hadn't even bothered to make it to the bathroom anymore. There was human excrement behind the couch. Empty whiskey bottles along the floor in front of the television set.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul didn't notice the strong stink once he'd stayed in the apartment for a few minutes.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Beth arrived at that point. “I got him cuffed, not that he needs it. He fell asleep as soon as I sat him down in the car. Jesus!” She covered her mouth and nose. “I thought he'd been living on the street.” Her eyes widened as she took in the other sights.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Look at this,” Paul pointed to the windowsill, shining his flashlight across it.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It was black with dead flies, two or three layers thick.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He continued on to the kitchen. “Should I open the fridge, you think?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Sure,” Beth said. “Looks like Fazzo the Fabulous is going to end up in state hospital for awhile. What the hell?” She picked something up off a shelf and held it up. “Paul, look at this.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         In her hands, what looked like a wig with long, thin hair. “You think Fazzo steps out on Saturday night in pearls and pumps?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul shook his head, and turned back to the refrigerator. He opened the door, slowly. A blue light within it came on. The refrigerator was stacked three trays high with old meat—clotted steaks, green ham-burger, what looked like a roast with a fine coating of mold on it. “Shit,” he said, noticing the flies that were dead and stuck against the wet film that glazed the shinier cuts of meat. “This guy's lost it. He's not just a drunk. He needs serious help.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Beth walked into the bathroom, and started laughing.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “What's up?” he asked, moving around the boxes in the kitchen.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul glanced to the open door.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The bathroom light was bright.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “It's clean in here. It's so clean you can eat off it. It must be the one room he never goes in.” Beth leaned through the open doorway and gestured for Paul to come around the corner. “This is amazing.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul almost tripped over a long-dead plant as he made it over to where she stood.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The bathroom mirror was sparkling, as was the toilet, the pink tiles. Blue and pink guest soap were laid out in fake seashells on either side of the brass spigots of the faucet.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Written in lipstick on the mirror: a phone number.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         For a second, he thought he saw something small and green skitter across the shiny tiles and dive behind the shower curtain. A lizard?
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul went to pull the shower curtain aside, and that's when he found the woman's torso.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          3
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        PAUL WASHED HIS face six times that night, back at the sheriff's office. He wished he hadn't found it, he wished it had been Beth, or some other cop, someone who could take that kind of thing. It was the sort of image he had only seen in forensics textbooks, never in living color, never that muddy rainbow effect, never all the snake-like turns and twists ... he had to put it out of his mind. He did not want to think about what was left of the woman in the tub.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He had not seen her face, and he was glad. She wasn't entirely human to him without a face.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Her name was Shirley. Fazzo the Fabulous told him. “Shirley Chastain. She was from the Clearwater District. She ran a dry clea-ners with her mother. I thought she was a nice sort of girl right up until I cut her. I dug deep in her. She had a gut like a wet velvet curtain, thick, but smooth, smooth, smooth. She had a funny laugh. A tinkly bell kind of laugh.” He had sobered up and was sitting in county jail. Paul stood outside his cell with the county coroner, who took notes as Fazzo spoke. “She had excellent taste in shoes, but no real sense of style. Her skin was like sponge cake.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You eat her skin?” The coroner asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo laughed. “Hell, no. I'm not some damn Jeffrey Dahmer wannabe. I mean it felt like sponge cake. The way sponge cake used to be, like foam, like perfect foam when you pull it apart.” He kneaded the air with his fingers. “I'm not a freakin’ cannibal.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul asked, “You were a clown or something? Back in your circus days, I mean?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No, sir. I wasn't anything like that. I was the world's greatest magician. Even Harry Blackstone told me, when I was a kid, he said, ‘Fazzo, you're gonna be the biggest, you got what it takes.’ Didn't mean shit, but my oh my it sure did feel good to hear it from him.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I guess you must've been something,” Paul said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo glanced from the coroner to Paul. “Why you here, kid? You busted me. What are you gawking for?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I don't know,” Paul said. “You kind of remind me of my dad I guess.” It was a joke; Paul glanced at the coroner, and then back at Fazzo. Last time Paul saw his dad, his dad's face was split open from the impact of the crash.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Shit,” the old guy dismissed this with a wave. “I know all about your old man, kid. It's like tattoos on your body. Everybody's story is on their body. Dad and Mom in car wreck, but you were driving. Little sister, too, thrown out of the car. I see it all, kid. You got a secret don't you? That's right, I can see it plain as day. You shouldn'ta never gone in 265, cause you're the type it wants. You're here because you got caught.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I got caught?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You went in 265 and you got caught. I pass it to you, kid. You get the door-prize.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You're some sick puppy,” Paul said, turning away.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo shouted after him, “Don't ever go back there, kid. You can always get caught and get away. Just like a fish on the hook. Just don't fight it. That always reels'em in!” Paul glanced back at Fazzo. The old man's eyes became slivers. “It's magic, kid. Real magic. Not the kind on stage or the kind in storybooks, but the real kind. It costs life sometimes to make magic. You're already caught, though. Don't go back there. Next time, it's you.” Then Fazzo closed his eyes, and began humming to himself as if to block out some other noise.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It sickened Paul further, thinking what a waste of a life.What a waste of a damned life, not just the dead woman, but this old clown. Paul said, “Why'd you do it?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo stopped his humming. He pointed his finger at Paul and said, “I was like you, kid. I didn't believe in anything. That's why it gets you. You believe in something, it can't get you. You don't believe, and it knows you got an empty space in your heart just waiting to be filled. You believe in heaven, kid?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul remained silent.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “It's gonna get you, then, kid. You got to believe in heaven if you want to get out of 265.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Then, Fazzo told his story. Paul would've left, but Fazzo had a way of talking that hooked you. Paul leaned against the wall, thinking he'd take off any minute, but he listened.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          4
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        I WAS FAMOUS, kid, sure, back before you were born, and I toured with the Seven Stars of Atlantis Circus, doing some sideshow shit like sword-swallowing and fire-eating before I got the brilliant idea to start bringing up pretty girls to saw in half or make disappear. This was way back when, kid, and there wasn't a lot of entertainment in town's with names like Wolf Creek or Cedar Bend or Silk Hope. The Seven Stars was the best they got, and I turned my act into a showcase. I was hot, kid. I blew in like a nor'easter and blew up like a firecracker. Imagine these hands—these hands—as I directed the greatest magic show in the tri-state area, the illusions, kid, the tricks of the trade, the boxes with trapdoors that opened below the stage, the nights of shooting stars as I exploded one girl-filled cage after another—they turned into white doves flying out across the stunned faces of children and middle-aged women and old men who had lost their dreams but found them inside the tent. Found them in my magic show! It was colossal, stupendous, magnificent! I gave them a night of fucking heaven, kid. We turned a dog into a great woolly mammoth, we turned a horse into a unicorn, we turned a heron into a boy and then into a lizard, all within twenty minutes, and then when it was all done, the boy became a rabbit and I handed it to some thrilled little girl in the audience to take home for a pet or for supper.Once, traveling during a rainy spring, the whole troupe got caught in mud, and I used my knowledge of traps and springs to get us all out of there—and was rewarded with becoming the Master of Ceremonies. It was practically religious, kid, and I was the high priest!
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         But the problem was, at least for me, that I believed in none of it. I could not swallow my own lies. The magic was a fake. I knew where the animals were hid away to be sprung up, and the little boy, bounced down into a pile of sawdust while a snowy egret took his place, or an iguana popped up wearing a shirt just like the one the boy had on. The boy could take it, he was good. Best assistant I ever had. The woman, too, she was great—saw her in half and she screamed like she was giving birth right on the table—not a beauty except in the legs. She had legs that didn't stop at the ass but went right on up to her chin.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         When she got hit by the bus in Memphis, everything changed for me, and I didn't want to do the act again. Joey wanted to keep going, but I told him we were finished. I loved that kid. So, we quit the act, and I went to do a little entertaining in clubs, mostly strip joints. Tell a couple jokes, do a few tricks with feather fans—voila! Naked girls appear from behind my cape! It was not the grandeur of the carnival, but it paid the rent, and Joey had a roof over his head and we both had food in our mouths.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         One month I was a little late on the rent, and we got thrown out. That's when I came here, and we got the little place on Swan Street. Well, we didn't get it, it got us.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         But it got you, too, didn't it, kid? It wasn't just you walking in to 265, it was that you been preparing your whole life for 265. That other cop, she lives in another world already, 265 couldn't grab her. But it could grab you, and it did, huh.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I knew as soon as I saw you under the streetlamp.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I recognized you from before.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         You remember before?
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Hey, you want to know why I killed that woman? You really want to know?
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Watch both my hands when I tell you. Remember, I'm a born prestidigitator.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Here's why. Sometimes, you get caught in the doorway.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Sometimes, when the door comes down, someone doesn't get all the way out.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         You want to find the other half of her body?
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It's in 265.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Only no one's gonna find it but you, kid.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         You're a member of the club.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          5
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        PAUL WAS OFF-SHIFT at 2, and went to grab a beer at the Salty Dog minutes before it closed. Jacko and Ronny got there ahead of him and bought the first round.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Shit,” Paul said, “it was like he sawed her in two.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “He saw her in two? What's that mean?” Jacko asked. He was already drunk.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No, hesawed her in two. He was a magician. A real loser,” Paul shook his head, shivering. “You should've seen it.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Jacko turned to Ronny, winking. “He saw her sawed and we should've seen it.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Cut it out. It was ... unimaginable.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Ronny tipped his glass. “Here's to you, Paulie boy. You got your first glimpse of the real world. It ain't pretty.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Jacko guzzled his beer, coughing when he came up for air. “Yeah, I remember my first torso. Man, it was hacked bad.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I thought nothing like that happened around here,” Paul said. “I thought this was a quiet town.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Jacko laughed, slapping him on the back. “It doesn't happen much, kid. But it always happens once. You got to see hell just to know how good the rest of this bullshit is.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul took a sip of beer. It tasted sour. He set the mug down. “He called it heaven.” But was that really what Fazzo the Fabulous had said? Heaven? Or had he said you had to believe in heaven for 265 to not touch you?
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Jacko said, “Christ, forget about it Paulie. Hey, how's that little Marie?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul inhaled the smoke of the bar, like he needed something more inside him than the thought of 265. “She's okay.”
      

      
         * * * *
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        WHEN HE GOT home to their little place on Grove, with the front porch light on, he saw her silhouette in the front window. He unlocked the front door, noticing that the stone step had gotten scummy from damp and moss. The early morning was strung with humid mist, the kind that got under skin, the kind that permeated apartments and houses and alleys. Humid like an emotion. Inside, only the bathroom light was on. He walked in, glancing at her, sitting in the living room.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Marie,” he said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I couldn't get the t.v. to work,” her voice was humid.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Sorry, kid,” he said, trying not to show exhaustion. “I'll get it fixed tomorrow. You should be asleep.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I should be,” she said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Well, try and get some,” he whispered. He went into the darkened living room, careful not to trip over the books she always left on the rug, or the Coke bottles, or the newspapers open to the comics pages. As he knelt beside her, he touched the top of her head. “How was Mrs. Jackson?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Oh, she was something,” Marie said, and Paul was always amazed at her acerbic way of saying things. But it was nearly three a.m. on a Friday. No school tomorrow. Nothing for Marie but a vast day of nothing to do.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “How's the pain?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She didn't answer.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul kissed his little sister on the forehead. “Well I need to go to bed. You should too.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Marie pulled away, turning her chair back towards the window. “I hate what you did to me,” she whispered.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She said this more than he cared to remember.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I hate it, too,” he said. Trying not to remember why she could say it in the first place. “You keep your oxygen on all day?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She may have nodded, he couldn't tell in the dim light.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I hate what I did to myself,” she whispered, but he wasn't sure. She may have said, “I hate what I do to myself.” Or, “I hate what I want to do to myself.” It was late. He'd had a couple of beers. She had whispered.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The three possibilities of what she had said played like a broken record through his mind every now and then, and in the next few days —staying up late, staring at the ceiling, hearing the hum of the machine that helped keep his beautiful twenty year old sister alive, he was sure she'd said the last thing.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I hate what I want to do to myself.
      

      
         * * * *
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        CLEAN UP CREW had been through, photographers had been through, the apartment was cordoned off, but not picked over much—with a full confession from Fazzo there wasn't much need of serious evidence. Paul stood in the doorway, nodding to one of the detectives in a silent hello.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He glanced around the apartment—it was trashed. Just a crazy old drunk's shit-hole.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The bathroom light seeped like pink liquid from under the door.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He didn't go in.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He didn't want to.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He wanted to not think about the torso or the magician or even the lizard he'd seen scuttle into the bathtub.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         But it was all he thought about for the next six months.
      

      
         * * * *
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        ON HIS NIGHTS off, he'd sit in the living room with Marie and watch television. Marie loved television, and besides her reading, it was the only thing that got her out of herself. “I saw a great movie last night,” she told him.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He glanced at her. The small thin plastic tubing of the oxygen like a Fu-Manchu mustache hanging from beneath her nostrils, hooked up to the R2D2 Machine. The braces on her arms that connected to the metal brace that had become her spine and ribs. The wheelchair with its electric buzzes whenever she moved across the floor.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Still, she looked like Marie under all the metal and wire and tubing.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Pretty. Blond hair cut short. Her eyes bright, occasionally. Sometimes, he thought, she was happy.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah?” he asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah. It was amazing. A man and woman so in love, but they were divided by time and space. But he wanted her so badly. He sacrificed his life for her. But they had this one ... moment. I cried and cried.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You should be watching happy movies,” Paul said, somewhat cheerfully.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Happy or sad doesn't matter,” Marie said. “That's where you mix things up too much. Happy and sad are symptoms. It's the thing about movies and books. It's that glimpse of heaven. No one loves anyone like they do in movies and books. No one hurts as wonderfully. I saw a movie about a woman in an car wreck just like ours, and she couldn't move from the neck down. Her family spurned her. A friend had to take care of her. She thought of killing herself. Then, the house caught on fire. She had to crawl out of the house. A little boy helped her. The little boy couldn't talk, and they became friends. I cried and cried.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I don't like things that make you sad,” he said. He meant it.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “This,” Marie nodded to the machines and the walls. “This makes me sad. The stories get me out of this. They get me into heaven. Even if it's only for a few minutes, it's enough. You want to know why people cry at movies even when the movie is happy? I've thought about this a lot. It's because life is never that good. They know that when the screen goes dark, they have to go back to the life off-screen where nothing is as good. People who have cancer in movies have moments of heaven. People who have cancer in real life just have cancer. People in car wrecks in movies and stories get heaven. In real life...”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She didn't finish the thought.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “So you feel like you're in heaven when you read a story?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She nodded. “Or see a good movie. Not the whole movie, just a few minutes. But a few minutes of heaven is better than no heaven at all. You know what I dream of at night?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No machines?” he said, hoping she would not be depressed by this comment.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She shook her head. “No. I dream that everything is exactly like it is, only it's absolutely wonderful. Then, I wake up.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         They were silent for a moment. The movie on television continued.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Then, she said, “I know why people kill themselves. It isn't because they hate anyone. It isn't because they want to escape. It's because they think there's no heaven. Why go on if there's no heaven to get to?”
      

      
         * * * *
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        PAUL WENT TO see Fazzo the Fabulous on Death Row. Fazzo had gained some weight in prison, and looked healthier.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I have to know something,” he said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah, kid?” Fazzo looked at him carefully. “You want to know all about 265, don't you? You been there since I got arrested?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul nodded. Then, as if this were a revelation, he said, “You're sober.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I have to be in here. No choice. The twelve-step program of incarceration ... Let me tell you, 265 is a living breathing thing. It's not getting rented out any time soon, either. It waits for the one it marked. You're it, kid. It's waiting for you, and you know it. And there's no use resisting its charms.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Why did you kill that woman?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “The forty million dollar question, kid. The forty million dollar question.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Forget it then.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Okay, you look like a decent kid. I'll tell you. She was a sweet girl, but she wanted too much heaven. She and me both. Life's job is not to give you too much heaven. But she got a taste for it, just like I did. You get addicted to it. So,” Fazzo gestured with his hands in a sawing motion. “She got in but the door came down. I mean, I know I cut into her, using my hands. I know that. Only I wasn't trying to cut into her. I liked her. She was sweet. I was trying to keep it from slamming down so hard on her. They thought I was insane at first, and were going to put me in one of those hospitals. But all the doctors pretty much confirmed that my marbles were around. Only all that boozing I did made me sound nuts.” Fazzo leaned over. “You got someone you love, kid?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul shrugged. “I got my little sister. She's it.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No other family?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I got cousins out of state. Why?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No folks?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul shook his head.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Okay, now it's clear why 265 chose you, kid. You're like me, practically no strings, right? But one beloved in your life. Me, I had Joey.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul grimaced.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Hey!” Fazzo flared up. “It wasn't like that! Joey was a kid whose family threw him out with the garbage. I gave him shelter, and that was it. Wasn't nothing funny about it. Sick thing to think.” Then, after a minute he calmed. “I gave Joey what was in 265 and everything was good for awhile. Joey, he had some problems.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Like—”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo shrugged. “We all got problems. Joey, he had leukemia. He was gonna die.” Then it was as if a light blinked on in the old man's eyes. “You know about Joey, don't you? It touched you in there, and it let you know about him. Am I right? When it touches you, it lets you know about who's there and who's not, and maybe about who's coming soon. You know about Joey?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul shook his head.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo seemed disappointed. “Sometimes I think it was all an il-lusion, like my bag of tricks. In here, all these bricks and bars and grays—sometimes I forget what it was like to go through the door.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “What happened to Joey?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “He's still there. I put him there.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You killed him?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Holy shit, kid, you think I'd kill a little boy I loved as if he were my own son? I told you, I put him there, through 265. He's okay there. They treat him decent.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “He's not in the apartment,” Paul said, as if trying to grasp something.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You want me to spell it out for you, kid? 265 is the door to Heaven. You don't have to believe me, and it ain't the Heaven from Jesus Loves Me Yes I Know. It's a better Heaven than that. It's the Heaven to beat all Heavens.” Fazzo spat at the glass that separated them. “You come here with questions like a damn reporter and you don't want answers. You want answers you go into that place.You won't like what you find, but it's too late for you. 265 is yours, kid. Go get it. And whoever it is you love, if it's that sister of yours, make sure she gets in it. Make sure she gets Heaven. Maybe that's what it's all about. Maybe for someone to get Heaven, someone else has to get Hell.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Like that woman?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo did not say a word. He closed his eyes and began humming.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Startled, he opened his eyes again and said, “Kid! You got to get home now!”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “What?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “NOW!” Fazzo shouted and smashed his fist against the glass.The guard standing in the corner behind him rushed up to him, grabbing him by the wrists. “Kid, it's your sister it wants, not you. You got caught, but it's your sister it wants. And there's only one way to get into heaven! Only one way, kid! Go get her now!”
      

      
         * * * *
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        PAUL DIDN'T RUSH home—he didn't like giving Fazzo the benefit of the doubt. He'd be on shift in another hour, and usually he spent this time by catching a burger and a Coke before going into the station. But he drove the murky streets as the sun lowered behind the stacks of castle-like apartment buildings on Third Street. The wind brushed the sky overhead with oncoming clouds, and it looked as if it would rain in a few minutes. Trash lay in heaps around the alleys, and he saw the faces of the walking wounded along the stretch of boulevards that were Sunday afternoon empty. He passed the apartments on Swan Street, doing his best not to glance up to the window on the second floor— 265, its three small windows boarded up. No one would live there, not after a woman's torso was found in the bathtub. Even squatters would stay away.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He dropped by his apartment, leaving the car to idle. He just wanted to see if she was watching her movies or reading.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He didn't believe the old man.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Fazzo the Fucked Up.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         In the living room, her books, the television on.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Soft music playing in the bathroom.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul knocked on the door. “Marie?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         After four knocks, he opened it. His heart beat fast, and seemed to be, not in his chest, but on the surface of his skin.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The machines were off, and she lay in the tub of pink water. On her back, her face beneath the water's surface like a picture he'd seen once, when they'd both been children, of a mermaid in a lake.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Scratched crudely on the tile with the edge of the scissors she'd used to cut herself free from the flesh, the words:
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I don't believe in heaven.
      

      
         * * * *
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        IT WAS ONLY years later, when he saw the item in the papers about Fazzo the Fabulous finally getting the chair, after years of living on Death Row, that he thought about 265 again. He heard, too, that the apartments on Swan Street were being torn down within a week of Fazzo's execution.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         In his forties, Paul had led what he would've called a quiet life. He'd been on the force for fifteen years, and the town had not erupted in anything more than the occasional domestic battle or crack house fire. He kept Marie's machines in his apartment, and often watched television in the living room feeling as if he were less alone.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         But one evening, he went down there, down to Swan Street, down the rows of slums and squats where the city had turned off even the streetlamps.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Standing in front of the old apartments, he glanced at the windows of 265. The boards had come out, and the windows were empty sockets in the face of brick.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He carefully walked up the half-burnt staircase, around the rubble of bricks and pulpy cardboard, stepping over the fallen boards with the nails sticking straight up.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The apartment no longer had a door.When he went inside, the place had been stripped of all appliance.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The stink of urine and feces permeated the apartment, and he saw the residue of countless squatters who had spent nights within the walls of 265.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Graffiti covered half the wall by the bathroom—spraypainted cuss words, kid's names, lovers’ names...
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Scrawled in blue across the doorway to the bathroom, the words: THE SEVEN STARS.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The bathroom had been less worked-over. The shower curtain had been torn down, as had the medicine cabinet. But the toilet, cracked and brown, still remained, as did the bathtub and shower nozzle.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul closed his eyes, remembering the woman's bloody torso in the tub.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Remembering Marie in the pink water.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         When he opened his eyes, he said, “All right. You have me. You took Marie. What is it you want?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He sat on the edge of the tub, waiting for something. He laughed to himself, thinking of how stupid this was, how he was old enough to know better ... how Fazzo the Fabulous had butchered some woman up here, and that was all. How Marie had killed herself at their home, and that was all.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         There was no heaven.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He laughed for awhile, to himself. Reached in his pocket and drew out a pack of cigarettes. Lit one up, and inhaled. The night came as he sat there, and with it darkness.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Sometime, just after midnight, he heard the humming of the flies, and the drip drop of rusty water as it splashed into the tub.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         In a moment, he saw the light come up, from the edge of the forest, near the great tree, and two iguanas scuttled across the moss-covered rocks. It came in flashes at first, as if the skin of the world were being stripped away layer by layer, until the white bone of life came through, and then the green of a deep wood. The boy was there, and Paul recognized him without ever having seen his picture.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You've finally come to join us, then,” the boy said. “Marie told me all about you.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Marie? Is she here?” Paul's tongue dried in his mouth, knowing that this was pure hallucination, but wanting it to be true.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The boy—and it was Joey, Fazzo's friend—nodded, holding his hand out.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The world had turned liquid around him, and for a moment he felt he was refocusing a camera in his mind, as the world solidified again. The great white birds stood like sentries off at some distance. A deer in the wood glanced up at the new intruder. Through them, as if they were translucent, he saw something else—like a veil through which he could see another person, or a thin curtain, someone watching him from the other side of the gossamer fabric. Lightning flashed across the green sky. A face emerged in the forest—the trees and the fern and the birds and the lizards all seemed part of it. A face that was neither kind or cruel.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         And then, he saw her, running towards him so fast it took his breath away. She was still twenty, but she had none of the deformities of body, and the machines no longer purred beside her. “Paul! You've come! I knew you would!”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She grabbed his hand, squeezing it. “I've waited forever for you, you should've come earlier.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joey nodded. “See? I told you he'd come eventually.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul grabbed his sister in his arms, pressing as close to her as he could. Tears burst from his eyes, and he felt the warmth of her skin, the smell of her hair, the smell of her—the fragrance of his beautiful, vibrant sister. He no longer cared what illusion had produced this, he did not ever want to let go of her.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         But she pulled back, finally."Paul, you're crying. Don't.” She reached up and touched the edge of his cheek.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I thought I'd never see you again, I thought—” he said, but covered his face to stop the tears.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yes, you did,” Marie said. “You believed in 265 all along. They told me you did. They knew you did.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Who are they?” he asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Marie glanced at Joey. “I can't tell you.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No names,” Joey whispered a warning.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The rain splintered through the forest cover like slivers of glass, all around them, and the puddles that formed were small mirror shards reflecting the sky.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Marie grasped Paul's hand.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He could not get over her warmth. “How ... how did you get here?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She put a finger to her lips. “Shh. Isn't it enough that we're here now, together?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul nodded his head.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “It won't last long,” Marie said, curiously looking up at the glassy rain as it poured around them.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “The rain?” he asked, feeling that this was better than any heaven he could imagine. This was the Heaven of all heavens.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No, you being here. Each time is only a glimpse. Like striking a match, it only burns for a short while.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I don't understand,” Paul said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Marie looked up at him, and all he felt was joy. He had never remembered feeling so alive, so much part of the world, so warm with love. Again, his eyes blurred with tears.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “It's only a glimpse,” she whispered. “Each time. When Fazzo was executed, he was the sacrifice. But they need another one.This time, they want the sacrifice to be here, on the threshold. It works longer that way. Just one. Each time, for you to be here.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Then, her mood changed, as she smiled like a child on his birthday. “Oh, but Paul, it's so wonderful to see you. Next time you come I'll show you the rivers of gold, and the way the trees whisper the secret of immortality. The birds can guide us across the fire mountains. And I have friends here, too, I want you to meet.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I don't understand,” Paul whispered, but the rain began coming down harder, and a glass wall of rain turned shiny and then melted, as he felt her hand grab for him through the glass—
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He was sitting in the darkness of the bathroom at 265, a young woman's hand in his, cut off at the wrist because the door had come down too hard, too soon.
      

      
         * * * *
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        FOR PAUL, THE hardest one was the first one. He found her down in Brickton, near the factories. She was not pretty, and looked to him to be at the end of her days from drugs and too many men and too many pimps beating her up. She had burn marks on her arms, and when she got into his car, he thought: I won't be doing anything too awful. Not too awful. It'll be like putting an animal out of its misery.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You a cop?” she asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He shook his head. “No way. I'm just a very desperate guy.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He told her he knew this place, an old apartment, not real pretty, but it was private and it got him off. When they reached Swan Street, she laughed. “I been in these apartments before. Christ, they look better now than I remember them.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He nodded. “Will you be impressed if I tell you I own them?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Really? Wow. You must be loaded.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Paul shrugged. “They went for cheap. The city was going to tear them down, but I got that blocked, bought them up and fixed them up a bit.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “They look empty.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Just started getting them ready for tenants,” he said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         They went upstairs, the green lights of the hallway like haloes around her red hair. Inside the apartment, he offered her a drink.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “All right,” she said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Need to use the bathroom?” he asked, opening the freezer door to pull out the ice tray.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “If you don't mind,” she said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Go ahead. Take a shower if you feel like it.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Well, you're buying,” the woman said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         When he heard the bathroom door close, he went and took the key from the dresser. Standing in front of the bathroom door, he waited until he heard the shower turn on.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He checked his watch.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It was two minutes to midnight.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         From the shower, she shouted, “Honey? You mind bringing my drink in and scrubbing my back?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He drew open the bathroom door. Steam poured from under the shower curtain. When he was inside the bathroom, he turned and locked the door. He put the key in his breast pocket.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “That you?” she asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah,” he said. “I'll join you in just a few seconds.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He crouched down. Beneath the sink, a large wooden box. Opening it, he lifted the cloth within. He grabbed the hand-ax and then closed the box.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He set the small ax on top of the sink. He unbuttoned his shirt, and took it off. He hung it on the hook by the door. Then, he stepped out of his shoes. Undid his belt, and let his trousers fall to the floor.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Baby?” she asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “In a minute,” he said. “We'll have some fun.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Pulling off his socks, and then his briefs. Grabbing the hand-ax. Looking at himself naked in the mirror, ax in fist.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         For a second, the glass flashed like lightning, and he saw her face there.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         A glimpse.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Then, he pulled back the shower curtain and began opening the door to Heaven.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           Ice Cream Man
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         IT WAS NEARLY two a.m. when Joel Caplin went to bed, and as he climbed the stairs he noticed how low the oak banister seemed. The last time he'd walked up those stairs his shoulder was about even with it, and now it only came up to his waist.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He'd spent his first seven years in this house, which he barely remembered, but being there gave him a strange sense of recognition. Everything was the same, only smaller than he remembered.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The bedroom was hot. Katherine was already asleep, sprawled out in bed with the covers thrown off her. Joel opened the window to let the cool air in, then went to the bathroom. He washed his pale, narrow face, gargled and brushed his teeth. As he did, he noticed a few more gray hairs striping his temple. He grabbed his tweezers, toothbrush poking from the side of his mouth, and plucked the four hairs. It was frustrating to be going gray at thirty-two. He seemed to be going bald as well. He pulled hair from his brush more and more often.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He crawled into bed next to his wife. She was wearing her blue silk nightgown that felt good beneath his palm, so he stroked her side, the curves of her hip, the side of her breast, the mound of her belly.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Consciousness began to fade and his thoughts began to wander, becoming more abstract. Thoughts of the house, the house from his childhood, his father, the funeral...
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Music. He heard music. It sucked him back out of his dreams. The sound was faint. A neighbor had the stereo up too loud, he figured. Rude at two in the morning.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The music was getting louder. It didn't sound like a stereo. More like bells, and he could make out the tune; it was “Pop Goes the Weasel,” but it was being played wrong. It was too slow and the bells rang out of tune with a dead clank.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel got out of bed and went to the window. He looked down at the street below, and what he saw coiled his stomach. Driving slowly, with his lights off, was the ice cream man.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The street was lined with large sugar maples, and the dull-yellow light of the street lamps shining through their leaves cast jagged shadows on the street. The white truck—short and square, a freezer on the back, covered with the stickers of the ice creams the man sold— was moving in and out of the shadows, up Evergreen Lane, toward Joel's house. When it reached the corner on the opposite end of the street, it stopped in the darkest of the shadows that sliced across the road.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “This is nuts,” Joel said aloud. “What's the Goddamn ice cream man doing out at this hour?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The truck stopped but the horrible music kept playing. What's this guy thinking, Joel thought.What parent would let their kid go out for ice cream in the middle of the night?
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Just then, the doors on the houses at the end of the block opened. Children, led by their parents, started walking toward the truck. It was a hazy night, but Joel could see that the boys were in their pajamas and the girls were in nightgowns.They walked slowly, lethargically, behind their parents.They slipped into the shadows where the ice cream man waited, and Joel couldn't see what happened there. Each child returned home, ice cream in hand, but looking almost too tired to eat.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         When the last parent and child had returned inside, the truck began to move again, the light of the street lamps flickering on its white surface as it passed between shadows. When it passed his house, the shadows were too dark to see who was driving. Joel watched as it disappeared around the corner.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He crawled back into bed and shook his wife. He felt bad doing it; she hadn't been sleeping well the last few nights. She was in her third trimester and still occasionally got morning sickness which kept her up half the night. She was predicting that she wouldn't sleep well again tonight—first night in the new house and all. It turned out to be the first good night's sleep she'd had all week, but he had to wake her; he was troubled and wanted her reassurance.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Katherine, are you awake?” he said, knowing she wasn't.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She didn't answer. He shook her again. “Katherine, wake up.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “What is it?” she mumbled without looking at him.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Didn't you hear that?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “What?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “It was the ice cream man.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She rolled onto her back and looked at him with half-closed eyes. “So?” she said in a tired, irritated voice.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “So? It's two in the morning!”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She rolled back onto her side. “If they want to eat ice cream at two in the morning, let them.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel sat there a moment, staring at her back. “But didn't you hear that horrible music?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She mumbled something he couldn't understand and a few seconds later he knew she was asleep.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He didn't want to wake her again, so he scooted up beside her and held her tightly, like a child holds his mother after waking from a nightmare.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        JOEL WAS OVER forty minutes early for work. He wasn't sure how long the commute into the city would take him, but since he wasn't able to fall asleep, he decided to leave early to be safe.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He put on a pot of coffee and decided to get a little work done before the rest of the group arrived. Joel was a legal secretary with Goldstein, Hernandez and Heinzman. His work mostly involved research: looking up old court cases, local ordinances, criminal backgrounds. He planned to be a lawyer himself, but still had another full year of law school and the bar exam and needed to save some money before he could continue his schooling.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It was his father's idea to become a lawyer. Joel had wanted to be a teacher. The idea of educating young minds had always appealed to him, but his father didn't like the idea. “Teachers don't make dick for money,” he'd said. “You work your ass off and they treat you like shit. Law's where the money's at.” Joel's father had wanted to be a lawyer when he was young but had to drop out of school and get a job when Joel was born.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel's boss—the Heinzman in Goldstein, Hernandez, and Heinzman —was the first to come in. “Why ya here so early, Joel?” he said, way too chipper for eight-forty in the morning. “Trying to get on my good side? Jesus, you look like shit. Come on into my office.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel got up from his notes on Isaac vs. the city of Las Vegas and followed Heinzman. “So what's up? The wife keep you up all night?” Heinzman said with a chuckle.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No,” Joel said, “not my wife.” He was a little reluctant to say why he really hadn't slept—he didn't want to look too stupid in front of the man who signed his paychecks—but he was glad to get it off his chest.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “This might sound a little strange, but the ice cream man came by last night and it was, like, two in the morning. I don't know. It bothered me. I had a hard time sleeping after that.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Heinzman got a big chuckle out of that. “So, you couldn't get to sleep because you were bothered by the ice cream man?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel's cheeks felt hot. “No, no ... I mean yes,but, you see;the kids ... they were all coming out...”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Joel...”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “...and it was two in the morning...”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Joel! Go home. Start your weekend a day early. I know you're un-der a lot of stress with your father's death and the move and all. So just go home, have a nice long weekend, get lots of rest and come in Monday, ready to work your ass off. Sound good?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah, all right,” Joel said, without the enthusiasm Heinzman was probably expecting. He opened the door to leave.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Oh, and Joel,” Heinzman added as Joel left the office, “if you see the ice cream man again, get yourself a Popsicle and try not to lose too much sleep over it, okay?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Damn, lawyers are assholes, Joel thought as he shut the door behind him.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        ON THE WAY home, Joel drove slowly, giving himself an hour and forty minutes to put things into perspective. Heinzman was right about him being under an inordinate amount of stress lately. He couldn't deny what he saw—kids were flocking to the ice cream man at two in the morning, that was not imagined—but maybe the horrible knot it put in his stomach, the nightmarish feeling it gave him, was amplified by the stress.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         It occurred to him—and not for the first time—that he didn't cry at his father's funeral, not even when he looked at his body lying in the casket. He remembered that even in death his father looked tense, like he was worrying how he was going to pay for the funeral expenses. The mortician was able to add color to his cheeks, groom his bushy gray hair, make the bags under his eyes look a little less baggy, and put a touch of a smile on his normally down-turned mouth, but he couldn't make him look any more relaxed. Even as Joel looked at that face for the last time, the face he'd looked at for thirty-two years, he didn't cry.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         A co-worker had once told Joel that several years back he had survived a plane crash, then, walking away from the wreckage, began crying hysterically because he realized he'd ripped his new pants. Later, a counselor explained that he didn't know how to deal with such a huge tragedy and needed something small to use as a catharsis. Maybe that's what he was doing. Maybe he was incapable of expressing himself at his father's funeral, and now he was using the ice cream man to let out his emotions.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He was probably more surprised to find out about the old house than his father's death. When Joel was seven, his father was promoted to vice president of Dylan Palms Realty, so they sold the family home and moved to San Francisco. Twenty-five years later he found out he had inherited the old house. His father had held onto it all those years and now it was his, and with the baby coming, the timing was perfect. The paperwork took about five weeks, but Wednesday when it all went through, they began moving in.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The house was spacious, a beautiful two-story Victorian with a big back yard, and in a nice neighborhood. Or, at least, it seemed like a nice neighborhood. Joel was beginning to have his doubts.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        JOEL DREADED GOING to bed that night. He went to bed early with his wife, so that if the ice cream man did return, he wouldn't have to know about it.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He kept his mind occupied by rubbing the mound of his wife's stomach, thinking of the son he would have in less than three months, imagining him growing up to be a teacher like he never was. Soon his thoughts sank into dreams.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         At some point in the night his dreams were interrupted by the sound of bells. They pulled him from the comfort of his dreams like a doctor pulling a baby from his mother's womb. He opened his eyes, knowing that again there would be no sleeping. He went to the window. How his wife could sleep through that wretched music, he had no idea. It was another hazy night, but he could see the ice cream truck driving up the street toward him. It stopped deep in the shadow of a large maple tree, halfway up the block. Just as before, the children from the surrounding houses were led out by their parents. And also just as before, Joel found the whole scene horribly disturbing. What the hell were these parents doing? These kids should be in bed.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He was seized by a sense of responsibility. He should go down and find out just what the hell was wrong with these people. He pulled on his black terry cloth robe and his leather slippers.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He trotted downstairs and when he went outside he realized that the fog looked much thicker from the street. He could no longer see the truck up the street, but he could follow the music; it seemed even louder now and each dull clank set his nerves on end. He remembered singing the song as a child...
      

      
        
           A penny for a spool of thread,
        
      

      
        
          a penny for a needle;
        
      

      
        
          that's the way our money goes—
        
      

      
        
          POP! goes the weasel.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        EVEN AS A kid, Joel hadn't liked the song, but now, being played so slow, being played wrong, it was much worse.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He walked toward the sound of the music, toward the shadow up the street. He saw a tall, gray-haired man walking in the same direction, so Joel decided to follow. The man was holding a young boy's hand, giving an occasional tug on the arm when his pace slowed. The boy was wearing light blue pajamas adorned with cartoon elephants and several sizes too large. The feet of the pajamas ended a few inches beyond his toes and curled under his feet as he walked. The boy's head hung forward, bobbing occasionally, as if he were falling asleep.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The fog was dense and Joel had to draw close to the pair to keep from losing them, but then a breeze came through, clearing much of the haze. The man, now just a couple feet in front of him, spun around. His face was hard and square, teeth clenched, jaw taut. His eyebrows were big gray bushes and his eyes were squinted in a scowl that petrified Joel.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The man's son turned around too, and Joel swore that the boy was asleep. His eyes looked completely closed and his head hung loose on his neck, as if the muscles no longer worked there.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel couldn't move. The thought hadn't even occurred to him to do so.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The breeze died and the fog returned, swallowing the man and his son, but Joel didn't follow. The thin slits of the man's eyes, his hard expression, left Joel frozen.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He stood motionless for a few moments, then heard the bells begin to fade. He didn't hear the truck's engine as it drove off, only the sound of the bells getting more and more quiet until nothing was left but the sound of the wind whistling quietly in his ears. He pulled his robe tighter around him as another strong breeze passed through, clearing the fog, and revealing to Joel that he was now standing in the middle of the street completely alone.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        WHEN JOEL HEARD the birds chirping the arrival of the sun, he opened his eyes. He hadn't been asleep, just waiting for morning, so he could go to a neighbor's house and talk. Someone must be concerned, and if they weren't, maybe they could explain exactly why the hell they were dragging their kids out for ice cream in the middle of the night.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He got out of bed quietly, so not to wake Katherine. When he stepped outside, the sun still wasn't all the way up. Half of it showed at the horizon, burning a deep shade of orange. The fog had dissipated and everything glowed in the soft colors of a morning which was at once beautiful and unpleasant, because he was only awake at this hour when he was on his way to work.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The house next door was vacant with a “For Sale” sign posted in the lawn's dead grass, so he went to the next house over. It was a large Victorian like his own, only not as well kept. It was white and two stories, with a front window that must have been eight feet tall with beautiful white drapes that were drawn closed. Years ago the house must have been the height of elegance, but like everything else in life, time had claimed much of its beauty. Now the paint was peeling, the wood beneath was rotting, and its whole frame seemed to sag slightly, as if after years of standing regal and proud, it had grown tired in its old age.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The steps creaked as Joel ascended to the front door. There was a round steel knocker and he struck it twice, knowing full well that whoever was inside was probably asleep and would no doubt be irritated that he was waking them to ask about the ice cream man. He tried to think of another reason he could give for coming by so early. Wanted to meet his neighbors? No. Wanted to borrow something? Maybe. What would he need at six in the morning? Sugar? Coffee? Newspaper? No.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He heard the plodding thud thud thud of feet tromping down the stairs inside. Just as the door began to open, he decided that he was going to ask to borrow some medicine because his wife was sick, but when the door opened, the question froze in his throat. Standing in the doorway in pajamas, with sleep-glazed eyes, was the man Joel had seen in the street the night before. But what threw Joel was how much younger the man looked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         His hair was darker, even his bushy eyebrows, and the wrinkles on his forehead and around his eyes were less deep. Despite the changes, Joel was sure it was him, with his hard eyes and square face.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yes?” the man said gruffly.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Hi,I'm sorry to bother you. I uh ... wanted to ask if I could, uh...” Damn, Joel thought, what was it? “borrow some...” Shit, borrow what? “Some medicine,” he said with relief. “My wife's feeling sick to her stomach and she asked me to come over here and get some medicine.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Come on in,” the man said, sounding not the least bit pleased.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel followed him in and closed the door. The house looked even older and more run down on the inside. Everything was covered in a thin layer of dust and the furniture was old and tattered. There was an old TV with a small, nearly round screen in the living room. The couch and love seat were made of a coarse brown fabric that was frayed on the armrests, exposing the white stuffing. There was a hardwood floor with a red and brown oriental rug in its center. It was dark in the house. The only light was a soft beam that filtered through the curtains in the front window and illuminated the dust particles that danced through the air.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The man walked into the kitchen without a word, and Joel followed, hoping for a cue to bring up the real reason he'd come.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I just moved into the house on the corner,” Joel said and waited for a response. The man shuffled bottles of vitamins, insecticides, and medicines in a cupboard above his refrigerator and didn't respond. “Yeah,” Joel continued, “I used to live there when I was just a kid. It's strange to come back after all this time.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel had finally caught the man's interest. He turned and looked at Joel as if he was trying to see through a thick fog. “You must be Bill Caplin's kid.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah,” Joel said, surprised, “you knew my father?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yes I did. He was a good man. And a good neighbor.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “We haven't lived there for twenty-five years.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I've lived here for almost sixty.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Boy, you don't look sixty.” At least not today, Joel thought to himself.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “He just passed away last month.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yes, I know. Good man, old Bill was.” The man looked back in the cupboard and pulled out a pink bottle of Pepto Bismol. “Think this'll help?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah, this is fine.” Joel took the bottle from the man's thick hand. “Thanks.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel heard feet scamper quickly down the stairs, then the crackle and hum of the TV turning on in the livingroom.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel didn't find a smooth transition, so he asked directly, “Does the ice cream man always come by so late? He woke me up around two o'clock this morning.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “No, very rarely,” the man said and began walking back toward the front door.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I was surprised to see so many kids out that late.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Like I said, he doesn't come around much. It's sort of a special event.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel didn't think much of the man's response, but he didn't know how to press further without being rude.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Do you have kids?” The man said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “My wife's pregnant with our first. Due In April.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Well, then. You'll understand soon enough.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         As they walked through the living room, Joel saw a boy sitting cross-legged on the rug. He was wearing the same light blue, cartooned pajamas as the boy he'd seen the man with the night before, but it was a different boy. Probably his older brother. He seemed a little more filled out through the shoulders and several inches taller. Joel noticed that the boy's toes went all the way to the end of the feet of his pajamas.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “How many kids do you have?” Joel asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Just one. This is my son Alex.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The boy turned around and Joel could see that it was indeed the boy from last night. His hair hung straight across his forehead, just as before. Same little nose, same freckled cheeks.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I hope the medicine works for her,” the man said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Huh?” Joel said, still staring at the boy.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Your wife. I hope the medicine will make her feel better.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah, uh, I'm sure it will,” Joel said as he backed out the door, onto the porch.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Take care, Joel,” the man said, and shut the door.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        AT EIGHT O'CLOCK, when the sun went down and the sky changed from its fiery oranges and yellows, to cool lavender, to dark purple, Joel went to his bedroom window to wait. Tonight he was going to confront him, the ice cream man himself. He was going to wait by his window all night until he came. He wasn't worried about missing him—he couldn't miss him if he tried—he just couldn't concentrate on anything else until he talked to him.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         During the day, he had helped Katherine arrange the furniture and hang the plants. He tried to be talkative but he was certain she knew something was wrong.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Sometime after nine, Katherine came into the room carrying a plate of lasagna. “I brought you some dinner,” she said.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Okay,” he mumbled without looking at her, not wanting to break his stare out the window.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         There was a long silence and he wasn't sure whether or not she'd left until he felt her hand on his shoulder. “So what's bothering you? Why are you up here by yourself?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I'm waiting,” he said absently.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “For who?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “The ice cream man.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “We have ice cream in the fridge,” she said with a laugh.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He laughed too, and turned to look at her kneeling beside him. The light shining up from the street lamps gave her face a soft warm glow. When she saw that she had his attention she repeated: “I brought you some dinner. I called for you about an hour ago. I guess you didn't hear me.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He ran his hand through her hair and gave her a soft apologetic kiss.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “The ice cream man?” she said, and smiled.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah, I'll explain later.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She stood behind him and wrapped her arms around his neck, resting her chin on his head. “Good night. Enjoy your ice cream.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Goodnight,” he said, then turned and kissed her belly and said goodnight to their son.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She got into bed and he resumed his stare out the window. Within minutes her breathing got slow and deep and he knew she was sleeping.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Outside the window, little happened. No cars drove up the street and no one walked by. By eleven o'clock, the lights were out in all his neighbor's houses. Occasionally a gust of wind came by, swirling and scattering a pile of leaves or running off with a stray piece of newspaper. Joel watched patiently, his gaze never leaving the street below his window.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         At two forty-five he heard what he was waiting for. Faintly in the distance he heard bells. His head felt clouded from staring so long out the window. He tried to shake it clear but it didn't work. The bells were getting louder. He looked up the street to the west and saw the ice cream truck moving through the darkness. As the truck came closer and the bells grew louder, he realized that he wasn't as nervous as he had been only an hour ago.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The murkiness in his head wasn't going away.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He watched the truck rolling slowly up the street, driving close to the curb to stay in the shadows. It continued on past where it had stopped the previous nights and parked on the corner, across the street from Joel's house.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He wasn't thinking clearly and he felt half asleep. He knew to go outside. He knew to go see the ice cream man. Why he was going, he couldn't remember.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He also knew that the clanking bells didn't seem so horrible anymore. He felt drawn to them, as if the bells were hands that had come in through his window to lead him to the ice cream truck.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He went with the feeling. He got up from the window and went downstairs. He opened the front door and stepped into the cool misty night. He could see, but it was hazy, as if he was looking through a silk curtain.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He could just make out the shape of the truck in the shadows. Several parents and children were in the street,walking toward the truck and forming a line at the back. Instinctively, Joel got at the end of the line. It didn't even occur to him to go to the beginning.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         As he stood in line, he tried to shake his head clear again and concentrate on what he was doing. Ice cream man. Talk to him. Why? He couldn't focus. Each thought that flashed in his head fluttered away before he could get a good grip on it.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The couple in front of Joel stepped forward. The music clanked louder and the invisible hands guided Joel forward a step.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         He could see that the line led to the open freezer where the ice cream man was standing, but he couldn't see what he looked like or what he was doing.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel saw the mother and daughter at the front of the line leave, and each group took a step forward. When he followed, he could see the ice cream man. Had he been thinking at all clearly, the sight would have shocked him.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The ice cream man was dressed like a clown. He had a bushy head of white hair, and a baggy, red, one-piece suit with blue and yellow spots. Even with the white face paint, Joel could tell he was an old man. His lips were thin and painted black, the paint curling up at the ends, making his frowning mouth appear to be smiling. His cheeks were painted red, but they were sunken. Aside from the white base, the eyes were unpainted and the skin underneath was baggy.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The pair at the front of the line finished and everyone took another step forward. There were now only three couples between himself and the ice cream man.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         A father and son were now at the front of the line. Joel watched as the ice cream man went into the freezer and came out with something in each hand. He had what appeared to be an ice cream bar for the boy and something else for the father. The people in front of Joel blocked his view of what happened next.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The father and son at the front of the line left and everyone took another step forward. Only two groups to go. He'd be up there any second and would need to tell the ice cream man why he was there. He had to focus, but his thoughts were so foggy.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The couple at the front of the line left. Only a mother and daughter stood between him and the ice cream man. Now he could see what was happening. The ice cream man went into his freezer and came out with an ice cream bar in one hand that he gave to the little girl. What he had in the other hand, the object he gave to the mother, was a syringe.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel didn't know what to make of this. It didn't make sense to him. He could feel himself swaying on his feet. He had stopped worrying about what he was going to say when he got to the front of the line— now he simply wanted to watch.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The little girl took the ice cream listlessly. The ice cream man un-buttoned the front of the girl's nightshirt, then took the mother's arm and helped her as she lowered the syringe and sunk the needle into the center of the girl's chest. She drew back on the plunger and the needle filled with a thick yellow liquid. As this happened, Joel swore that he saw the girl getting older—she grew in height, her breasts enlarged, her hips widened.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel tried to scream out, to say something to make them stop, but he couldn't. All that came out of his mouth were muffled groans that went unnoticed.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The mother pulled out the needle. The ice cream man reached out with his long white fingers and began unbuttoning the mother's blouse. When he was done, he took the syringe from her hand and stuck the needle into her chest. He pushed down on the plunger and as the liquid emptied from the tube she became younger. The gray faded from her hair and the wrinkles washed from her face.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         They stepped aside and Joel, painfully confused, stepped forward.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The ice cream man reached into the back of the truck and the bells grew loud again. When he came out, he didn't have an ice cream, but he did have a syringe. He held it out to Joel. He didn't want to take it. He tried not to. He knew it was wrong, even through the confusion that filled his head like clouded water, but the bells got louder...
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           POP! Goes the weasel...
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         ...until each note throbbed in his temples. He felt the invisible hands again, but now those hands had claws. They dug in and made him reach out and take the needle. The ice cream man pointed to Joel's left, over his shoulder. Joel turned. He hadn't even realized it, but Katherine was standing there beside him in her nightgown, eyes almost completely closed, swaying slightly from side to side.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The music pounded fiercely. A smile grew on the ice cream man's lips.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           A penny for a spool of thread...
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel knew what the ice cream man wanted him to do, but he tried to fight with every bit of will power he could muster.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           A penny for a needle...
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         His head spun. The invisible claws of the music dug in and raised his arm above his head. It shook as he tried to fight.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Saliva dripped from the ice cream man's white chin.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           That's the way our money goes...
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel brought the syringe down hard, the needle plunging into his wife's swollen belly, into the fetus growing inside, to draw life from his unborn son.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The next few minutes were a blur as Katherine's belly swelled, the baby inside moving like a cat under a blanket. Her water broke, soaking the bottom of her nightgown.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Joel ran back to the house to get the car, his head as light and empty as a helium balloon.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         As he helped her into the car to take her to the hospital where she would deliver a healthy but premature baby boy, Joel felt the ice cream man put a hand on his shoulder, like a father who's proud of his son. He would not remember any of this later, but from time to time he would wake up with his heart pounding, thinking he was being held by the grip of an old man's cold white hand.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           The Service of the Dead
        
        by Stephen Dedman
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Stephen Dedman has appeared in an eclectic range of magazines and anthologies, including; “The Years Best Fantasy and Horror,” edited by Ellen Datlow and Terry Windling, and “Little Deaths.” Also he has appeared in “Asimov's Science Fiction,” Science Fiction Age,” “Wetbones,” “Bloodsongs,” “Aurealis” and “Eidolon.” Recently his first novel, “The Art of Arrow Cutting,” was published. He currently resides in Western Australia where he claims to have been a science fiction bookshop buyer, former experimental subject and used dinosaur salesman.
        
      

      
        
           Pour le Drapeau
        
      

      
        
          Pour le Patrie
        
      

      
        
          Mourir est beau!
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        (For the flag/For the country/Dying is beautiful)
      

      
        'The Dessalienne', Haitian National Anthem
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Also shall be qualified as attempted murder the employment of drugs, hypnosis, or other occult practice which produces lethargic coma or lifeless sleep; and if the person has been buried it shall be considered murder no matter what result follows.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        Article 249 of the Haitian Penal Code 
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        YOU DON'T SEE many zombis in Port-au-Prince, except for an occasional glimpse of the General's bodyguards in the Place des Heros, or a truckload being shipped out from the Casernes Dessalines. Further away from the cities, you may see them working on the roads or in the fields, but it's here in the mountains where they're at their most useful. At least, that was what I'd always been told. Sitting in one of our few working jeeps and staring through ancient binoculars as they trudged into what the tonton macoutes claimed was a hideout for collaborators, I wasn't so sure. “What do you expect them to find?” I asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Legrand, the Artist (painters and karateka are artists, magicians are Artists; calling them bokors or magicians or witch-doctors is stupid and sometimes fatal), looked up from his tarot deck and laughed, showing long, yellow, crooked teeth. “You haven't worked with zoms long, have you, lieutenant?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I glanced at my watch, and shook my head. “About an hour and a quarter.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah? Heard somewhere that nightmares supposed to last ninety minutes.This one should be over soon, hey?” Legrand looked more like a Joshua tree than anything human; Major Dupre had told me that the Artist cut and washed his hair, beard and nails every June, and this was mid-April. He wore a uniform, of course—the zombi guards were ordered to attack anybody who didn't—but spoiled the effect with Raybans, snakeskin shoes, a battered black top hat, and a silver-topped cane which I'm sure concealed either a sword or a gun. “They find bullets, mostly. Mines, too, mines they're real good at ... but that's about all.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I nodded. I'd been sent there because the platoon had reportedly lost most of its zoms in a minefield less than a week before. It was prob-ably just bad luck, or maybe incompetence, but I had to make sure it wasn't sabotage. There'd been a case a few weeks before of somebody poisoning zombis’ food with salt; they'd gone berserk as they began to die, and half a company had been wiped out, dead and alive alike.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I tried hard to suppress a shiver as I watched the zoms shambling quietly through the pampas grass and thorn bushes towards the village. Everyone knew that zoms were as loyal as dogs and slightly better at obeying simple commands; they were strong, damn near invulnerable, didn't complain about their food or their quarters, and didn't need entertaining. They would walk across a minefield, through fire or gas, over razorwire, into the paths of tanks (assuming the Domingues had had any) ... just what the General ordered. Of course, they'd be all but useless against a well-equipped modern army, but the UN was keeping everyone out ofthis fight, and the arms embargo was affecting both sides.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I stared through my borrowed binoculars again. “Who's the old man under the mapou?” I asked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Legrand glanced in his direction, though without binoculars, he could barely have seen the tree, much less the man. “Jacques? Zombi-master.” There was something curiously like respect in his voice. “Isn't a man alive who hates me more.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I continued to watch the old man for a few minutes; it was easier than looking at the zoms. Yes, I knew that most zoms were convicts; the General liked to boast that he hadn't restored the death penalty or conscription, boasting to the world that inhis Haiti—the Haiti of the twenty-first century, free of foreign influences and religions—all criminals did useful work. It was intended as a deterrent, and maybe it worked.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Maybe I'm old-fashioned; my father was a soldier, like his father before him, and they drummed their ideas of honor into me thoroughly and efficiently. They taught me loyalty to the army, whoever it served at the time, and they told me how they thought war should be fought, as well as how itwas fought. I was prepared to see men being killed for no reason that they understood, and I knew that zombis couldn't understand anything more complicated than a direct order. But no one had ever told me that most of the zoms we recruit were women, and seeing them stumbling into that village like that made me sick to my stomach.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Why does he hate you?” I asked. I could see Jacques barking orders into a megaphone, but at this distance—supposedly safe from snipers—I couldn't hear a word.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You see the zom near him, hanging back? Mulatto woman?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yes.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “His wife,” replied Legrand, softly. I lowered the binoculars, and stared at him. “Truth,” he said. “I didn't know at the time, just been assigned here. Jacques probably wants to see me dead,” he grinned savagely, “or worse. But he won't do anything about it; too scared of what'll happen if he does.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I nodded. There's nothing new about soldiers hating their com-manders, or despising civilians, and Legrand was both.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Look at them,"said Legrand, softly, and I reluctantly peered through the binoculars at the advancing zombis. “Life and death rolled up into a ball; what could be scarier than that? All the civilians in the village will start running like Hell, soon, so we can send the soldiers in. The zoms have their orders; they're not to shoot anybody who runs away.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I grunted. We gave zombis cheap, obsolete semi-automatic weapons with the largest magazines we could, because most of them weren't smart enough to reload. The one who killed my father had an old M-14 set to autofire, and he emptied the entire clip into him and was advancing with bayonet fixed before a live guard shot him through both eyes.There's an art to fighting zoms; you can't kill them without a handful of salt, you can't hurt or stun them, they're like marionettes with monowire strings and the best thing you can do is aim for the knees and elbows.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I glanced at Legrand. He was smiling when the zoms entered the village; he was still smiling when the soldiers left at sunset, reporting that they'd found nothing, no weapons, no signs of sedition or foreign influence, not even enough food to count as evidence of hoarding; the villagers out here probably hadn't heard of the last coup, or the embargo, or the war against the Domingues. Legrand continued to smile, as though he knew a joke he couldn't share with mere mortals. Maybe he did, at that.
      

      
         * * * *
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        MAJOR DUPRE WAS easily twice my age, which meant that he'd survived more loyalty checks than I'd had pay parades, so I wasn't expecting much cooperation. Fortunately, he'd known my father, so he treated me with more respect than I probably deserved. He was a competent officer, spoke French fluently as well as Creole, and though he was loyal to the army rather than the General he hadn't made any major political errors that I knew of. I was soon wondering why he and Legrand were stationed out here; it seemed a strange sort of reward for years of good service...
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Or so I thought, until I overheard four soldiers talking in the mess tent on my second day there. They were swapping stories about wo-men, in the way soldiers probably have since the Trojan War; only the names change. Or so I thought, until one of them wished for a woman who still had a tongue. Legrand, sitting opposite me, drew two cards from his tarot deck—Death, and then the Lovers, which he lay across it.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I sat there silently, and listened to the soldiers, and tried to tell myself that it didn't matter. It may have been necrophilia, but at least it wasn't rape ... well, maybe it was, but zoms don't complain. The zom woman serving food merely stood there, her face blank, as though she were deaf as well as dead.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Sure,” said the corporal, while the others laughed."But then you'd have to make sure you didn't eat too much salt, in case you—” More laughter.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Me,” said another, “I prefer that new bitch with the legs. Remember the way she used to walk? Jesus, the way she moans when you—” The men opposite him suddenly sat up, and the speaker stopped abruptly. I turned around, and saw Jacques walk in. The conversation turned to football as the zombi master poured himself a cup of terrible coffee, then sat down at the other end of my table, not looking at any of us. I finished eating what little I could stomach, then walked out. Legrand collected his cards and followed me.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Going to tell Dupre?” he asked, as I stomped in the direction of the latrine and the zombi corral.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You mean he doesn't know?” I replied, sourly.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Of course he knows. You knew too, Lieutenant; you just didn't want to think about it. Don't waste your time putting it in your report, hey? What would you want the army to do about it, anyway? Bury them all?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I shrugged, then stopped and turned to face him. He held up his hands like a music hall minstrel. “Don't be blaming me, lieutenant.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You make the zombis.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah, but I don't fuck ‘em; I do havesome pride. Besides, the soldiers here love their work,there's no point in questioningtheir loyalty—”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “And Dupre lets them do it—or does he join in?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Legrand shrugged. His face looked like so much petrified wood, almost as though he were a zombi himself. “I never saw him, and he doesn't boast about it.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I sighed. Legrand looked up at the sky. “Rain in a minute. You want to get under cover?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         My tent leaked slightly but insistently, and I stared out at the mud and wished I were back in the city. Any city. The empty-eyed zombi guards stood at their posts, immobile, silent, and very wet. “The Major told me about your father,” said Legrand, quietly, as he sat on my sag-ging cot. “Do you know who did it—and don't be blaming the zom; somebody live had to give him that gun and those orders.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Nobody seems to know,” I replied. “Nobody's claimed credit for it, so I suspect it was a screw-up, maybe they got the wrong colonel ... My mother and sister didn't believe that, but I guess I can...” It wasn't exactly a lie. Sometimes I did believe it, and the urge to kill the man or men responsible became bearable. Other times, it was like the pain of a broken bone or a bullet wound. “My mother committed suicide; Sophie escaped to Jamaica.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “It's a shitter, not knowing who to hate,” said Legrand. “But it's no good hating the zoms. They just do what slaves and idiots used to do, or what machines do in the rich countries. We use zoms to walk across minefields, clear the way for the soldiers and the jeeps; in the Middle East, they use little boys, tell ‘em they're going to go to sit on God's right hand—I always used to think that meant God liked to fondle little boys’ bottoms, but maybe that's something that didn't get translated too well—and the UN has robots to do that sort of shit. We might use ‘em too, if it weren't for the blockade.” He didn't sound convinced; the drugs needed to make a zombi are expensive, but much cheaper than even Korean-made robots. “You know about the pyramids? They were probably built by zoms—climate like Egypt's, hot and dry, mummifies bodies naturally, zoms'd last for fifty years or more, and a lot of the Art's supposed to come from Egypt. Same with the Inca pyramids, and Easter Island ... It'd be nice to look at them and think nobody died making them, nobody suffered...”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “You think zoms don't suffer?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Nah. They're dead, or nearer to dead than I ever want to be; no soul, nogros bon ange . I've seen them try to walk with legs that bend both ways, carry on after being set alight by white phosphorus or napalm, stare into the sun ‘til those big blank eyes just burn out, they never even blink ... and I know all those Pyramids were built, anyway, whether it was by zoms or slaves. I know that thousands of Africans died lying in their own blood and shit in slaveships. I know that bayonet charges used to be done with non-coms standing behind the foot-soldiers ready to shoot anyone who broke ranks, and cannon behind the non-coms for the same reason ... Is that what humans are for?” He shook his head. “Sure, we might've been better off without the pyramids and without the wars, but you know who to blame forthem .”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         That was too close to sedition for me to even acknowledge. “Why are you out here?” I asked. “You used to have a good job at Head-quarters—”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Dessalines Barracks,” he replied, nodding, and then grinned horribly. “But I talk too much sometimes, even when I'm sober, so they sent me out here where nobody would listen—well, nobody who matters, anyhow.” He was looking straight at me as he said it. “As for Dupre, he goes where they send him, believes what they tell him. Good soldier.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “What about Jacques?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         The Artist grinned insincerely. “Born near here.” I raised an eyebrow. “Marie-Claire, his wife, was arrested by the macoutes a few years ago, while he was stationed near Les Cayes. Second anniversary of the last coup. She was hoarding food; made a full confession.” He removed his Raybans to let me see his eyes, to show that he was serious. The tonton macoutes have a reputation for being able to inflict the maximum amount of pain on a person without rendering them useless as zombis, but they rarely waste time torturing somebody who's already confessed. Hoarding food is an act of sedition, the least offence punishable by premature burial, but there's something petty about hoarding; as long as the food can be retrieved, it doesn't inspire the macoutes to revenge in the way that, say, graffiti would. “By the time anyone had told Jacques, she was already in the ground and out of it again. The old fool begged to be reassigned here, and the Major said yes, even promoted him to zombi master a few months later. He's good at it, too; very careful of the zoms, but nottoo careful, won't spare them if it means risking a soldier.” It was still raining heavily, but he stomped out of the tent and through the steaming mud towards the corral, and like a fool, I followed. “That's her,” he said. There were enough women in there that he had to point with his raybans before I could tell who he meant.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         She must have been handsome, back when she was alive, and she seemed much younger than Jacques—maybe not young enough to be his daughter, but young enough to make me stare at the other women there. Most of them were younger than she was, and though it was difficult to see past their empty eyes and empty mouths and their shambling movement, they were all notably voluptuous, and they might have been selected for a type of physical attractiveness. I mentioned this to Legrand, who merely shrugged.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Arethey selected?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “I don't pick them,” he replied, turning around and heading for his tent, which was also the camp's hounfor.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Then who does?” I yelled. Legrand didn't answer; maybe he hadn't heard me over the drumming of the rain. I slogged my way through the mud as quickly as I could, and caught up with him just outside his tent. “Who chooses them?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         Legrand glared at me though his Raybans, then ducked inside the tent. “Who?” I repeated, as he sprawled on his cot.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “They pick themselves,” he replied. “They're criminals, aren't they?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         I snorted. “You can't treatevery criminal; half the people in these towns are probably hoarding food, if not weapons, and the drugs you need aren't cheap, the ceremonies take time ... who decides?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Depends what you mean,” he replied, sullenly. “The soldiers and the macoutes pick out suspects for interrogation: maybe they're more likely to pick out the pretty women sometimes, as well as some strong backs. And maybe Jacques sends the men into danger first, because he doesn't like to see women die.” He shrugged. “Maybe that's why he hasn't killed his wife. I would, if I were him.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Why? You said that zoms don't suffer,” I reminded him.
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Yeah? Well, that's because I'm full of shit. I don't know whether they suffer or not, and I don't give a fuck so long as I'm not one of them. It's the way the old man suffers that scares me.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Why? Because he wants revenge?”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         “Who doesn't?” snapped Legrand. “You want revenge for your father, right? Jacques wants revenge for his wife. The rest of the world wants revenge for the foreigners killed in the last coup. But revenge isn't worth shit; it always looks back, never forward. It's the dead telling the living how to live.” He looked past me to the corral. “That's why none of the coups ever change anything; the new bosses waste too much time getting revenge on the people who were loyal to thelast bosses. Stupid. Don't fuck up your life going after the person who killed your father; get the fucker who's going to kill your children.”
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
         There was no doubt who he meant, and that was close enough to sedition to earn anyone else a premature burial. “I don't have any,” I said, softly.
      

      
        
           
        
      

    

  
 “Then get the fucker who's going to killmy children,” Legrand replied, wearily. “You're not doing anyone any damn good staying here.”
 
 That was probably true, but I shook my head. “Dupre wants me to see another raid; he says this one won't come up dry.”
 
 “You didn't come all this way just to witness a demonstration of Dupre's efficiency. Or is it unhealthy in Port-au-Prince at the moment?”
 
 Despite myself, I found myself liking Legrand. “It wasn't when I left. The General's still in control.”
 
 “Really?” said Legrand. He glanced at his watch—an ancient Rolex analog, gold—and then shook it, grinning furiously. “You know the funny thing about Jacques and Marie-Claire?”
 
 “No.”
 
 “I don't think she was the one hoarding food—where would she have gotten it? It was him, and she died to protect him.”
 
 I shrugged. The macoutes would probably have buried both of them anyway, and Legrand knew that. “So I'm not the only one he hates,” said the Artist. “He hates the macoutes—but who doesn't?—and probably Dupre too, but he hates himself more, maybe most of all. If he ever does get his revenge, Lieutenant, he's going to have to kill a whole shitload of people.”
 * * * *
 
TWO DAYS LATER, I was sitting in the jeep again with Legrand, while the zombis marched towards yet another village. It was stinking hot, though less humid than it usually was in Port-au-Prince, and I was almost dozing as they trudged onwards. The sound of the mines echoed through the valley, and I looked up to see a zom staggering forward on his knees, his left foot and most of his calf blown to shreds. Several others were crawling forwards while the others stumbled on, oblivious to their companions. Then, suddenly, a whole row of men disappeared from sight, as though they'd simultaneously walked into a trench. Maybe they had. I heard Jacques yelling, and all of the zombis froze in position.
 
 “Pits,” muttered Legrand. He sounded almost approving. Low-tech, simple, cheap, easy for anybody but a zombi to just walk around, and they'd just immobilized a good quarter of our force until we could dig them out. Of course, like most tricks, it wouldn't work now that we were expecting it, but whatever the villagers were hiding, they can't have been relying on the pits and a few mines to protect them...
 
 Jacques shouted, and I saw the zombis advance, a little more slowly than before—then one of the males blundered into a tripwire and triggered a claymore mine. I watched in horror as steel balls shattered the legs of many of the zoms still walking, and the heads of those trying to emerge from the pits. Legrand began chanting a prayer softly as the last male, trying desperately to walk on legs that bent both ways, toppled to the ground. I started the jeep and headed towards Dupre.
 
 “I don't think you want to do this,” muttered Legrand.
 
 “I'm going to tell him to pull out,” I snapped, as we lurched down the hill. “If they can afford to waste that sort of ordnance on zombis, I don't want to know what they're keeping for the soldiers. I can requisition a mortar from Gonaives or Cap Haitien...”
 
 Legrand shook his head. “How long will that take? Dupre isn't going to wait; he doesn't want to be stuck out here in the hills forever. He's lost nearly thirty zombis in a week for almost no gain, and he wants to go back to Dessalines a hero—”
 
 I saw Dupre shouting at Jacques, and realized that there were only three more zombis intact—all female, one of them his wife. Zombis were cheap, but there were more than a dozen shotguns and a rifles scattered out there in the minefield, weapons that Dupre couldn't afford to let fall into the hands of insurgents. Jacques ordered two of women to advance, Dupre shouted again—and then the zombi master unslung his old M-16 and ran after the zombis, taking care to follow in their footsteps. Marie-Claire followed him, glacier-slowly.
 
 “Turn around,” whispered Legrand. I glanced at him, then shook my head sharply. The Artist shrugged, then reached into his shirt pocket and removed an ornate Derringer, which he handed to me.
 
 “I have a gun,” I said, patting the Beretta on my hip.
 
 “This is loaded with salt,” he replied. “.410 shotgun shells. You'll have to aim for the mouth,of course, and it's only good at close range —” There was a soft explosion, and Legrand swore in Spanglish. I turned, and saw that one of the zombi women had trodden on yet another mine—a small one, that only destroyed her foot. She continued to walk, with a pronounced list. I was trying to reassure myself that at least they weren't live soldiers being maimed and massacred, that on an economic level we were still winning. I saw Jacques bend down to pick up the zombis’ guns and throw them back towards the soldiers. He guided his zombis around pits, and towards the village. A few soldiers began following hesitantly in Marie-Claire's footsteps. We were maybe two hundred meters away from Dupre when one of the zombis walked into the tripwire of a Bouncing Betty mine. Jacques must have seen it an instant too late, because he threw himself to the ground as the grenade popped up and airburst just over the zombis’ heads.
 
 Zombis don't duck, and the front two were all but decapitated by the jagged fragments. Marie-Claire, three or four meters behind them, continued to walk towards where Jacques was lying, and for a moment, I thought she'd been spared. Like a fool, I tromped the brake and reached for my binoculars and looked at her profile. Most of her face was gone; she still had one blank eye, but if there had been any of Marie-Claire'sgros bon ange left behind that face a second before, it was there no longer.
 
 Jacques lifted his head to stare as Marie-Claire tottered unsteadily towards him, then shouldered his M-16. Dupre yelled something, but his last words were drowned out by the rattling gunfire as Jacques fired a long burst in his direction. I felt the jeep rock slightly as Legrand stood, holding the windshield to steady himself. I was too busy watching Dupre fall to see Jacques turn his gun towards us; I heard shots, but bullets travel twice as fast as sound. By the time I opened my mouth to yell at Legrand, he had fallen out of the jeep and I was speaking to myself.
 
 For what seemed like minutes, Jacques lay there in the minefield, surrounded by shattered zombis. Only Marie-Claire was standing, tall and motionless as though she'd forgotten how to walk. And then Jacques, having nobody left to avenge himself on, scrambled to his feet while the lights of a dozen laser scopes clustered on his chest like medals.
 
 Nobody waited for me to give the order to fire, and there was no way to tell who fired first. A few stray rounds hit Marie-Claire, knocking her down, and we left all of them there.
 
 Two days later, I came in with a mortar and another platoon, and we cleared out the hideout. Most of the defenders died long before we drove in; they gathered most of their munitions into one shack, sat around it, and pulled the pin on a grenade, much to the irritation of the macoutes and the Artist. When it was over, the zombi-master, an obese blue-eyed mulatto named Kobylanski, ordered his zoms to carry the remains out to the pits, and bury them with the dead from the first attack—except for Legrand and Dupre, who merited separate graves, fine and private places, dug by the soldiers.
 
 “A pity about Legrand,” said Marchant, the Artist, after the brief ceremony. “He was one of my teachers, you know. Brilliant man; such a waste.”
 
 I glanced at him incredulously. Handsome, bald, and well-groomed with an expensive taste in aftershave, he seemed as unlike Legrand as any man I'd ever seen. “They say he had the General's ear, only Artist he would listen to, but didn't let power go to his head; always very friendly. I was training for the priesthood, but he said I had too much talent just to be an army chaplain. Did you know him well?”
 
 “No, not really.”
 
 Marchant nodded, and reached into his pocket. “There was a letter addressed to you among his things.”
 
 “Thanks.”
 
 A week later, I was back in the Casernes Dessalines.
 * * * *
 
I HALF-EXPECTED them to court-martial me; instead, somebody must have decided that the army needed heroes as well as zombis. My father was still popular—perhaps even more so, now that he was safely dead—and so they pinned the blame on Jacques and a medal on me.
 
 It was a small ceremony, just the General, the colonels, four tall zombi bodyguards, and myself. I watched the zoms carefully as one of the colonels made a speech, and then marched forward to receive my medal. The zoms stepped aside at the last moment, and I saw the General for the first time in years. The room was poorly lit, and the visor of his cap hid his eyes, but I stared into his face, just as Legrand's letter had asked me to. His eyelids were painted, and there was no spark there, nogros bon ange . I saluted him, and flicked the derringer out of my sleeve into my hand. The muzzle was touching his lips as I pulled the trigger; then I screamed the words that Legrand had written down. A few of the colonels reached for their pistols, but the zombis had their guns at the ready, and they turned and fired. The colonels were faster, but they were also far more mortal.
 
 Legrand had buried and revived all of those zombis; not just the General, but his bodyguards as well.And he'd ensured he would always be able to control them—or give that control to somebody with more courage than he had.
 
 But I'm glad one of the colonels shot me; it's a chest wound, and I should be dead before the macoutes arrive, which saves me having to do it myself. There was no point in his doing so, except that I was easier to kill than the zoms, and it may have been a stray shot. The anthem is wrong, dyingisn't beautiful, but itis surprisingly easy. Much easier than revenge.
 
 The Layoverby Michael Laimo
 
Since Michael Laimo's debut on the horror scene over four years ago, his name has been seen in a number of leading small-press publications. From the truly dark, to the uncannily bizzare, this writer has delivered an eclectic range of tales that are rarely less than satisfying. Some of his wide list of published credits to date include “Epitaph,” “Pirate Writings” and “Crossroads.” His work has also appeared in several anthologies, and in the electronic market as well. He currently resides in Rochester, New York where he is presently hard at work on his first novel tentatively titled “Atmosphere."
 
 USAIR FLIGHT 1166 finally came to a stop at gate 18. Tony stood up as the FASTEN SEATBELT light went out, stretched out as best he could beneath the overhead storage bins, and let out a long sigh while awaiting those ahead of him to disembark.
 
 He was pretty tired. The original flight was delayed, then canceled, and then following four hours of waiting at the Will Rogers Inter-national Airport in Oklahoma City, he was finally re-routed on the red-eye to Boston's Logan, via a short layover in Pittsburgh.
 
 He yawned and rubbed a hand down the back of his neck as the twelve or so passengers began to file out. He had a pounder of a headache and another hour of waiting before his shuttle left for Logan. He looked at his watch. 1:30 AM.Twenty nine year old Tony Vintano had slept through most of the flight. At first he wasn't very sleepy because of the two large coffees he drank while holed up in OK City, but as the plane was taking off, napping became imperative due to undying circumstances: he had to take a shit, and the only way to avoid a visit to the claustrophobic confines of the lavatory was to sleep it off.
 
 He had not successfully visited the bathroom (in sitting fashion) since the previous night at home in Boston following a bowl of his mother's spaghetti; she always cooked him a big meal before business trips. Twice since then he had tried to go, once upon arrival at the hotel and again at the airport prior to boarding the plane. All of his intentions were good, but nothing had come. The urge to go didn't hit him until he was in the air, safely belted in. Predictable.
 
 Once airborne, his diminishing comfort swiftly turned to agitation as the pressure in his posterior increased. He popped two nighttime aspirins in hope that sudden sleep would help hold in the four meals— big company expense ones—that he had eaten over the past thirty-six hours. It worked. He slept until the plane landed in Pittsburgh.
 
 Entering the waiting area of gate 14, he stopped momentarily at one of the blue seats there and checked his tickets for the departure time and gate of his connecting shuttle. Gate 16, 2:15 AM. Good. He was right where he needed to be and did not have to haul ass across the airport like that guy in the rent-a-car ads. And the flight from OK City must have been a little late, so the layover was minimal now, just forty-five minutes.
 
 Then the inevitable happened. A sour grumble emanated from deep inside his gut, pointing out to Tony that he had unfinished business. Those four meals that had sought escape earlier were back, knocking at his back door. He rubbed his stubbled face, then placed his tickets back into his briefcase. He checked his watch again. 1:41. Plenty of time to squeeze it out.
 
 He shouldered his case and walked away from the gate to find a restroom, watching a few tired travelers pacing and lazing about with no direction in mind. Looking back over his six years of travel experience, he realized that he had never been in an airport at this time of the night. It seemed uncomfortably barren, like a mall before closing or Fenway Park towards the end of another futile season. Most of the shops were closed as well.
 
 Signs ahead to his right designated the restrooms. Tony advanced through the one labeled with the outline of a male.
 
 Inside the empty men's room, only one color dominated: gray. The ceramic tile walls, the metal stalls, the stainless steel sinks and urinals, all similar dull shades. Overhead, a single lamp threw a pallid sheaf of light over the stalls, casting shadows across the walls and floor like black blankets. The small room had an institutional aroma as well, like pine disinfectant; it seemed that it had been cleaned just a short time prior.
 
 Tony entered the last of the six stalls there, placed his bag down next to the toilet, dropped his drawers and took a seat. He always did most of his best thinking with his pants around his ankles. Tonight however he would have to make an effort just to keep awake; the drowsy effects of the aspirin still lingered.
 
 Some thirty seconds into his movement, Tony heard footsteps enter, that of dress shoes echoing across the tiles. They led directly into the stall next him, stopped, and then turned to slam the door shut. Tony squirmed and rubbed his tired eyes, aggravated, feeling that his personal space had just been violated. Couldn't the guy sit a stall or two away?
 
 Then like a shotgun blast, the man in the stall next to him belched loudly, and began vomiting.
 
 The surge was a powerful one, a roar that echoed from somewhere deep inside his gut and possibly beyond. It connected with the toilet water full force, sounding as if it parted the porcelain-held sea straight through to the cesspool. In an instant, discomfort seized Tony and provoked him to clutch his shrinking crotch, which along with his colon involuntarily cut him off.
 
 Then another roar came, this one louder than the first, followed immediately by another torrent of puke.
 
 Tony sat still, quiet. He closed his eyes tight and prayed it away, wishing it all wasn't happening. He heard the trickling and spitting of saliva amidst pained random gasps and wheezes. He listened to the man's shoes scraping the tiles. Every nuance was there. And as the man heaved a third time, a stench exploded from the stall, sending Tony's nostrils to an unexplored territory that reeked of hard-boiled eggs and Romano cheese stuffed into sweaty sneakers.
 
 Tony began to sweat profusely. Eyes closed, he pulled a strip of toilet paper and wiped his brow. Meanwhile, the vomiter showed no signs of letting up, carrying onward, puking a forth, and then a fifth and sixth time. Each bellow seemed to increase in force, each extruding forth a voluminous amount of vomit that slapped the water as if the innards from a school of gutted dolphins were being shoveled into the toilet. Tony had never heard anything like it. His stomach clenched, his teeth too, and he had to force himself to gag back the contents in his own stomach.
 
 He couldn't take it any longer. Shit or no shit, it was time to get out of there before he began puking too.
 
 And it was only as Tony stood to pull up his trousers—he did so quietly as he wasn't sure if the vomiter was yet aware of his presence —that things really started to get out of hand.
 
 The vomiter purged again, this time with a sound that was not present in any of the previous releases. It was a ... gurgle, a low gutteral moan strangely similar to the wail of a cat in mid-orgasm, only somewhat muffled. Also different was the sound of contact, for the water in the toilet was obviously mistargeted, and splash! was now splat! as the tiles were layered.
 
 Freaking out, Tony cowered back against the opposite wall of the stall, his growing fear and disgust causing him to breath in audible pants. At that moment the vomiter became very quiet, stopped spitting and gagging as if he became aware of Tony's presence.
 
 Tony softly crouched down to pick up his bag, first twisting his head to peer into the shadows of the twelve inch space at the bottom of the stall wall.
 
 What happened then was something that he could not have foreseen.
 
 An ebb of blood swelled from beyond the confines of the vomiter's stall. At first he did not know what was happening. It started slowly, filling in the cracks between the tiles on the floor. Watching curiously, he neglected to move his bag before the red puddle poured forth like a spilled can of paint, covering the floor, his bag, his shoes, all in its path.
 
 He pushed frantically against the door with a cry, trying to escape. It squeaked, but didn't budge. He turned back, groaning, facing the stream of blood.
 
 Now much more than blood was making its way over. At first glance it looked like streaks of wavering threads within the blood, but as he bent over in curious horror to contemplate it further, he could only stare in shock. Flowing amidst the blood in an almost sensual slowness were what appeared to be veins, dark blue and gray, slithering over like dead snakes floating upon the surface of a pond. Amidst the veins, small meaty chunks floated through like insects riding the surface of a rain puddle.
 
 Tony stepped back in horror and revulsion, fumbling at the door, feeling the warmth of the blood through his shoes. He finally pulled it in and escaped the confines of the stall, leaving his bag behind in exchange for his freedom.
 
 He moved to an area of the floor by the urinals that had not been tainted by the ebb—about three feet opposite the vomiter's stall—and stopped there. Dropping to his knees he again peered under.
 
 There weren't any feet.
 
 He stood back up, confused, scared. He hesitantly called out: “H-hello?”
 
 He waited, but no reply came. “You okay in there?” Absurd question. He walked slowly to the stall and after a moment of pause, knocked. “Hey in there, speak up.” No reply, however he could still hear the breathing, a bit quieter than before. He looked to the restroom entrance, hoping someone, anyone would walk in, take over the responsibility of this frightening mess.
 
 Then, a loud knock from inside the stall.
 
 Tony jumped back, startled. He scrambled to his knees, again looking for feet, but still there were none. He pondered as to what his next move should be. Jesus, this was a health and safety issue now. The guy was obviously very ill, maybe about to pass out, maybe dying and in need of help. He could not leave him alone here. What if he did die? That was not an option. He couldn't live with himself if that happened.
 
 With no alert to the occupant of the stall, he stood, took two big steps, and kicked in the door.
 
 Shot with a bullet of terror, a staggering Tony struggled to bear the burden of his own weight as he attempted to assimilate the image before him.
 
 Hunched atop the toilet seat was a man, a ... pilot. His uniform-clad body was splattered with blood from head to toe, a virtual puddle of gore saturating the chest through to his skin, the remainder of his body streaked in crimson like a finger painting. His face was a bloated visage that strained like an over-filled balloon about to burst, the veins at the forehead purple with pressure, both nostrils running thin trickles of blood over paled skin. The eyes, blackened underneath like two ripened prunes, bulged with dilated pupils that wavered atop the swelled whites like congealed drops of blood floating in yellowing pools of pus.
 
 A sudden agonizing screech came from the pilot, startling Tony like a wicked alarm in the middle of the night. He jumped back unblinking, his sweaty fingers groping for the stainless steel of the sink behind him. He failed in this quest for support and slipped down hard on his back end. At that point, all attempts to move seemed impossible. Every muscle strained, trying desperately to as much as twitch.
 
 Then the airman's teeth, previously clenched vice tight, started to quickly chatter as if mechanical; he looked like a ventriloquist's dummy possessed by some malevolent evil. Through this oral din, through all the blockage gurgling in the back of his throat, Tony heard the pilot growl one word. He wasn't sure he had heard him correctly, but he had to trust his ears for there would be no opportunity for the man to repeat himself.
 
 Gremlins...
 
 Shaking uncontrollably, Tony managed to get to his feet, trying desperately to break his astonished gaze from the gnarled pilot. He crossed his arms in front of him, holding in the memory of the word before it escaped him.
 
 The teeth then stopped chattering as suddenly as they started, the mouth frozen in a wide open position. A little more blood trickled out down his chin. He made a short snorting sound and Tony staggered back against the tiled wall, trying to yell but unable to do so for fear stole his voice.
 
 Something began crawling from the pilot's mouth.
 
 His jaws had locked open because something was holding them that way: two little hands the size of dimes, each with four tiny fingers, prying the mouth open by the upper and lower jaws. A sucking noise sounded, similar to a dentist's mouth vacuum, and then a little ... man, drenched with blood and bile, began forcing its way out. A tiny bald head emerged, as round and smooth as a cue ball. Looking out, its lid-less eyes, each the color of dull pennies, bulged wildly like a deer's caught in the headlights of an speeding car. It looked like a mini-human with progeria, like a six inch mutant Uncle Fester.
 
 Losing it, Tony lurched away as blood began bursting from the pores in the pilot's face. And upon finally exiting the bathroom, he repeated the word over and over and over.
 
 Gremlins...
 * * * *
 
TONY WAS FREAKING, shaking in panic, his thoughts running amok as he took a first class seat on the plane. He had run immediately from the bathroom to the gate where his plane had begun boarding. He counted the seconds as if they were hours, in sweaty prayer for his safe arrival home, or at the very least, away from the airport. He would concern himself with any mental therapy once he locked himself away in his apartment with a bottle of Tequila or Absolut.
 
 Gremlins. He remembered watching a program, on the Discovery Channel he thought, about WWII pilots’ stories of little men that inflicted havoc by tearing apart the planes as they were in flight. Many had claimed to have seen them. But these were just stories, weren't they? Could gremlins be real, now attacking the pilots of the planes?
 
 The passengers—fifteen in total, all of them back in coach—had finished boarding, and the doors to the plane were shut. With the plane in Taxi, Tony grew tired, mentally and perhaps physically drained from his experience, and closed his eyes. His mind, a serious mess, jumbled thoughts like an ocean wave churning the fine sands of a beach, mixing all reality with imagination and fabrication. And before Tony realized that he still hadn't completely relieved himself, he fell asleep.
 
 “Sir?”
 
 Tony felt a hand lightly jarring him. He looked up. An attractive woman—a flight attendant—stood over him. She had blond hair, blue eyes, and a pleasant smile white with teeth.
 
 “I'm very sorry to wake you sir. We're circling Logan and I need you to fasten your seat belt.”
 
 Tony looked down, bleary eyed, still half asleep. He fastened his belt. The flight attendant thanked him and walked through the curtains to check on the other passengers.
 
 He looked to the lavatory door, and like a bell, the pounding returned. He still had to go.
 
 Then, he remembered.
 
 Gremlins.
 
 It had to be a dream. He sat up in his seat, at once agitated. Think, think, was it a dream? It had to be...
 
 He unbuckled and rose from his seat, prepared to give in and use the lavatory when the door to the cockpit opened and the Captain emerged. He was white as a ghost. He forced a smile in Tony's direction, and rushed into the bathroom ahead of Tony, shutting the door behind. A click of the latch inside was heard, and the OCCUPIED light illuminated.
 
 Tony had not smiled back. He instead diverted his gaze to the ground, to his shoes.
 
 His bloody shoes.
 
 Sweat poured forth from his brow in panic, and as if a metal fork were being scraped across a chalky blackboard, he cringed as he heard the muffled sound of vomiting emanating from behind the sterile white of the lavatory door.
 
 What Turns You Onby David Niall Wilson
 
One thing that's certain when reading David Niall Wilson, is that you can never be sure to what dark corner you might be taken. To what hideous thing might be lurking there, waiting to pounce—but once you've completed the journey, you're glad to have been invited along. He's appeared in several e-zines all over the place including, “Cemetery Dance,” “Deathrealm,” and recently had a story in the “Psychos” anthology edited by Robert Bloch. He has also had over seven novels published to date, including his latest “This Is My Blood,” which will appear in 1999 by Terminal Fright Publications.
 
 “SO,” GRETCHEN BREATHED in Toby's ear, “why do you write that stuff?”
 
 “What do you mean,” he returned, twisting his head to the side as her tongue slipped past his earlobe to the tender skin inside, “that stuff?”
 
 “You know,” she breathed, “killers, monsters, vampires. Why not write about what's real?”
 
 “And what would that be?” he asked, pulling back and turning to gaze into her eyes. “What is real? What should I write about? Everyone is always telling me what not to write; suppose you do the honors?”
 
 “I don't know,” she said, turning her face away from him just slowly enough for him to catch the expression that told him she knew all-too-well. “Why don't you write about what turns you on?”
 
 “You want me to write about you?” he grinned, reaching for her playfully. “You want me to write porn?”
 
 “No,” she said, her face a mask of seriousness, “I mean what really turns you on, you know? What's inside here.” She tapped his forehead with a long, lacquered nail. “Write about what takes you away, what opens the doors. Write about what really matters to you.”
 
 “And what if it doesn't matter to anyone else?” he asked. “What if I empty it all out and nobody will read it, or worse yet, nobody even wants me around? Have you thought of that?”
 
 “Have you?” she countered, her eyes narrowing a bit. “I'd read it.”
 
 “Would you still want me around, though?” he asked, suddenly as serious as she was. “What if I'm not who I seem to be? What if you hate me?”
 
 “Oh, like you're the first to think of that one,” she teased. “What did that old poet say, what's his name ... uh,” all that we say or seem, is but a dream within a dream?”
 
 “Poe. The poet's name was Poe. He wrote a lot of stuff that nobody read until after he died, and most everyone agrees he was mental. Maybe that's what happens when you write about what's important. Maybe it's not meant to be written.”
 
 “Maybe it's the only thing that is. Maybe he died because, once it was all out, his mission was complete. He was empty.”
 
 The conversation ended abruptly as Gretchen either lost interest or changed tactics, moving forward to plunge her tongue between his lips and to press him back against the couch roughly. She never fooled around; even sex was serious—never trivial—never without some hidden, subliminal meaning.
 
 As her fingers and tongue began to march across his skin, sending the world about him twisting away in waves of pleasure that insinuated themselves into his thoughts, then slammed through him like a battering ram, his mind detached itself, whirling off onto a tangent of its own—or was it another of hers? He left his body, her body, all of it behind, left it all in her eager, capable hands, and he took off.
 
 What turns you on?
 
 The words took on shapes and substance all their own, pushing at him, nudging him, unwilling to release him without an answer. He didn't know the answer. He didn't know what it was that was important, and the sudden knowledge hurt worse than any physical blow, worse, even, than Gretchen's teeth, which he was vaguely aware of snapping at his nipples and tearing at his chest, more than her nails, which bit into his back and left little trails of plowed flesh and blood behind. Her mark. Her brand.
 
 She had stimulated his mind, but she held him on a leash of the physical—gripped him by the endings of nerves that could distract thought and dissipate the very answers she'd sent him in search of. She was like a witch, or a siren, dragging him ashore with her body, by the beautiful, tinkling lilt of her laughter, which became the tearing, searing heat of her passion when he drew too close. He knew that once her hands were on him, once their limbs were intertwined, everything he did or thought was attributable, in some way, to her influence.
 
 Were his thoughts hers as well? Did she want him to write about what turned him on, or about what turned her on. Did she know the answers, or was she seeking them through him? Maybe his answer lay in her eyes, or in her heart? Maybe she was that answer. If so, could he write that down? Could he bring the essence of her to his fingertips, controlling her as she controlled him, and divert that essence into the firmament of words? If so, would she be trapped, revealed to the world, or would he? What would come loose if he opened up the gates of his mind? What turned him on?
 
 If he set it all free, would it even be he who was writing, or would she control that too? If he attempted to grab and hold her, blending her reality with his words, would he pour himself out instead? Would she take that as easily as she took his body, sucking it down and leaving him a dried out, empty husk? Would it matter?
 
 He was brought back to his senses by the haunting music of her cries, back into a sweltering inferno of flesh and sweat, twisting hair and animal groans. He saw her eyes for just an instant as they flashed past his own, and he grasped at that vision. As they climaxed together, their hearts pounding as one and their flesh as nearly fused as the physical world would allow, he held that image.
 
 He held her for long, sweet moments, letting his thoughts settle, holding the image of her eyes. He felt her damp hair brush across his face, felt the scent and taste of her sweet, intoxicating breath insinuating itself into his own. He could not see, not with his eyes, but he had visions, clear visions. He drew them from the image he now cherished, the clear depths of her own eyes.
 
 He found answers there, too, or at least he believed that he did. Already his fingers itched, aching for the keyboard. The gates in his mind were bowed from the weight of words that must be released or drive him mad.
 
 “What turns you on?” she whispered once more, pulling back slightly and slipping to his side. They lay there, skin pressed to skin, his eyes on the ceiling and his mind far away, her eyes studying his profile and her fingers dancing idly over his body. He ignored those fingers as best he could. He was after her mind.
 
 He did not see her for days. Her class schedule and his own were so disparate that they seldom crossed paths. Too seldom, he thought, at times—at others far too often. He had not studied since she'd left him, had only been to one class—half a class, to be honest.
 
 What turns you on?
 
 His dreams were surreal, fevered landscapes that drew him in and sent him back to his own world writhing in frustrated fear and bathed in sweat. What was he afraid of? The answers he sought wove themselves into tapestries he could never bring to life before their threads unraveled. Secrets whispered from the darkness into his ears and slipped back out, leaving him clutching at their trailing edges—biting his lips in frustration.
 
 He had not eaten. He was not fasting, nor was he suffering for art's sake. The concept of food was lost to him. Coffee cups littered the floor at his feet. His chin was a small forest of grimy stubble. His eyes stared with fevered intensity, burning from too much use—the smoke from too many half-smoked cigarettes, hunger.
 
 Trying to hard, he told himself. He was seated once more before the glowing green eye of his word processor, mesmerized and mocked by the blinking cursor, which strobed like a solitary sentinel in neon garb.
 
 The caffeine was replacing his blood. Thecrt was leaking it's mucous green glow out to engulf his world. It was slipping away— everything was slipping away. He did not feel as though he were in the same place at all.
 
 Trying way too hard.
 
 When she entered the room, he hardly noticed. Her perfume wisped past his face, imbedded itself into the patterns of his thoughts, wound around and through him. Her arms twined across his shoulders, which were trembling with denied fatigue. Her hair dangled, tickling his skin and caressing him with an electric field of sensual intrusion. He fought it. He saw her presence in that moment for what it was—an interruption— a distraction.
 
 Damn her, it was her fault. He was creating. He was writing what was important. He was doing nothing.
 
 “Interesting plot,” she observed, gazing at the screen over his shoulder and nipping playfully at his earlobe. “I foresee laurels; your fame will spread far and wide. You need a shower.”
 
 All true. He let her drag him to his feet, leaving the screen and the cursor to keep one another company as he dragged his sweat-drenched shirt and grubby jeans off in a daze. He staggered down the hallway in her wake, following the distant, jarring hiss of water steaming through pipes. She was waiting, naked in the steam, smiling at him with everything but her eyes.
 
 He did not want this. His head was swimming with visions—the threads were weaving themselves together once more, taunting him. Once his keyboard was beyond his reach, he ached for it—yearned for it. Once the screen no longer faced off with him, holding him at a creative impasse—blocking the stream of his thoughts—he could picture it filing, dribbling from the top down to cover its green surface with letters and phrases and syntax of literary perfection. Important.
 
 She dragged him into the tub, sliding the shower curtain closed behind him and drawing him close. Her skin was coated with a slick sheen of soap, and her lips were parted. She appeared hungry, needy —empty. He pulled away, trying to reorient his whirling thoughts. Failed.
 
 She opened here eyes to him then, just for a second, just long enough. He met those eyes head on, forced his knees not to buckle and ignored the pull of her flesh on his mind. On his soul. He caught a glimpse of something in that instant, something that ran and hid, scurrying to the back of her mind and twisting from the assault of his eyes—fear. He was sure of it. Fear, and something more. Then it was gone, twisting away to kneel against the side of the tub and draw him down to her.
 
 The water washed over them. He could feel it streaming down, washing away his resolve, melting the tapestry. It was like rain across the beach, unable to quench the heat, misting to steam as it streamed across their joined flesh. He fought it. He reached back—only seconds, seconds that stretched like years—reached for that glimpse into her eyes.
 
 What turns you on?
 
 Not this, he thought. “Not this,” he murmured. She did not hear him. She did not listen. His thoughts swam, whirled. He grasped at them, struggled to free himself—failed. His thoughts broke free, sloughing off and slipping away, joining the soapy water as it swirled on downward and passed through the drain.
 
 This time he clawed at her. This time it was his nails that bit, his teeth that found purchase in soft skin. It was her blood that flowed, her pain. He had no focus. He could not remember what he wanted— what was important. She sucked at him, drew him in, mocked him with the memory of her words—of her eyes.
 
 It ended in a flash. He was there—joined with her—yet he was not. His mind floated, pleasure shimmering through and over him, and the heat that passed between them was incredible—blinding. He tried to speak her name, tried to call out to her to pull her closer—to push her away. He heard her voice—laughter? Tears? Then nothing. Nothing.
 * * * *
 
HE WOKE WITH a start. She was there—beside him. He was still in the tub, but now it was filled with warm, bubbling water. Her hands splashed idly, running over his flesh with the soap, twisting in the hairs on his chest. She watched him as if from far away, watched him with deep, hollow eyes, eyes that begged to be filled, eyes that snatched at his innermost being hungrily.
 
 He closed his own eyes, freeing them for a moment.
 
 “What turns you on?” she asked. He did not answer, only laid back against the cool porcelain and the warm water, drooping, letting himself slip down until he was all but immersed. He did not open his eyes.
 
 What turns you on?
 * * * *
 
NIGHTS CAME AND went, and finally he slept. It was not good sleep. He tossed and turned in the throes of dreams that would dance out of his grasp, fleeing the confines of his memory each time he shook himself to groggy wakefulness, only to return if he let his mind slip back into the darkness. At last he gave it up, returning to his vigil in front of the monitor screen.
 
 What turns you on?
 
 He began:
 
 “There is pleasure, there is pain, and there is more. There are doorways within us that fade and reappear, windows that show glimpses of things that their panes, clearer and stronger than glass, prevent us from touching. There are veils, and there are barriers; none are permanent.
 
 What is necessary is to divert your mind from its purpose—your protection. If you want to know what is beyond the veil, you have to rip it aside. Man's most powerful instinct is survival; your body will not allow you to pass the veil. You need a key.
 
 Pain will work. Pleasure will work as well. In combination, they are more effective. There is another key, a truer key. That key is total release. Your mind protects you, your soul shies away from the truth. You must let it go, if you want to see ... if you want to know.”
 * * * *
 
TOBY STARED AT the screen for a long time. He had no idea where the words had come from, nor where they were heading. He had no urge to write more, not yet. It would come. He feared that it would come in an avalanche, burying him so deeply that he'd never claw his way free. He did not erase any of what he'd written; he also did not save it. He watched, and he waited.
 
 She came after six, small cartons of Chinese food she knew they'd never get to in a brown paper bag and an innocent smile with no depth painted across her lips. The scent of the food wafted across the room, itching at his starved body. He shut it out. He did not rise.
 
 She came to him then, sensing the difference, feeling the subtle changes in the air—the ether. Kneeling, she read over his shoulder as he continued to stare at the screen, ignoring her.
 
 “What turns you on?” he asked. He didn't turn to her, nor did he move, just the words announcing his acknowledgment of her presence.
 
 She didn't answer. She moved in closer, sliding her arms around him from behind and letting her hands roam across the emaciated skin of his chest. She did not speak, not to question, not to answer. Her answer was her silence.
 
 He could feel his flesh responding—heat growing without fuel— burning out. He felt curiously detached. Something had clicked in his mind, drawing him sharply inward, distancing him from the moment.
 
 She wanted him. Not his body, exactly—not just his body. Not his love, certainly. She wanted his pain—this he knew. She wanted his pleasure, as well. The words slipped back from the screen to haunt him, turning ghost tumblers in the locks of his mind. She wanted him to find his answer, and she wanted to be there when he did. At that moment, when the veil parted and he truly saw, that was her goal. She wanted to feed.
 
 He could feel her need, palpable, burning through her desire to singe his consciousness. “How do you know?” he asked her. “What makes you so certain that we will reach my threshold first, that it will be my vision. How do you know we won't find out what turns you on? I'd like to see that—would you?”
 
 As he spoke, he turned to face her, running his fingers down her face gently—like a blind man searching for something hidden in braille. He dug in with his fingers suddenly, rending soft skin and feeling it roll back beneath his nails. She flinched, but she did not cry out. She did not pull away. Instead, when his fingers slowed their descent, when the pain should have stopped, she twisted her head slowly, dragging them onward—offering up her skin to his nails.
 
 He sought her eyes. They were the windows—the keys to her thoughts. She moved ahead of him, only enough to prevent contact, only enough to insure that he would continue to follow. Their bodies blended, blood mingling with blood, tongues and fingers tracing hotter and darker passions across one another's skin. He fought the sen-sations, fought to control them—to bend them to his own will.
 
 The veil would part if he could concentrate. His physical form, his conscious mind, both were linked to the sensations of the moment—to her sensations, her probing control. He needed to control that deeper place—that place where things not seen might coalesce. He needed to sidestep his self and cross the border. He needed to know she couldn't follow.
 
 He galvanized the decrepit frame of his body, pressed it into service beyond it's limits. He grabbed her firmly, pressed her back and took control. She was using the physical as a union, a joining—he needed that to belong to him as well. He needed to control her.
 
 She trembled beneath him, but she no longer struggled. Her eyes sought his, fought to grasp at him, to convey her need, to twist him from his focus. He ignored them, moving slowly toward his goal, roughly manipulating her flesh, dragging at her own control with the bite of his nails and the tearing of his teeth.
 
 As easily as she had controlled his body, he held hers. Every motion she made he countered, every assault she made on his flesh he ignored with the growing force of his will. She moved to the pain, not away from it, sought a path beneath his control—an entrance to his mind. He barred her way, concentrating.
 
 Moving quickly so she would not sense his intentions, he spun her over, straddling her and twisting the sleeves of her blouse around her like a straight jacket, pinning her arms to her sides and tying it off in a quick knot. Leaning very close and pulling her hair aside softly, he whispered his question into her ear, breathed it so that the breath would join with the rhythms of her own thought.
 
 “What turns you on?”
 
 He held her, and she struggled. Her power was in her flesh, and he had slipped the noose, removing her advantage. She squirmed, rubbing herself shamelessly against any bit of his skin she might reach, fighting to turn and meet his eyes, grasping at the control she'd lost.
 
 He watched her, rode his growing arousal, but only on a distant level. It was no longer the focus, no longer the point of control. It would not bridge their minds. He was able to hold her easily. Every struggle, every bid for freedom or control he was able to easily counter with a caress, a bite, or a slap. He watched, entranced, as white images of his hand appeared, then disappeared into a fading redness on her skin.
 
 He reveled in the moment—the discovery of control. He molded her movements, orchestrated the sounds that emanated from her throat. Her flesh was his—his tool. He would push her to the edge—the edge she'd been ready to cast him from such a short time before.
 
 She stretched herself, pressing her face into the carpet as he pressed her from behind, slamming back into him, then away again as he rode the swells. He could feel the climax that was building, about to burst from him in endless waves, but he did not release it. Not yet. He waited, forcing his tortured, weakened flesh to obey him, denying it completion.
 
 She cried out at last, the sound primal and soul-rending, erotic on levels he'd never dreamed existed, within or out his mind. Still he held on. He gripped her tightly, twisting her head so that he could find and meet her eyes, diving within them fearlessly and digging for what he sought, digging for her answers.
 
 Gretchen shuddered against him, quivering with each spasm of release, gripping him with her body—arms and legs stretching up to confine him, to seek the control now denied her, begging him to stop—and not to—all in one sound—one breath, begging for release. Still he held on.
 
 He searched her eyes, deeper than he'd ever ventured, and he saw a flicker of light—of something beyond the hollow pits they had been— something alive and vibrant—fleeing as he pursued. He dove deeper. Dimly he was aware that his grip on her face—his hold on her hair had tightened, but he ignored it. The visions were coalescing, becoming clearer.
 
 He felt her movements becoming more heated, liquid. She slid over his flesh, collapsing so completely against him that her entire being seemed to give itself over to his control, to release it's own tenuous hold on reality.
 
 He grasped again at the visions, pressing his advantage, diving deeper. Comprehension inflated within his consciousness like a balloon, nowhere to go—threatening to explode. Too late he felt the vacuum inside here, the horrible, gripping power. Too late he regretted his concentration on her flesh—on physical control.
 
 She wanted his mind.
 
 He came. His climax was beyond his mind's ability to comprehend, beyond his failing bodies ability to compensate. She drew him inward, her very supplication a trap, her pain a decoy. He felt himself releasing, a giant mind-fuck ejaculation, and he felt that release draining him away, swirling down the twin drains of her eyes—stolen.
 
 He fell away from her, small tufts of her hair still gripped in weak fingers, but his mind could not pull free. It was beyond the eyes now—she had her claws imbedded in his soul. There was no sound, no breath or beating of his heart, only her mind, slamming into place around him like the walls of a prison, trapping him within her essence as completely as if all prior existence had ceased to be.
 
 She rose. Toby rose. She pulled her arms free, draping the shirt haphazardly across her breasts and buttoning enough buttons to hold it in place. Then her pants. She moved slowly and deliberately, as if feeling the pain and the bruises for the first time, as if she had never, until that moment, been aware of the physical world that surrounded them, or the man she'd lain with.
 
 She turned to him for the briefest of moments, mocking him with her new eyes, eyes filled with shining light and intelligence, with creativity and wonder. They danced with promises he would never see fulfilled. Toby turned away.
 
 As she took her things, retrieved her Chinese food, and left, he seated himself before the immobile cyclopic eye of his computer screen, staring into the void that was words he could not comprehend. The hole she'd left was immense—a void beyond his capacity to fill. The words mocked him—the answer strobed with the cursor, and he ignored it.
 
 He sat there for a very long time.
 * * * *
 
CHARLENE LEANED BACK against Toby's chest with a purr. He was so—different. Every touch, every probing, sensuous movement of his tongue, drew desire from her like a vacuum. It was almost scary.
 
 He wound his arms about her from behind, fondling her nipples and distracting her from his words. “Why do you paint this stuff?” he asked.
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 THE GIRL WAS a little bit too drunk to be in a rowboat, and Danny hadn't realized it until she stood up, bottle in hand and tried to make her way back aft, to where he was.
 
 “Sit down,” he hissed at her. “Sit down and be quiet.”
 
 “Oops,” she said almost losing her balance. She giggled as she regained her center, the boat rocking, then she sat down hard on the bench. “Sorry.”
 
 “You have to be quiet.” He took another long pull on the oars, and soundlessly, a giant chain appeared from out of the fog and passed within a few feet of their boat. Strands of seaweed clung to it all the way up to the high tide mark, and barnacles bred clumping colonies right at the water line. Each link was as big as Danny's head.
 
 The girl's eyes grew solemn as saw this mysterious chain that seemed to tether the ocean to the heavens, and then the ship, big as a walled city, darkened the fog.
 
 Danny shipped the oars and put his hand out just in time to fend off. The big gray monster was cold.
 
 “Wow,” the girl said with reverence.
 
 “If we get caught,” Danny said,"we'll both go to jail. Do you understand?” He could barely see her from four feet away, the fog was so thick, but he saw that headful of blonde curls bounce as she nodded. He also saw the glint of the bottle as she upended it and drank the last of the Southern Comfort.
 
 Perhaps this wasn't the best idea he'd ever had.
 
 “I'm cold,” she said.
 
 “Okay.” He took off his jacket and handed it to her, then picked up the grappling hook from the floor of the rowboat.
 
 He moved as far from her as he could, and then he began to swing it, around and around, letting out more line every time, knowing that landing this hook would be an incredible long shot. He gave a mighty heave, saw the rope disappear into the fog over his head, and then heard a loud clang.
 
 He ducked, expecting the hook to come speeding down toward him, barbs first, but it didn't. It held. He waited a minute, listening for the sound of a motor and to be pegged by a searchlight. Nothing. The fog had muffled the noise.
 
 “First try,” he said, smiling smugly to himself. He tied the rowboat to the end of the grappling hook's line, shrugged into his heavy backpack, put the coiled rope ladder over his shoulder, put on his leather gloves and kissed the bimbo on the cheek.
 
 “I'm going to go up there and let down this rope ladder. You climb up it, okay?”
 
 She nodded, subdued by the cold, gray monolithic wall next to them that rose up and disappeared into the mist.
 
 Danny took a hefty grip on the knotted line and hand-over-handed. He was a little drunk himself, and though he'd been thinking about this adventure for almost a year now, he hadn't really thought about how it would feel to actually climb up a rope again, sneakered feet walking up the wet, slippery side of a ship. In the dark. Hands freezing.
 
 But once he was twenty feet up, he couldn't stop. He didn't have the strength to climb back down. If he fell, he'd crash through the boat and it'd take less than a minute for them both to drown in that ice cold seawater. He had to go ahead. He was in shape, but not this kind of shape. He felt his strength waning, the rope was burning into his hands, but he had to keep going. He had to keep going.
 
 And he did. Below him, the rope disappeared into fog. Above him, the rope disappeared into fog. There was only him and the segment of rope right in front of him, and the slippery gray side of the ship next to him, and the heavy rope ladder and backpack that he was carrying. The backpack got heavier with each passing minute. Its straps bit into his shoulders, it banged his back, throwing his balance off. If he was certain he could miss the rowboat, miss the girl, he'd jettison the blasted thing.
 
 Instead, he kept going.
 
 He should have trained for this. He should have spent some time in the gym, climbing a rope.
 
 But that would have meant preparing for a felony. This was just spur of the moment stuff.
 
 Sure. He just happened to have a grappling hook in the boat and a rope ladder over his shoulder. And a backpack full of the proper tools for the job.
 
 His head bumped something, taking him by surprise.
 
 Catwalk. The hook had snagged the catwalk.
 
 Danny grabbed it, then heaved himself up and onto it. He lay there, gasping for breath, feeling his hands ache, the muscles in his arms and shoulders twitched and burned.
 
 The network of rusting metal sketched cold artwork into his skin.
 
 He'd actually made it. Fooled you, you stupid, useless hunk of metal, he whispered.
 
 After resting for a moment, he heard a low whine coming up from the rowboat. The blonde.
 
 He ignored her and listened to the water lap at the edges of the ship, heard her old steel plates creak and groan as she moved sluggishly against her moorings.
 
 He secured the rope ladder and let it down.
 
 “Okay,” he whispered loudly. “C'mon up.”
 
 He didn't think his voice carried all the way down, but he saw the rope ladder tighten, and it swayed a bit with her weight. Little moans of terror wafted eerily on the breeze that ruffled his hair.
 
 Wind inside the fog.
 
 Then he grabbed her jacket and helped her aboard, tears of fear moistening the corners of her eyes. She brushed them away with tiny red fingers that protruded out of the long sleeves of his jacket. “What are we doing here?”
 
 “This is my old ship,” he said. “I wanted to show it to you.”
 
 “You were in the Navy?”
 
 Danny looked around at the mist-enshrouded deck. Faint moonlight shone through the fog. “Yeah. I lived aboard this crappy damned ship for four fucking years.” The deck was slick with salty moisture. Rust bubbled the paint everywhere. He scuffed the deck with his shoe and the gray flaked off. “C'mon.” She clung to the back of his shirt as he made his way forward.
 
 He expected to find all the doors and hatches welded shut; he'd heard that they sealed up the mothballed fleet pretty tight. But the first door he came to was ajar. It seemed to invite him in, and that made the hair on his arms prick up a bit. “It'll be warmer below,” he said, and pulled a small flashlight from his pocket.
 
 He shouldered the door open another few inches with screeching difficulty, wincing at the noise. Then he slipped through the squared-oval opening. “Watch your head.”
 
 “Danny...” she whined, but he was beyond her now, the memories overpowering him with that unmistakable Navy ship smell. Shipmates. Foreign ports. Exotic women. Puking bad booze. He shone his light down a ladder, then ran down it as if he had been doing it right up until yesterday. His body remembered this ship, too.
 
 “Danny!” He heard her hesitant footsteps following him in the dark.
 
 He shone his flashlight briefly on the ladder so she could see, then he flashed it around. The ship looked weird, with all the useful stuff gone. It had been gutted. The corroded ends of wires hung out of walls and down from the ceilings, where their fixtures had been removed. The farther forward they went, the drier it got and the more preserved the paint, but somewhere, water dripped and echoed tinnily. Even their breathing echoed in the vast emptiness which used to hold hundreds of exuberant, sweating, cursing, working men.
 
 “What is this place?”
 
 “They mothball the old ships.The Navy is superstitious about scuttling them, so they just leave them out here to rot. They're worthless. Useless.”
 
 “Superstitious?” The girl touched the wall with a reverent fingertip.
 
 “Yeah, the Navy's full of ritual and history that they think is so important, but it's just superstitious crap. ‘The ship never forgets,’ they say.”
 
 “Forgets what?”
 
 “Forget it. It's stupid.”
 
 They walked through passageways, the light of his small flashlight showing the way, ducking through the short headspace of the doors and stepping over their lower edges. Then down through another hatch in the floor, down the metal ladder, ever deeper into the belly of the ship.
 
 He could navigate the interior of this ship in total darkness. He had done it in total darkness.
 
 He could do it in his sleep. He still did it in his sleep.
 
 “Here,” he said, shining his light into a small empty room. “This is where I slept. With thirty-nine other guys.” Unbelievable. This room was way too small for that. He shone the light up to the number stenciled on the I-beam. Sure was. This had been his berthing room.
 
 “Let's go,” she whined.
 
 “C'mon, I'll show you the galley.” Danny felt strangely euphoric. He felt as though he was putting something over on the Navy, something he had never felt before, not really. He'd sabotaged a few gas masks, sure, and slept through a few watches, but nothing like this. He was trespassing on their property, and they didn't know about it, and they couldn't do anything about it. He was free to go anywhere and do anything, and there were no officers or chiefs to stop him.
 
 He could even go into officer country.
 
 Officer country.
 
 The thought took his breath away.
 
 Another level down, through long passages, a dozen doorways, across a few rooms, and there they were: officer country. Sacred ground, or so they would have you believe.
 
 It looked exactly the same as the rest of the ship. Even the Captain's quarters, while roomy for only one man, was small and cramped. The paneling had been removed, and the walls were bare gray metal, just like everything else. The wardroom was small, too, not like the area where the enlisted people—the working men, the guys who ran the goddamned ship—ate.
 
 Danny remembered standing in the chow line on his first cruise out. He had been lost a half dozen times already, and the lower ranking petty officers seemed to delight in sending him on wild goose chases, getting him even more lost. When it was time for chow, he stood in line, starving, he couldn't ever remember being that hungry before, and then out of nowhere it seemed, came the snipes.
 
 Covered head to toe in black oil, those sweating men with white circles around their eyes walked into the chow hall and the place went silent. The line parted automatically. Danny stepped away from the food and let these men, these enginemen, these sailors who never saw the light of day and worked in 120 degree oil all day every day, from eight until late, eat first.
 
 He kicked at the wardroom wall.
 
 There had never been a snipe in here. Officers were too pure to hang out with those who beat their brains out making their ship run. Making them look good.
 
 Danny had never been in officer country before, and assumed it was palatial. Of course it couldn't be, it was still a fairly small ship, but they kept it shrouded in so much mystery, they kept the division between officer and enlisted such a vast abyss ... and yet the officers were really no different than anybody else. Most times they were less intelligent, they were more prone to fuckups than the seamen.
 
 But would they ever admit it? Hell, no.
 
 “Danny...”
 
 “Stop whining!” His voice resonated nicely in officer country. He sounded like an officer here. He could have been one. He should have been one.
 
 “Danny, I'm cold. I want to go back.”
 
 He clicked out the light.
 
 “I'm cold,” he mocked her. “I want to go back.”
 
 She made a tiny girlish noise of worry.
 
 “You're a sailor now,” he said. “Your country and your shipmates and the safety of this vessel depend upon you. There is no going back.”
 
 “Danny...”
 
 “Dismissed.”
 
 “Turn the light back on. Please.”
 
 “No whining. Stop your whining or I'll write you up. Article fifteen. You'll go to Captain's mast.”
 
 “You're scaring me.”
 
 “You'll get sent to the brig. Bread and water. Or better yet, the Big Chicken Dinner. You know what that is, don't you? Bad Conduct Discharge. BCD. We call it the Big Chicken Dinner around here.”
 
 “Danny...”
 
 “Get out of here,” he said, tired of her.
 
 “I don't know where I am. This place is so confusing.”
 
 A long groan shimmied the length of the ship; the weary complaint of a dying behemoth.
 
 Danny smiled. “I'm going to sink this fucker,” he said, and took off out the door, leaving the whiner behind.
 
 He went to another place he'd never been on this ship: the engine room.
 
 The machinery had been cannibalized. What was left looked incomplete, pipes and ducts reaching dramatically to nowhere, holes in the catwalk grid where something ought to be, but vacancy lived there instead.
 
 The dripping was louder down here.
 
 Danny shone his light down into the bilges. They were full of oily water. It stunk of diesel fuel. Oh, no you don't, you wily bitch, he said to the ship, and his voice echoed and sounded tiny. These fumes would blow me up along with you.
 
 He could punch a hole in any part of the ship, as long as it was below the waterline. The weight of the incoming water would settle the ship lower and lower, until the goddamned thing finally sank. It wasn't going to take a very big hole, either. And Danny was in no hurry.
 
 He left the engine room—it was too vast, too creepy, too dangerous, and chose the Chief's quarters instead. That was fitting. It would be that goddamned Master Chief Watts who would have had a fit over a hole in the hull. Well, Danny thought, let him have a fit over this one.
 
 Holding the maglight in his mouth, he opened his backpack and pulled out all the newspaper wadding he'd put in there for protection. The battery, the wires, the small wad of plastique. He'd been pinching plastique from his job site, one pea-sized piece at a time until he had a wad the size of a golf ball. That should do the trick. The ship was steel plate, but it was old. Stressed. Rusted. Barnacled. This should make a nice, tidy little hole.
 
 Danny fixed the wad on the cold, perspiring hull next to a rib, stuck a blasting cap in it, then ran the wires back to the battery. He'd seen enough explosions to know that this was going to cause some major damage, and it would be immediate. Shrapnel would fly, water would pour in through the hole, he'd have to get his ass out of Dodge, and he'd have to do it in a hurry.
 
 Still holding the flashlight in his teeth, he fixed one wire to a battery terminal, then careful to hold the other wire far away from it, he stood up and played out the wire. He'd touch this sucker off from two compartments down the passageway. The explosion would happen under water—at the most, it would be a loud burp at the surface. By the time the patrol came around in the morning, they'd just find an empty parking spot in the row of mothballed ships.
 
 He grinned at the thought of it, and saliva dripped down his chin. He rubbed his chin on the shoulder of his shirt, but that knocked the flashlight cockeyed. In working his lips to right it, it fell out of his mouth, glass shattered, and everything went dark.
 
 “Shit.”
 
 “No kidding,” the girl said, then slammed the compartment door.
 
 Danny dove for it, and before she had a chance to turn the rusty dogs down to lock him in, he had the door open and a fistful of her shoulder. He threw her into the compartment, stepped out into the passageway and dogged the door down.
 
 He stood sweating in the dark dampness, listening to her yell and beat ineffective fists against the thick metal door. She was locked in the dark room, not a good place to be, but better her than him. Bitch.
 
 This put an end to his plans of sinking the goddamned ship. Maybe it was just as well. Maybe he'd wait until they were both just a little bit calmer, then he'd open the door and they'd get back into the rowboat, he'd take her home and they'd never have to look at each other again.
 * * * *
 
THE GIRL PUSHED against the door with all her weight, but it didn't budge. She knew when she was had. She was locked in tight.
 
 Danny had been fairly easy to find, making all kinds of racket, talking to himself, with the little beam of light flashing all around the place. She'd followed him as best as she could, she even kind of started to get the hang of this place, even in the dark.
 
 Then she saw that he was planning to blow them up.
 
 No way.
 
 In fact, she better disarm that mother right now.
 
 She put her hands out in front of her and walked slowly toward the wall where Danny had squeezed the plastique into a crevice behind the support rib.
 
 But one tennis shoe stepped on the end of the wire the same time the other tennis shoe kicked over the battery. The terminal hit the salty metal floor just inches away from the end of the wire.
 
 Closed circuit.
 * * * *
 
THE BLAST BLEW the hole in the side of the ship and it also bent up the bottom of the door to Master Chief Watts’ quarters. Danny had only closed one of the six dogs, enough to keep out one skinny little girl, but not enough to keep out the ocean. And it poured in, flooding the ship so fast he barely had time to get out of its way.
 
 Jesus Christ, Danny thought, and began running. The floor slipped and tilted alarmingly right under his feet. The ship was taking on tons of water and it was doing it right fast. He had to get up and get out.
 
 He ran up a ladder but the hatch at the top was welded shut. He backed down, and then had to slog through knee-high water to the next ladder. He made it through the next door, closed it, dogged it, and that bought him a minute or two while he tried a different hatch.
 
 Found one.
 
 Up the ladder.
 
 Locked.
 
 The ship groaned and metal screeched as the old destroyer settled lower in the water, turning onto her side. Danny slipped and slid around, trying to get a grip on the walls, trying desperately to find a way up and out.
 
 “Should have dogged the door properly, Seaman Richards,” Master Chief Watts said.
 
 “I meant to,” Danny said, “I just didn't think...”
 
 “You didn't think,” the Master Chief said. “You never think. You're a poor goddamned excuse for a sailor. The worst I've seen.”
 
 “We're sinking!” Danny yelled.
 
 “Your shipmates will all die and it's your fault,” the Master Chief said. How many times have I told you that you can't fool the ship?
 
 Danny pushed past him, but his shoes slipped off the bulkhead and the surface of the water closed over his head. He pushed off and came up, gasping, swimming desperately against the current, looking for a way out, his heart pounding, his eyes bulging in the dark, feeling his way along, finding it harder and harder to breathe...
 
 Draft. He felt a draft.
 
 He tried to calm his nerves long enough to ignore the roar of the water and the screech of wrenching metal. He closed his eyes, held his breath and tried to gauge the direction of the breeze.
 
 Left.
 
 He turned and swam with all the stamina he had left, making for the opening. Where there was airflow, there was a way out.
 
 Please God, a way out, and not just an air vent.
 
 It was a hatch, rusted partway open. Danny stuck an arm through, put his foot on the ladder and heaved. The rusted hinge gave a little, but not enough. Water caught up with him, the current raging around his torso. He took a deep breath and hoped that he wouldn't burst a blood vessel with the attempt. He saw red globes in front of his eyes as he grit his teeth and shoved on that rusted hatch with all the strength in his legs and his back, and it gave just a little more. Enough more. Danny made himself as thin as he could and slithered out of the opening.
 
 Outside.
 
 He rewarded himself with a deep breath of fresh air, before the sky exploded into fire.
 
 Shipmates ran past him single file, the heavy snake of a hose under each right arm. Men scrambled frantically trying to keep their footing on the slanted deck. When they slipped, they slid over the side and fell, yelling, into the burning water.
 
 Another fireball in the air.
 
 Another explosion on deck. Pieces of burning metal screamed past him and the blast left him flash-blind and almost deaf. Danny's feet slipped out from underneath him. He grabbed onto the hatch cover and kept himself from going over the side.
 
 “Deploy the lifeboats,” the captain's voice hollered over the 1-MC. But Danny couldn't see any lifeboats. He just heard the planes dive bombing them. He heard the explosions and saw them light up the night sky behind his clenched eyelids.
 
 “They're bombing the whole fucking fleet,” someone yelled, and an explosion of ice-hot metal blinded him and sliced off his legs as clean as a guillotine.
 
 Funny, he felt no pain.
 
 “This is all your fault,” Master Chief Watts said. Danny looked up and saw the big man looking down at him.
 
 “My legs...” Danny said, and saw them tumble down the slanted deck and fall through the hole that the explosion had left.
 
 “You should have dogged that hatch,” Chief Watts said. “Piece of shit sailor if I've ever seen one.”
 
 The waterline slid quickly up the deck. Sailors lost their balance trying to scramble up away from the flaming fuel oil that covered the harbor. Some made it as far as the catwalk and held on until their arms gave out, then fell straight down into hell. Others windmilled their arms, saw that they weren't going to make it and just gave up, diving right into it, hoping to swim under it and come up on the far side. Fat chance. The suction of the sinking ship pulled them in, pulled them under, pulled them to their graves.
 
 This ship deserved to go down in glory, and nobody knew it better than the ship herself.
 
 Danny, legless, helpless, watched the water rise. “Help me, Chief,” he whimpered.
 
 But the chief wasn't there.
 
 And the explosions had stopped.
 
 The water still rose, but it was a silent starry night and Danny's legs were pinched tight in the partially-opened hatch. Pieces of the girl floating in diesel fuel belched up and out of the opening as the ship went down, violently, powerfully, heavily, sucking all of Danny's secrets down with it.
 
 He struggled, but he knew there was no use to it. The ship was in control. As he had meant to have the ship, it now had him.
 
 Pinned to the deck like an insect, the water rose up over his chest to his chin. He stretched and struggled, but there was no hope, and he knew it even as he tried.
 
 As cold sea water filled his lungs, Danny looked wildly around one last time.
 
 Master Chief Watts knelt next to him.This ship deserved a courageous ending like she just gave herself, son. But you ... Well, some men just ain't made to be sailors,” he said. “The ship never forgets. You did good to get away the first time, acting the way you did in uniform. Too bad you pressed your luck.”
 
 This ship he'd kicked and swore at and sabotaged and finally bombed: she'd invited him in, confused him and then held him under-water while she made herself a courageous exit.
 
 Too bad Danny was her only witness.
 
 As his eardrums exploded and the pressure forced the last of the air from his lungs, Danny finally understood the meaning of respect.
 
 Rebirthby Dominick Cancilla
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 THERE WAS NO way the baby was ready, and Helen wasn't about to let it out. She lay on the floor of her small apartment with ankles crossed and thighs pressed together, fighting against her body's urge to expel. Pain, fever, and anxiety squeezed sweat from her swollen flesh. Even without clothes she felt claustrophobic, trapped in the still summer air all around her.
 
 She couldn't remember the last night in which she'd slept more than an hour or two, and the incessant buzzing of a pair of flies that seemed intent on taking advantage of her condition had begun to resonate in her aching head. A weakening part of Helen begged her to let the child on its way, but the goddess, the mother within her refused to give in to simple needs of the flesh.
 
 It took nine months for a baby to mature enough to breath outside its mother—everyone knew that. The night when Helen had spread her legs to admit the horrid thing that would seed her child seemed only a few days—could it have been months?—distant. Not nearly enough time. If she birthed the child now, she would spend the rest of her life wondering if it were fully, completely hers.
 
 The child shifted; Helen moaned. She tried to relax by looking for pictures in her ceiling's stucco, but all she could find were misshapen things too disturbing to give comfort.
 
 The weight of her belly made her back ache. She tried rolling onto her side and, finding no comfort there, struggled to her feet. Standing seemed to help for some reason she couldn't fathom, and moving around the living room helped even more. Years of practice holding items between her legs under a skirt to avoid paying for them helped her walk normally despite her clenched muscles, but did nothing to lessen the drag of her burden.
 
 A pair of large windows, open in hopes of trapping a breeze, stretched nearly floor to ceiling on one wall. Helen stood at one and then the other, pressing her breasts and belly against the glass and drawing what coolness she could from them. Absentmindedly rubbing the bulges of her breasts, she wondered if the young couple looking up at her from the building's courtyard two stories below might be inspired to parenthood by her example.
 
 Her gaze wandered, looking for distraction, eventually coming to rest on the apartment across the breezeway where her child's father lived. He was a good man—handsome, young, professional—who exuded honest intensity and animal strength. On a long-ago night, Helen had stood at this same window with the lights off, enjoying herself and watching the man across the way first strike and then make love to his beloved wife. Their son had lain in his crib wailing but ignored all the while. The scene had raised feelings in Helen that she hadn't even known she was capable of, and from those feelings had grown her plan to have the powerful man's child.
 
 Not for the first time, Helen wondered if he knew she was full with his child, if he had even noticed she was pregnant. Not likely, she decided. He hadn't been home since the police found his wife lying wide-eyed in their bedroom with a phone in one hand and a torn photo of him in the other. Dialing 911 before leaving the apartment had been a nice touch, Helen thought, and the ease with which the false wife's neck had snapped left little doubt about who was the more deserving.
 
 The baby moved again, dropped a little lower, making sure that Helen was not distracted enough to forget about it. She staggered back into the room, leaving fleshprints of a wide-eyed, open-mouthed look of surprise on the glass.
 
 A sudden pressure on her bladder; Helen ran to the bathroom. She felt tile beneath her feet a little too late, and, afraid that sitting would give the baby a chance to slip through, stumbled into the shower stall. For safety's sake, she made a mesh of fingers across her crotch before relaxing enough to let the thick flood pour from her. Liquid the colors of earth and clay carried fleshy jetsam toward the drain, leaving a dark stain behind.
 
 When the worst was over, Helen dragged herself back into the living room, marking her path with hand prints on counter, doorjamb, and walls.
 
 She half fell, half lowered herself to the floor and laboriously worked her legs and pelvis up onto the couch. She'd hoped to be able to relax her tired muscles in this position, but she had not counted on the strain it put on her back and shoulders. In time, exhaustion overcame discomfort and Helen fell asleep, absentmindedly pinching her nipples and wondering when they would begin to bring forth milk.
 * * * *
 
HELEN AWOKE TO the buzz of flies. There were more of them than before, a dozen at least, crawling across her with scavenger's disregard. They took to the air when Helen waved a heavy, aching arm at them, only to drop back on her with barbed feet and sucking mouths a moment later.
 
 Everything hurt. Her neck was stiff, her toes numb, her back burned by the carpet. The sun hanging low outside burned her eyes when she turned toward the window. She was hungry, but the thought of food made her nauseous.
 
 Groaning with each motion, Helen lowered her legs from the couch to the floor. A few minutes passed while she lay still on the carpet, waiting to see what the child would do.
 
 Nothing. Nothing at all. Slowly, she began to get to her feet.
 
 Helen was a tripod—one hand waving for balance, one with fingertips touching the carpet—when she felt the baby drop in her belly. She felt the shiver of adrenaline pouring into her blood, but surprise and her awkward position stopped her from reacting in time.
 
 With neither pain nor ceremony, a small hand, its fingers in a fist, dropped from between Helen's legs the moment she stood erect.
 
 A dozen kinds of panic mingled together and overwhelmed Helen's ability to think. The baby was not emerging head first as God intended. It would die. And it was too early. Not yet ripe. The urges of motherhood had not yet risen in Helen; she wasn't yet ready to bond.
 
 The movement of the baby through her body brought Helen to her senses. She squatted, grabbed the shriveled gray-blue thing, and spread herself with one hand to push it back inside. She had barely lifted the hand when a small thigh fell between her feet.
 
 Helen's body heaved, threw her forward onto her knees. Another heave and her body spat forth a shattered dream a few pieces at a time while she stood on all fours like an animal.
 
 It was over. The child was gone. She had failed.
 
 Helen arched with a thousand kinds of pain and gave voice to her agony while that which would have been uniquely hers voided itself on the living room carpet.
 
 But even in her despair, with a broken child and unnameable fluids pooling about her feet, the core of Helen's determination stayed whole. Failure strengthened her resolve. She could find another family, another baby. Maybe she'd leave it in larger pieces and use needle and thread to keep herself closed. Through her sobs, with damp hands to her face, Helen vowed that the next child she took would stay within until she had made it her own.
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 “STOP CRYING, SON!” Mike Harris shouted as his little boy sobbed. “This is supposed to be fun! Just like I told you!” But little Sammy most certainly did not act like he was enjoying pulling the mixture of over-cooked spaghetti and dog shit out of the doll's belly.
 
 “It stinks, Daddy! I don't like it!”
 
 Mike stepped behind his son and began rubbing his son's hunching, lurching shoulders. Maybe this was too soon, he thought. Maybe this wasn't the best way to go about it ... to train Sammy. He leaned forward and hugged his son from behind, the nagging throb from the bullet wound in his hip protesting as he embraced his boy.
 
 “I know,” Mike said. “It does stink. Just like it does inside of a real girl.”
 
 Sammy's head drooped, his chin touching the collar of his T-shirt. Mike saw that Sammy really had given his best effort. He'd really tried to please his dad. Clumps of pasta clung to his fingers ... pasted there by the claylike excrement. Mike ruffled his son's hair. “Let's give it a rest,” he said. “You tried hard. You did. And you'll get better at it, too. I promise.”
 
 Sammy twisted his head to look up at his father's face. A thin line of snot had dripped from his nose to the upper ridge of his lip. Carefully, he pulled his left hand out of the doll's messy innards and began to bring his wrist up to his nose. Mike had to stifle a chuckle as Sammy suddenly remembered what was on the hand that was about to wipe his nose and, instead, let his arm flop loosely to his side.
 
 “Let's get you washed up, sport,” Mike said. “Then we'll talk some more.”
 
 The little boy sniffed, nodded and trudged toward the bathroom. And like he always did, as he passed the table with his Mommy's framed picture on it, Sammy swatted it onto the floor.
 
 “Good boy,” Mike shouted. “Very good! You remembered!”
 
 Mike heard his son turn on the shower. As he stood facing the bathroom door, his heart swelled with pride and hate. Oh, he was proud of his son. He was learning ... learning fast. The lessons were difficult ... and each time those lessons made his little boy cry, Mike's hatred for that bitch bloomed.
 
 Sammy was nearly ten now. Next month, as a matter of fact. Along with the private father-son party Mike had promised, he had also promised Sammy that for that one day there would be no lessons. One day off, Mike thought ... that wouldn't hurt. After all, Sammy was learning so fast.
 
 And he told his son that once the birthday was over and done with, there would be new lessons to learn. And some of those lessons would take them out of their house. Just the idea of going outside ... something he hadn't permitted Sammy to do for three years now ... was enough incentive for Sammy to try his best at learning each lesson, Mike thought.
 
 Too bad it had turned out this way, Mike thought as he wetted down a handful of paper towels and began cleaning the mess on the kitchen table. But Sammy had seen it all. He was only an infant at the time, but Mike's own training proved that things seen at that age are remembered—if they made a big enough impression.
 
 And what Sammy saw his mommy doing had to have made an impression.
 
 Psychological profiling was a new science when Sammy was born. Working out of the FBI's Denver field office, Mike had been excited at the possibility of peering into the criminal mind ... cracking it open, looking around, reading the history of the personality that found itself not only capable of murder, but incapable of refraining from it. His bosses noticed Mike's interest and put him in for a transfer to FBI Headquarters at Quantico, Virginia, where he would work alongside the men and women who were blazing new trails into the criminal mind.
 
 Patty said she was excited about the possibility of moving. She hated Denver. Hated the stuck-up, artsy way of life there. Mike explained to her that life in Virginia would no more closely resemble the beer-and-pickup-trucks life she mourned from her teenaged days in Anniston, Alabama than Denver did. But Patty hadn't cared about any of that. She wanted out of Denver. Mike had hoped that the birth of their son would force Patty to settle down a bit. Looking back on it all, Mike knew there had to be something about his own personality that attracted the kind of women he always seemed to wind up with. From puberty into adulthood, he'd never had a relationship with a woman he thought he could trust. Not one hundred percent, anyway. His law enforcement training taught him that men and women were wired differently. They didn't think the same way. But Mike knew something that wasn't in any of the FBI's textbooks. And it was the biggest difference of all.
 
 Men need the physical act of sexual intercourse. Women use that act as a form of currency ... trading their bodies for their own needs and wants.
 
 Perhaps it was the political correctness of the times, he thought. But the difference was never addressed. Still, all one had to do was watch any of a number of nature shows on television ... because the animal world was just like the human world. The males fight and butt heads and kill. They create and defend territories. And they do it just to get laid. And the females, no matter the species, rely on this fact. They instigate. They use. And from the smallest bug to Homo Sapiens, they were all the same.
 
 Perhaps there were some women who could rise above their instincts to connive and cheat, Mike thought. But they were rare ... the exception. Not the rule. And even the best of them, he supposed, kept their baser instincts within reach—should they ever need them.
 
 Nature was nature, Mike had learned. And women were women.
 
 There were times when the job had taken him out of town and he never took a business trip without worrying just what his wife was up to at home. Often, when he returned to their house, Patty's welcome-home kiss would taste ever so slightly of whiskey. Often, when he'd call home to check in, the phone would ring and ring. He always let it ring at least twelve times ... she might be in the shower. Or on the toilet. But after twelve rings...
 
 And once, right after coming home from a week long investigation in Wyoming, he spotted a cigarette butt floating in the yellow, unflushed water of the toilet, and the seat was up. Mike considered asking Patty about it, but decided against it. Her lies would be bad enough. But what if she were to tell him the truth?
 
 So when Patty tearfully announced that she was pregnant, Mike silently rejoiced. The possibility the child wasn't even his did occur to him. But he could deal with that. Stepfathers love their stepchildren, he thought. He would love this child no matter who provided the sperm. And having a baby—that, he thought, should force Patty into adulthood. He knew that above all other instincts, women were mothers. Hopefully, Patty's mothering instincts would keep her close to the nest.
 
 When Sammy was born, and for several months after that, Mike had silently celebrated the change in his wife. When his job called him away, his phone calls to his house were always answered by the second or third ring. When he came home, everything appeared to be in order. Sammy would be rolling and cooing in his playpen, the house would be clean and Patty seemed genuinely happy to see him.
 
 Still, he thought (knowing what he knew about the nature of females) he shouldn't have been all that surprised by what happened when Sammy was nine months old.
 
 He had been out of town for three days ... on a trip that was supposed to last for a week. His bosses, in preparation for Mike's transfer to Virginia, had sent him to Quantico to meet with his instructors and to find a house for his family. But on the third day of the trip, one of the instructors dropped dead. Heart attack. The start of classes would be postponed for one month.
 
 Mike phoned home to tell his wife the news, but after twelve rings, he gave up.
 
 During the four-hour flight to Denver, Mike tried not to think about why his wife wasn't there to pick up the phone. There could have been any number of reasons ... and not all of them bad.
 
 As he strode through the crowded walkways of Denver International Airport, Mike thought about picking up a pay phone and...
 
 ...But no. Perhaps there was an innocent explanation, but if there was something going on, he needed to know about it. Patty wasn't expecting him home for at least another four days. So instead of calling his wife and having her pick him up at the airport, Mike grabbed a taxi and gave the driver his address.
 
 Mike knew there was something wrong the moment he stepped out of the cab in front of his house. He could hear little Sammy's screams from where he stood at the curb.
 
 Tossing a twenty-dollar bill at the driver, Mike raced to his front door and threw it open. Sammy's shrieks stopped the moment he saw his daddy.
 
 And Patty stopped, too.
 
 There was a man sitting on his sofa. His pants were bunched and piled up around his ankles. His naked wife's head, which a moment ago had been bobbing up and down, spun around to look at him ... eyes wide in panic and disbelief. And as she opened her mouth to speak, a white jet of sticky fluid shot from the man's penis. It struck Patty on the corner of her lip and dripped onto the carpet.
 
 “Mike!” Patty shouted, getting to her feet and not seeming to notice the man she'd been servicing or the wad he had just shot onto her pretty face. She continued talking, but Mike couldn't tell what she was saying. It was all gibberish. Insect noises coming from the semen-soaked mouth of a woman acting like a woman. Her grunting pig noises mixed with Sammy's screams, which had begun again. Mike looked over at his son and saw the jagged hunk of bone protruding from his forearm. And he saw the red blotch on the side of his son's face. It was shaped like a hand. A small hand. Too small to have come from the hand of the man who was scrambling to pull up his pants and race out of his house.
 
 It was the shape of a woman's hand. Patty's hand.
 
 So much for instincts, Mike thought as he finished cleaning the mess on the kitchen table. As he dropped the pasta-and-shit-filled doll into the trash can under the sink, he heard the shower turn off. Sammy would still be in the bathroom for a couple of minutes, drying himself. Mike grabbed the plastic garbage bag inside the trash can and strolled out through the living room, out onto the sidewalk and over toward the garbage cans by the curb. He was in a hurry—Mike always tried to spend as little time away from Sammy as he could. And though his old bullet wound pulsed and throbbed as he raced to and from the curb, he was back at the kitchen table in less than thirty seconds.
 
 “You want a can of soda, Sam?”
 
 “Yeah,” an enthusiastic voice hollered from the bathroom. “Thanks, Dad!”
 
 “No problem,” Mike yelled. “Dry off, put your dirty clothes in the hamper and get in your jammies. Then you can have a soda. Okay?”
 
 “Okay, Dad!”
 
 Mike smiled and opened the fridge, where he spotted a couple of cans of cola. He nabbed the cans and brought them to the kitchen table, still limping noticeably.
 
 The bullet to his hip came nearly a year after his divorce from Patty. And the doctors had a much more difficult time digging the little wad of metal from his pelvic bone than his lawyer had extricating Mike from his marriage to Patty.
 
 Patty wasn't about to fight him. Not after Mike raced his son to the emergency room while his wife was still trying to find her clothes. Bundling his son in the blankets from his playpen, he grabbed the car keys and drove to the hospital. When Patty arrived an hour later, there were police officers waiting for her ... one of whom asked her what that crusty dried stuff at the corner of her mouth was.
 
 The doctor said Sammy's arm would heal. Patty confessed to grabbing and twisting her son's arm, then slapping him to shut him up. She'd been drunk and swore she hadn't realized she had broken his arm. The divorce became final during Patty's third month in jail. And there was no question as to who would receive custody.
 
 For a year, Mike tried like hell to juggle work and parental duties, a problem that was solved for him when he walked in on a robbery in progress at a gas station. When Mike realized what was going on, he identified himself as an FBI agent and pulled his gun out of his shoulder holster, aiming it at the teenaged gunman. As the kid's girlfriend shrieked and screamed for the kid to “Shoot that fucking pig,” Mike heard a loud pop and felt fire in his hip. As he fell, Mike got off a shot, which caught the boy in his left eye, killing him instantly.
 
 For three weeks, Mike was hospitalized. And as his wife was in jail and Sammy had no aunts, uncles or living grandparents, Mike's son sat in a foster home for the duration of his hospitalization. ("A lovely older woman is taking care of your son,” somebody told him. “She's a darling woman. Your son is in fine hands.")
 
 As he laid there in his hospital bed, his thoughts accentuated by the morphine dripping into his veins, Mike remembered the screaming girl telling her idiot boyfriend to kill him. Poor bastard, he thought. There was no question in his mind what that boy was doing at that gas station, and why. It was the oldest drama in the world. Boy wants to get laid. Girl gives it up. Boy wants to keep getting laid. Girl knows this. Girl sets forth the rules of engagement. Boy follows those rules. Forever and ever. Amen.
 
 And something else occurred to him as he sweated through the postoperative fever that roasted his body for three days following his surgery. In a moment of mental clarity as he slid from sleep to fevered dreaming and back to wakefulness, the little television in his room was airing a program called, “The Mind of the Serial Killer.” One of the people interviewed for the show was the poor son of a bitch whose heart attack had precipitated Mike's early arrival at his house.
 
 It was pretty basic fare. Complex theories boiled down for the consumption of the masses. What turns a child into a killer? Are they born that way? Or do they, somehow, become monsters as they grow up?
 
 Mike knew the answers. Women are what they are, he thought. They're born that way. Men are what they are, too. But Ted Bundy? John Gacy? They weren't born to kill. Something happened to them early in life. Some event occurred that started the process in motion, changing a normal boy into a living, breathing slaughterhouse.
 
 Just what did and didn't happen to make a killer was still a matter of debate. But Mike had a pretty good idea of what it might take to create a monster out of an otherwise normal little boy.
 
 As a matter of fact, he thought as the morphine pulled him back into sleep, he had a very good idea as to what it might take.
 
 The FBI gave Mike a special commendation and full disability retirement pay. His pension would be enough to get by on ... enough to feed, clothe and educate his son.
 
 When Sammy turned five, Mike tapped into the Internet for the first time in his life. It was a new medium, but he knew it had potential. Delving into various Usenet newsgroups, he found a great deal of information on home schooling. And before his son's sixth birthday, he notified his local school district of his intentions to home school his son. But Sammy's education had already begun much, much earlier.
 
 The first lessons began when Sammy was 18 months old. Mike purchased several children's books for his son, which he would read to Sammy at bedtime. As each book was purchased, Mike would grab a felt-tipped pen and would augment and transform whatever female images might be portrayed in each particular book. Some loving, mommy-type ladies would, by the time Mike finished doodling and drawing over them, appear to be rabid, howling she-beasts. Little girls skipping ropes would become vampire hellions stomping on the heads of screaming, crying boys.
 
 And Mike would read stories to Sammy, pointing out how bad this girl was and how hateful that girl was and how many boys this girl had killed and eaten and the blood of how many boys that girl had drained. He didn't read the words that were on the pages. Instead, he made up stories about the women and the things in their heads. Stories about the things in their bodies. Stories about the traps they have under their clothes.
 
 As Sammy got a little older, his education intensified. There were still the nightly stories ... but now, whenever father and son watched television, Mike would point to the occasional female image and tell his son of the atrocities she'd committed. And Sammy would sit and look at his father with adoration shining in his eyes.
 
 If Sammy ever missed going to school or playing with other children, he never said anything about it. But Mike had made him a promise. Once he was ten years old, they would leave the house.
 
 And Sammy's birthday was coming up soon.
 
 “Which one's mine?” Sammy said as he galloped into the kitchen, pointing at the two cans of soda on the table.
 
 “Whichever one you want, pardner.”
 
 Sammy's chubby hands grabbed a can and popped it open. But as he raised the can to his lips, he stopped. Mike wondered about the sad expression that had suddenly washed over his son's face.
 
 “Dad?”
 
 “What's wrong, Sam?”
 
 “I'm sorry. About today, I mean. The doll. I just ... I...”
 
 “Aww, don't sweat it, son,” Mike said, smiling brightly. “We'll try it again tomorrow.” Of course, Mike thought, that would mean he'd have to go to the store, buy another rag doll, sneak through the park searching for dog droppings and boil up another pot of pasta. But he could do that first thing in the morning when Sammy was watching cartoons. He'd mix the shit and noodles together and pack the doll's belly full, symbolizing for Sammy what he'd told his son all women were. Nothing but guts and shit. Sammy might get a tiny cut when he opened the dolls head and found the broken glass he would stuff into it, because that's all women have in their heads ... things that hurt boys and men. And there was still a rotten pear in the basement to use as a makeshift uterus for his son's lesson tomorrow.
 
 “Dad?”
 
 Mike looked over at his son, who was now smiling brightly.
 
 “Are we going out on my birthday? Or after?”
 
 Mike smiled back at his son. “After,” he said. “I picked a nice town with lots of kids. You'll have your pick, son. Whoever you want. You get to choose.”
 
 “Will the basement be ready by then?”
 
 Mike ran through a mental inventory of what he'd stored in the basement.
 
 “Yep,” he said.
 
 The two of them—father and son—sat silently for a few moments, drinking their sodas and thinking.
 
 “We're really gonna, ain't we Dad?”
 
 “Really gonna? Really gonna what, Son?”
 
 Sammy downed the last of his soda, then loosed an ear-splitting belch. “I mean,” he said, “we're really gonna show, ‘em, Dad. Girls, I mean. We're really gonna show those girls, ain't we?”
 
 “Yes we are son,” Mike said, suddenly remembering that he still needed to buy some of that long-burning charcoal for the basement before they took their trip. “We sure are.”
 
 Which Image Am I?by Richard Wright
 
Richard Wright is a newcomer to the field. He is a writer/actor living in Glasgow, Scotland. Previously published was his short story “Office Blues” which appeared in “FrightNet Online Magazine” issue #8 earlier this year. “Which Image Am I?” is an interesting story surrounding the infamous “what if” we find ourselves often pondering.
 
 TUNNELING STRAIGHT TO the man's thoughts, the wet red hole drilled through the bone of his forehead and into the meat of his mind. A third eye, black and bloodied, it sat central to and above the two which still stared into dead nothing. The gun held in the corpse's stiff left hand drove Inspector Gemmel to an immediate and inaccurate conclusion. He was not happy to be wrong.
 
 “What the hell do you mean it isn't suicide? A man in a locked room has a gun in his hand and a hole in his head. There's one bullet missing from the chamber and the door is bolted on the inside. Yet you seriously suspect he might have been murdered? Tell me, which Chief Inspector did you sleep with to get this job?” The forensic technician shrank back from his ire as each word beat hard into his body. Attempting an insipid smile, he tried to salvage his argument.
 
 “Sir, I didn't mean to suggest he was murdered, not at all. It simply looks like it might have been an accident...”
 
 Gemmel pinched the bridge of his nose as he held up a hand for silence. It was the end of a long shift, the last thing he had needed was this case. When he had walked into the tiny bed-sit a few moments ago he had almost shouted with relief that it was so clearly a case of suicide, it was only token respect for the still cooling body that stopped him. With his own bed seeming to sing out to him, the last thing he needed was a new murder investigation. He looked at the young forensic scientist and sighed. “Okay, from the top. How do you think he managed to accidentally shoot himself in the center of his forehead? That, if you ask me, is particularly unfortunate.” Again the young man smiled, eager to win back some favor.
 
 “Uh, yes sir. It looks like he was actually aiming away from himself sir.”
 
 Walking around the shards of broken glass picked out by splays of grainy evening light, nearly tripping over the now empty frame lying next to them, he indicated a point on the far wall. ‘This is where he shot sir, the bullet seems to have ricocheted back at him.’
 
 Gemmel shook his head. “Doesn't scan. Unless he has one hell of a cockroach problem, what was he shooting at? Plus, where did he get the gun. They're hardly on open sale in Glasgow, and to the best of my knowledge this man has no criminal record. He's an actor or something, isn't he?” The constable on the door spoke up.
 
 “Yes sir. Local theater work mostly. Matt Donovan's his name.” Gemmel had never heard of him. Again he shook his head, an ineffective attempt to clear some cobwebs. All he accomplished was the beginning of the headache which had threatened his ruin all day. It was an effort to keep from lashing out his frustration.
 
 “Anything else of note?”
 
 “Yes sir.” The constable pointed to an evidence bag resting on the small coffee table. In it was a Dictaphone. “That was next to the body when we arrived.”
 
 “Jesus!” Everybody in the room flinched automatically at his tone. “I don't suppose anybody thought that was worth mentioning when I came in?” Holding up a hand to still any response, he strode round the shattered glass and picked up the bag. “Gloves.” A second member of the forensic team handed him a pair and he slipped them on. Peeling open the self-sealing bag, he gingerly removed the small recorder and glanced over it. There was nothing unique or peculiar about the design, but he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that there was a cassette within. He pushed the button to rewind it and glanced over at the stretcher team that had just arrived.
 
 Carelessly, their inhumanity totally unknown to them, they loaded the body for the meat wagon. “Do we have anybody to identify the body?”
 
 “Yes sir,” the constable again. “His neighbor says he has a girlfriend. We found the number in his diary. Becky Joseph. I've sent a car to pick her up.”
 
 “Good. Hopefully we can wrap this up quickly.” The tape clicked to a halt. Praying to God that it was an audio suicide note, cursing himself for entertaining so callous a desire, Gemmel pressed play. Almost immediately a deep, rich voice began to pulse through the room. Gemmel winced and turned down the volume, then sat on the ragged single bed to hear the last words of Matt Donovan.
 
 “Hello. My name is Matthew James Donovan. Could whoever finds this tape please ensure it reaches Becky Joseph at 58 Epsol Square.” There was a pause on the tape, just long enough for Gemmel to check that he hadn't caught the stop button by accident, before the voice continued. “Hi Becky. If you've been given this tape then you know what's happened. I really am sorry. I had to do it. It was him or me.
 
 “Shit. That was hardly the clearest way to begin. Okay, listen up. I suppose...”
 * * * *
 
“...TECHNICALLY, THAT I'M a narcissist. Not an ordinary narcissist as you might understand it, the simple egotist gone rampant. I'm a very special type. You see I don't just love the one me. I love both of them.”
 
 Matt looked up from where he slumped over his Dictaphone, meeting the resignation in the eyes of his companion. Messages shot back and forth along that stare, transcending familiarity, a communication of pure inner knowledge. Sighing a torment of invaded privacy, they turned simultaneously back down to their respective tapes.
 
 “When the police hear this, when they pass it on to professionals of the mind, they'll tell you I had schizophrenia or something of that ilk. It isn't true Becky. Schizophrenia is a state of altered consciousness, a division of cognitive self. Believe me, I've checked. But I can see my other. I can even touch him if we both reach out. I don't like to though. It's so cold where he is. It chills.
 
 “I've known about him for a while, hell he's hard to ignore. It's a good thing I can only see him when I'm next to a portal, even that sometimes seems enough for me to lose my mind. Hasn't happened yet, praise God.
 
 “I wish I could talk to him about it, perhaps confirm that he feels the same fears as me. It's not possible though. Maybe it would be more accurate to describe the portals as windows. I can see him, he can see me. Neither of us can hear a word the other says. We've both tried, many times. I've shouted myself hoarse trying to make him hear. There isn't a damn thing we can do about it. Doesn't matter really. Even if he fears different things from me, it's plain in his eyes that he's terrified of something.
 
 'Wish you could see him as I do Becky, appreciate him in the same way. Maybe I should have talked to you before making my decision— you'd be the better judge of how we differ. You'd see that it's all in the details. He's left-handed, I'm not. Know the scar on my nipple, where it got ripped open during my fencing class? He seems to have had a similar accident at some point, but he caught the other nipple. His grin crooks a different way from mine. Shit—his prick even hangs to the right. I hope you remember that mine doesn't.”
 
 Matt stopped the Dictaphone as he exploded into a gust of giggles. With only one tape to tell his story he couldn't afford the wastage. He didn't bother checking to see if his companion also found the moment amusing, he already knew this to be the case. When he found his breath again he flicked the recorder back on.
 
 “It's harder for me to know how we might differ in terms of the people we are. If only I could talk to him I might be able to tell you more. As far as I can see he feels life in a similar way to me. I've seen him cry over the same things, laugh at the same jokes. He even seems to be offended by the same sort of remarks, but it's harder to tell that sort of thing just by watching. I couldn't test him on it even if my words carried across. He'd know I don't mean what I'm saying just as I could never be lied to by him. Hell, I've finally found an acting challenge that surpasses my skills.
 
 “I've thought a lot about the possibility that I'm wrong, you have to believe that, but think it through for yourself. It isn't simply that he's different from me—he's the exact opposite! Every single facet of his appearance is fundamentally reversed. How can you be more different than the total antithesis of a person?”
 
 Looking up again, he met the eyes that stared back at him. The anguish there was every bit as genuine as his own, he could find no subterfuge in that face. Once more the facts presented themselves to him; his other also sat on a bed dictating, though it was his left hand that grasped the Dictaphone he spoke into. They shook their heads as one and continued, each surveying the other as they spoke.
 
 “It can't go on Becky. The doubt, the wondering. There's only so much I can take.” Their hands slid down to touch the guns resting on cotton sheets. “So today I'm ending it. If all goes well you'll never have to hear this message. One of us is going to die today, and I can only pray it isn't me.” For a moment he stared in wonder as a tear dripped down the face of his companion, it was a second before he realized that he too was crying. “Shit I'm scared. Really scared. I think I'll be all right, I hope so. I keep telling myself that the gun he's going to point at me will do no killing today. It has no power to hurt. Mine is the tool of destruction. All he holds is pale reflection.”
 
 Gemmel hit pause on the Dictaphone. With his frown creasing valleys into his forehead he stared a thoughtful moment at the tape recorder. Another man was involved? How in hell could he have exited a room locked from the inside? It was impossible, and he immediately discarded it as such. Perplexed, his gaze scanned across the small room, over the gloom and gold of sun and shade. The forensic team had stopped work, were now crouched and listening. Constable Reid still stood in the doorway, almost holding his breath as he waited for the tape to be continued. Whatever the circumstances of his death, the final performance of Matt Donovan had an attentive audience. Gemmel ignored them. Sunlight glittered over the reflective glass scattered across the carpet, and to these his gaze returned. What had Donovan said? Pale reflection?
 
 Ideas sparked off in his head, suddenly he had an inkling of the tale Donovan was telling. The frame lying next to the sofa. The hook on the wall above the bullet mark. Oh yes, he thought he could hazard a guess at what Donovan had shot. What in Christ's name had the man been thinking? With a sigh, he released the pause button and allowed the tape to play on.
 * * * *
 
“IN MANY WAYS I'll be putting him out of his misery. Think of how he lives. He exists only when I stand before a mirror. Can you imagine the guilt, the horror, I feel every time I step away? I destroy him so fundamentally that there is literally no sign he ever was. I feel the need to run to the next mirror or window just to see if he's still there, still with me. That I haven't hurt or even killed him. There is no reassurance in the fact that he's always reappeared whole before. Just because the sun has always risen in the past is no guarantee that tomorrow won't be the first time it fails to do so.”
 
 He shook his head, looking back down at the tape recorder. His words were becoming as confused as his thoughts. He was an actor, he should be well practiced at clarity and focus. But it was so much harder without the well thought out prose of a writer. He had to concentrate, it wasn't as if he had a chance to come back and get it right later.
 
 “But it doesn't stop there Becky. If it did I might not have to do what I'm about to do. I started to think more and more about him. He only exists when I stand before a mirror, the rest of the time he is nothing more than potential. What really terrifies me is the possibility that I've made a fundamental mistake in the conclusion I've jumped to. What if he isn't destroyed when I walk away? What if he continues about his everyday life—meeting people, working, living? What if he isn't my reflection at all?
 
 “What if I'mhis ?”
 * * * *
 
GEMMEL'S THUMB HOVERED over the pause button, indecisive. It was tragic and flawed, but so logical in its simplicity. Did he need to listen on? Was it right to exhibit these parting words as a performance for the small team to listen to? No, it wasn't. Somehow, though, his thumb refused to descend.
 
 “COULD IT BE that every time he steps away from the mirror I cease to be? It hurts to think about. There are no gaps in my memory to suggest so, but would there be? If somebody's reflection is an accurate portrayal of that individual it would have to include memory, experience—everything that he is or was, recreated in the fractional moment it takes for light to move between person and the glass. Am I reinvented every time he passes something reflective, made alive and whole for a few tragic seconds before he moves on?”
 
 Again he stopped the recorder. Allowing himself a huge breath to steady himself, he turned again to the mirror. There sat his other, looking every bit as small and frightened as he himself felt. One of them would die tonight. Would the real Matt Donovan please step forward? His reflection smiled at him. He hit record.
 
 “I can't stop wondering, I can't make the leap necessary to discard this as fantasy. If I don't exist then there are no consequences, no repercussions, to my actions. If I do exist then this is a foolish experiment, nothing more. I have to know. Which image am I? It will buy me so much peace of mind.
 
 “I've talked enough, if I continue I'll never go through with it. I'll see you soon Becky. I love you.”
 
 Without hitting stop, he placed the Dictaphone gently on the coffee table. Staring for a long moment at the last words he might ever speak, he picked up the gun. Then he stood before the full-length mirror on the wall, trying hard not to meet the pain-drenched eyes of the man who stood beyond it. In love and fear they raised their guns, aiming high. Long moments passed.
 * * * *
 
LONG MOMENTS PASSED. Gemmel dared not breathe, would not move. Everyone in the room was staring at the tiny machine whirring quietly in his hand. A hand that gripped too tightly, that trembled too enthusiastically. A loud crack, a murderous splitting of the air, sounded out. Gemmel's hand jerked reflexively and the Dictaphone dropped to the floor.
 
 Long moments passed. Still moments. Empty moments. Constable Reid broke the hush with a deep and shaky exhalation. “Bloody nutter.” Gemmel shot round, his stare hooking straight into the face of the young man. For a moment the officer actually braced himself for an assault, but the Inspector's eyes dropped instantly.
 
 “Maybe son, maybe. Or maybe he was just a casualty of thought.”
 
 “Sir?”
 
 “You said he was an actor? Well then, wasn't his job to create people who don't exist? To breathe life into nothing? That's all he did here.” Getting up, slightly embarrassed to be eulogizing to his officers, he made for the door. A mirror caught his eye, and he paused before it. Donovan was right, of course. Every physical feature he saw was the complete reverse of his own.
 
 Sloppy thinking. They were his own. Glancing back at the pock-mark the bullet had made in the wall, he wondered briefly about that ricochet. A ricochet that had rebounded right back at Matt's own head, splitting and cleaving. A ricochet which had been aimed at an entirely different forehead, while an entirely different gun had been pointed at his own. For just a moment, Inspector Gemmel didn't think that such a ricochet was possible.
 
 Walking out to the evening cold, his thoughts scattered before the possibility that somewhere Matthew Donovan was alive and well and living in a Glasgow fundamentally different from his own. Perhaps Matt was now the only man in that city with no reflection at all.
 
 Phallusiesby Brian Hodge
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 FOR THE FIRST hour, Andrea didn't pay much more than a fleeting glimpse's attention to the lonely-looking woman at the other end of the bar.
 
 Not that she was surrounded by distractions. Not in Tappers Pub at late afternoon. Tappers was one of those comfortable neighborhood bars tucked away from the ebb and flow in every city, anything but trendy, never a place to go to be seen by the right people. It was, for better or worse, a place to go to be yourself.
 
 Andrea let the bartender swap an empty glass for a fresh vodka gimlet. He was Mike to novice patrons, Tequila Mike to friends of the bar, and Andrea considered herself approaching the status of the latter. Tequila Mike, so-named for his prowess in worm-eating contests. He engaged in other behavior of over-the-top machismo, such as breaking pilsner glasses in his bare hands without cutting himself (usually). Yet for all that, she quite liked him. Maybe because he didn't do it for show, with see-through motives; it was simply his way. And maybe because he seemed to accept her on face value.
 
 Upon learning that she preferred the company of women—in every respect—to that of men, most guys Andrea had run across reacted in one of three ways. First were those whose kneejerk response was a chilly dismissal; men who, when confronted with their implied obsolescence, opted to banish her from their consciousness. Then there were the studs who saw her as a challenge, insisting that all she needed was one good fuck to bring her back around; naturally they were willing to be her messiah. And finally there were those who went out of their way to make sure she knew just how much they approved, phonily so, unctuously so, as though on the verge of asking if they could watch.
 
 Happily, then, Tequila Mike avoided such pigeonholing. I'm okay, you're okay ... just so long as you don't make trouble in my bar.
 
 When he stepped aside to minister to the needs of someone else, with the air of a priest dispensing communion at Mass, Andrea wondered what he saw when he looked at her. Rather tall on her stool, hair the color of wheat spilling just past the shoulders of her blue flannel shirt, preferred attire for autumn. As at home in Tappers as anywhere, with every right to conduct her life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness from this very stool. Contrast that with the young woman at the other end. Small, dark, hunched toward her drink with her hair in her face; nearly shrunken in on herself.
 
 “Who is she?” Andrea asked when Mike wandered back her way. She gave a barely perceptible tilt of her head in the girl's direction, and her voice was every bit as discrete as the gesture.
 
 Tequila Mike hunched his shoulders, quite a thing to behold if you were so inclined. They were nearly as broad as an upright deep freeze. “Don't know. This is only maybe the second time I've seen her in here.” He smiled. “She hardly looks your type. She's about as different from Kim as you could get.”
 
 “Maybe that's what I need about now.”
 
 “Maybe you're right.”
 
 Noncommittal Kim, whose sexual orientation vacillated between the poles of the spectrum with all the resistance of a feather in high winds. After a year of sharing an apartment with Andrea, she had suddenly returned to an old boyfriend. Kim was either very confused or very shrewd, but outside her head it was impossible to judge which.
 
 The first hour snowballed into another. Drinkers came and went. Cool sunshine dimmed at the windows, and only two fixtures remained constant. To Andrea's slightly blurring imagination, she and the forlorn woman at the other end must have looked like mismatched bookends on a shelf of broken dreams. Andrea grew curious to hear the sound of her voice, since it didn't carry well whenever she ordered a refill. The longer she stayed there, the more the girl resembled a crippled bird, scooped from the sidewalk outside by a caring passerby and deposited atop a barstool out of easy reach of predators.
 
 “Hey Mike,” Andrea called after checking the clock. “Could you flip the channel? It's almost time for—”
 
 “ForMonty Python's Flying Circus ,” he finished. “Way ahead of you.” He strolled over to the set behind the bar, forsaking CNN to play requests. “But are you sure this is really the way you want to be spending your vacation? It's not like you haven't had twenty-five or thirty years to catch this show.”
 
 She took no offense, more game than critique. “Everybody's life needs a focal point.”
 
 “And since you're temporarily unburdened by the same concerns as the rest of us working stiffs...” Tequila Mike made an exaggerated show of checking the calendar pinned up behind the bar. “Wow, you haven't missed an episode in here for a week and two nights, that sound about right?”
 
 “Hey,” Andrea said. She sounded angry but wasn't, just another part of the game, seeing what exchange of goofy Python dialogue from the night before they could manage to appropriate. “I wasn't expecting the Spanish Inquisition.”
 
 “Nooobody expects the Spanish Inquisition.”
 
 Mike and Andrea both blinked in surprise. The line should have been his, but had been yanked from beneath him, clean as a rug.
 
 It had come instead from the heretofore silent young woman at the end of the bar. At once she seemed embarrassed for having blurted it out. If she retreated back into her shell now, Andrea knew she would find it all the harder to emerge again.
 
 “Another fan of cheeky British humor,” Andrea said. “We may be a minority, but we're definitely an elite.”
 
 At this, the girl smiled tentatively, and such a difference it made in her face. As if all she had been seeking was a bit of approval, or something to be part of.
 
 “Why don't you move down this way? You can hardly see the tube from where you're sitting.”
 
 “Um. Okay. Sure. Okay.” A trifle unsteady, she slid off her stool and crossed the distance. Two stools away she lingered, as though hesitant to invade Andrea's turf, then settled beside her. “Thanks.”
 
 They made smalltalk, and Andrea learned that her name was Melanie, but what she left unsaid was the most revealing. On the far side of her face, makeup failed at a clandestine attempt to conceal a bruise rimming the edge of her eye and temple. There were always alternate explanations, but every instinct told Andrea that someone had been using Melanie for punching practice.
 
 Let it go, she told herself. Most victims were only too ready to defend the source of their misery from the judgments of strangers.Let it go. For now .
 
 They focused attention onMonty Python's Flying Circus . Andrea found herself delighted that Melanie knew every verse and chorus of “The Lumberjack Song,” Michael Palin's paean to transvestitism in the northwoods. By the time the show ended, they were both the drunker for it, and had laughed enough to put themselves at ease.
 
 “Oy,” said Melanie, shaking her head. “I really should be getting home. My husband will kill me.”
 
 “So should I,” said Andrea. “Except in my case were talking cat.”
 
 “How bad can that be, it'll only ignore you more?” Melanie laughed. “Screw ‘em. One more for the road?”
 
 Two rounds later they still hadn't budged.
 
 “Didn't I hear the bartender say you were on vacation?” Melanie asked.
 
 “I had this trip to Cabo San Lucas planned with someone. But then we broke up first.” Andrea lifted her drink to eye level. “I figured I'd still spend the money somehow.”
 
 “Oooo, that's rough, I'm sorry.”
 
 “'s'okay. Don't be. There were a few things we didn't see eye-to-eye on, and probably never would've.”
 
 “Yeah, I know how that can be.” Melanie's face clouded with discomforts remembered, or maybe anticipated, and she averted her gaze. “At least it's good you found out before it was too late.”
 
 Andrea nodded, then rubbed Melanie's arm, for what seemed intended as a small comfort had instead emerged as a dismal plea for the same.
 
 “I mean ... what I mean is ... Bart's not abad man ... I just seem to have this knack for making him so mad sometimes, and I know he's got things on his mind.”
 
 “Oh, would you lighten up on yourself.” Andrea raised her hand from Melanie's arm to her shoulder. “No matter what, you're not an excuse for anyone else's behavior. Not if it's what I think it is.”
 

 She looked into Melanie's eyes, trying to transplant some backbone from her own reinforced spine. She thought it might have even worked when Melanie seemed freshly ashamed of her bruise but refused to turn her head away to hide it, no matter how much she wanted to. And moments later it was Andrea who had to turn away. Alcohol-eroded inhibitions starting to crumble, and the longer she looked at Melanie's lips, caught by a gentle tremble, the more she ached to touch them. With fingertips, with cheek, with her own mouth.
 
 “Make you a deal,” Andrea said, a diversionary tactic. “You forget about Bart for now, and my cat can fend for himself a while longer.”
 
 Melanie was game. So they talked, and glanced over at the television during the silences. Tequila Mike now had it set to MTV, and what a peculiar, glossy wasteland it was, tough to discern content from commercials.
 
 Melanie pointed. “Do you ever wish you were more like that?”
 
 On the screen, prancing nameless models, each one minimal of clothing and pouty of mouth and smoldering of eyes. Their heads could inflate basketballs, and some of the breasts looked about that big. Sure, they'd taste good, but there was no nutritional value.
 
 “God, no,” Andrea said. Her voice dripped scorn. “You'd never want to hear them talk, and that's the point.”
 
 “I know, I know, but still...” Melanie seemed wistfully captivated by the screen. “Sometimes they seem so ... appreciated.” A few mo-ments later she pulled back and shook her head and started to laugh. “And why am Istaring at them like this? Like I'm a fourteen-year-old boy all of a sudden.”
 
 “Most women have a fascination with other women's bodies, I think. To some degree or another. If for no other reason than to see how they compare. We all stare. We're all fascinated.”
 
 “I don't guess I'll argue that.”
 
 “Maybe that's the reason most women, even if they never act on it, are supposed to have a fantasy about going to bed with another woman. Some sort of narcissistic thing, maybe, like making love to yourself.”
 
 Andrea attuned herself for any signs of withdrawal, that she'd gone too far, but noticed none. Melanie seemed to take this in as readily as the rest.
 
 “I don't guess I'll argue that, either,” she finally said.
 
 And how about you, Andrea wanted to ask, wouldyou act on it? But dared not, not this early. Never easy, this playing the role of the initiator, but at least she was glad she had it better than a man in the same position. Most straight women weren't so homophobic that they got bent out of shape when propositioned by one of their own gender, but a straight man might punctuate his refusal with his fist. A pass from another woman? A reaffirmation of attractiveness. A pass from another man? An assault upon hallowed masculinity itself.
 
 Evening became night, and night lost its bloom. Melanie insisted that she really had to be going, no more backsliding. Andrea said it was probably a wise idea. They settled up finances with Tequila Mike, who smiled and gave Andrea a discrete wink as they clumsily slung on their jackets. And when the two of them stood outside Tappers on the sidewalk, Melanie simply stopped and longingly watched the traffic.
 
 “I don't want to go home,” she said, half declaration and half question.
 
 “Then don't.”
 
 “Easy for you to say.You've probably got all these friends you could stay with. I don't haveanybody . Used to, maybe I did, but not anymore, and I don't even know how that happened. Now there's nobody.”
 
 “Sure there is. Or at least there is now.” Andrea paused until Melanie looked her in the eye. “If that's what you want.”
 
 Melanie's eyes slid closed and for a moment she swayed. “He will really kill me for not coming home.”
 
 “Correct me if I'm wrong. But I'll bet he's not come home himself a few times. Am I wrong?” Melanie stared, then shook her head. “Then worry about it tomorrow.”Or the day after that, or ...
 
 And simple as that, it was decided. They covered the six blocks to Andrea's apartment on foot. She'd not driven, had lately become accustomed to leaving the pub in poor shape to handle her car. She lived on the top floor of a roomy old Victorian, drawn and quartered into apartments, no two alike, with windows scratched at by oak and maple branches.
 
 When Melanie sank into the sofa, her lap was immediately commandeered by a three-legged cat that Andrea introduced as Tripod. When asked about the missing back leg, Andrea explained that she'd picked him out at the animal shelter as a kitten because it was obvious no one else would, and that the cause of the leg's absence was a mystery.
 
 Andrea put on a CD, Steve Hackett'sBay of Kings . The faintly muted solo classical guitar floated throughout the apartment, soothing and therapeutic. Passion and delicacy from the fingers of a master. She joined Melanie on the sofa with a bottle of wine, which they agreed was the last thing they needed but uncorked it anyway. Tripod lurched off as though sensing himself in the way.
 
 “I appreciate this,” Melanie said. “I'm not really very used to someone being so ... so...”
 
 Andrea shushed her. “It's okay.” Wondering if the hunger showed in her eyes. And if it did, if it was noticed. And if it was noticed, if it mattered. And if it mattered, if it was shared.
 
 Melanie's head bowed much as it had when Andrea first noticed her. From behind the hair came the sounds of sniffling. “Why do we make most of the biggest decisions in our lives when we're too young to even know what we're doing?”
 
 Andrea scooted closer, resting one hand on Melanie's arm and with the other brushing locks of hair back from her face. The move proving to be a double-edged sword, that initial contact thrilling but she hated herself a little, too, feeling no better than some reptilian pickup artist who preyed on the wounded because the pickings were easier that way.
 
 She trailed feathery fingertips over the half-hidden bruise circling Melanie's eye, and when her hand was captured and held, leaned over to continue with her lips and wine-sweet breath.
 
 “No,” Melanie whispered, a denial negated by her sharp intake of breath.
 
 “You hurt,"Andrea whispered back. “I just want to take that away.”
 
 “I ... can't...”
 
 “Yes. We can.”
 
 Soon there were no more denials. Only aches and longings. They moved from the living room to the bed, followed by the gentle strains of guitar, while the stereo's repeat kept the music playing for hours, until dawn came and went, and everything looked new again.
 * * * *
 
AUTUMN MADE A great time to fall in love.
 
 Even at home, there was far more magic during the end of Andrea's vacation than there ever could've been in Cabo. After she returned to work, everyone told her how much good that three-week trip must have done her. And still the magic endured. Walks in the park. Pizza by candlelight while camped on the floor. Sunsets watched from the windows of tiny restaurants or after plundering second-hand shops of dusty treasures. The thoroughly everyday, made enchanted by soul's alchemy.
 
 While she didn't quite feel comfortable admitting it even to herself, it felt to Andrea that their roles of rescuer and rescued had evolved into those of teacher and pupil. She didn't want to feel that way, wanted to feel they were equals. Yet how else could you respond when an entire new dimension seemed to blossom in someone you cared deeply about, who then sought you for guidance?
 
 Not that it wasn't pleasant. Not that it wasn't flattering. She found a pride almost decadent in introducing Melanie to the fact that love-making needn't be confined to the standard male biological sequence of arousal/plateau/orgasm/snore. That the interplay could go on for hours, that they could lock into the middle half of the cycle and repeat it almost endlessly, until their bodies were too spent for anything else.
 
 Not that it wasn't rapturous. But there remained the underlying fear. Wondering if, for Melanie, this would be a passing fad and soon she would turn her life back toward the tried, the true, the familiar.
 
 “I'll have to confront Bart face-to-face someday, you know that,” Melanie said. It was a lazy Sunday afternoon, gray and blustery outside, dark and warm within. They lay in bed while raindrops spattered the window and branches sought their way in. “The way he is, just that phone call won't do it. He'd have been over here right away if he'd known where I was.”
 
 “Do youwant to see him?”
 
 “No. Not really. But it seems like I owe him that much.”
 
 Andrea shifted from her back to her belly, recalling fragments of Melanie's verbal portrait of her husband. Bad about retaining jobs. Worse about considering the feelings of others. Quite proud of his half-dozen tattoos. Always able to score good crystal meth. That such men could inspire loyalty had always been unfathomable.
 
 “You don't owe him anything.”
 
 “Plus, I still need to get the rest of my things from the house.”
 
 “So we go back again when he's not there. Mel, you owe himnothing .”
 
 “Suppose he changed the locks after the first time.” Melanie sighed, leaned in to nuzzle her shoulder. “If Kim wanted ten minutes of your time, wouldn't you feel like you should give her that much?”
 
 Silence, but for the rain.
 
 “You can't honestly tell me no, can you?”
 
 Andrea shut her eyes and curled in one herself. Because she would not lie, and knew when she was beat.
 * * * *
 
TAPPERS WAS DOING moderate business a few evenings later. Andrea and Melanie sat at the bar, the remnant's of the morning paper in folded disarray around them. Melanie had been making periodic forays into the crossword puzzle. Andrea fed her the name Diana—five-letter word for Moon Goddess of the Hunt—and a corner of the puzzle was finished. They celebrated with a quick kiss.
 
 “Son of a bitch. I wouldn't've believed it if I hadn't seen it.”
 
 The voice came from behind them, a stranger's to Andrea's ear but still she had no doubt as to whom it belonged. Even before she caught the flash of guilty shock on Melanie's face.
 
 “Bart,” she said, and swiveled around to face him. Voice neutral.
 
 “Friend of mine tells me, ‘Hey man, she's gone and turned lesbo on you.’ I say, ‘No way, not my Melly. I have it on good authority that she likes dick.'” Bart shook his head ruefully at the floor, then looked up with a scowl. “Making a liar out of me, that'll cost you.”
 
 Andrea swallowed revulsion. She had never hated men by simple virtue of their gender. Did not reject their friendship, when genuine, just did not seek their passion. Hating Bart, though? That was another story.
 
 He wore mostly black, and carried a denim jacket slung over one shoulder. An arm sported a greenish tattoo of an eagle gripping a snake. His hair needed washing. All of which was benign enough, on its own. But blend them with the look in his eyes, that sense of him claiming everything in sight as his to do with as he pleased, and Andrea knew: She did. Not. Like. This. Man.
 
 “Pack it up,” he told Melanie. “You're coming home.”
 
 “I ... I don't think so, Bart.” If her voice held a third of the conviction of his, she was doing well.
 
 He rolled his eyes. “That wasn't a fucking yes or no question. That was reality, Melly. Get off the stool and walk out that door with me, and don't you make me drag you. It's time you relearn where it is you belong.”
 
 Andrea pointed to his arm. “Maybe she just doesn't belong with someone who walks around like a dime-store art gallery.”
 
 “Pipe down, Butch.” He slid a longneck bottle along the bar to her. “Here. Amuse yourself with this awhile. You might even like it.”
 
 Andrea shut her eyes for a moment. She seethed. She boiled. She felt something shoot up her spine like mercury blowing from the top of a thermometer. When she reopened her eyes and saw Bart stepping up to roughly seize Melanie by the upper arm, she couldn't hold it back.
 
 She balled one hand into a fist, extending the middle knuckle like a dull spike, then let it fly, punching Bart just below the ear and behind the jaw, dead-center into the delicate bundle of nerve ganglia. His head snapped, his eyes widened, his jaw dropped.
 
 Bart stepped back for a few seconds to compose himself, then looked up at Andrea with a humorless grin that made her wish she'd given calm reason one more chance. Public place or not, he was ready to do murder. He snatched up another empty bottle and cocked it back like a small club.
 
 And promptly dropped it to shatter on the floor. Tequila Mike had leaned over the bar and clamped one large hand around Bart's wrist. Once the bottle was dropped, Mike maintained the pressure and applied a twist, and all at once Bart had new priorities.
 
 “Got a happy hour special,” Tequila Mike said. “You let my customers stay happy, and I don't snap your scrawny arm.”
 
 Bart grunted wetly as Mike, still behind the bar, began to drag him toward the door, three people forced to snatch their drinks and flee their stools as the two of them struggled by. At the end of the bar, Mike climbed over, then twisted Bart's arm behind his back and sent him none-too-gently on his way out the door. Mike lingered for a moment, waiting for further trouble, an attempted reentry, but there was none.
 
 Andrea's relief faded when she saw Melanie's face. Her painfully obvious gaze at the door.
 
 “I should talk to him. I don't want to leave it like this.”
 
 Andrea could only shake her head. “Mel. Dont. Please, for me.” Not knowing which she was more afraid of: losing her to coercement, or to her own free will.
 
 Melanie touched a finger to Andrea's lips. “Five minutes. That's all. Ten at most, and then I'll be right back. What can he do right outside?”
 
 Andrea bit her lip and turned to the bar. Listened to the footsteps fading toward the door. Ordered a refill on her gimlet. And then another.
 
 While ten minutes stretched on until last call, and closing.
 * * * *
 
THE NEXT WEEK was as fully miserable as she had expected. But she could endure. She took perverse comfort in cynical twists on old platitudes.If you love something, set it free. If it returns, it's yours forever. If it doesn't, hunt it down and kill it .
 
 After ten days, she knew she would survive once more.
 
 And then, at day's end after work, she returned to find Melanie slumped on the sofa, cradling Tripod in the dusk as though he were her last and only friend. As Andrea stood in the doorway, instantly recognizing Melanie's shadowy silhouette, numb existence turned to joy. At least until she turned on the light.
 
 “Oh Melanie,” she whispered. Her skyrockets fizzled into clouds of soot. “What did he do to you?”
 
 The answer was obvious, Bart's legacy written in swollen lips and puffy eyes, and the now-yellowing bruises that circled them like satellites. Even her posture hinted at how stiff and sore she was.
 
 “At least I'm free now. He said he never wanted to see my face again.” Her eyes gleamed with defiance, tempered by heartbreak. “Can you blame him?”
 
 That Melanie had left her sitting there in Tappers was forgotten. No grudge could survive in the face of that much pain. Andrea dropped her briefcase and shed her coat to the floor on her way to the sofa. She slid in beside Melanie, held her as carefully as she would a Ming vase, eggshell-thin.
 
 “I'm sorry, Andrea,” Melanie whispered into her shoulder. “I treated you bad that night.”
 
 “Forget about that, it's ancient history.”
 
 “It just seemed like he really wanted me back. Like it'd be better than ever. He cried. And he was so good to me those first three days.” Melanie winced when Andrea's hand caressed her belly. “But I think this is what he had in mind all along. Hurting me. That's all.”
 
 Andrea withdrew her hand, leaning in to brush her lips over the constellations of bruises and abrasions.Tears stung her eyes. She would nurse those wounds, heal that heart back into working order. And then they would try their damnedest at happily ever after.
 
 Melanie took a deep breath. “He beat me. And then he raped me.” She spoke with the flat, husky voice of someone who has cried every tear that could possibly be shed, then emerged into numb compliance. “And then he drugged me so I'd stay unconscious for hours, and hours.”
 
 Andrea felt her soul cracking in two. “He could've killed you.”
 
 “Sometimes ... I wish he had.”
 
 Before Andrea could respond, Melanie pulled up her sweater and tugged down the top of the loose drawstring sweatpants she was wearing. Enough to expose her belly, and the most hateful violation Andrea had ever seen.
 
 From just under her ribcage to just over her pubic bone, Melanie's stomach was canvas to a huge depiction of a graphically rendered penis and scrotum. Lewdly erect, swelled beyond all dimensions of reality. Colored the dark pink of sausage and traced with bulging blue veins. The skin was only half-healed, still scabbed.
 
 “He had his tattoo artist friend do that to me while I was knocked out. And said ... said that ... that...” Her voice faltered, and it appeared she had some tears in reserve after all.
 
 Andrea held her closer, shaking her head, about to be miserably ill. “You don't have to repeat it. Please don't.”
 
 “He said no one would ever want me like this, manor woman. But just in case they did, they'd still have to think of ... ofhim .”
 * * * *
 
ANDREA TOOK OFF work the next several days on the pretense of sick leave, she and Melanie becoming hermits, rarely venturing beyond the apartment door. She made anonymous calls to crisis centers, speaking in general terms and learning what sort of counseling Melanie should undergo. For she would never completely heal without professional help. As well, she tried in vain to convince Melanie to file felony charges.
 
 “No. No police,” was all the reply she could elicit.
 
 “But why not? You could get him locked away for this.”
 
 “No police,” Melanie would repeat, hugging herself and looking away. Never toward a mirror. “I'd have to ... to show them ... myself.”
 
 The days passed. The cuts healed. The bruises faded.
 
 The scars, inner and outer, remained.
 
 After she returned to work, Andrea felt the guilt of a career mom leaving behind a latchkey kid. She was no good in her office, distracted and jumpy and irritable. That she returned the first day to find Melanie in tears and darkness did not help. Nor did, the third day, finding Melanie's stomach newly raw and bloody, sandpaper in her hand.
 
 “I want it gone,” she said. “I just want to be rid of this.”
 
 “Soon,” Andrea told her. “Doctors have techniques now, lasers, they can remove tattoos, erase them right off...” Hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. Such procedures were much easier said than successfully done. Especially with red-based inks. She'd checked. Melanie seemed to sense this too.
 
 The next day Andrea brought home a bag of takeout Chinese, hoping it might perk Mel up. She flipped on the light, and kung pao shrimp splattered to the floor when she noticed the blood on Tripod's whiskers.
 
 After a frantic room-to-room search, Andrea found her in the bathtub. Naked, curled onto her side like a sleeping child. Pale, so pale. For she must've bled herself almost clean.The handle of a kitchen knife protruded from her belly, from its gaping wound.
 
 And for Andrea everything snapped at once. This went beyond tears, beyond screams, beyond grief. She knew what it must feel like to die inside, without your body getting wise to the idea.
 
 Calmly, so calmly, she sat on the floor and reached over the edge of the tub to hold the cold, limp hand. To contemplate the loss. And the damage.
 
 The knife in Melanie's stomach had been driven on a very deliberate course, from one side to another, severing the tattooed cock from the tattooed scrotum.
 
 Just look at her: the castrated woman.
 
 Andrea stared mutely at the knife, the input weak and fuzzy, dreamlike. More distinct was the gentle ache in her own belly, the nudge preceding her own blood loss, the cramps before her period.
 
 The vagina. Whatwas it, really? Depended on whom you asked, and their agenda. Site of pleasure? Passageway for a newborn child? Means by which to dominate a man? Perhaps. All in the point of view. But always,always , a channel to the soul. Ironic that a simple cleave in the flesh could be rife with such complexity.
 
 And the knife. Figure outits role as surrogate.
 
 As she began to imagine how Bart would appreciate one last tattoo of his own, this time a huge vagina, from breastbone to beltline ... Artfully rendered in all three dimensions.
 
 The Endless Masqueradeby Brian A. Hopkins
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 WHEN AMY WAS eight, old Farmer Brandt sold his southern cornfield—the one that would flood every four or five years—to some big city carnival people.
 
 Amy's mother said carnival people were trash and if Amy's father were alive he'd have talked Brandt out of selling them that field. Amy was told to stay away from the carnival, but like most of her mother's orders, this one was ignored. As long as Amy showed up for lunch, her mother was too busy cleaning at the bed and breakfast all day to notice where Amy spent most of her time.
 
 The carnival people came in trailers and buses, erected tents and plywood booths, shaping a midway there in the soggy bottoms along the Illinois River. The tents were dark canvas, round and bulbous. When they went up that first summer, Amy thought they looked like ticks on the back of some vast, foul-smelling hog. Ticks on the back of the Earth. Earth as an odious pig rooting through the cosmos—she liked that image. The shaven stalks of corn were its bristling, porcine hide. The mud and muck of the field were the effluvia in which the beast had rolled for so long that they had become the predominant components of its constitution. When the tents shuddered in the wind, the canvas billowing in and out like the heaving sides of some ravenous beast, it was as if they were sucking the lifeblood from the Earth.
 
 The image was perhaps a bit excessive, but Amy was obsessed with parasites that summer. She had just become the victim of one.
 
 The rides came next: great metal octopi, skeletal wheels, abrasive music, and lights—more lights than in all of Tahlequah. Kiddy-car tracks were laid. Dunk tanks were filled. Gantries and gears were assembled to form apocalyptic leviathans from whose pinnacles could be seen the city people in their canoes and rafts on the river.
 
 On a good weekend there were thousands of people on the river. Men with gymnasium muscles and blow-dryer hair.Women with French-cut bikinis and tans that could have only come from a booth or a bottle. The city regurgitated them every weekend, and they swarmed on the little river community like maggots in roadkill. By the thousands, the river brought them in. The carnival only made it worse.
 
 One, or both, brought Kevin. He worked the river by day, hauling canoes and tourists up to the drop-off point, and by night he worked the carnival. Oh yeah, heworked the goddamn carnival.
 
 She was attracted to him at first. No way for her not to be. She, an impressionable Okie who'd never been any further than the great metropolis of Muskogee. He, a suave college sophomore whose military parents had taken him around the world and back, settling finally near the Air Force base in OKC. They were the proverbial moth and flame. And by the time Amy was burned, Kevin had already convinced her that everything he said was true.
 
 “I'll slit your throat if you tell anyone, Amy.” He showed her the skinning knife he'd use to do it.
 
 She was eight. She was as terrified as she was humiliated and hurt, more so perhaps. And she believed him. So she never told. It was, after all, only a summer. Come fall semester he'd be gone and she could put it behind her. Now, almost thirty years later, she knows that problems are never resolved that easily. She knows that those who prey upon others never justgo away . But the child she was that summer had never met the likes of Kevin.
 
 When Amy was nine, the Illinois swelled in the spring rain and the carnival was forced to delay its opening by two weeks because of water standing in Brandt's field. Three tourists drowned on the river that spring ... and Kevin came back. College had disagreed with him. What had been a summer job was to become permanent.
 
 That summer the carnival opened a makeup booth. For a dollar they'd paint your face. You could be a cat or a dog or a mouse, a mime or a superhero, even a hideous monster if that's the sort of thing you were into. Amy discovered that if she had her face painted, she could step outside herself while Kevin panted and shoved and tore at the tender parts of her body. With her face painted, it was someone else suffering the pain and indignation. She could watch: repulsed, but not really implicated in the events; disgusted—sick to her stomach even—but not filthy, not soiled with Kevin's semen and sweat like that caricature of a little girl with her painted face pressed against the vinyl seat of his car.
 
 She stole the money from him. It took very little secrecy to slip a buck from his jeans while he lay gasping afterward, wiping at his flaccid penis with tissues from the box he kept in his car. She took his money and she used it to buy a mask so that pitiful girl who he used so savagely could hide her face. She took the risk because she felt sorry for the little girl; though perhaps it was not so great a risk after all. Kevin may have known where the money was going. Kevin seemed to enjoy the painted faces.
 
 When Amy was ten, the makeup booth expanded, adding colorful carnival masks with sequins and feathers and beads. They were hand-made and exquisite, with died hair and painted smiles. For three bucks you could own one. There wasn't a masquerade or Mardi Gras to be found in the backwoods of Oklahoma, but Amy accumulated quite a collection of the bright disguises.
 
 That August the Illinois flooded again and, as a river will sometimes do, it changed course. North of Brandt's field was a bend known as Slippery Shoals. For a hundred years, Slippery Shoals had kept the Illinois River from taking the easiest route south, the route through old Farmer Brandt's cornfield. That year the shoals collapsed, sinking under the weight of raging river, washing downstream to join the billions of other pebbles that had once been part of some greater whole.
 
 There was very little warning. The carnival people had time to strike their tents and load their trailers. Within an hour, the field was under three foot of water. The Ranger's Station said the river would rise another six feet before it crested late that evening. The Ferris wheel, the roller coaster, the Tilt-a-Whirl and others were a total loss. Abandoned and deserted, they sat in the pouring rain like the half-submerged skeletons of some mythical sea-serpents.
 
 Amy arrived that afternoon. She was a strong swimmer; she had, after all, lived on the river all her life. Though the swift current and pelting rain may have turned back someone from the city, Amy wasn't scared. She knew the field was clear of stumps and submerged branches that could pull her under. She knew to enter the water upriver so the current would do most of the work. When she reached the Ferris wheel, she scaled the slippery metal frame like a monkey. Just moments after she'd first plunged into the water, she sat in the wheel's topmost seat where she could see everything. This was the top of her world and, for that moment, she was its ruler.
 
 Despite the rain and the treacherous current, there were actually a few canoes on the river. She guessed that they were locals looking for lost tourists or canoes that had been swept from the river's bank. The original course of the river was still open—probably would be until the water level dropped and the river settled into its new path. The canoeists stuck to the original route, bypassing the flooded carnival grounds. Except for one.
 
 When she saw Kevin coming, she realized too late that she didn't have a mask for the poor girl he was so fond of abusing. While Kevin tied off his canoe below, she slid down the spokes and collected black soot and grease from the hub of the wheel. By the time Kevin caught up with her, she had scrambled back to her seat. She huddled there, awaiting the inevitable, hidden behind her black war paint.
 
 When it was over, they lay naked in the warm rain in an oddly tender moment, his arms around her, stroking her hair and back. “I think,” he said after several long minutes, “that I have fallen in love with you, Amy.” He tilted her head so that she was looking up at him. “Can you believe that? You're a kid, not even in high school yet, and I think I'm in love with you.”
 
 She realized at that moment that he was about to steal the very last thing she owned. He was about to take away her hatred of him. Lying there in the downpour, she could only pity him, this poor sick pedophile who'd not only failed at college, but at life. She was only ten, but she saw clearly her future from that point on. She saw how her pity would in time become compassion. How compassion would in turn lead to affection, how the rest of her life would be spent in service to him. Worse, she saw how the rest of her life might be spentwanting to serve him. She saw the masks eventually coming off. And she saw her face beneath the masks.
 
 What she didn't see was the need which had already formed within her. The need to be possessed. The need to wear the masks. When she slammed the lap bar down over Kevin's head, both stunning and pinning him in one fell swoop, she didn't know she'd miss his touch, his ownership.When she slipped home the bar's locking pin and jumped, she didn't know he had already shaped her life as surely as if she'd let him live.
 
 Because the Ferris wheel was one of the many rides she'd watched Kevin operate over the years, she knew about the hand crank used to turn the wheel when power was lost. It was hard to turn, especially with Kevin screaming like that the whole time, but she kept telling herself that it wasn't her murdering him, it was the girl in the mask. As Kevin's hands strained in vain to reach the bar's locking pin, she kept remembering the thing's he had done to that poor little girl in the mask. And she thought of the things he would do yet if she let him live.
 
 Kevin's screams stopped when the seat that had been at the top became the seat at the bottom. He thrashed about for a few minutes because the water wasn't quite deep enough to cover more than his head. But, in time, he was still.
 
 She unhooked the bar and let him float free. She capsized his canoe. He was a city boy, they'd say. He shouldn't have been out on the water in that kind of weather.
 
 Amy still has her masks, quite a collection of them actually. They fill the walls of one whole room in the house she inherited when her mother died. She's found that most of the men she picks up don't really mind her wearing them. It adds a sense of mystery to the evening, an extra element of spice to the sex.
 
 They're not so sure about the old cornfield and the rusted carnival rides though.
 
 And she's had to cut back. The Illinois has been tossing up some of the bodies lately.
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 “I'MNOT ‘MENACING'!”
 
 “Rand, I'm sure he didn't mean to upset you. I think he just meant that, well, under the circumstances—” The Psychiatrist turns her palms up, and scans the prison's interview room. “Your statement about being a sensitive maleis odd.” The Psychiatrist crosses her short legs and leans forward, resting both forearms on her thigh, clasping her hands together as if she is pleading.
 
 Rand likes the shape of her thigh, the way the pastel silk skirt clings to the taut skin and just lies there, passive, resting, waiting for fingers to reach out and separate fabric from flesh.
 
 “Can you elaborate?” The Psychiatrist asks. “How do you see yourself as a sensitive young man?”
 
 “There's lots of guys like me. Regular guys. Sensitive. Decent,” Rand says.
 
 “Yeah. A regular, sensitive, decent serial killer!” The Reporter's remarks are aggressive. Hostile. Violent.
 
 Rand focuses on The Reporter. “A lot of guys are serial killers. More and more every day. You see it on TV. In the news. Guys like you write about guys like me. Guys who are trying to help.”
 
 “Help? Right!” The Reporter stabs symbols into his notebook, barely glancing down. The carved lines of his face deepen under the glare of brilliant TV lights.
 
 “You created me.”
 
 The Reporter looks disgusted. His skin is tight, but with no appealing insulation beneath his cheeks. Just bone, nothing but bone. Hard, not subtle. Holding up a face with limited flexibility. He starts to say, “Look, you little sh—”
 
 “Rand, I think what you're trying to get at,” The Psychiatrist interrupts, “is that the media portrays violence and that in turn encourages violence in young people like yourself, with a predisposition.”
 
 “Fuck!” The Reporter mutters under his breath, low enough that the microphone will not pick it up. Rand watches him glance at The Guard by the door, whose eyes are non-committal, but whose mouth—the one that spits saliva when he talks, that opens and closes like the jaws of a vice, that utters sound bytes that Rand breaks into chunks and swallows whole—whose mouth twitches at the left corner. Nice touch, Rand thinks. But too far in the background to be effective.
 
 “Well, Rand?” The Psychiatrist says. “Do you see yourself as a victim of media violence?”
 
 “Oh, come on!” The Reporter says. “Tell us why you mutilated all those—”
 
 “Let him answer the question,” The Psychiatrist interrupts again.
 
 The Reporter crashes back against the chair. Rand knows The Reporter would love to jump to his feet and punch The Prisoner in the face. The Reporter is violent by nature, that's clear. His turn to ask the questions is coming. They are supposed to take turns. Politely. That's the way it's supposed to go.
 
 “I love television,” Rand says. His voice is not as sincere as he wants it to sound, so he concentrates on lowering his eyes, dropping his head down a fraction. He looks up through his long lashes at The Psychiatrist. The dark eyelid hairs cut her body into strips. “And newspapers. It's important to know what's going on in the world around you.”
 
 Her face softens. She reminds him of The Teacher, and The Minister's Wife. The Others in the room wouldn't notice that her face has changed, but Rand does. She understands. “Tell us about your childhood,” The Psychiatrist says gently.
 
 This script is familiar. He has repeated these lines many times and knows them by heart. He wants to sigh, but that would not be the right thing to do. In a moment of inspiration, he tilts his head and looks away. If only his hands were free, but the chain keeps them six inches apart, which means he cannot rely on his hands to speak for him, and they speak eloquently.
 
 “I had a very normal life,” he says matter-of-factly, repeating by rote what he has said so often. Why won't they believe him? “My parents were divorced, but that wasn't a problem. Mom was great. She took real good care of me.”
 
 “How so?” asks The Psychiatrist.
 
 “From when I was a baby. She had a monitor in the nursery and everything. So nothing bad would happen.”
 
 He remembers the monitor, even when he got old enough to go to school. His mother hovered just in the next room, always listening, waiting, as if for a sign.
 
 “And there were home movies, then videos,” he adds. Many. Endless tapes. She recorded them from before he could walk: Rand strapped into his cradle, the television set on—he still remembers his favorite show, the cartoon with the blood-red lion that chomped off the heads of its enemies; moving images of Rand eating meatloaf with his hands in front of the TV in a highchair; wandering the mall in his toddler harness, so he wouldn't get lost, or be stolen or be violated by some sick man. “She liked to shoot me. She said I was a natural on tape.”
 
 The Psychiatrist smiles.
 
 The Reporter scribbles more notes.
 
 The Guard shifts his weight to his other leg.
 
 This room is small, like the set at a television station Rand saw once on a school tour. They had been broadcasting the news. The set, the size of a bathroom, consisted mainly of a plywood desk, the front veneered so it looked like real wood on tape. Two cameras. A control room with a bank of monitors before The Reporters. The Class visited the control room. The Technicians sat at the panels of switches and buttons and levers,wearing headsets, sending and receiving instructions as directed, zeroing in on The Female Reporter, then The Male Reporter. Back and forth, back and forth. Then The Weatherperson. The Technical Director controlled how everyone looked, what they said and how they said it. It was just like a movie.
 
 “I'm sorry,” he says when he realizes The Psychiatrist has asked a question.
 
 “I asked if you would try to explain your motivation.Why you did what you did, to all those people ... You must have felt very angry—”
 
 “I never feel angry.”
 
 The Reporter leans forward.
 
 The Psychiatrist sits back.
 
 “Who's the first person you killed?” The Reporter demands.
 
 “I never killed a person.”
 
 “Your DNA matches the DNA found at the scene of six murders. Six mutilations. And the jury found you guilty of—”
 
 “They were wrong. I'm innocent. DNA can be wrong, you know. I saw a show on60 Minutes —”
 
 “Yeah, kid, I know the stats. If you're not an identical twin, it's one in a million—”
 
 “Two million. One in two million, depending on the tests used. But two million and one could be a match—”
 
 “How did it feel to just tear off—”
 
 “Please!” The Psychiatrist grips The Reporter's arm, tempering him. Reluctantly, he moves back in his chair. His face tightens. The Psychiatrist moves forward. This is her territory.
 
 “Rand, I read the reports and evaluations. What you told the court. What you told the other doctors.You said you never felt the slightest bit of anger toward anyone.”
 
 “That's right,” Rand agrees.” I don't believe in getting angry. That's how Mom raised me.”
 
 “But you must have been angry at your mother now and again. And your father—”
 
 “Nope.” He knows he's answered too quickly. It sounds like he is trying to hide something, but he isn't. Not at all. There's nothing to hide. “My father wasn't around, so why would I get angry at him?”
 
 “He was around until you were ten.”
 
 “I didn't notice. He was always at work.”
 
 “Rand, there's a history of domestic violence, your father assaulting your mother, and—”
 
 “Yeah, well, she divorced him. Besides, she protected me. I didn't know about it until later. I was busy.”
 
 “You played a lot of video games,” The Reporter says, struggling to get with the program at last.
 
 “Sure. Some D and D stuff, then Nintendo when I got older. Doesn't everybody?”
 
 “Yeah, but everybody doesn't—”
 
 “I mean, doesn't everybody like video games? All the kids at my school did.”
 
 “Rand...” The Psychiatrist searches for another avenue, as though if she keeps probing he'll split apart, spill what's inside him. Bleed for the camera. But there is nothing to say that he hasn't said before. “Some of those games get pretty violent, don't they?”
 
 “I guess.”
 
 “After you played them, you went out and played them in real life, didn't you?” The Reporter interjects, blurring the picture again.
 
 “No.”
 
 “Sure you did!”
 
 “Why should I? I had the games.”
 
 “And the urges—”
 
 “Nope.”
 
 Rand looks up, presenting the face of The Innocent to The Videographer, a slim-bodied young woman with the head of a camera. How many hundreds of thousands, maybe millions of people will watch this drama unfold? he wonders. Most, he is certain, will understand. Most are against violence.
 
 The Lawyer sits beside him, prepared to nip any compromising questions or answers in the bud. So far she has said nothing. Now she does. “My client's answers to these questions are a matter of record. It's all in the trial transcripts.”
 
 “What's the basis of your final appeal?” The Reporter asks.
 
 The Videographer shifts the camera to the left, to capture The Reporter's profile.
 
 “Evidence that should never have been admissible,” The Lawyer says.
 
 “The video tapes?”
 
 “Yes, the tapes.”
 
 A flash-fire races through Rand—The Reporter isn't supposed to steal the limelight! Rand is The Prisoner. The-Juvenile-Sentenced-To-Death. The one who has agreed to this 3-way exclusive. Theonly one the camera should be focused on!
 
 Rand knows he should say nothing but he needs to regain control. “The only urges I have are to get rid of The Evil.”
 
 The Lawyer jumps in. “Don't say another word—”
 
 “What is The Evil?” The Psychiatrist asks, leaning far forward, until Rand can smell her perfume.
 
 “You mean evil, like you?” The Reporter says sharply.
 
 The Videographer turns the lens back to stare at Rand. Rand smiles slightly and gazes seductively into the impassive camera eye. For effect, he fingers the white ribbon he always wears on his prison shirt, over his name. “I just mean, the world is full of violence. I wish it wasn't, but it is.”
 
 “That's enough, Rand! My client is—”
 
 “Men are the violent ones. Everybody says so. The TV, the newspapers. So men have got to stop the violence. ‘A man's gotta do what a man's got to do.’ John Wayne said that, you know. My mother used to quote him.”
 
 “Rand, have you heard of the psychiatric term ‘projection'? It's—”
 
 “If men don't do it, who will? The good guys have to stop the bad guys, or there's gonna be violence.”
 
 “Listen, kid, I've been a reporter for twenty years, and I know BS when I smell it—”
 
 “My mother didn't raise me to be violent. She didn't want me to be like my father.”
 
 “As your counsel, Rand, I must advise you—”
 
 “Most men are violent, don't you think so doctor? You're a woman.”
 
 “Rand, people can project feelings they have onto someone else—the way a camera projects an image. Angry feelings, or feelings of wanting to harm someone we fear will harm us—”
 
 But Rand tunes her out. He directs his remarks exclusively toward The Videographer, to her cold, precise eye, studying him, controlling him, never letting him slide out of her objective sight. “If there were no men in the world, there wouldn't be any violence. Isn't that right?”
 
 Silence cuts the air for barely a second.
 
 “I'm sorry, people, but as Rand's attorney, I must protect my client's interests. This interview is—”
 
 “Deny it! Go ahead and deny it!” Rand shouts at the retreating camera, using emotional charge to lure it back. “You say it all the time, all of you. How can you say something different now? You're phonies!”
 
 “Rand, do you feel attacked? No one here is attacking you—”
 
 “All of you! You want all males dead!”
 
 “Turn off the camera, or I'll file a civil action—”
 
 “So do I! Then there won't be any more violence.”
 
 “Listen, you little shithead,you're the violent male!”
 
 Rand lunges. He is aware of the camera zooming in on his hands. The chain from the wrist cuffs is hooked to a waist chain and his reach stops inches from his grasp.
 
 Silence clutches the air. The Videographer has captured all. The shocked looks. The gasp from The Lawyer. The cry of “No!” from The Psychiatrist. The Guard drawing his gun. The Reporter, struggling to protect his genitals, what would have been seconds too late, but for The Prisoner's restraints.
 
 Rand stares down at his hands. They are bony and thin, ‘sensitive', his mother always said. The fingers stretch like talons, ready to claw The Evil from its roots. Ready to deposit it into his hungry mouth, where powerful jaws can pulverize and razor teeth rend. Where what should not exist, by being devoured, can be eliminated forever.
 
 That would have made a great shot. His mom would have loved it. Rand sits back and smiles into the camera's eye. He just hopes that The Videographer had the lens in sharp focus when she captured him.
 
 Requiem in Bluegrassby Steven Lee Climer
 
Steven Lee Climer is the author of two novels, “Dream Thieves,” and “Blood Red: Book One,” both published electronically by Hard Shell Word Factory. His short works have appeared in several publications including; “Dread: Tales of the uncanny and grotesque,” “Into the Darkness,” and “FrightNet” among others. His short story, “By Any Name A Devil” was recently published in the “Monsters From Memphis” anthology for which he subsequently won a Darrell Award.
 
 HE RIDES IN a large, monster-wheeled truck along Interstate 40 near Nashville. He prefers the quiet rural roads, uncluttered with cars and travelers. On the radio, he listens to bluegrass. He enjoys songs with mandolins. The roads hum to him; they do the singing.
 
 He loves the roads, especially at night. Sometimes an animal steps onto the hot, southern pavement, its eyes glowing iridescent yellow in the truck's high beams. The animal freezes. He targets the eyes like an eagle. Using the truck as a gun, he swoops down to splatter the animal across the road. Sometimes he turns around and goes back to the spot. He likes to see the pavement turn red.
 
 The bluegrass plays and the highway sings. He drives and drives. In the distance, he sees a pair of hazard lights flashing, and wonders if it is a person changing their tire. The hazards are tilted, one flashing slightly higher than its partner, as if the car was up on a jack. His high beams hit the reflectors of the disabled car ahead, and its hot strobes, a man kneels facing the road, working feverishly on the rear tire.
 
 The man shows no signs of getting up. He accelerates, pushing the gas pedal to the floor. In the car ahead, two children look out the rear window. They see the monster-wheeled truck, but their father discounts them with a wave of his hand. Screaming, they pound the back glass, and the truck howls like a charging bull.
 
 The truck slams into the car without mercy, gouging the paint with teeth and bone. The children scream as their father's blood splatters across the steaming asphalt. The momentum of the accident slings his body across the middle of the road.
 
 He doesn't realize what he's done until it is over. He brings the monster-wheeled truck to a screaming, rubber-burning halt, and makes a U-turn on the deserted highway as heat lightning reaches like fingers in the distant sky, and the highway sings in low baritone.
 
 He returns to the car, which still sits on the jack. The hazards slice into the humid night. A night bird calls, singing harmony with the highway. The truck slows before a lump of clothing strewn about fifteen feet from the disabled car. The high beams reflect off the clothing, beige with shocks of fresh red. He steps down from the monster-wheeled truck, proceeds to the fallen man, and kneels. The man's body was horribly ripped by the chrome bumpers of the monster-wheeled truck. The truck had struck him in the shoulders, hooking and dragging him fifteen feet or more. The pavement acts like sandpaper against naked skin.
 
 From a pocket in his blue work shirt, he pulls out a pair of latex gloves. With digits thinly wrapped in clear rubber, he fingers through the corpse's wallet, carefully removing the driver's license.
 
 The pavement is red in the high beams—he likes that. As he walks back to the truck, he remembers the children. Back in the truck the bluegrass plays, and soon the highway sings again. He turns the enormous truck around, aiming at the car on the jack. Throttling the beast, a chorus joins the bluegrass. The truck bolts forward, and he zeroes in on the driver's side door.
 
 The car is nothing but a mouse in the bull's path. The truck rams the car, sending it teetering on the edge of a deep, vertical ditch. It hesitates for a moment, long enough for the children to scream. Then, the car tumbles over the ditch's edge, the top instantly collapses under the weight of the vehicle.
 
 He turns the truck from the carnage, and listens to the hum of his lonely songstress.
 * * * *
 
HE IS ALONE in his small, narrow mobile home. A puppy plays at his feet. He likes the dog, to some it could be called love. He almost never hurts the puppy; he calls him Jessie. Jessie looks like a fireman's dog, and has black and white spots and funny floppy ears. Sometimes, Jessie misbehaves and he punishes the dog with a coat hanger.
 
 He remembers when he first found Jessie. He was working on the telephone lines near the Forked Deer River bridge. A car came speeding over the hill and as it passed, the driver pitched a cloth laundry bag over the concrete railing. He watched the sack plummet into the muddy river. He saw the bag squirm before sinking. He scrambled to the shore, and with a long stick, snagged the sack before it disappeared entirely. He pulled it to shore. Upon opening it, he found five puppies; four were already dead and the last one was quickly fading. He rescued the pup and buried the others.
 
 He watches television and waits for the morning paper. It is almost time to sleep. Soon, he sees what he's waiting for. The reporter is with a camera crew at the site of last night's hit-and-run. The newsman reports that police suspect the dead man is another victim of the Interstate killer, the fifth discovered along local highways in the past two weeks. Police say they have evidence linking all five killings. They say two children were crushed to death in the accident.
 
 He looks at the driver's license before putting it in a shoe box. He treasures the identity of the victims, he has them all. Suddenly, he hears the newspaper slam into the side of the trailer. He places the shoe box inside an exposed heating vent, secures the cover, and goes to the door.
 
 “C'mon, Jessie,” he says. “Time to go potty.”
 
 As he opens the metal storm door into the bright light, the screen squeaks. Jessie scoots past his legs and starts to sniff around the lilac bushes up near the trailer.
 
 He looks across to the next lot over. Down the length of the neighbors’ double-wide to the grassy patch in the back, clothes hang on the line to dry, and wasps flirt with blooming vines.
 
 A boy, maybe five or six, plays with Jessie who has crossed into the neighbors’ lot. He kneels by the puppy who is licking him feverishly. They both fall over in the yard. His attention turns to the young woman coming around the corner of the trailer. The first thing he notices is the bruise on her forearm.
 
 “Hi.” She says. “I'm sorry if my son got in your way.”
 
 Her Southern accent is very rich, thicker than his own.
 
 “He didn't do anything wrong, it's all right.”
 
 She introduces herself, but he doesn't pay attention. Instead he notices the wicker basket full of white linen.
 
 “I love the smell of sheets dried on the line,” he says.
 
 “Me too. I hate the smell of a dryer.”
 
 He looks at the bruise on her arm then at her son playing with Jessie. His eyes wander to the clothes in the basket. Then, he looks at the wasps flirting with the blooming vines. Their wings sound like the highway when it sings. Suddenly, the woman's husband yells out the window. He yells to come take care of the baby. Fearfully, she hides her arm with the clothes basket.
 
 “I'd better go get that baby,” she says.
 
 He calls Jessie and walks over to his own trailer. Just as he is going inside her husband yells again, accompanied by the sound of something crashing, maybe pots and pans. He closes the door.
 
 He unfolds the morning paper and scans the headlines. He smiles as he reads the first paragraph. He's made the paper again.
 * * * *
 
HE IS USED to sleeping during the day. Even though the trailer park is full of kids, he's learned to ignore all of it—all of it except the neighbors. They are new to the trailer park. As he awakens, he sees the evening sun through the blinds. He dreamt about her baby, though he'd never laid eyes on the child.
 
 He crawls from the bed. He has been on vacation for two weeks, and it's almost time to return to work. He thinks about the new people in the lot next door. They have been there about two weeks. They bought the trailer and moved in just as his vacation started, just as everything started.
 
 By the window facing the neighbors’ lot, he sits at the kitchen table drinking coffee. Even though the air conditioner is on, the window is cranked open and he hears them across the lawn. Jessie scratches to go out. Angrily, he gets up to let the dog outside. Scratching on the door is the only bad thing Jessie does, but a whipping will fix that. He vows to spank Jessie later.
 
 He opens the trailer door for the dog and catches parts of their argument. Her husband curses her for the baby, then gets in his car and leaves. She cries like bluegrass.
 
 Her husband's voice sounds so much like his father's. The anger swells in him, helpless to memory. His eyes wash red like the highway. Before he realizes it, he is in the monster-wheeled truck.
 
 The bluegrass music plays and the highway sings. Night has fallen and bugs commit suicide on his high beams. Tonight, he picks a different highway. Tonight he travels far from I-40 near Jackson; to highway 412 that goes to Dyersburg.
 
 He remembers things about his neighbors. She has yellow hair, not blonde. Her husband yells so much it makes his head burn. She has blue eyes, but they are also usually pink and swollen from crying. Her husband's knuckles are bruised and discolored from hitting her. He can't recall her name, but does remember that she hangs clothes on the line.
 
 Highway 412 is deserted. Everyone thinks he will be cruising I-40, that is where everything else has taken place. I-40 is a long, long stretch of black top. He drives for hours until he feels it is safe to hunt. Along the road, he sees something moving. It could be a deer, but he notices as he gets closer it is a human. He can't see if it is a woman or man. He accelerates and his high beams catch the form.
 
 With an outstretched thumb, the form turns and he sees it is a woman. The high beams mesmerize her like a deer. She freezes in the light. He accelerates until the tires wail like craven hags. Like a bullet, the monster-wheeled truck slams into her mercilessly. Her head crashes into the truck's hood and the metal buckles from the impact. She falls away while the truck drives past. It is many moments before he consciously slows down. He U-turns and searches for the fallen woman on the highway. It is oppressively hot and the bugs fly in curtains.
 
 The woman is strewn across the pavement. He stops and slips from behind the wheel. His linesman's boots walk toward her. She is laying on the hot black top. Her yellow hair is splattered, stained red. He takes the latex gloves from his pocket, puts them on, and kneels beside her.
 
 Her large backpack has been ripped open by the hard surface. He pulls at her shoulder in an attempt to turn her over. Suddenly, she extends a hand to him, her voice too weak to make an audible plea. She is able to turn herself over, and she stares at him. He looks down at her face, part of it is missing. The bones exposed and shattered, and blood soaking the pavement. She must have been dragged over the black top and the backpack prevented her death.
 
 He leaps away from her outstretched hand and runs back to the monster-wheeled truck. He didn't expect her to be alive. The bluegrass is playing. He throws the truck into low gear and creeps up on the fallen hitchhiker. He knows she is trying to crawl away. He can see parts of the purple canvas backpack littering the highway from the impact point to where she now crawls.
 
 He envisions her head crushing like an overripe pumpkin as he thrusts the monster-wheeled truck into a chorus of death angels. The tires squeal and burn as they grip the pavement. He drives and doesn't look back.
 * * * *
 
HIS SLEEP IS restless—he can't get the woman out of his mind. Did she see him, and is she still alive? He was almost certain he crushed her to death. He's frustrated because she still has her ID, he was unable to take it. He looks at the digital clock, then at the afternoon sun as it turns soft and orange. He hears a crackling noise like a CB radio.
 
 He gets out of bed and peeps through the blinds, and outside sees a parked police car. Their radio crackles. She must have lived.
 
 He calls Jessie to the door. Jessie doesn't have to potty, but he makes the dog go into the yard anyway. As he opens the door, he realizes the cops are in the neighbors’ lot. His neighbor holds her baby while her little boy stands at her side. Her husband is against the cruiser—hands in cuffs. One officer is talking to him, however; they are not reading him his rights. He watches as they remove the cuffs. He notices the wife has a large red mark across her face. They ask her if she wants to press charges. She hangs her head and shakes it from side to side.
 
 He doesn't notice the little boy has pulled away from her and come into his yard. He plays with Jessie by the monster-wheeled truck. The little boy and the dog run around the vehicle in dizzying circles. He notices a large dent in the front fender of the truck, and a piece of the purple backpack wedged in the front bumper.
 
 He walks to the boy and smiles. “Do you like my puppy?”
 
 “I love ‘im. My daddy won't let me have one.” The boy leans close to Jessie who licks his face.
 
 He walks over to the dent in the truck and swiftly works the piece of cloth from the bumper.
 
 “Hi.” He is startled as he hears her voice from behind. He turns to look at the little boy's mother. “I'm sorry about my little boy comin’ over and botherin’ you.”
 
 He looks at her face and realizes her shame as she looks down. He knows she can't hide the red mark and that makes it worse.
 
 “Don't worry about it, he's a nice boy.” He smiles.
 
 They both look at the police who are getting in their car. “This is the hardest part; when the cops leave.” she says.
 
 He looks at her; she hasn't noticed the dent in the truck. He looks down at the boy and comments how much he was like him at that age.
 
 Suddenly, she cringes at the sound of her husband calling her. He has only seen that degree of fear on one other person: his mother. Mamma feared daddy just like she fears her husband. He looks at her sympathetically.
 
 “You know,” He says, suddenly remembering her name, “It will all be over someday, Alicia.”
 
 Without a goodbye, she grabs the boy and heads home.
 * * * *
 
HE WAITS FOR the newscast. The morning newspaper didn't mention the girl at all. Perhaps no one found her yet. Or maybe she's still alive, in the hospital, in protective custody? In a live mini-cam report, he watches as the newsman comes onto the screen. The reporter says just over an hour ago, a motorist discovered the body of a young woman from Dyersburg, Tennessee, killed on highway 412, another victim of the Interstate killer.
 
 He smiles; she died. He hears yelling coming from the neighbors’ trailer and turns off the television. He calls Jessie and goes to the trailer door. As he opens it, Jessie flops outside. He walks out on the small porch and looks across the lawn.
 
 He hears her shouting back and the sound of crashing dishes. Then, there is silence. He watches intently as she rushes out of the trailer with her baby, the little boy clinging to her torn dress. She makes it into the yard, but her husband follows her out. Her husband is drunk. His words slur and he tries to grab the little baby, cursing the child.
 * * * *
 
THE BLUEGRASS PLAYS and the highway sings as he sits in the back seat, so small against the maroon leather seats of the enormous 1966 Buick Electra. Every time his father hits a bump, he flies around uncontrollably.
 
 His mother sits in the passenger seat, clinging to a baby wrapped in a blanket. She cries and talks to the child in her arms. His father is angry and blames her for the baby. He slaps her with his right hand as he drives along the dark, deserted highway.
 
 From the back seat, he cries too, and is answered by his father's hand. He has a large, nugget ring on his finger that leaves a mark every time he strikes him.
 
 The night is so hot, heat lightning scrawls in the sky. He leans up over the passenger seat to look at the baby. His father calls it a freak, a curse. He likes to look at his little brother, the freak with no arms. That isn't the only thing “freaky” about the baby, he thinks. His baby brother's face is disfigured, too. Dad calls it “the elephant baby.”
 
 His mother cries, begging. His father accelerates along the deserted highway, his window rolled down. Lightning licks the night sky. His mother cries and screams as his father wrenches the baby away from her. She tries to pull the baby back, but he punches her hard in the mouth to silence her. She cringes as the highway sings. He helplessly watches his father hold his mother back, and as he drops the baby out the window. They drive on.
 * * * *
 
HE WATCHES FROM the trailer porch as she, and her children, start walking. Her husband holds the car keys up and laughs. She begins walking toward the trailer park entrance on the highway. He calls Jessie back inside and shuts the door. He looks out the window and watches the blood red sun sinking over the highway. He turns off the television and turns on the radio. Bluegrass chimes on the AM station.
 
 He hears the neighbor's door again. He peers through the window and sees her husband stumble drunkenly into their car. As her husband peels out of the driveway, music echoes in the trailer. Picking up his keys, he goes out to the truck.
 
 He climbs behind the wheel and the monster roars to life. Twilight paints the sky; he drives off in the direction of the car. He can see the lights swerving across both lanes of empty highway. The bluegrass plays and the highway sings. He accelerates and turns on his lights.
 
 He catches up to the car and follows until there are no houses, traffic, or witnesses. He flashes his hi-beams on-and-off until the car's brake lights illuminate, and he pulls over on the shoulder. He stops behind the car and waits with his brights on. After several minutes, her husband gets out and walks toward the truck with a baseball bat in his hand. He swears, swinging the bat threateningly.
 
 The man gets within five feet of the raging truck, he slowly depresses the accelerator until the engine howls with power. The front-end begins to vibrate and the man stops, takes the bat, winds up, and prepares to smash the headlights.
 
 “C'mon, asshole!” Her husband yells, “Get out of the damn truck!”
 
 He stomps the brake to the floor, slams the truck into drive, lets up on the brake, and unleashes the pent up energy of the beast. Propelled by the engine, the truck pops violently forward and smashes into the man, sending the bat flying across the highway. The truck burns rubber as it wastes him, grinding him into the pavement.
 
 He is barely able to control the truck, but brings it to a stop. He U-turns and looks at the lifeless form on the broken black top. He cautiously glides to a stop near his victim, gets out of the truck, and walks toward the pulp spread across the highway. He's amazed at how much mess the victim made. He pulls out the latex gloves and fishes for the wallet from the man's bloody pants. This time, he takes the money along with the license.
 
 He returns to the truck, then drives off in search of his neighbor and her children. He drives for nearly an hour, just listening to the radio and thinking of her. He remembers the sweet white linen dried in the sun.
 
 Finally, in the distance, he sees her walking on the shoulder of the road. Her oldest boy clings to her—he was like that little boy once. On the radio, a bluegrass song with mandolins plays, and the highway starts to sing. He catches up to them, and opens the passenger door.
 
 “It's dangerous out here; you shouldn't be walking alone.”
 
 She smiles. “I don't know about that. It's pretty dangerous back there. I can't let anything happen to my kids.”
 
 “Get in. I'll take you to my place.”
 
 Reluctantly, she tells the boy to climb in. “What about my husband?”
 
 He looks at her. “What about him?”
 
 She closes the door and quietly they drive back to his trailer. She looks at her empty driveway as they pull in. He sees concern in her face.
 
 “He's gone. I saw him pull out just after you left. That's when I came to get you,” he says smiling.
 
 She's moved by his kindness. “You didn't have to do that.”
 
 She softly touches him, “Thank you.”
 
 They go into the trailer and the boy plays with Jessie. She holds the baby close; he's asleep. “Would you like to see him? He's so precious when he sleeps.” She unwraps the infant's head.
 
 Nervously, he pulls the blanket away to get a better view. “He's beautiful.” He remembers his own brother, and a sense of justice comes over him. “He is just beautiful.”
 
 “Nothing is more precious than a sleeping baby.” She gently kisses the infant. “I've gotta thank you for bein’ so kind.” Alicia leans close and kisses him. “I wish there was more men like you in the world.”
 
 Dad Brings a Deader Homeby Yvonne Navarro
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 "WHAT ARE YOU doing?You can't bring that dead piece ofshit in here!”
 
 Joe's father ignored him and gave the deader a little push through the front door. “Go on in,” he ordered, as if it could actually hear him. Then, “Sit down, please.” In sync with his voice, the older man's fingers worked hesitantly on the fingerpads of a small remote box.
 
 Joe stared at the deader angrily. The thing moved easily enough, but a little sluggishly—as if the microprocessor's commands weren't being transmitted fast enough. Maybe that's what happened when they zinged back an eight-year-old. It looked ridiculous, sitting on his mother's paisley-print couch like some kind of over-sized doll. Probably an older model, he thought derisively. But still expensive—
 
 “Where'd the money come from? Huh? Where'd you get the money to pay for it?” he demanded.
 
 Alex Weiland, a big man accustomed to slinging sides of beef in a meat-packing plant, couldn't meet his son's eyes. Joe felt heat rush to his face.
 
 “You used part of my college fund, didn't you?” He slammed his fist down on the back of the couch. The deader never flinched.
 
 “Come on, Bernie. I'll show you to your room,” Alex said. He pushed a button and the deader stood obediently.
 
 Joe's jaw dropped and he stared at his father with horrified eyes. “Bernie?” he whispered. “You named himBernie? ” His knees bent and he dropped onto the couch. “Oh, Jesus.”
 
 Alex turned to Joe, his eyes pleading. “You have to understand. Your motherneeds this—just for awhile, until she gets her head straight. Then we'll sell him and get our money back. Okay?”
 
 “No,” Joe said woodenly. “You're wrong. She doesn't need some corpse walking around trying to replace my brother. You're even going to put him in the same room, aren't you?” Alex didn't answer and Joe raised his face, unashamed at the tears he felt slipping down his cheeks. “Bernie can't bereplaced , dad. He's nothing but smashed pieces now—the monorail made sure of that. And thisthing doesn't evenlook like him.”
 
 His father turned away; the deader followed.
 
 "He can'tbeBernie!"Joe howled.
 
 He was alone in the living room.
 * * * *
 
JOE WATCHED HIS mother watch the deader. She didn't seem surprised, so he guessed this was something she and his father had discussed, a family thing to which he had not been privy—like so many others since Bernie's death six weeks ago. Cathy Weiland was quiet during the meal, cutting her food, putting it in her mouth for a few token chews before swallowing it, then washing it down with a generous swallow of wine. The meal, Joe felt positive, was wonderful; as things were, he couldn't taste anything and the efforts of his mother to make his favorite meal—Swiss steak—were wasted.
 
 Speaking of waste, he saw with disgust that she had placed a full plate of food in front of the deader—he would not,could not call it by his brother's name—who, of course, didn't eat. After dinner maybe his father would take the thing out to the shed and give it an injection or something to replace the nutrients in its system. Had it come with an instruction book?
 
 In the meantime, it just sat there, staring at nothing.
 
 The deader had brown hair that curled a little at the ends and bloodless, rubbery-looking skin. His mother had removed the sonar glasses to reveal the deader's dark, empty blue eyes; a tiny spear of pain went through Joe as he realized the deaderdid slightly resemble his brother.
 
 He eyed it resentfully. It didn't move much—none of them did. Unlike living people, deaders only moved when the microprocessor or remote control told them to. A living child would have fidgeted, scratched at his neck, swung his legs under the too-tall chair. Joe wondered who it had been—where had it lived, what had killed it? Were there people out there somewhere that had loved this little boy like he and his parents had loved Bernie? If so, why had they allowed this to happen? Or did they even realize their son's body was sitting at a dining room table in front of a congealing supper with a family of strangers? The kids at school had often speculated on a black market for bodies; maybe the unknown couple slept soundly with the false belief that the boy's body was safely buried in a neighborhood cemetery.
 
 Joe pout his fork down and pushed his chair back. “I can't eat with that thing at the table.”
 
 His mother looked away from the deader for the first time. Her eyes slid down Joe like brittle shards of blue ice.
 
 “You are not excused,” she said.
 
 Joe glanced at his father's hard face and hesitated, then settled back onto his chair and stared at his plate. He could hear the clink of his parents’ utensils as they continued the meal, the tick of the old-fashioned wall clock behind him as it worked away the seconds.
 
 “It's not going to work, mom,” he finally said in a low voice. He felt like crying again. “This thing can't even speak. Bernie wasalive . He used to t-talk about th-things—”
 
 “Shut up,” his mother said.
 
 “—going on at s-school,” Joe continued. He struggled to get the words out around the salty lump of grief in his throat. “He always l-laughed.”
 
 “Shutup , I said! Didn't you hear me?” Cathy's voice was strident.
 
 He tried to be quiet, he really did, but the words found their way out on their own.
 
 “Bernie would have hated this.”
 
 His mother's dinner plate hit him in the forehead, grinding cold meat and gravy into his eyes and brows before it fell to the floor and shattered.
 * * * *
 
“I DON'T WANT to see another scene like the one at dinner.”
 
 Joe sat on the edge of his bed, feeling the water mattress rock gently beneath his legs. The purpling bruise above his right eyebrow throbbed, the eye partially closed from swelling. He couldn't believe this was happening. His father gazed at him sternly from the doorway, like some kind of demigod ready to mete out justice.
 
 “I bought the deader because your mother and I agreed that it would temporarily fill the void left by Bernie's death, maybe give her a chance to adjust to his being gone. I told you that when I brought him home.”
 
 “What she needs to do is accept that Bernie isdead , not replace him with someone else who's just as dead,” Joe snapped. He got up and went to the mirror, touching his fingers gingerly to his cheek. He thought he could still smell mashed potatoes on his skin. “Look what's happening already. She's never done anything like this before—”
 
 “That's because you don't know when to keep your mouth shut,” Alex interrupted. “There are certain thingsyou're going to have to accept. One is that Bernie's death has changed your mother—it's changed all of us. Another is that the deader stays until she says it's okay to get rid of him.”
 
 “Bullshit!” Joe flared. “I'm not living in this house with that corpse walking around like some kind of voiceless movie monster.” He threw open his closet and jerked out his sports bag. “When he's gone, I'll come back.” He tossed it on the bed and opened a drawer.
 
 A ripping sound made him turn and he saw with a jolt that his father's large hands had torn the carryall nearly in half. “You're not going anywhere,” Alex said. His dark brows were pinched. “You'll stay in this damned house until you finish school—”
 
 “I'm almost eighteen, remember?” Joe cut in. “I can do what I want!”
 
 "Don't FUCK with me, Joseph!"Alex bellowed.
 
 Joe felt his face blanch; he'd never seen his father so angry and fear—a new experience for him—made his breath shorten. The older man lowered his voice and shuddered as he forced himself back under control.
 
 “You just watch your manners and stay put—and mind you, I'm not asking, I'mordering . Humor your mother and hopefully this will all blow over in a month or so.”
 
 His dad slammed the door behind him and Joe's racing heart slowed a little. He sank back on the bed covers and cradled his aching face in his hands.
 
 "Damn you, Bernie,"he whispered miserably."Why'd you have to fall off that monorail platform?
 * * * *
 
IT WAS CREEPY, the way it was just there all the time, moving only when you made it. Joe could never think of it as Bernie—justit ; after the first few days his mother gave up trying to get Joe to call the deader by name, and on that his father didn't push him. Every fourth word out of his mother's mouth seemed to be Bernie, but Joe noted that while his father didn't avoid the deader, Alex called it by his dead son's name as seldom as possible.
 
 It wasn't long before Joe decided that the deader must not be functioning correctly. He'd thought for sure it would be programmed for lifelike behavior, basic tasks—but this dumbshit would stand for days unless you told it to sit. Shouldn't the microprocessor kick in after a certain amount of time and get the thing off its feet? And he'd obviously been wrong when he'd assumed they were equipped with some kind of homing device; this one didn't seem to realize it should stay with the family. Maybe that was nothing but a rumor he'd picked up, but how did you control a deader that wouldn't stay put? From dealing with his dad, Joe figured the really effective instructions were the ones given in a yelling voice with the threat of force. But you couldn't teach something that was deaf, felt nothing, and looked at you without comprehension—if it really saw you at all.
 
 Home life turned out to be only one of his problems. The Saturday after his dad brought the deader home, the family ran into a guy at the grocery with whom Joe had never gotten along.
 
 “Hey, Joey! Cool,” sneered Hank Beckert in his twangy voice. Beckert was an asshole with a block of concrete for a heart; Joe ignored him and kept walking. “A deader in the family.” Hank laughed nastily. “Matches your brother.”
 
 Both his mother and father gaped at the boy in amazement, unable to believe the cruel words. Joe's vision glazed sudden red and he lunged at the older teen, who quickly danced around a woman and her grocery-laden cart; the woman glared at them both.
 
 “You sonofabitch!” Joe yelled. “Get over here!”
 
 “Better watch your new brother, buddy-boy,” Hank said merrily. “Little boy's lost!”
 
 Joe spun and saw the deader plodding mindlessly down the aisle. His father was pushing the STOP button on the remote, but the deader kept going. Joe turned back but Hank had disappeared.
 
 “Bernie!” his mother was calling, “Come back!” She started to run after him but Alex stopped her and jerked his head at Joe. Reluctantly, Joe trotted down the aisle and reached for the deader.
 
 It was the first time he'd touched it. His fingers wrapped around the deader's wrist and encountered cold, dry flesh—there was no warm blood in these veins, no sir. He yanked his hand back instinctively and glanced swiftly towards his father; the look on Alex's face made him grind his teeth and take the deader by the arm.
 
 “Come on, deader,” he hissed, avoiding the eyes of the people staring at them. “Back to the group.” His fingers tightened viciously for a second, then he realized how futile that was—deaders didn't feel pain. Shame filled him as he led the docile deader back to his parents; the poor kid whose body this had been had been given no choice in the matter. Joe was suddenly certain that no one would want to be like this—life force gone, nothing but a tool being used by somebody else. A malfunctioning one at that, he thought sadly.
 
 With more of a sympathetic eye, Joe tried to approach the problem logically in the following weeks, deciding that if he had to live with the deader he might as well make the best of it. With that in mind, he started making it do some of the things he'd wanted his little brother to do when he'd been alive.
 
 Which just went to show, again, that it wasn't Bernie.
 
 Bernie would never have cleaned his room for him. He stopped after a couple of tries at sitting on his bed and working the control pad while the deader dusted and swept around him. It just seemed too obscenely easy.
 
 His father installed a latch on the door and began locking the deader in Bernie's room at night to keep it from wandering around the house. Lying on his stomach in the early morning darkness, Joe pulled the pillow over his head to try and block the sound of the deader's feet shuffling back and forth in the room next to his. He couldn't under-stand why his parents just didn't get the thing fixed.
 
 Or better yet, return it.
 * * * *
 
“HEY, JOEY. I hear you mom's gone a little crazy and named that piece of fly flesh after your little brother. Looks like I wasn't wrong, was I?” On his way home from school, Joe glanced over as Hank Beckert slowed his convertible to keep pace with Joe. “What's the scoop, man?” Hank had a couple of bimbos in the front seat showing plenty of cleavage but obviously no brains; both looked stoned out of their heads.
 
 “Fuck off, Beckert,” he said without slowing. “Don't you have a job to go to?”
 
 “Touchy, touchy!” The highly-polished car glided alongside the curb like a moist red worm. “But then I would be too if my mom was nurse-maiding someone else's decomposing brat. Tell me, does she give it baths?” The girls giggled and Hank leered at Joe over their heads.
 
 Pissed now, Joe kicked out at the fender but missed as Hank stomped the accelerator; above the fading thrum of the car's engine he could hear Beckert's laughter. He spat into the street and rubbed his eyes to clear some of the dust and exhaust away. Shithead needs an oil change, he thought sourly as he shifted his books.
 
 He poked along, knowing he'd be late for dinner but not caring. Eating with the deader at the table had stopped bothering him, though he couldn't understand why his mom had to call it Bernie. Nor could he forget the feel of the deader's flesh under his fingers at the store a couple of weeks ago. What if the deader wasn'treally dead, just trapped in that body? He couldn't get rid of the thought; it went hand-in-hand with the restless shambling coming from Bernie's room every night. No matter how many times you remoted the deader to sit and stay, twenty minutes later it was up again.
 
 What if a person's soul, assuming there was such a thing, didn't get to leave the body if the body was mechanically returned to life? If you could even call a deader's pitiful existencelife . Joe stopped in the park and sprawled on a bench, watching the people around him. Over the past two months he'd noticed that deaders were becoming more and more a part of everyday life—or had he just never seen it before?
 
 His wandering gaze stopped on a couple across the walk and he watched them idly. The two were in their mid-thirties, with stylish clothes that said money and plenty of it; several rings glittered on the woman's hand, a thick rope of woven gold encircled the man's neck. Next to them, sitting silent and unmoving on the bench, was another girl, Joe's age. She was pretty, with dark brown eyes and clean blonde hair fixed in bouncy curls that framed her pale face. Joe's eyes traveled appreciatively down her shoulders and stopped on the swollen stomach; disappointed, he realized she was probably seven or eight months’ pregnant. As he watched, the man reached over and pushed sonar glasses on the bridge of the girl's nose, then his wife pulled a keypad from her handbag and punched in commands; the girl responded by rising from the bench, belly distended and graceless.
 
 Joe was stunned. He'd heard about surrogate deaders on the newscast, but that was on the east coast—not here, in a small town a hundred miles south of nowhere. As the trio strolled away, he con-sidered the concept, remembering Bernie as a newborn and his mother wrapping an old wind-up clock in a towel and putting it in the crib. When Joe, only ten at the time, had asked why, she'd explained that it gave the baby the comforting sound of his mother's heartbeat. The idea of a deader surrogate was mind-boggling to Joe and he could think of a hundred technical questions, such as how did the deader maintain a warm enough body temperature and provide the fetus with oxygen? And was she given extra nutrients to support the child?
 
 And what of the deader herself—did sheknow she carried a child? Surely not; if a deader couldn't feel pain, how could it feel life? But what if a soul was stranded inside, watching but unable tofeel , wanting but never able toexperience?
 
 But above all: what kind of a person would the baby turn out to be, after growing in the silent womb of a dead woman?
 * * * *
 
“WE'RE READY TO leave. Go get your brother,” Cathy said.
 
 “What?” Joe blinked at his mother and her face turned a sudden, obvious red. He looked at his father and was perversely gratified to see that for once even the old man looked shaken.
 
 “I-I mean, go get Bernie.”
 
 “He's not my brother!” Joe said loudly.
 
 “I know that! It was a slip, that's all. He's in his room. Go up and bring him down.” She fumbled with her purse, fingers awkward.
 
 “You mean he's inBernie's room, nothis room. He's in mybrother's room.” Sympathy for the mindless deader warred in him with the pain of loss, still fresh after four months. “Yougo get him!”
 
 “Joe—” His father's voice cut in, sounding tired. The tone conveyed it all, much more than any lecture could have.Are we still fighting about this? I thought your mother would be well by now and we could get on with our lives.
 
 His mother slammed her purse down in frustration. “Damn you!” Cathy hissed. “Why can't you be more like—”
 
 "Like WHAT?"Joe screamed. His hands cut the air helplessly. “Like that poor, dead little kid pacing around upstairs? Like your replacement model?”
 
 “Yes!”
 
 “Cathy, stop it!” Alex shouted. “You're going too far!”
 
 “At least he's quiet! And he never c-causes us any tr-trouble—” She began to cry in great, struggling gasps.
 
 Joe watched numbly as his father enfolded her in his arms and murmured soothingly; she clung to him and hid her face against his shoulder. When they found Joe's, Alex's eyes were full of pain and regret as he watched Joe turn away and climb the stairs.
 
 At the door to Bernie's room, Joe stopped and listened for a moment to the shuffling of the deader's feet across the carpeting—a little boy's red, white and blue stars. With a sigh, he picked up the remote from the hall table, flipped the latch and opened the door.
 
 Inside, the Bernie-deader walked in a seemingly endless elongated circle in front of the dresser. The window, with its open mini-blinds and bright sunshine, held no interest for it, nor did the science fiction posters on the walls or model spaceships strung from the dropped ceiling panels.
 
 It just walked.
 
 Around and around.
 
 Joe's throat constricted in pity. “You're gonna wear a hole in the carpeting, kid,” he said hoarsely. He fumbled with the keypad; seconds later the deader obligingly sat. Joe pulled the door shut and latched it, then retreated to his own room and sat on the bed.
 
 In a few minutes the tears came, but he didn't know if they were for the Bernie-deader or for himself.
 * * * *
 
“HEY, JOEY. HOW are ya?”
 
 Joe grimaced as he heard the voice; why couldn't that weasel leave him alone? The park was his refuge, the one place he could get away from his parents and the Bernie-deader, and he didn't need hassles from Hank Beckert to screw it up. The bench that a moment ago had been comfortable shook his teeth as Becker flounced down next to him. Joe ran a hand through his hair and got up.
 
 “Hey man, don't leave.” Beckert grabbed the sleeve of Joe's jacket. His eyes were calculating. “I thought you and I could have a talk and you could, you know, fill me in on all the details.
 
 Joe yanked his arm out of Hank's grip and turned his back. “I don't know what you're talking about.”
 
 “Sure you do. Like what goes on at your house? I always wondered how people, you know, dealt with deaders in everyday life. And you never answered my question about whether your mom gives that corpse his baths.” Hank laughed nastily.
 
 Joe knew Hank was testing him, seeing how far he could be pushed. Knowing didn't stop his face from flushing at Hank's implication and he whirled.
 
 “You just shut the fuck up, Beckert!”
 
 “What are you so embarrassed about?” Hank shot back. He stood, then waggled his fingers mockingly and took a couple of mincing steps around Joe. “Are you hiding something? Maybeyou're the one who likes to give the baths, huh? How ‘bout it—you like playing with dead meat?”
 
 Joe couldn't stop himself. His fist balled up and connected with Beckert's jaw before he'd actually known what he was going to do, the knuckles feeling strong and sure as they drove into the other's flesh. Hank gave a yelp and grabbed the side of his face as he backstepped, then ducked as Joe leapt at him again; in spite of the wildness of Joe's swing, it missed him by only a fraction of an inch. Behind the two, a woman began shouting for them to stop; Hank ignored her and rushed the younger teenager,clutching him in a tackle that sent them slamming to the sidewalk in a lung-bruising roll.
 
 Caught between a haze of anger and the sight of the leaf-laden trees tumbling disjointedly around him, Joe didn't think about the location of the park bench until the hard, paint-peeling wood connected with his temple.
 
 His world exploded into blackness.
 * * * *
 
“MR.WEILAND? HI, we're from the Free Christian Church on Sixth Street. We wondered if we might speak with you for a few minutes?” The two women on the front step gave encouraging smiles beneath pastel-tinted straw hats.
 
 “I'm sorry,” Alex said and started to close the door. Purplish shadows rimmed his eyes. “We're not interested.”
 
 “Alex, who is it?” Cathy called from the kitchen.
 
 “Mrs. Weiland?” One of the women stopped the door with a heeled shoe, ignoring Alex's look of irritation.
 
 Cathy came out of the kitchen, licking frosting from a spoon. “Yes? I don't believe we know you,” she said. “Alex, don't be rude. Invite them in.” She stuck the spoon in her mouth and wiped her hands on her apron.
 
 Alex hesitated, then stepped back. The women entered, the older one giving him a smug look as Cathy waved them into the living room.
 
 “We're from the Free Christian Church,” the younger of the two repeated. “I'm Sister Beth and this is Sister Jessica.” We just came by to extend our regards.” Her gaze swept Cathy appraisingly. “I hope we didn't disturb you ... you weren't making dinner?”
 
 “Oh, no,” Cathy said with a smile. “Actually, I was baking a birthday cake for Joe—he's my oldest.”
 
 Sister Jessica nodded primly. “We've heard at the Church how difficult it's been for you. Terrible enough to lose a son, but to have the other boy injured in that terrible incident in the park!” She clucked. “You must be overjoyed to have him home.”
 
 Sister Beth nodded in agreement, then picked up the conversation. “We understand that after the younger boy's death you and Mr. Weiland purchased a deader,” she said smoothly. “While they seem to be accepted more readily in today's society, we at the Free Christian Church tend to be a bit more old fashioned. But,” she added hastily at Alex's scowl, “we like to think we can keep our minds open.”
 
 “Well,” Cathy said as she reached for a large keypad on the coffee table, “we don't think of them like that anymore.” The four of them turned at the sound of footsteps on the stairs.
 
 Alex felt a small stab of bittersweet triumph as the stuffy expression on the older woman's face abruptly crumbled.
 
 “These are my two sons, Bernie and Joe,” Cathy said proudly. “Our speech consultant believes they'll be able to talk in a couple of years.”
 * * * *
 
IT HAD TAKEN the rest of the college money, but there were no sons to send to college now anyway. Alex stood in the bathroom wearily, watching as Joe followed the remote commands to wash up before bed. Joe had always worn his hair shorter than Bernie and it crushed Alex every time he saw the seam just below the hairline where the microprocessor was embedded in his son's skull. Almost as hard to live with was the small square of synthetic skin along Joe's right temple that replaced the bone and flesh punctured by the corner of the park bench.
 
 When the washing was finished, they went into Joe's room and Alex stood at the window while Joe obediently changed into pajamas and slipped under the covers. That done, Alex tucked the blanket snugly around him, a habit from when Joe had been small, like Bernie. Although Cathy did it all the time, he could not bring himself to kiss the boy goodnight.
 
 Alex checked the other's room and found everything as it should be, then headed downstairs, not thinking to fasten the latch on Bernie's room—that had always been Joe's job. Alex stopped and briefly looked in on Cathy. The night light glowed softly in their bedroom, making her hair gleam a gentle red; she was already asleep, lips turned up in a small, satisfied smile.
 
 He sat down at the dining room table with a bottle of bourbon and a big glass. There were no tears in him anymore, only a great empty spot where all the life had been sucked out. If only he could give that life back to the son he'd bedded down a few minutes ago ... not to mention the tormented little stranger in his younger son's room.
 
 Twenty minutes later Alex heard creaking along the upstairs landing. “Cathy?” he called softly. “You awake?” When there was no answer he forced himself to stand, legs already trembling from the booze. He labored up the steps, remembering the unlocked door of Bernie's room as he rubbed his grainy eyes, wondering why they'd never gotten around to having Bernie fixed.
 
 Bernie wasn't in his room. Too drained to be alarmed, Alex could see the door to Joe's room was ajar; from its darkness came the sound of slow, measured footsteps. He reached round the door and flipped the light switch.
 
 Joe was where he should be, lying under the covers and staring sightlessly at the ceiling, his only movement the microprocessor-ordered blink of his eyelids every ten seconds.
 
 At the foot of Joe's bed, Bernie walked in his endless circle.
 
 Iphigeniaby Gary A. Braunbeck
 
Gary A. Braunbeck's work has appeared in over 70 magazines and anthologies—his work ranging from horror to mystery to cutting-edge science fiction. Among his appearances include; “Future Net,” “Borderlands 4,” and “Whitley Strieber's Aliens.” Most recently, his first collection was published by CD Publications, “Things Left Behind.” His short story “Safe,” from “Robert Bloch's Psychos” made the 11th Annual “Year's Best Fantasy and Horror” edited by Ellen Datlow and Terry Windling.
 "IT'S DYING WITHOUT death and accomplishing nothing
To waver thus
In the dark belly of cramped misfortune.”
 
—Aggripa d'Aubigne
 
 
HE WAS CHECKING the seat numbers on the tickets when he heard Mrs. Williamson scream.
 
 “Danny! Watch out!”
 
 He looked down in time to see seven-month-old Julie crawl into his path, her body so low to the ground it would be easy to step on her fragile skull and crush it all over the sidewalk. He pulled back in mid-stride and fell back-first onto the pavement, cursing both the pain and the memory of his sister—which found him as soon as the cement knocked the air from his lungs. After a moment he managed to push himself up on his elbows to see little Julie, sitting up now, look at him and giggle, a thin trickle of saliva dribbling off her chin. She looked so cute, so safe.
 
 Safe. With someone to watch over her. Protect her. Trusting was easy when you were that young. Trusting was fun.
 
 So little Julie was giggling.
 
 As Mrs.Williamson ran up to her daughter Daniel wondered if, at the very instant of her death, Gayle Ann had giggled, too, thinking the whole thing somewhat funny, when you Got Right Down To It.
 
 Then he remembered the sound of screams echoing off the stone walls.
 
 And he began to shake.
 
 “You should pay more attention to where you're walking, Daniel Banks. You could've—” Her words cut off when she caught sight of Daniel's pale and terrified face.
 
 “Danny?” She reached out to touch his arm but he scooted away from her, crossing his arms in front of his face, his shaking worse than before.
 
 “Oh, God ... I'm ... I'm sorry, Mrs.Williamson, really I am. I should've been ... been looking. I'm really s-s-s-s-sorry. Is she all right?” He winced at the sound of his stuttering; it was the first time he'd lapsed back into it since—
 
 —since—
 
 —since little Julie was giggling then things must be all right, because Mrs.Williamson had the baby in her arms now and was stroking the back of her head.
 
 “Julie's fine. Christ, calm down, will you? No big deal, no harm done. I don't see why you're so—” Once again she cut herself off. Daniel looked up and saw it register on her face; the memory of the police car, of sitting up with his mother while he and his father went to the morgue, of the funeral, the closed casket, all of it.
 
 For a moment she went pale, also.
 
 “Oh, Danny, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to yell like that, I just panicked.” He rose unsteadily to his feet and gathered up the four concert tickets, very much aware of the neighbors who were staring at them from front porches or from behind windows. Daniel could feel their eyes drilling into his back, watching him, perhaps holding their breath, waiting.
 
 Expectantly.
 
 “It's okay, Mrs. W-W-W-Williamson. I'm just glad she's okay.” The woman smiled at him, then took her daughter and began walking back toward her home. Daniel took a few deep breaths, hoping that the stuttering would stop once he calmed down, and continued in the direction of his house, all the while feeling his neck crawl with the stares of his neighbors.
 
 Maybe they knew. Maybe they sensed it, somehow.
 
 For just a moment there, even with the memory of Gayle Ann pulsing through him, for just a fraction of a moment before he jerked back and fell, a part of him had wanted to bear down on little Julie's skull with all his weight and grind her head into the pavement, just to know what it felt like, just to know how it must've felt to all those people, they had to feel something when it happened, didn't they, had to know that they were stomping out the life of another human being, and he'd wondered, ever since that night Daniel had found himself wondering what it must feel like to sense a person's head being mashed under your foot, and for just a fraction of a moment there he could've found—
 
 —his chest started pounding and he slowed his pace. His arms were shaking with such force he could feel it in his teeth.
 
 His temples were pounding.
 
 He thought he might vomit. He whirled around to make sure little Julie and her mother were safely inside their home, where no expectant eyes could harm them. He took a few more deep breaths, managed to steady himself, then walked on home, all the time telling himself that he'd just been angered and frightened for that fraction of a moment, that he'd never consciously hurt anyone.
 
 Never.
 
 He hoped his father was asleep by now. Nothing would be dredged up then; about Gayle Ann's death, about that night at the arena, about his mother's suicide six months after Gayle's funeral, please God nothing. Daniel couldn't stand it when his father went off on one of his “You’ re-All-I've-Got-Left” tangents, tangents that never ended well for either of them. He shook his head. Two years. Two years and still his father spent his weekends in front of the television set, drinking himself into a coma, hearing without listening, watching without seeing, talking to people who were no longer there; then, on Sunday night, he'd rouse himself enough to shower, dress for work, pack his lunch bucket, and leave at three a.m. to fill himself with factory foulness for the next eleven-and-a-half hours, come home, eat a little something, drink a lot of something, then collapse for five or six hours, just long enough to give his broken existence a breather before he got up and did it all over again. The thought made Daniel wince. Daniel Banks loved his father, even with all the man's faults, but there was nothing he could do for the pain the man was in, and it was killing both of them.
 
 A suddenly empty house, a suddenly empty life, a suddenly empty batch of dreams; dreams nurtured for a family of four, revised for a family of three, abandoned for a family of two. The house was just a coffin waiting for the dirt.
 
 Daniel reached up and rubbed his eyes, still aware of a few neighbors staring at him.
 
 All because Gayle Ann had wanted to come along to the concert; because she was only six and still thought that everything Big Brother did was so goddamned terrific; because My Big Brother Danny's The Bestest!
 
 He paused by the front door, staring at the tickets in his hand.
 
 A small insect was crawling across the porch. It paused by his foot, its feelers searching him out. Checking him out.
 
 “How's it g-g-g-goin —”
 
 He slammed his foot down on the thing.
 
 And twisted.
 
 He turned away to see some of the neighbors backing away from their windows, no longer staring. He felt their eyes drop away, satisfied.
 
 He stepped through the front door and saw his father heading upstairs, a quart bottle of beer in his hand. He was dressed only in his underwear and his body, once looming and powerful, had given way to a sickening coat of flab over the last few years. His hair was tangled, making the heavy streaks of grey so much more predominate, and his eyes were so bloodshot Daniel could barely see the pupils.
 
 “Hi'ya,” whispered his father. “I's just ... goin’ up to bed. Shift was a bitch.”
 
 “You look pretty b-bushed,” said Daniel. He caught a moment of hesitation on his father's face, a moment where the man must have asked himself if he'd heard his son right; did the boy stutter again? No, he couldn't be, he hadn't done that for ages, and he only stuttered during the Crazy Time when all the doctors thought he might try to kill himself, and when the stuttering went away so did the Craziness, because his boy was fine now, and fine boys didn't go away forever because they knew they were all you had left in the whole...
 
 “I, uh ... I am. Pretty tired.” They stared at one another for a moment, Daniel watching his father's eyes fill with longing. These were the moments that tore Daniel up inside; they'd never had all that much to talk about before, and now that it was just the two of them an attempted conversation was nothing short of torturous. They both tried so damn hard. And they shouldn't have had to.
 
 “How'd that test go?”
 
 “Which one?”
 
 His father ran a shaking hand through his tangled hair. “I, uh ... you know, that one? That one you was so worried about.”
 
 “Greek Mythology?”
 
 “Yeah.”
 
 “I did fine.”
 
 His father gave a smile. A very small one. “That's good.”
 
 Daniel could feel his stomach tightening.
 
 His father blinked a few times, then gave a nod of his head. “That's ... that's good. I hate to see you ... you know, worry.”
 
 Daniel looked away, feeling something hot behind his eyes.
 
 “I'd better hit the sack,” said his father. The phone was ringing in the kitchen. When Daniel spoke again he did it very, very slowly, not taking any chances the Craziness would come back.
 
 “You look pretty tired,” he said. So far, so good. He took a step toward the kitchen. “Good night.”
 
 “...night,” whispered his father, turning on the stairs and slowly making his way up. Daniel vanished into the kitchen as quickly as he could, grateful that he'd been spared the sight of his father stumbling away. He answered the phone. It was Laura.
 
 “Hey, sexy,” she said. “You get the tickets?”
 
 “Yeah, no problem.”
 
 “Good seats?”
 
 “Tenth row, main floor.”
 
 “That's great! Main floor!” Daniel found the sound of her enthusiasm unnerving. Gayle had been excited, too. “Jim and Theresa'll flip!”
 
 “I hope not,” said Daniel. “Jim's d-d-driving.” He bit into his lip and cursed under his breath. On the other end he heard Laura take a small breath.
 
 “Danny? Is everything all right?” He took several deep breaths again, trying to calm himself. It did no good to let it get the best of you, that's what the Craziness fed on. He swallowed, released his breath slowly, and spoke again.
 
 “Everything's fine. Really. I'rn just a little ... nervous.”
 
 “Don't be,” said Laura. “We'll stay together, everything'll be fine.”
 
 “Listen, Laura, I really gotta tell you, it's been ... I ‘m not real sure that I'm up for this.”
 
 “You are, you know it.”
 
 “It's just that ... Dad's not looking real good and—”
 
 “He never does,” said Laura. That caught Daniel off-guard. He and Laura had been dating for over a year now, and in all that time she'd never once made any remark about his father; she'd listened to him about Gayle, about his mom and dad, but never once had she—
 
 “What's that supposed to m-mean?” He bit his tongue.
 
 “It means you have to stop blaming yourself, Danny. There's nothing you can do for him, and the sooner you let go of that, the better you'll feel.”
 
 “What about him, huh? What about the way he feels?”
 
 “Don't start in on me, Danny. I know how much you care about him, but I'm worried about you. Can we drop this now and just think about getting out and having a good time? You deserve to have a good time, Danny. It doesn't mean that...that you're a bad person or anything.”
 
 “Sorry. I don't know...maybe you're right.” He heard her silence see the smile of relief on her face.
 
 “Good,” she said. “We'll pick you up at six.” He thought he heard his father laughing. Maybe it was laughing.
 
 “See you then,” he said.
 
 “Danny?”
 
 “What?”
 
 “You're okay. Everything's okay. It wasn't your fault.” He smiled, said good-bye, hung up. She was right, she was always right, he just had to relax, had to think about what he had now, not what he'd lost, he just had to—
 
 He caught sight of Gayle's picture on the hall table. Second grade, dress, black shoes, those chubby cheeks, her stupid-cute grin. The burning behind his eyes worsened.
 
 “Goddammit,” he whispered.
 
 He hurried up to his room, where he closed the door and sat on his bed, cursing his trembling arms.

 
 From across the hall he could hear his father talking, heard his mother's name mentioned once or twice.
 
 He rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the chill left behind from the neighbors’ stares.
 
 He removed his shoe and looked at the remains of the insect he'd crushed.
 
 He looked across his room at the small statuette of Perseus brandishing Medusa's head.
 
 “Why don't you really exist?” he whispered to it. “Why couldn't you have been there, huh? Tell me that, Purse. Why couldn't you have swept down on ole Pegasus and pulled her out of it? Once they opened the doors she never had a chance. I just couldn't...keep h-h-hold...” He looked away from the statue and down at his hands.
 
 They were still shaking.
 
 He heard his father drop something and curse.
 
 He remembered Mrs.Williamson's scream and wondered—as he always did whenever the memory assaulted him—if Gayle Ann had called his name in those last, horrible moments, believing that Big Bestest Brother would swoop down and save her.
 
 But the crowd had been too big, had waited for too long in weather that was too cold—
 
 —and Gayle Ann should've let him pick her up and hold her like he wanted, but she said no because it made her feel like a baby—
 
 —and he should've been paying more attention to her when the crowd started to push—
 
 —and that crowd should've been full of human beings instead of monsters.
 
 He gripped the bridge of his nose between his thumb and middle finger.
 
 The thoughts didn't change anything. He was still responsible for his sister's death, as surely as Agamemnon was responsible for the death of his daughter.
 
 A sacrifice of sorts.
 
 Daniel smiled bitterly to himself then, realizing that he'd linked the story of Agamemnon to Gayle's death so he'd remember it for the test.
 
 What gods did your death appease, my sister? What victory was secured?
 
 He heard his father drop and shatter the beer bottle, then call out and ask Gayle if she'd mind cleaning it up so mom wouldn't have to, he was sorry he was so clumsy...
 
 Daniel stood at the window and saw another insect crawling on the glass inside.
 
 He felt the house crowding in on him as the bug reached out with its feelers.
 
 He didn't try to speak as he reached out, shoe in hand, and squashed the thing.
 * * * *
 
AT TWENTY MINUTES until six he sat down on the steps of his front porch to wait for Laura, Jim, and Theresa. He'd left his father a note saying that they were going to the movies and then for pizza.
 
 He didn't want Dad to worry.
 
 He looked up and saw a few neighbors peek out at him through their windows.
 
 Maybe it was just a trick of the orange-red sunlight, but all their eyes seemed to be as bloodshot as his father's. Tiny, fiery orbs with a slight pinprick of black in the middle.
 
 He shook his head and looked down at his hands. They were no longer shaking.
 * * * *
 
A SOFT SCRAPING sound came to him then...no, wait, not scraping, more like a crackling noise, a small, dried twig, maybe, brushing against wood.
 
 Behind him.
 
 As he turned the image of little Julie crawling came to his mind—
 
 —and left when he saw the insects.
 
 Ten, maybe fifteen of them, all crawling around the remains of the one he'd crushed before coming in. They piled on top of one another like children building a human pyramid, all the time scattering the mashed remains Daniel had left for them.
 
 One insect fell from the black group and started to scuttle in his direction, its feelers extended, mandibles clacking.
 
 Daniel scooted down one step.
 
 Another insect followed. Then another. Another.
 
 Daniel got up and walked away from the porch.
 
 Soon all of the bugs were crawling toward the steps where he'd been sitting. As he stared at them Daniel wondered if they, too, had little bits stuck to the bottoms of their...
 
 Their what? Their feet? Bugs don't have feet—
 
 —DO THEY?
 
 He took another step back just a car pulled up and Laura called his name.
 * * * *
 
LAURA HELD HIS hand all the way to the concert, her head resting on his shoulder, her voice telling him that they were going to have fun, not to worry, things would be all right, she really loved him...
 
 He replied to her, but couldn't really hear himself.
 
 When he spoke he did it very slowly, and was pleased that he didn't hear himself stutter.
 
 Once he looked at the reflection of Jim and Theresa's eyes in the rear-view mirror, noting that the sun made their eyes blood red and pinprick black, also.
 
 He felt awkwardly aware of the insect remains on the bottom of his shoe, but didn't say anything about it to Laura. She might think the Craziness was trying to come back. And he didn't want that.
 
 He closed his eyes once, saw something small crawling into his path, and opened them at once.
 
 “You okay?” said Laura, her breath warm against his cheek.
 
 “I think...yeah. Great. We're gonna have...fun, right?”
 
 She leaned close and kissed him. “Right. Now stop being such a wet sponge.”
 
 He laughed. Wet sponge. That was a good one.
 
 Jim pulled into the arena parking lot and drove around until they found a spot; from the looks of it they were a good football field away from the entrance doors, but even here Daniel could see the edge of the crowd.
 
 It was too damned big.
 
 He closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath, hoping that Laura wouldn't ask him what was wrong.
 
 She didn't, and he loved her for that.
 
 “All-fuckin'-right!” shouted Jim. “We have arrived!” Daniel didn't know either Jim or Theresa very well, and didn't particularly want to; they were a ride to the concert, and that's all he'd wanted for him and Laura. He looked once more at their eyes—which hadn't changed—then toward the milling crowd...
 
 ...did you remember to give Gayle her gloves? You know how she hates it when her hands get cold and it's supposed to be cold tonight...
 
 ...make sure you call us after it's over, Danny, you know how your mother worries about you kids...
 
 ...ohgoddadididntmeanforittohappen...
 
 ...pull out drawer seven, will you, Charlie?
 
 He felt his mouth start to go dry.
 
 They climbed out of the car, locked it, and went to grab a place in the crowd. It didn't take long for the sun to finish setting, leaving them in darkness except for the glow of the arena lights, lights that cast a cryptic sheen over everything, but didn't change the fact that everyone's eyes were red and black, red and black, it just must have been a trick of the light, that had to be it, just a trick of the lights over the thousands of bodies and faces, faces in front of them, behind them, next to them, edging them forward into the immovable mass of bodies before them, beside them, a few angry shouts but nothing serious, impatient, drunken, stoned shouts, the shuffling of too many feet, the brush of too many shoulders, the clattering of too many emptied beer bottles, the smell of too many joints being passed around...
 
 ...Daniel looked around him as he squeezed Laura's hand tighter, trying not to give in to panic, a panic he felt pushing its way up from his balls into his throat, but there was at least the feel of Laura's hand, a good feeling, a safe feeling, even here, even now...pushing against them, someone was pushing against them from behind...he turned to get a look, maybe say something to them, tell them not to be so impatient, everybody paid their money and they were going to get in ...but only more faces, more bodies, more redpinprickblack eyes that glanced around, behind, ahead, all of them meeting his own at one point, never staying for long, and he thought for a second...a fraction of a second, that he saw a small, fragile figure making its way through the crowd, trying to get somewhere in particular, trying to get to someone in particular, but in a blink and a noisy shifting of the crowd it was gone, lost in the swirling mass of voices, eyes, and flesh...
 
 ...he took some deep breaths and looked down at his feet, trying to stay calm, they hadn't been here all that long, there was no reason for him to feel so panicky, so why did he...his shoe, there was something wrong with his shoe...he bent over just a little and glared down, watching as a shadow of some kind shifted under his feet...no, not a shadow, it was a...a...a leg—no, not a leg, just part of a bug that he'd scraped off, only...wait...only it seemed to be moving, seemed to be trying to pull itself out from under his weight,a small, twig-like hairy leg squirming from under his shoe...he froze as he stared, thinking for a moment that he could hear the clatter of its hard-shell body, could see its mandibles starting to jut out from under...
 
 ...Laura leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, whispering something about later on tonight, after the concert, Mom and Dad weren't home and she was all alone did he wanna come over, soft promises of flesh and tongues and bodies...bodies pressing, bodies sweating, groaning, pumping steadily...he looked at her and smiled, kissed her, but felt nothing, only the sour liquid in his stomach churning around, churning and bubbling as the crowd shifted once again, and Daniel looked, feeling the sourness spread into his mouth, drying his saliva, gluing his tongue down, unable to speak now, almost unable to breath, but then Laura kissed him again with her wet and wonderful tongue and he was all right, moist again, able to swallow, then he looked around and noticed that Jim and Theresa were nowhere to be seen...
 
 ...the figure again, he saw the figure again, so tiny, so frightened, and he almost moved to reach for it, but then Laura grabbed his arm and said, “You're not going anywhere without me, not in this crowd,” so he pulled her along beside him, positive he'd seen...seen someone wandering around the crowd, a frightened gleam in their gaze, maybe tears streaming down their chubby cheeks, but no one else saw because she was so small for her age, no one heard because her voice was too weak and they were too busy trying to push other people out of the way, trying to get as close to the doors as possible, that's all that counted, getting ahead so you could get inside, get a good seat, toke it up, party down, drink and chug and rock Big Time...
 
 ..."Christ, slow down, will you,” said Laura, demanding that he give her a break, just wait a minute...Daniel slowed and stood still, his eyes darting around the crowd...Laura moved closer to him, putting her arms around his waist...he took another deep breath and put a protective arm around her shoulder and said, “Are you all right?” and she said, “I'm fine, how about you, lover?” and he laughed, laughed and held her close because she'd never called him “lover” before and he liked it, liked it very much as he stretched his arms out to relax them and went to step closer to Laura...
 
 ...someone pushed from behind and he lost his balance, fell forward, rammed his foot out to try and break his fall but in the second before his foot connected with the pavement a child crawled out in front of him, a small child, a baby crawling, and he tried to cry out but someone else pushed him forward from behind and he felt his foot connect with the fragile skull, felt the baby's head pop like a melon below his foot, and his stomach heaved then but nothing came up as he looked down and saw the feelers worming around, saw the baby's arms flailing out as it kicked and wriggled in its death spasms, so he pulled back and lifted his foot, not wanting to see what he'd done but having to look...
 
 ...mandibles...the baby had mandibles and feelers and its legs were no longer the chubby flesh folds of a baby but thin, hairy twigs that skittered out and brushed against the legs of his pants, but before he could say anything a woman broke through, picked up her mandibled child, and vanished into the crowd...
 
 ...Laura grabbed his arm again and said, “Whoa! Almost lost you for a second there,” and he wanted to tell her, wanted to ask her if she'd seen the insect baby, but he didn't dare because if he did he knew she'd think the Craziness was back, and he didn't want for her to think he was crazy just because everyone else did, but then he thought that, yes, it was easy for everyone else to think he was crazy because they weren't the ones out here that night, they weren't the ones who pushed, hit, and kicked their way through to find that little body, little crushed body lying in the long, wide, stone hallway, one tiny gloved hand reaching out as if clutching for someone they prayed would swoop down and save them, head mashed into the cement, skin, bones, brains ground to a sickening pulp, bending low, cradling her in his arms, screaming out, crying out, a howl that was lost under the massive roar of the rock'n'roll monsters inside, rocking back and forth, feeling her innards shift around like the pennies in her piggy bank back home under her bed...I'm so sorry, Gayle, please...please come back... please don't be...don't be like this, dead like this...
 
 ...He looked around, blinking away the thoughts, swallowing back the fear, blacking out the memory of the insect baby because he knew he hadn’ t seen anything like that, it was just his fear taking over and he wasn't going to let that happen, forcing away the indelible image of his sister's mangled form...just to the right, the figure was just to the right, and he moved quickly, with Laura in tow, asking him if he thought the crowd was acting all right because it seemed to her, didn't he think, that they'd been out here an awfully long time...
 
 ...everyone was looking his way now, looking at him through the bloodshot eyes of his father...then the figure again, moving just ahead of them, and this time he heard it cry out, not very loudly, but there was just a moment of silence from the crowd...a fraction of a moment, where all seemed to freeze in the night and allow that sound to come over and find him, so he tightened his grip on Laura and began moving again...
 
 ...He noticed the noise of the crowd was almost deafening now, slicing into his ears like a sub-zero wind, so he shook his head and kept moving, acutely aware that his father stared out from behind every face that turned as he passed...Laura asking about the goodies they sold inside...shall we get a program, some sweatshirts with the tour emblem on them, something to drink from the stands, what?...he wasn't paying much attention to her, could only think of that tiny figure lost among all these violent bodies and now...now there was the scrabbling, clacking sounds of insects somewhere behind, but he refused to turn and look because then Laura would know the Craziness was back...he felt someone push from behind, yelling, “Outta my way, fuck-face!” and he lost his balance again, nearly fell forward, nearly dropped to the ground to be trampled by thousands of feet, thousands of ignorant, uncaring monsters, but he didn't fall, he kept his balance, kept hold of Laura, but the bodies were pressed tight now, pressed too tight...he found his breath becoming hard, labored, painful, his head was getting light, dizzy...just a little dizzy, but that he could handle, that was no problem, but that tiny figure he thought he saw...knew he saw and heard...it needed help, needed to find someone in particular...cries, loud cries up ahead, one of the security guards was yelling into a riot horn, telling the crowd to settle down before someone got hurt...someone threw a bottle at the horn and yelled, “Open the goddamn fuckin’ doors!” as the bottle shattered against the guard's helmet and scattered slivers of glass into the faces of people standing nearby...Daniel remembered snatches of his father's babbling from his room across the hall sorry for being so clumsy, Gayle as he pulled Laura along, trying to get to the edge of the crowd because now it looked like things were going to get ugly because the guard was shoving a gas grenade into a launcher, threatening to set it off if things didn't settle down...he looked around for some sight of the little figure but couldn't see it, couldn't hear it, could only hear the angry shouts of the crowd and some asshole blasting AC/DC from a boombox...
 
 ...something about blood on the rocks...
 
 ...he yanked Laura hard, trying to get them out of the mob, but he couldn't budge much, he was to dizzy, there were too many eyes glaring expectantly at him, too many arms slamming fists into his back...
 
 ...and now Bon Scott was wailing about blood on the streets...
 
 ...He looked across the sea of heads, the black, wiggling sea of bodies, and saw two people who might have been Jim and Theresa shoving their way through, trying to get to them, trying to get the hell out of madness before it got really bed, this Craziness, but Daniel bit down on his lip and felt something moist and hot spread over his chin because he knew that the guard was going to fire the grenade and once that happened none of them had a chance in hell...
 
 ...next it was blood in the sheets...
 
 ...Everyone in the crowd was turning toward him, staring at him like he was expected to do something, him and him alone, to stop what was about to happen, thousands of eyes, thousands of questions thrown silently through the air to slam against his head...he couldn't see any way out of the bodies...no way out...
 
 ...Every last drop...
 
 ...he could still hear the clattering chattering of the insects as Jim and Theresa reached them, but he didn't look at them...there was a loud blam! as the guard fired off the first tear gas grenade that soared through the air and landed in the middle of the crowd, vomiting out thick, burning smoke...
 
 ...a voice screamed that if you want blood...
 
 ...every eye was on him for as much as he could see...
 
 ...you got it!...
 
 ...For a moment, in the thickness of the smoke, everything seemed to freeze and the crowd parted before him, clearing a path between him and the tiny figure, so small, fragile, so frightened, but as he moved to step toward it with Jim, Theresa, and Laura in tow, the crowd shifted in...sounds of more grenades being launched and popping off...the eyes drilling into him...he looked at the small, terrified figure on the ground, a figure that even now was swarming with insects vile and clacking, then he turned to the three people behind him...heard his own screams of two years before echoing back to him, rocking his sister's body back and forth...
 
 ...Laura tried to speak, but her clacking mandibles produced no sound that he could recognize...Jim and Theresa were worming their feelers toward him...he tried to pull back but the sight of Laura's face froze him...skittering, clacking, scrabbling forward...the stares from the crowd were making him sick, unable to breath...his heart triphammering in his chest...he reached back for Laura's feelers as he heard the doors swing open...
 
 ...and ripped her grip from his body.
 
 “You can have them,” he whispered to the gazes, knowing it would satisfy them.
 
 The crowd parted before him as he ran to grab the tiny figure—
 
 —the hideous screams from behind were drowned under the sound of blood pounding through his ears and temples—
 
 —the violence exploded all around him as he threw himself forward, covering the delicate body before him, protecting it like he should have done in the first place, closing his eyes and wrapping his arms around it and whispering a prayer to a God he wasn't sure he believed in anymore.
 
 For a few minutes it seemed that everything dissolved; he was aware, as if in a dream, of shouting, cursing, punching, kicking, agonized shrieks, crunching noises, wet sounds, but then he took a deep breath, opened his eyes, stood up, and pulled the body up with him.
 
 Gayle Ann leapt into his arms and threw a hug around his neck, covering his cheek in kisses and tears born of her tiny fear, which must have seemed so monstrous to her.
 
 “I love you,” he whispered to her, his voice cracking, feeling his heartbeat slow to a normal rate and the throbbing within his skull ebb. He promised himself that he would never, ever let her out of his sight again.
 
 He looked around frantically and saw a way out through the lifting gas.
 
 He took a few steps and bumped into something on the ground.
 
 He looked down, holding Gayle Ann close—so close he could feel her heart beating, could feel her breath coursing down his neck.
 
 He smiled.
 
 Laura, Jim, and Theresa were kneeling before a pulpy mass—one of several that littered the ground—their feelers twisting, their mandibles clamping together as they cried. Daniel could see the smashed remains of their fellow insect, so large, so crushed, as he stepped around them, Gayle Ann firmly in his arms, and made his way out of the gas and smoke, ignoring the bloody footprints he left behind.
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 THE SPEEDING PONTIAC struck Sam, the front grille flinging him aside like a rag doll. He never had a chance.
 
 I jumped up from the porch swing and ran onto the road, like Sam had done a half minute earlier.When I reached him, I knew that he was in a bad way. Blood trickled from his mouth, and he had a glazed look in his eyes.
 
 I gently picked Sam up and cradled his head. He wagged his tail weakly. The driver was going on about the “crazy mutt", but I wasn't paying any attention to him. He wasn't the one dying, Sam was.
 
 I ran to our beat-up Ford and laid Sam down gently in the rear box. I jumped in the front cab, behind the wheel. Then I sat there, hollerin’ for Pop.
 
 Pop musta heard, cause he and the driver of the Pontiac ran towards me. Pop pulled me from the cab and took the wheel. I rode in the back with Sam as we made our way to Dr. Gorski's.
 
 I'll never forget the ride. The wind had died down. The only sound I heard was Sam's labored breathing. The scent of his blood—copper and spice—filled my head.
 
 Sam looked up at me. I knew he was dying. His chest gave a sudden jerk and he slowly raised his head. I bent towards him and his tongue licked me lovingly for the last time. A lump formed in my throat and hot tears welled in my eyes.
 
 Then he died, the life leaking from him like a worn, punctured tire.
 
 I looked at Sam's lifeless form and gently stroked his head.
 
 Suddenly, I found it hard to breathe. I gasped, gulped for air and wiped my runny nose.
 
 I turned around, punching the back window. Pop took one look at me and pulled over, tires crunching heavily over gravel.
 
 I scrambled out and wandered along the side of the road, shoulders hunched and hands shoved deep in my pockets.
 
 Pop came up alongside of me and draped his arm over my sagging shoulders. He didn't say a word. He didn't have to. He knew what Sam had meant to me. Pop was the one who had gone out and bought the rust-colored mongrel with the large white spot on his back. Mom had protested but Pop would have none of it.
 
 “Martha” he'd said, “a boy's gotta have a friend growing up that won't let him down. Someone who looks after him and ignores his faults and will love him completely without question. That friend is a dog. I had one when I was a lad and my boy will have one also.”
 
 I heard Pop relate this story many times. He thought he was pulling the wool over Mom's eyes, but she loved Sam as much as I did.
 
 As I shuffled along the roadside, with Pop strongly silent beside me, memories of Sam flooded over me—swimming in the lake, exploring the woods, playing fetch, Sam always eager and energetic. I recall the time, not so long ago, when Jimmy Irvine fell down Baxter's dry well and would probably still be there if not for Sam's persistent barking.
 
 Pop broke my reverie. “Come along now, son, we have some work to do.”
 
 I climbed back in the truck and pulled a threadbare blanket from a pile, placing it gently on Sam. From the front I could hear Elvis and it was cruelly ironic.
 
 You ain't nuthin’ but a hound dog...
 
 I stole a look at Sam. “S'long old pal.”
 * * * *
 
WE BURIED SAM in the woods at Audubon Park. The woods were our favorite place to hang out—me, my best pal Rick, and Sam.
 
 We knew those woods like the backs of our hands. There wasn't a spot we hadn't inspected, explored or surveyed. It was our home away from home. When I suggested to Pop that we bury Sam there, he didn't bat an eye.
 
 We settled on a spot roughly half a mile into the woods from the south end, beneath a large cypress. Pop carried Sam, while I brought the shovel kept in the back of the Ford. It took some time to dig the hole, place Sam in it, and fill it up again. When we were finished, Pop took a shiny, silver flask from his pocket and took a long pull. I stood and said a silent prayer.
 
 As we left, a heart-rending wail pierced the air.Owooooooo . I looked around nervously.
 
 Pop laughed aloud and shook his head. “Ha! Matt, my boy, it's just the wind, whistling through the trees, nothing more.”
 * * * *
 
I DREADED TELLING the news to Mom. I was afraid her ailing heart would not be able to handle it.
 
 Mom had been sick for some time. The doctor said she suffered from arthritis and angina. I remember socking Rick in the mouth when he said, in his best smart-ass voice, that every woman had angina. No one was going to talk about my Mom that way.
 
 Mom was waiting for us when we got back. She stood quietly in the hallway, leaning on the cane Pop had made for her some years back. I could tell she had been crying, her cheeks and eyes were flushed crimson, and her whole body trembled under an unseen weight. Somehow she knew what happened.
 
 She had a gift for seeing things that way. Pop sometimes laughingly called her a witch, but I could tell from the tone of his voice that he was more than a little frightened of Mom and her talents.
 
 Once, she had sat by the window, gently rocking in her favorite chair and suddenly turned toward me.
 
 “Matthew, get the sheriff on the line, pronto. A car's gone plum off the I-40 bridge. Move it.”
 
 I did as I was told. Sure enough Emma Riegert had missed the bridge and driven headlong into the river. Miz Emma was okay though, just a little shaken up.
 
 Mom smiled warmly. She hobbled toward me, her face wrinkled in pain; every step her own personal hell.She put her cane down, wrapped her arms around me. Slowly, I relaxed in her comforting embrace.
 
 As I looked up at her, tears splashed my face.
 * * * *
 
RICK SIMMONS, MY best friend, had been strangely silent all day. He had that look in his eyes. The one he got when he was hatching a plan or concocting a scheme.
 
 Rick and I had been best friends ever since he moved here from New Orleans some three years earlier. He was the smartest guy I knew. Period. He had been moved ahead one year in school, so even though we were the same age, we were no longer in the same class. I think he even pretended this year to be not as smart, so they wouldn't move him ahead again. Rick knew things for his age that were down right scary. Whenever he was thinking, which was always, he would bite nervously on his lower lip—like he was doing now.
 
 “You know,” said Rick, “animals, particularly pets, are extremely smart. I read recently about a family who was moving from Tucson to Flagstaff and two days before they were to move, the family cat just up and disappeared. Well, of course, they spent the next two days looking for the thing, but when it came time to leave, they had to abandon their search. About three weeks later, who should show up at the front door in Flagstaff? The same said cat. Think about it. The thing showed up in Flagstaff. It found its family all by itself.”
 
 “Aw, get out” I said in disbelief. “Ain't no way that happened. Where did you read that?”
 
 “In the Appeal, a couple weeks back. They don't just make up the news, you know.”
 
 Well, I wasn't too sure about that, making up the news, I mean, but if Rick said he read it, then it must have been there. Ain't too many kids our age who actually read the news, except the sports section to see how the Tigers fared against them damn Wildcats.
 
 “So,” I said, “maybe it did find its way home. I mean, who cares? What's the big deal? You gonna lecture me again, like you did about the Chickasaws and Fort Assumption?”
 
 “No. No lecture. You ever heard about Voodoo?” asked Rick.
 
 “What, like Voodoo dolls and stuff? Sure, who hasn't?”
 
 “How about Zombies?” he continued. “You heard about them too, right?”
 
 I sat upright on the wooden bench, putting down the Silver Surfer comic book I had been looking at. I had lost the thread of our conversation. One moment we were talking about missing cats and the next we were talking about Voodoo and Zombies. Rick had a habit of switching gears like this before he got to the point.
 
 I leaned forward, hands on knees. “Yeah, I know about Zombies. The walking dead, right?”
 
 “Exactly” he said. “The walking Dead.”
 
 “In Haiti, they have secret societies which practice Voodoo and Zombiism. It is said that the Bokor, the sorcerer, can, with certain ingredients and specific rituals, bring the dead back.”
 
 “Y-You don't believe it do you?” I asked awkwardly, uncertain what he was getting at.
 
 “Bringing the dead back to life? No. However, I do believe, as the Bokors and Houngans do, that a spirit can inhabit the body of a deceased person and use it as a vessel, an animated corpse with no will, that can be used as a servant or even a slave.”
 
 A chill passed through me despite the oppressive summer heat. “Bokors and what?”
 
 “Houngans,” answered Rick. “Voodoo priests.”
 
 “Man, you been reading too much of that Weird Tales stuff. Lighten up a little. You're giving me the willies.”
 
 “It wasn't Weird Tales or even Amazing Stories. It was a library book called ‘The Work of The Left Hand', and besides, I was just thinking is all.”
 
 “Yeah, so what else is new? You're always thinking. Thinking way too much. Anyhow, what has all this to do with a dang missing cat?”
 
 “Well, suppose that the reported cases of Zombiism are true, that you could wake the dead. I was wondering if perhaps you could per-form the ritual on say a cat or dog"—my jaw dropped and a wicked grin creased Rick's face as he continued—"and maybe, just maybe, that cat or dog could find its way back home. A sort of homecoming.”
 
 We sat there together, the two of us, not saying a word, each lost in our thoughts, yet knowing what the other was thinking.
 * * * *
 
THE SWEET SMELL of corn greeted me as I walked through the front door.
 
 Pop sat in his chair, face buried in the sports section, a Schlitz beside him, and looked up at me. He placed his newspaper down and hooked his thumbs under his suspenders; the one's he'd made a point of buying at Scwab's Dry Goods on Beale Street just so's he could get into town once in a while. We lived at Perkins and Poplar; not exactly the liveliest area. Pop was smiling. “Where ya been Son? We was wondering if you were going to come home for something to eat, or if ya’ was just not hungry today?”
 
 I couldn't tell if he was kidding or not.
 
 Mom, as usual, was in the kitchen. Although she could not move around as easily as before, she was a proud woman, and wasn't going to let her physical problems get in the way of providing for me or Pop. She had always been like that.
 
 She was the one who fought to get me on the ball team when the coach said I wasn't good enough. Everyone knew I was a better pitcher than Billy Taylor, who happened to be Coach Taylors’ boy. If I needed anything she made sure I got it, or died trying.
 
 Some of the guys called me a Momma's boy, but if loving your Mom and having her around when you needed her was being a Momma's boy, then I guess I could live with that.
 
 I sat at the kitchen table as Mom set a steaming plate of food in front of me—pork chops, corn and potatoes.
 
 Mom and Pop had already eaten so I dug in hungrily, shoving heaps of food into my eager mouth.
 
 Mom sat at the table with me, doing a cross stitch pattern and occasionally glancing my way. At one point, she set her thread down and turned towards me, a look of concern on her face.
 
 “Matthew, son, some things are better left alone.” With that, she up and left the room, leaving me to my thoughts.
 
 From the living room I heard the familiar sounds of the newspaper pages rustling and Mom's chair gently rocking. A small belch escaped Pop's lips and Mom scolded him.
 * * * *
 
AS WE TRUDGED through the forest, I glanced up, through the cover of the trees. A slate-gray sky hung above the tree-tops. Menacing black clouds raced across the face of the moon, trailing wispy, snake-like tendrils.
 
 I led the way with Rick close behind, a burlap sack slung over his shoulder. Finally, we found the cypress, its branches cast out in a protective shroud.
 
 Rick gently dropped the sack and reached in to get at its contents. He removed a candle, a small bottle containing a clear liquid, a jar of talcum powder, two small boxes, a ceramic bowl and, much to my surprise, a rooster.
 
 Although very much alive, the rooster stood as if stone, not moving or squawking.
 
 Rick dug a little hole at the base of the elm and inserted the candle. He took the top off the bottle and offered it to me. “Here, take this and splash it on the bird.” His voice was flat and emotionless.
 
 I walked over to where the rooster stood and poured the liquid on it, spilling a great deal of it in the process. When I returned, Rick was opening the remaining jar and the two little boxes. I handed him the bottle and he took it with a grunt.
 
 Crickets chirped loudly and the scent of pine and cypress was overpowering, making me dizzy.
 
 Rick lit the candle at the base of the tree and warm yellow light encircled us. The cypress, tall and stately, towered over us as he mixed powders from the various containers and put them in the bowl. There were two brownish looking powders and a white powder. One of the powders was giving off a foul odor.
 
 The tree's exposed roots looked like bones; its branches like skeleton arms.
 
 From his back pocket Rick produced his penknife. He unfolded the pitted blade and began to scrape away at his thumbnail. Little bits of nail curled and peeled off, falling into the waiting ceramic bowl, to join there with the pungent powders. He stirred the ingredients together and set the bowl aside.
 
 Rick stood up and walked over to the dazed rooster and deftly plucked four feathers from its wing.
 
 I couldn't help but think that he had done this before. For what purpose? Surely it was just for kicks?
 
 Did he believe this ceremony, under an old cypress, could actually accomplish what we had left unspoken that day a week ago?
 
 Could he?
 
 I didn't believe it. Did I?
 
 I had come along, I suppose, to see what Rick was up to, and to say a final farewell to my old pal. Never in my wildest dreams did I think that Rick was truly sincere about this. I was depressed last week in the tree house. I thought that Rick was just humoring me. I was at a low point and the idea of having Sam back was exciting.
 
 Rick, however, was serious—dead serious.
 
 He handed me the four feathers and a bit of twine. “Tie those into the shape of a cross,” he said. With a bit of difficulty I managed to complete the task.
 
 Rick regarded me. “Matt, keep those feathers under your pillow when you sleep. It's real important. Understood?”
 
 “Sure. Uh-huh.”
 
 Kneeling beside the tree, ceramic bowl in one hand, face turned towards the stars, Rick saluted the heavens in a complex series of gestures that reminded me of a midway hawker attempting to sell his wares. Come, he seemed to beckon. Come try your luck with me.
 
 Having completed his ritual Rick reached into his bowl and pinched some of the powders between his fingers, holding his hand steadily above the flickering flame at the base of the tree. His head swiveled slowly my way and he leveled his gaze squarely at me. He bellowed:
 "BY THE POWER OF SAINT STAR
WALK, FIND, SLEEP WITHOUT EATING."
 
 
He released the potion from his grip, letting it waft down to smother the flame and plunge us into darkness.
 * * * *
 
MOM SUFFERED A terrible stroke.
 
 A few days after my escapade in the woods she collapsed in the kitchen while fixing Pop a sandwich. He rushed her to the hospital.
 
 I wish I could have been there with her, to hold her hand, to smooth her brow, as she had done for so many years for me.
 
 When I did get there, an ashen-faced Pop told me Mom had passed on, she was in the Lords’ hands now. I raged at him, “How? How could this happen? Where were you? Where is she? Let me see her!”
 
 He led me to a small green room with no windows and four beds. All the beds were empty except one.
 
 An orderly was frantically trying to cover up Mom, but I saw.
 
 Mom was propped upright on some pillows, a tattered and stained sheet covering her legs. A copper-colored liquid spread out from under her body and the smell was foul. Her eyes were wide and staring, a thin gray film covering the whites. In one hand was her rosary, the other held her cane in a death grip.
 
 As I slumped wearily to the floor, a young man came in and talked to Pop about embolisms and occlusions, about doing all they could for Mom, and saying how very sorry he was.
 
 I wept.
 * * * *
 
ON THE LAST Thursday in July we laid Mom to rest. It was a beautiful day for a burial. The sky was a deep cloudless blue, the sun a waxy, yellow coin. Pop had found Mom's favorite print dress and best pair of shoes—her Sunday clothes. She did look beautiful.
 
 I listened listlessly to the service, occasionally peering down at Mom, hoping it was all a bad dream, like that guy Dali and his paintings.
 
 Pop took the flask from his coat, stole a sip.
 
 At the end they played Amazing Grace, Moms’ favorite song, and as I glanced down at her, her cane beside her, I was thankful that someone had closed her eyes.
 * * * *
 
AS I WALKED through the front door, the smell of whiskey hit me square. At least I thought it was whiskey. There was a time when I would come home and the only smells would be that of bread baking, pies cooling or a Sunday roast.
 
 Pop was leaning against the wall, looking for all the world like he was trying to hold back the flood waters. “That you, boy?”
 
 “Yep. Everything okay, Pop?”
 
 “Sh-shure, son. I was jus’ wundrin’ ifen you'd mind going down to Carl's for some whiskey?”
 
 “Sorry, Pop. I can't do that”
 
 Pop wailed and slid down the wall. His chest heaved and a great sob escaped his mouth. I pulled him up to his feet and dragged him to the couch, easing him down on the comfortable cushions.
 
 I found a blanket Mom had knit and placed it carefully on his resting figure. I looked down at the man who had fished and played ball with me, who had taken me to the Orpheum. The man who'd told me stories of the Memphis Queen and the Samuel Clemens racing down the great river. The man who'd held my hand when I needed it and left me be when I wanted him to. I sighed inwardly. I had already lost two loved ones this summer. I wouldn't allow the same thing to happen to Pop.
 * * * *
 
I AWOKE A few nights later to a sporadic scratching sound. At first I thought I was dreaming, but as I lie there listening, it would repeat itself like a broken record.Scritch Scritch scritch...scritch scritch scritch.
 
 My first thought was that Pop was up and about, searching for God knows what. It wasn't Pop. I could hear his restless slumber from the other room.
 
 Leaving my room, I headed downstairs, carefully avoiding the squeaky second step.
 
 At the bottom of the stairs I heard it again, only slower this time, as if labored.Scritch...scritch...scritch .
 
 The sound was coming from the front door—from outside.
 
 I tiptoed towards the door, pressing my ear firmly against the stout wood. There it was again, slow and faint.Scritch...scriiiiitch .
 
 Heart pounding, I pulled open the door.
 
 Peering into the darkness, I was startled to discover it was raining. Funny, I hadn't heard the rain, just that persistent scratching sound.
 
 Sheets of rain angled down to pound the earth, blurring my vision. I could see nothing. If not for the low mournful moan I would have just shut the door.
 
 Looking down, I saw a misshapen gray mass, like a wet work sock, stuck to the welcome mat. The coloring was all wrong, but there was no mistaking that large white spot on his back. Sam had come home.
 
 “Sam!” I yelled. “Come here, boy".
 
 Sam lifted his head slowly, as if stuck in molasses. His dark eyes looked at me blankly.
 
 “That's it. Here, boy, here.”
 
 With great effort, Sam lifted himself up and lurched into the house. In his wake, he left a trail of slime.
 
 I gently closed the door, fearful of waking Pop, and followed Sam into the living room. He moved unsteadily towards the easychair and plopped down beside it, curling himself into a ball.
 
 I ran to the kitchen, found some dog food. I put it in his bowl and brought it back to Sam. He just stared at it a moment, a vacant look on his face, and resumed his unmoving position.
 
 I sat in the chair, leaned over and stroked Sam. His coat was stiff and wiry, wet and greasy all at once. I pulled my hand away, wiped it on the arm of the chair. He smelled awful, like an egg gone bad. His legs looked like kindling that was ready to snap in two, and his once glorious brown coat was now an industrial gray.
 
 “It's okay, Sam. Take your time, you've got plenty of that now.”
 
 Suddenly, Pop was coming down the stairs, leaning on the rail for support. “W-Whash goin’ on?!”
 
 My heart did a triphammer. “Look, Pop, it's Sam.”
 
 Pop snorted. “Boys gotta have his dawg, I guess. That bashtard Sam probly sired lotsa mutts.”
 
 “No, Pop, it is Sam.”
 
 “Yes, and I'm Spiro-fucking-Agnew.”
 * * * *
 
POP WAS SITTING in the easy-chair, snoring. Sam was at his feet, still curled in a ball, food untouched.
 
 I finished drying the dishes and walked into the living room. I flinched. The stench of whiskey was strong, but there was another more disturbing smell. It smelled like that raccoon Rick and I had discovered in old man MacGregor's barn. When we'd opened the door to the barn, a great stink wafted out. Holding our noses, we'd found the raccoon, mealy maggots eating away at its remains. I gagged.
 
 “Hi, Sam. How ya’ doing, boy?”
 
 Sam lifted his head, looked at me with unfocused eyes, and lowered his head.
 
 “Ya’ going to eat, Sam? Huh? You need to eat something.” No response. Sam lay there, unmoving, lacking the energy or willpower to do anything other than lift his head occasionally to stare disinterestedly at something.
 
 “Come on, boy! Let's go for a run.” I grabbed a tennis ball from the front closet. “Here, Sam, fetch!” I rolled the ball at him. It hit Sam's side and skittered harmlessly away. Sam paid no heed.
 
 I sat down heavily on the couch. “Sammy, boy. What's wrong Sammy, boy?”
 * * * *
 
“HE JUST LIES there, Rick. Like a rock.”
 
 Rick laughed. “What did you expect, Matt, a brand-spanking-new Sam? It can't happen. It's the same old Sam, only...different.”
 
 We came upon the cypress. It was split in two, as if someone had cleaved it clean down the middle.
 
 “Christ, would ya’ look at that,” I said.
 
 “Probably just from some lightning,” said Rick, a little too quickly.
 
 We walked around to the other side of the tree, to where Sam was buried. There was a large hole in the ground, where Sam should have been. The earth looked moist and fresh.
 
 “See,” said Rick. “Just as I said.”
 
 I tasted bile and swallowed hard. “Yeah, Rick, just as you said. Only, I don't feel so good no more. Can we go now?”
 
 “Sure, Matt. You okay?”
 
 “Just great,” I said, acidly. “Who wouldn't be?”
 
 “Just asking,” replied Rick. “How's your Pop doing, anyway?”
 
 “Oh, he's fine if he's with his buddy Jack Daniels. It's probably just as well, as he doesn't think it really is Sam. He's too drunk to notice.”
 
 “I meant, how's he doing since your Mom passed away, not about the damn dog!”
 
 “Well, how do you think he's doing? He spends his day drinking and sleeping. Mom was his life. He can't make an ice-cube on his own. He misses her something awful.”
 
 We were walking back through the forest. I looked at Rick, who was biting on his lip, deep in thought.
 
 “Yeah, I guess he does,” said Rick.
 
 “Does what?” I asked.
 
 “Misses her.”
 
 I stopped, held Rick back with my arm. “Can we, uh...can we do something about Sam, like put him back or something.”
 
 “Shee-it, Matt! No!”
 
 “Well, I just thought that maybe—
 
 “What? We could put him back, bury him, say a few words and all would be right?”
 
 “Yeah, why not?”
 
 “Because, Matt, my boy, it doesn't work that way. Trust me.”
 
 “What can I do then?” I asked.
 
 “I don't know. I guess your going to have to live with it.”
 * * * *
 
POP WAS YELLING, “STUPIDMUTTFUCK!GONNAKICKYERBONEYASS— BACKTOHELL!”
 
 I ran pell-mell down the stairs in time to witness Pop's drunken kick connect to Sam's chest. The force of the blow shot Sam across the room, where he landed in a heap. Sam looked up at Pop with the same disinterested gaze, resuming his prone position, head down, resting on his legs.
 
 Pop staggered forward screaming, “GODDAMNMUTHA!!!", lashing out again with his size thirteen, sending Sam sailing through the air to thump against the wall. Sam slid down, like a snowball on a door, trailing yellow slime.
 
 I ran across the room, leaping headlong at Pop, who was again ambling forward, a sinister sneer plastered to his face.
 
 I hit him on the run, knocking him sideways into the china cabinet. He pushed himself up onto his arms and I threw a haymaker, hitting him squarely on the chin and sending him flat. He lay still, breath rasping.
 
 Walking over to Sam, I bent down to check his wounds. There were none. Sam sat passively as I checked every bit of his unkempt fur for any sign of a cut or abrasion. Nothing.
 
 When I went to check Pop, he was sitting upright, leaning back on the over-turned cabinet. “Sorry Pop, I don't know what got into me.”
 
 “S'okay, son. S'okay.”
 * * * *
 
THE SAM-THING just lay there, all day, all night. It lay there and did nothing. It didn't move, didn't yelp, didn't eat. It didn't even shit. It slumped beside the easy-chair and stayed.
 
 The smell from the house was putrefying; a stench of whiskey and death. I stayed away as often as I could, coming home to eat a bologna sandwich and to sleep.
 
 Sleep was difficult. Strange dreams disturbed my slumber. In one vivid dream, Sam was in Pop's room, straddling Pop's chest and lapping at it with an eager tongue. Pop's chest had been torn open and I could see his pulsing heart. Then the Sam-thing turned my way and spoke in Rick's voice, it's jaws moving like a badly translated Godzilla movie, “See, Matt, it's just as I said.”
 
 I awoke with a start, shivering uncontrollably.
 
 Please, dear God, let it be over.
 * * * *
 
I CREPT OUT of bed, determined to end the suffering—Pop's, mine, and Sam's.
 
 As I passed by Pop's door, I peeked in. He was in bed, dead to the world.
 
 I paused at the top of the stairs, knees buckling, then hardened my resolve and slipped quietly down the stairs.
 
 Sam—the Sam-thing—was still by the chair. His head came round slowly, watching as I went to the front closet.
 
 I rooted around ‘til I found the Louisville Slugger.
 
 I was crying now, tears like lava streaming down my face. My heart was pounding, trying to escape its cage, and the blood-rush roared in my ears.
 
 I stumbled across the room, to where Sam—the Sam-thing—lay.
 
 As I lifted the baseball bat, the Sam-thing's eyes locked on mine. I faltered.Was there something there? A certain look? A hint of intelligence?
 
 I looked again, more closely. Two dead, vacant eyes regarded me, unconcerned.
 
 I lifted the bat again and swung. It connected with a dull thud. I closed my eyes, swung again. Thwump. And again. Thwump. Again. Thwump. Thwump. Tears coursed down my face, breaking free of my shut lids.
 
 Thwump thwump thwump thwump thwump.
 
 I raised and lowered the Louisville countless times, until the thudding sound receded to a mushy, pulpy sound. Then I vomited.
 
 There was a knock at the door. My heart nearly burst from my chest.
 * * * *
 
BOOM BOOM BOOM!
 
 “Come on, Matt, it's me, Rick. Open up.”
 
 I walked numbly over to the door, dragging the baseball bat like dead weight, and pulled it open.
 
 Rick stared at me, his mouth forming an O of surprise. “I...um, I brought y-you something. For you and your Pop.” He stepped to one side.
 
 The Mom-thing stood there.
 
 I raised the bat.
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 "Good to SEE you!"
"I've been DYING to see you!"
"Those who hide are AFRAID!"
 
—THE PRISONER
 
 
SHE HAD DONE it for the money. Because she wanted to be a model. Because it signified her independence, her own free will. Because she wanted to escape her parents’ authority, the bonds of their religion. Because shecould .
 
 But now, bright, lurid hard copy, shouting to the world, “This is what I am!” between the covers of some filthy rag, to be ejaculated upon by pathetic, lonely perverts. Her face, separated into four colors and reconstituted, her grimace one of ecstasy as that huge... thing... penetrated her, pumping in and out, fiercer, harder.
 
 Jack me ‘til I scream...
 
 The music: heavy, palpitating rhythm, a counterpoint to her pounding heart. The smell: musk and sweet perfume, smoke from somebody's cigarette. The touch: hot and sweaty, like pieces of seared meat, bleeding. Hands that ran up and down her body, questing, stroking, sliding over her breasts, between her legs, squeezing her buttocks. Fingers tickling, probing...then stabbing.
 
 She was only sixteen.
 
 She threw the magazine on the floor, and fell onto her bed as hot tears turned the sunlight streaming through the window to faceted crystals, multiplying the magazine image many times: an insect's-eye view. Staring into the empty light outside, she whispered, “I only wanted to be a model.”
 
 She stood five-foot-seven, weighed one-ten, the faintest tan tinting her unblemished skin. Long, chestnut hair fell in waves around her softly-sculpted face. Wide, blue eyes with hazel rims that someone claimed made her look exotic. Sweet, pouting lips beneath a small, finely-angled nose. The face of an angel, the body of a goddess. At nine years old, she'd been told by everyone, “You should be a model! You're a natural!” At eleven, they wouldn't even let her into the movie theaters at kid's prices.(What the hell are you trying to pull, sweetheart?)
 
 She could buy beer now if she wanted to, and they wouldn't card her.
 
 When they'd told her what she had to do, she'd actually been excited—thrilled.My God, it's for real! she thought, but never quite sure she believed it. Even when Billy Moon stuck that rod into her, even when she tasted his breath, then his dick in her mouth, she wasn't sure she believed it. All the while, the clicks of cameras, hot studio lights burning like suns around them. The cloying perfume that filled the air seemed to intoxicate her, excite a forbidden passion. When Billy Moon came in her mouth, she swallowed it all, greedily, all the while thinking, “I'm not Mom and Dad's little girl anymore. I'm me. I'M ME!”
 
 But even then, so unreal. Never sure it wasn't just a dream, not even a bad dream, just something that had happened. They'd given her five-hundred dollars. In cash. All those bills were still stuffed under her mattress, unspent. She could never explain that money to her parents.
 
 Her own face gazed seductively from the magazine. Yeah, it had been real. Every filthy, stinking moment of it, real as the pain of going to the bathroom for the next week. He'd damn near split her open. All because she'd wanted to be a model.
 
 In the photo, her legs were spread, the camera lens capturing her sex close up as it was violated by that huge, swollen member. The next photo, that same organ filled her mouth, her eyes closed in something resembling pure joy. In the next, she was getting it up her ass, her back arched as Billy Moon pumped away, inexhaustible.
 
 “That's not modeling,” she whispered to her photograph. “That isn't me.”
 
 Five hundred dollars offered to a naive sixteen-year-old. My God, how many people—voyeurs—would see her? Who might recognize her? Surely, no one she knew. No one in this town would buy such trash. Youcouldn't buy it in this town. But New York was only an hour away. Did some of the lily-white church members here once a week or once a month get into their cars, and go sample the wares in that mammoth cesspool, this time to come home with a pleasant surprise—their own Rachel Van Horne, laid out in an eight-page full-color spread, racked in throes of ecstasy as she took Billy Moon into every orifice of her body?
 
 In the other room, the phone rang.
 * * * *
 
“YOU SHOULD BE in the movies.”
 
 “What?”
 
 “You're magnificent.You need to be seen live, in action. Still photos just don't do you justice.”
 
 Terror scuttled down her backbone.Someone knew! “Who is this?” she asked, keeping her voice low. Ten feet away, her father sat in his favorite chair watching Reverend D. James Kennedy talk about how the universe itself was the greatest proof of all that God existed. Her voice must not betray her. “You have the wrong number.”
 
 The man on the other end seemed to purr like a cat. His voice was whispery, rhythmic. Maybe he was beating off as he spoke to her. “You're so beautiful. I've never seen anything like you. You've gotta make movies. Get with me, I want to film you.”
 
 “How do you know who I am?” she asked, too late realizing how wrong it was to engage this man in conversation. Her dad glanced back at her, face impassive, probably thinking she was gabbing with one of her usual group of friends.
 
 But the voice didn't let up. It seemed so distant, almost as if it belonged to a ghost, intent on luring her to the other side. “I have to have you, Rachel. I want to see you whenever I want to. You have to make movies. I will film you.”
 
 “I gotta go,” she said softly, starting to hang up the phone. But something held her, some mesmerizing power from the speaker. Before placing the receiver back in the cradle, she heard deep, hollow sighs, and a last, “Please...do it.”
 
 “Who was that, honey?” her dad called back to her.
 
 “Some guy from school wanting me to go out with him,” she said, a little too quickly. “I told him no.”
 
 “Not that David Rosenman, was it? He's bad news, sweetheart.”
 
 “No, no,” she breathed, thoughts whirling almost out of control. She had to keep cool. “This guy named Billy. I don't even like him very much.”
 
 Her dad nodded and returned to his viewing, blessedly releasing her from his scrutiny. She went back to her room and closed the door, sprawling on her bed again, thanking God he hadn't noticed her eyes were red.
 
 She was sixteen. They expected her to have a sixteen-year-old's problems. Boys—goodboys. Schoolwork. They wanted her to be the youth leader at Church. Jenny and Sara had made the cheerleading squad, and her parents wouldn't even let her try out: it was depraved, ungodly. She would not flaunt her body in a tight sweater and short skirt in front of the whole school, prompting every young whore-monger in the audience to drool lustfully after her.
 
 No, that was unthinkable.
 * * * *
 
"GOOD TO SEE you."
 
 He'd been so nice, so well-dressed, so—beautiful! Clear, intelligent eyes, thick black hair, parted neatly on one side. A distinguished profile, with firm jaw and aquiline nose. But a gentle mouth, one that spoke no lies. She'd answered the ad from the modeling agency in the paper, met him on a Saturday, telling her parents she was going to the shopping mall for a haircut. She'd gotten a haircut, all right—and a small advance for her first job. He had an office rented out on East Main, where the sporting goods store used to be. A darkroom in back. Plenty of photographic equipment, everything proper and above-board.
 
 “You can model for us, no problem,” he'd told her, appraising her with professional detachment. “I'm sure we can put together a portfolio that'll interest some of our biggest clients. I guarantee you that at least one of our New York accounts will want to meet you personally before two weeks are up. We handle just about all the big magazines—Elle, Cosmo, Seventeen, Self—I imagine you'll be a hot property.”
 
 “How long does it take to really make it big time?” she asked, her eyes widening with excitement. “Weeks? Months?”
 
 His smile, so dazzling. “With you, Rachel, not long at all. Now, we have some other possibilities I'd like to discuss with you. They involve a lot of money. I have to warn you—some of the things I'll ask you will be very personal. You don't have to answer if you don't want to—I'll completely understand. But the more open you are with me, the better your chances are. Does that sound fair?”
 
 “Very fair!” she said, answering his sweet smile with one of her own, barely able to contain her excitement.
 * * * *
 
SHE'D HAD HERSELF tested immediately after the shoot. She'd have to go back again—and again. No HIV, no AIDS. So far. This time. Christ, in that one afternoon, she had opened herself up to every kind of corruption, both of the flesh and of the spirit. What did it matter if she survived now? She had become unclean.
 
 An abomination.
 
 That's what God called people like her. Abominations. Worthless, hell-bent souls beyond hope of any redemption. Given over to sin. And the wages of sin was death. She heard it every Sunday.
 
 “I'M ME!”
 
 But God didn't care. God only cared that you believed in Jesus, and did everything straight and didn't give in to temptation. He didn't care if you had a life, and wants and needs and desires, all He wanted was your soul, full-time, no vacations. Like her parents. If God was anything like her parents, she wanted no part of Him.
 
 She turned on her little black and white television, saw some old British program that was so weird: it had this big, white balloon-thing that chased after people, enveloping them and taking them away. This one guy was always running from it, always getting caught. Always coming so close to escaping but never quite succeeding. She could almost relate to how that man must feel, trapped in some puny, artificial world, where everyone was an automaton, smiling phony, and you couldn't get away, you just couldn't.
 
 He was in some large, bizarre-looking room, while another man sat in a spherical chair in the middle of the room.
 
 "Good to see you...I've been dying to see you..."
 
 “Get away,” she whispered to the television set. “Get the hell away from there. Don't play their game.”
 
 A knock at the door. She switched off the show, because Mom and Dad didn't like her to watch those things. Bad influence. Like she didn't have a stereo because she might play something that would insult God. She made sure the magazine was out of sight.
 
 “Come in.”
 
 Her mom. Tall and erect, once as pretty as Rachel herself, now a stern, handsome woman whose soul hid beneath crosses, white doves and holy communions. Mrs. Van Horne taught Sunday School, sang in the choir, witnessed to the unchurched at the shopping mall on Wednesdays, and took the good news to shut-ins and the hospitalized three days a week:"Repent now, accept Jesus as your personal savior, or you'll spend the rest of eternity suffering in Hell. Praise Jesus for his love and mercy!"
 
 “Dinner will be ready soon, darling.” She stepped inside, her firm features clouded with worry—or suspicion. “What is it, Rachel? Your dad said something must be bothering you. I see that it is.”
 
 Damn it!“I'm all right, Mom. I guess I'm just tired. I've been having some trouble with my schoolwork.”
 
 “Anything I can do to help?”
 
 She forced a little smile. “Not unless you can factor whole numbers.”
 
 Mrs. Van Horne laughed lightly. “I'm afraid math was never my strong point. Is that all that's bothering you?”
 
 What could she say?Pictures of Billy Moon fucking the shit out of me are gonna be pinned up in the bathroom of every pervert's home in America. The temptation was there. What would happen to that proper, righteous face that gazed so coolly at her, as if it held all the answers to everything in life—and beyond?I've got five-hundred dollars, Mom, because I sold myself to the devil.
 
 “Really, that's all, I guess,” Rachel said softly. “And it's getting on that time of month.” The last part she added with a slightly embarrassed grin, knowing her mother would find no humor in the remark.
 
 “Then you be sure and take care of yourself,” her mother said coldly, and turned to leave. “Dinner in five minutes. Remember the evening service is tonight.”
 * * * *
 
WERE ALL OF them looking at her?
 
 Pastor Lucas's eyes kept meeting hers from his place at the pulpit. Everyone in the choir, her mother included. The rest of the congregation. She could feel their eyes boring into her, while she stared sightlessly at the hymnal in her lap. Every time she glanced up, someone was watching her. Mr. Dodson, two rows over, his old, watery eyes full of reproach, his stern jaw set firmly in apparent disgust. Mrs. Hopkins, peering at her through binocular-sized glasses beneath a crown of billowy, blue-gray hair. Ms. Beauchamp, the school art teacher, a pretty, young brunette, hardly looked any older than Rachel, her dark eyes now and again glancing up, radiating disappointment. How did they all know? Who told them?
 
 Or had they all found out for themselves?
 
 Rachel couldn't resist meeting Ms. Beauchamp's stare, trying to appear nonchalant. Their eyes locked for endless, tense moments, and she tried to envision the young art teacher on her knees with Billy Moon's throbbing cock shoved down her throat. At last, she couldn't take it anymore and turned away, her face burning, aware that everyone in the surrounding rows seemed to have witnessed the exchange. Her father sat next to her, studying her, gauging every blink of her reddened eyes, every nervous twitch of her fingers. One arm slid around the back of the pew to encircle her shoulders, gave a brief, gentle squeeze. Surely, he'd noticed that she, not the preacher up front, was the center of attention.She was the star attraction, and any time now her dad would say, “All right, Rachel Van Horne, do you mind telling me what this is all about?”
 
 Her dad was the church's head trustee. If the congregation knew about her,he would know about her, quite soon.
 
 The pastor's voice boomed: “The Lord said, ‘If ye will not hearken unto me, and will not do all my commandments; And if ye shall despise my statutes, or if your soul abhor my judgments, I also will do this unto you: I will appoint over you terror, consumption, and the burning ague, that shall consume the eyes, and cause sorrow of the heart; and I will set my face against you, and ye shall be slain. I will send wild beasts upon you; I will bring a sword upon you, that shall avenge the quarrel of my covenant; and ye shall eat the flesh of your sons, and the flesh of your daughters.’
 
 “My friends.” The elderly pastor's stare never left Rachel. His iron-gray hair, his narrow, accusing eyes, his thin, bloodless lips; a countenance which poured condemnation upon her. “The words of our Lord speak to us of the consequences of our disobedience. For everything we do, there are consequences. Man was born into sin, and sin brought forth the vengeance of God. Now is the time for us to repent. All of us, who are lowly sinners, all must bow down before our savior Jesus Christ and accept Him into our hearts. It is the only way to escape eternal damnation. Consider this wisely, my friends. Jesus loves us and wants us to be with Him. But as long as we wallow in our sins, we are kept apart. This is Satan's greatest weapon: our enjoyment of sin, ourreveling in sin. As long as Satan maintains his hold over you, you are condemned to share his terrible fate.”
 
 He spoke directly to Rachel. “Some of us even flaunt our sins, proud of the unGodly things we do, to elevate our stature among the heathens. The world is evil, my friends. The flesh is evil. We must turn our backs. We must be cleansed.”
 
 It was all she could do to keep from standing up and shouting, “God made our flesh! God made the world! It all came from God. You said so! YOU SAID SO!”
 
 ...Those who hide are AFRAID!
 * * * *
 
“MOVIES. YOU HAVE to make movies, Rachel. I want to see you. I wantyou. ”
 
 “Go away,” she whispered into the phone, her eyes burning with tears. “Leave me the hell alone!”Careful! If Dad heard ...
 
 He was in the kitchen, just around the corner. He couldn't hear this, he couldn't. She should hang up. Just hang up!
 
 “I wantyou, baby. I want to lick you. I want to squeeze the nectar from your soiled panties and taste you. I want to stick my tongue inside you. Oh, baby...oh, baby...”
 
 She slammed the phone down, heart pounding, unable to breathe. Oh, God, it hurt!
 
 “What on earth is going on?” her father roared, stepping into the living room from the kitchen. “Why did you do that?”
 
 She couldn't speak. This was it. He was going to confront her now, and it would all come out. My God, what would he do to her?
 
 “Is somebody bothering you, honey?” The voice was gentle, but wary, as if to insinuate that she'd brought her problems upon herself.Hadn't she?
 
 In a quavering voice, she managed, “It's that guy from school. He won't leave me alone.”
 
 “I've told you about boys. They'll try anything they can to get to you, sweetheart. You know that. You have to be strong. You have to stay strong in your faith, and not give in. Don't let them intimidate you.”
 
 “I...I won't, Dad.”
 
 “You're really upset. What did he say to you? Do I need to have a talk with this young man?”
 
 “No!” she blurted, then covered her mouth with her hand. Shook her head. “I'll handle it. I'm all right.”
 
 “You don't look it.”
 
 “I'm fine.”
 
 She turned and headed for her room, trying not to break into a run. His eyes burned into the back of her head, trying to unlock her secrets. She paused at her door, looked back. He was holding a glass of milk, watching her with concern.Suspicious.
 
 Who the hell could the caller be? How did he find her? She thought briefly of her contract with the agency: confidential, they'd told her. But what if they didn't keep their word? Or—what if one ofthem ...
 
 “I've got to get out of here,” she whispered, falling onto her bed. Jesus gazed down at her from his place on the wall, his smile cold and unforgiving. Her fingers crept beneath the mattress, touched the edge of a crisp piece of paper. But it was filth. Payment for her horrible acts. She had condemned herself.
 
 But that five hundred dollars could at least get her away from here, take her to a place where her parents would never find her, where nobody from this town would ever find her. Maybe she could even hide from God. There had to be places where the Lord Himself didn't dare set foot!
 
 Five-hundred wouldn't last long, though. What would she do when it ran out? Walk the streets?
 * * * *
 
THE RINGING OF the phone downstairs jarred her from her daydreams: images of childhood, riding a pony down by Uncle Sherman's pond, stealing Suzie Kaylor's Barbie doll because Mom and Dad wouldn't get her anything so geared to the material...
 
 Please don't be him.
 
 For several minutes, no one called her down, so apparently, the call was not for her—thank God. But then, unexpectedly, a knock at her door.
 
 “Yes?”
 
 Her father poked his head inside, his eyes, as always now, dark with distrust. She shuddered.
 
 “That was Pastor Lucas on the phone. He wants to see you. Tonight.”
 
 “I see,” she managed hoarsely. “What does he want?”
 
 “I don't know. I got the feeling it's not about your youth group.”
 
 A cold tongue licked her spine. She couldn't speak.
 
 “Is that all right with you?” he asked.
 
 “Yeah. Okay.”
 
 “What's wrong with you, Rachel? Is there something we need to talk about?” Her dad's face seemed to soften with genuine concern. What if she told him everything? What would he do to her?
 
 She shook her head, tried to smile. “Nothing's wrong, Dad. Really. You and Mom are the ones that are tense. Lighten up a little.”
 
 The feint seemed to have some effect. He gave her a long, appraising look, then nodded. “I'll take you down to the church after dinner.”
 
 “I can drive myself.”
 
 “No. I'll take you. I have some business to attend to.”
 
 “Whatever, Dad.”
 
 He started to leave, then paused. “I love you, sweetheart.”
 
 She didn't look at him. “I love you too, Dad.”
 * * * *
 
THE IDEA DIDN'T hit her until they'd almost reached the church.
 
 Good to see you...
 
 The voice on the phone.
 
 ...Ye shall eat the flesh of your sons, and the flesh of your daughters.
 
 No! She had to be wrong.
 
 She was going right into his lair.
 
 Could it indeed have been his voice? The very shepherd of the congregation?
 
 The one and only Pastor Garrick Lucas?
 
 The voice on the phone had obviously been disguised, perhaps even electronically distorted. But thinking about it now, it seemed almost undeniable. The inflections...the gruffness of speech...
 
 Lucas would know she couldn't possibly say anything to anyone!
 
 Something between terror and rage exploded in her heart. The son of a bitch! What could she do? Ask her dad to go in with her? Would he wonder why? Start asking questions?
 
 Wouldn't it be better just to tell him and get it over with? Or...
 
 Maybe she had a fighting chance on her own. If Pastor Lucas had found out about her because of his own attempts to fulfill his earthly desires, then she could turn the situation to her advantage. He could not expose her without implicating himself.
 
 But surely he would knowthat . He had to have something else in mind.
 
 Her father parked the car in the lot beside the church. Several others were parked nearby, including Pastor Lucas'. Above, the tall, cross-crowned spire, backlit by the silvery half-moon, cast its shadow upon her. A dim light within the sanctuary glowed blood-red through the stained-glass windows. She thought her dad would just let her out and leave, but he turned off the engine and opened his door. A moment of confusion.
 
 “Are you coming in?”
 
 “I need to pick up a couple of things from the office. I'll swing back by in a little bit to see if you and Pastor Lucas are finished.”
 
 Her heart began to pound as they approached the doors. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe the pastor was completely innocent, only wanted to discuss with her some possible role as youth leader, like they'd talked about a few times before. Or would he be waiting inside the doors, see her father and say, “Mr. Van Horne, I'm glad you're here. There's something about your daughter I think you should know...”
 
 They climbed the steps to the sanctuary doors, and her father ushered her inside. Within the dim narthex, she could see the altar through the open interior doors, the golden cross upon it blazing like a beacon. Behind her, the jangle of keys, the solid click of the door locking. Looking back, she saw her dad replacing a key in his pocket.
 
 “Why did you lock the door?”
 
 “Can't be too careful,” he said. “You know lots of churches have been broken into lately. They really ought to keep it locked all the time.” He turned and entered the sanctuary, with Rachel hesitantly following several steps behind. At that moment, the door to the right of the choir loft creaked open, and Pastor Lucas stepped through, fully dressed in his Sunday robes. He smiled as he saw them, and Rachel's dad raised a hand in greeting.
 
 “Good evening,” came the pastor's voice, deep tones rumbling through the cavernous space. “Hello, Rachel.”
 
 Her throat was dry and she could not speak. She nodded as politely as she could, knowing full well all the blood had drained from her cheeks.
 
 “I need to pick up some budget reports from my office,” Mr. Van Horne said, his voice suddenly flat and lifeless. “I'll be back a little later.” Without looking at her, he disappeared through the door the pastor had just entered.
 
 The sanctuary was a frighteningly gloomy place at night, the dim chandeliers above providing the only light. Alone now with Pastor Lucas, she tried to keep from quailing in terror. She heard her father's footsteps fading in the hallway beyond the door, and suddenly, a freezing cold hand clasped the back of her neck. She jerked violently, and swung around, giving a little cry.
 
 There was no one there.
 
 “Is something the matter, Rachel?”
 
 She met the pastor's cold gray eyes.
 
 “No.” Her voice somehow remained steady.
 
 “Good. I'm glad you're here, Rachel. I've been wanting to see you.”
 
 I've been dying to see you.
 
 He took a step toward her. She involuntarily stepped back. His face registered slight surprise.
 
 “You're nervous. Don't be.”
 
 “Why do you want to see me?”
 
 “Don't you know?”
 
 A chill went down her spine. Pastor Lucas’ face betrayed nothing but mild curiosity. What did hereally have in mind?
 
 Then, she heard a strange sound coming from the direction of the altar. No—over by the choir loft, to the right. A soft whisper, like someone breathing heavily. The hairs on the back of her neck rose.
 
 And then:
 
 “Rachel...good to see you.”
 
 Smooth, low voice. Purring. Horribly familiar.
 
 “No!”
 
 Then, from behind, and above her—in the balcony: “I want to film you, Rachel. I want to see you.”
 
 She lurched to her feet, dizzy and breathless. The voices, coming from all around her.Many of them.
 
 “I want to lick you...”
 
 “...squeeze you...”
 
 “...have to have you...”
 
 “...should be in the movies.”
 
 Somewhere a door creaked. She spun around, looked up, toward the choirloft, to the glittering cross atop the altar.
 
 “...want to touch you...”
 
 “...my prisoner.”
 
 A dark man appeared at the chancel rail, dressed in ceremonial robes. Face in the shadows. But all too evidently:
 
 “Oh, God...Daddy, no...”
 
 The voices swirled around her in a hypnotic madrigal, whispering obscene praises for her flesh. Shadowy figures appeared in the choirloft, in the balcony. Her father's eyes locked on hers, and she could not escape them, the burning. Lucas gazed at her, his face still maddeningly unreadable. No more condemnation. Stern curiosity.
 
 “I saw you, sweetheart. I saw you on those pages. So vulnerable. So pretty. And so full oflust . I'm surprised, Rachel. Did you think no one would find out?”
 
 She stammered, “I don't know.”
 
 “How could they not? Your pictures, in every porn shop in this country. For the whole world to see, my own darling daughter.”
 
 “What...what are you going to do?”
 
 He did not answer. Instead, the multiple voices answered in litany: “...see you...touch you...in movies, Rachel...we will have you.”
 
 “Please stop this. Please.”
 
 He took a step toward her. “You never had any idea, did you? That we would find out about you.”
 
 She shook her head vacantly. “Why? Why are you doing this to me?”
 
 He loomed closer. Closer. “Take off your clothes, Rachel.”
 
 “No...”
 
 “Off!”
 
 “No! Leave me alone!”
 
 A strong hand gripped her arm—steel searing pain. Eyes bright with madness. Hot, lustful breath.
 
 “Take them off.”
 
 Could not resist his will. Hand rose to her blouse, tugged open the buttons. Tried to back away, stopped. Too strong.
 
 “Off. Everything comes off.”
 
 The vaulted ceiling spun far above. Golden cross multiplied by tears. Blouse came off. She reached behind her back to unfasten her bra. Her father's grip did not relax, hard to comply. But she must. Could not refuse. Unbuckled her belt, unzipped. Her jeans slipped down her thighs, bunched at her ankles. She kicked off her shoes, then out of her pants.
 
 “The last.”
 
 Slowly, she pulled down her panties, stepped out. She stood before God, her father and the shadowy witnesses, totally exposed, clothed only in her sins. Her dad leaned down, relaxing his hold only slightly, picked up her underwear, waved it slowly under his nose. “We're going to have you now,” he whispered.
 
 “No!” She tried to break free. He dropped her panties, grabbed her with his other hand. Pulled her. Dragged her toward the altar. Struggling, could not even loosen a finger. Tried to bite, couldn't get a grip on him. “Stop it! Please! Daddy!”
 
 She felt his muscles tense, realized what he was about to do. She sucked in a breath and tried to prepare herself: she was suddenly hurled forward, toward the chancel rail, his full strength. Tried to maintain her balance, couldn't. She hit the railing head-first, immediately going numb. No pain. Just an explosion of white light, then the ceiling whirling violently above. She collapsed in a heap at the base of the rail.
 
 He was coming for her again, robes billowing behind him.
 
 “Please,” she groaned, as his hot fingers encircled her wrists. She was wrenched to her feet, and her cheek suddenly went hot. He slapped her two, three times, each accompanied by a distantthwack, then he spun her around, facing the cross.
 
 “I've been dying tosee you,” he whispered. “Like this, sweetheart. Like all those men everywhere see you. Like the kid who's got his cock stuck up inside you. How did it feel, baby? Did you like it? Was it pure joy?”
 
 “I hated it.”
 
 “No, you didn't! Youloved it. It was in your eyes, Rachel. You have such...beautiful...expressive...eyes.”
 
 He pulled her to her knees, thrust her head and shoulders forward, bending her over the rail. He slapped her rear end, hard, but she didn't feel it. She was dead inside. There was nothing leftto feel.
 
 Or so she thought.
 
 But she heard the creak of footsteps now, coming down the balcony stairs, from the choirloft. Raising a pained eye, she saw a pair of familiar-looking faces—Mr. Fisher, and Mr. Lacy. Friends of her mother's. Respected members of the choir. And another familiar face came into view: old Mr. Dodson, his watery eyes cold and staring. Like a shark's.
 
 The voices continued. A feminine voice joined them.
 
 Ms. Beauchamp, the school art teacher.
 
 “No...no, please,” Rachel groaned, no longer able to even lift her head.
 
 Mr. Lacy, a young attorney, barely out of law school, came to her first. She heard the unzipping of his trousers. Then felt the hard, throbbing end of his penis poking at her ass. He stroked her flesh, pushed his stiffening member between her legs. She felt it exploring, seeking her sex. She could not move. Paralyzed.
 
 He entered her.
 
 “No...oh, no,” she gasped, tasted bitter bile. “God help me. Please help me.”
 
 The voices rang through chamber, echoing endlessly, punctuated by the lawyer's hoarse breathing nearer at hand. She tried to flee from her body, but her soul remained securely rooted to its corporeal host. She became one with Hell, a burning, horrifying well of misery, filled with screams of torment. Her mouth did not loose those screams, but they rose from the pit, all the same.
 
 More hands touched her. Soft, small hands, the hands of the art teacher. A warm tongue licked at her throat, and she smelled Ms. Beauchamp's perfume. A light, airy voice whispered in her ear, “Sweet Rachel. You are ours now. Your flesh is ours.”
 
 Mr. Lacy exploded inside her, his pumping so fierce that he almost lost his balance. He pulled out of her, and cool air washed between her legs, bringing momentary relief. But a second later, another figure took his place—a heavy, muscular figure, so big that she knew even slight pressure from his hands could crush her. He forced his way inside her a moment later, and a scream erupted from her lungs, his cock so big and hard that it felt like a jagged rock.
 
 Multitudes of hands on her body, exploring, searching. Tongues licking her, mouths drooling. When Mr. Fisher finished, she was almost unconscious, barely realized that the one now preparing to mount her was her own father.
 
 “God...help...me.”
 
 “I have you.” Her father entered her with a vicious thrust. She felt warm blood running down her bare legs, cool by the time it reached her ankles. Beyond pain now, she knew only a deep, gouging pressure that seemed to twist her insides like a groping fist. After an unknown eternity, he emptied his seed into her, then leaned over her, his weight pressing on her arched back. His lips caressed one ear. Breath hot and foul. “You are mine forever.”
 
 A moment later, the chanting voices began fading away until only one remained, whispering, purring: “So beautiful...so beautiful. I told you you should be in the movies.”
 
 And as that voice also went silent, her ringing ears detected a vague purring sound, coming from somewhere close by. Her bloodshot eyes rose, searched for the source. There...next to the elevated pulpit.
 
 Her blackened heart sank even further. There, Pastor Lucas stood, video camera whirring away, its tiny, red electric eye gazing blindly at her, capturing every millisecond of her misery. Preserved for all time. For the flock's twisted delight.
 
 Her father pulled out of her and backed away. She could not so much as change her position, or shift her weight. Every ounce of strength drained. Only ash remained inside.
 
 Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so God forgive our trespasses as we forgive those who
 
 His silhouette appeared in the periphery of her vision, going around the chancel rail, toward the altar. He knelt briefly, bowed his head. She thought she heard him whisper something. Her vision swam so that she could not focus on him. Everything went dark for several moments.
 
 This was just, was it not? Surely, she deserved this. For her sins she was doomed.
 
 “I'm sorry,” she breathed. A thin red streamer poured from the corner of her mouth; she'd bitten her lip. “Please forgive me. Please...forgive.”
 
 She closed her eyes. White flashes, red veil. Hot darkness.
 
 When she opened them, she was bathed in shadow. Saw the robes over her father's feet. Slowly managed to lift her head, wanting to forgive him, to curse him, to love him, tokill him.
 
 The heavy golden cross in his hands. Rose above his head. Hovered there.
 
 “I love you, Rachel. Sweetheart.”
 
 “I...love...you. Daddy...”
 
 Caught a glimpse of the camera watching coldly expectantly. Captured forever.
 
 She lowered her head, closed her eyes, waited. No fear. She would be set free from this Hell.
 
 A loud swish in the air, seemed to last forever. Then, she thought she was safe, safe at last, far away, forgiven.
 
 Until the sound of a million souls, screaming, eternal...
 
 The camera's eye winked out.
 * * * *
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