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Dear Reader, 

      Here are three stories of the macabre I've written, to be read on an October night, preferably after dark. 

      I've also included information about  Isis, my new book that's out in bookstores as of fall 2009. Here is an excerpt, some links, and other information about Isis --a book I do not want you to miss. Thank you, 

Douglas Clegg 

Visit my website at DouglasClegg.com    

Find out more about Isis 
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BE CAREFUL 

WHAT YOU 

WISH FOR... 

 New York Times 

bestselling author 

Douglas Clegg 

brings us  Isis,  a beautifully 

illustrated, 

unforgettable 

novella that is sure 

to become a classic 

tale of the 

supernatural. 

 

If you lost 

someone you 

loved, 

what would you 

pay 

to bring them back 

from the dead? 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Book 
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 New York Times bestselling author Douglas Clegg brings us  Isis,  a beautifully illustrated, unforgettable novella that is sure to become a classic tale of the supernatural. 

 

If you lost someone you loved, what would you pay to bring them back from the dead? 

 

Old Marsh, the gardener at Belerion Hall, warned the Villiers girl about the old ruins along the seacliffs. “Never go in, miss. Never say a prayer at its door. If you are angry, do not seek revenge by the Laughing Maiden stone, or at the threshold of the Tombs. There be those who listen for oaths and vows…. What may be said in innocence and ire becomes flesh and blood in such places.” 

 

She was born Iris Catherine Villiers. She became Isis. 

 

From childhood until her sixteenth year, Iris Villiers wandered the stonehedged gardens and the steep cliffs along the coast of Cornwall near her ancestral home. Surrounded by the stern judgments of her grandfather—

the Gray Minister—and the taunts of her cruel governess, Iris finds solace in her beloved older brother who has always protected her. But when a tragic accident occurs from the ledge of an open window, Iris discovers that she possesses the ability to speak to the dead... 

 

Be careful what you wish for. 
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About the Author 

Douglas Clegg is the  New York Times bestselling author of  The Priest of Blood,   Afterlife, and  The Hour Before Dark, among other novels. His short story collection,  The Machinery of Night, won a Shocker Award, and his first collection,  The Nightmare Chronicles, won both the Bram Stoker Award and the International Horror Guild Award. 

 

Visit Douglas Clegg at www.DouglasClegg.com 
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Excerpt from Isis by Douglas Clegg 

 

 

 

--1 --“Beware a field hedged with stones,” our gardener, Old Marsh, told me in his smoky voice with its Cornish inflections, as he pointed to the land near the cliff. “See here? The hedge holds in. Will not let out. Things lurk about places like that. Unseen things.” 

A house, I suppose, is a stone-hedged field. 

A tomb, as well. 

The place where the stone-hedges ended, as they grew round our house and the gardens, was an old cave entrance that had been turned into a mausoleum beneath the ground, carved out for centuries for the bones of my ancestors. 

--2 -- 

The locals called it the Tombs, although it was much more than merely a series of subterranean burial chambers. It had been carved from rock by 9 

 

the local miners for some early Villiers ancestor and had been used just two years before my birth, when my grandmother had died. Her coffin was sealed up in granite and plaster within the Tombs, and there were spaces for other Villiers to come. My mother made me swear that I would never allow her to be buried there. “I don’t like that place,” she told me. “It’s cold and horrible and primitive. Put me in a churchyard with a proper marker. Do you promise me?” Certain that her death was years away, I promised her whatever she asked. I coaxed a smile from her when I demanded that upon my own death, she have the ragman cart me away to the rubbish pile. 

What lay below the Tombs had once been a sacred site to the Cornish people, more than a thousand years earlier. It had been a cave, leading down the cliff-side through a series of narrow passages out to sea. It was believed to be an entrance to the Otherworld—the Isle of Apples, it was sometimes called—where a stag-god and a crescent-moon mother goddess ruled. 

There had been a legend, once, of a Maiden of Sorrow, who had traveled deep in the earth to the Isle of Apples to find her lover who had died a terrible death in a distant battle. When she had returned, she brought him with her and held his hand as they emerged from the winding caves into the sunlight. But when others saw the couple, they cried out in terror—

for her lover’s eyes were black as pitch, and he had no mouth upon his face, just a seal of flesh as if he had not formed completely upon his journey back to the land of the living. The villagers knew he was not meant to be among them, yet the Maiden would not allow him to return to the earth. The legend went that the Maiden lived with him there at the edge of the sea, but he could not speak, nor did his eyes return to life, nor could anyone look him in the eye, lest they be driven mad from seeing the Otherworld reflected in his glance. 

When someone in the nearby village was near death, the Maiden’s lover would appear at their doorway and seek entrance, as if trying to find his way back to his soul, which had remained on the other side. 10 

 

There was also a large round granite stone in the field at the edge of the sunken garden, not ten paces from the Tombs. Called the Laughing Maiden, it was believed that once in early times of the Christians, another maiden went out and laughed at the priest on Sabbath day and was turned to stone there. 

I went to this stone as a girl with our gardener, who believed all the old tales. Old Marsh was thought of as the local color—the crackpot oldwives-tale man of the earth who believed all the old stories and would walk backward around a graveyard to avoid upsetting the dead. He had been known to plant sheep-nettle at the stables when one of the horses had gotten sick, “to keep out bewitchments,” he’d say quite proudly. He knew a story for every stone, every fountain, every plant, and every tree at Belerion Hall. Old Marsh took it all seriously, and he warned me against upsetting spirits by changing the old gardens too much. “They like their flowers as they like them,” he said when I had been uprooting the weed-like milk thistle. “Bad luck to do that, for the saying goes, ‘Set free the thistle and hear the devil whistle.’” 

At the Tombs, he gave me the most serious advice. “Never go in, miss. Never say a prayer at its door. If you are angry, do not seek revenge by the Laughing Maiden stone, or at the threshold of the Tombs. There be those who listen for oaths and vows, and them that takes it quite to heart. What may be said in innocence and ire becomes flesh and blood should it be uttered in such places.” 

I looked upon the rock chamber with its small double doorways and its chains and lock, a ruins more than a mausoleum, sunken into the grassy earth with a view of the wide gray sea beyond it, and remembered such stories. 

I did not intend ever to cross its threshold. 

11 
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Take Action Now --Isis Awaits 

 

Get the Book -Read the ultimate Halloween tale of the year, with unforgettable illustrations by Glenn Chadbourne.  

Watch the Book Trailer -but don't give away the secret within it.  

Play the Isis Game -more than 1.4 million people have played it.  

Get the Isis Widget -Blog it, Myspace it, Facebook it, enjoy it.  

Download the Isis Desktop Wallpaper -pick your own COOL 

illustration from the book to sit on your computer desktop - FREE.  

Get your Isis Avatar -Watch Isis fall, see Isis walk, learn about the undead soldiers…and choose your avatar.  
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"Where Flies Are Born" 

 

Douglas Clegg 

 

 

The train stopped suddenly, and Ellen sat there and watched her son fill in the coloring book with the three crayolas left to him: aquamarine, burnt sienna, and silver.  She was doing this for him:  she could put up with Frank and his tirades and possessiveness, but not when he tried to hurt Joey.  No.  She would make sure that Joey had a better life.  Ellen turned to the crossword puzzle in the back of the magazine section to pass the time.  She tried not to think of what they’d left behind.  She was a patient woman, and so it didn’t annoy her that it was another hour before anyone told the passengers that it would be a three hour stop, or more.  Or more, translating into six hours.  Then her patience wore thin and Joey was whining.  The problem with the train, it soon became apparent, was one which would require disembarking.  The 14 

 

town, if it could be called that, was a quarter mile ahead, and so they would be put up somewhere for the night.  So this was to be their Great Escape.  February third in a mountain town at thirty below.  Frank would find them for sure; only a day’s journey from Springfield.  Frank would hunt them down, as he’d done last time, and bring them back to his little castle and she would make it okay for another five years before she went crazy again and had to run.  No.  She would make sure he wouldn’t hurt Joey.  She would kill him first.  She would, with her bare hands, stop him from ever touching their son again. 

 

Joey said, “Can’t we just stay on the train?  It’s cold out there.” 

 

“You’ll live,” she said, bringing out the overnight case and following in a line with the other passengers out of the car.  They trudged along the snowy tracks to the short strip of junction, where each was directed to a different motel or private house. 

 

“I wanted a motel,” she told the conductor.  She and Joey were to be overnight guests of the Neesons’, a farm family.  “This isn’t what I paid for,” she said, “it’s not what I expected at all.” 

15 

 

 

“You can sleep in the station, you like,” the man said, but she passed on that after looking around the filthy room with its greasy benches.  “Anyway, the Neesons run a bed-and-breakfast, so you’ll do fine there.” 

 

The Neesons arrived shortly in a four-wheel drive, looking just past the curve of middle age, tooth-rotted, with  country indelibly sprayed across their grins and friendly winks.  Mama Neeson, in her late fifties, spoke of the snow, of their warm house “where we’ll all be safe as kittens in a minute,” of the soup she’d been making.  Papa Neeson was older ( old enough to be my father, Ellen thought) and balder, eyes of a rodent, face of a baby-left-too-long-in-bathwater.  Mama Neeson cooed over Joey, who was already asleep.  Damn you, Joey, for abandoning me to Neeson-talk.  Papa Neeson spoke of the snowfall and the roads.  Ellen said very little, other than to thank them for putting her up. 

 

“Our pleasure,” Mama Neeson said, “the little ones will love the company.” 

16 

 

 

“You have children?” Ellen winced at her inflection.  She didn’t mean it to sound as if Mama Neeson was too old to have what could be called “little ones.” 

 

“Adopted, you could say,” Papa Neeson grumbled, “Mama, she loves kids, can’t get enough of them, you get the instinct, you see, the sniffs for babies and you got to have them whether your body gives ‘em up or not.” 

 

Ellen, embarrassed for his wife, shifted uncomfortably in the seat. What a rude man.  This was what Frank would be like, under the skin, talking about women and their “sniffs,” their “hankerings,” Poor Mama Neeson, a houseful of babies and  this man. 

 

“I have three little ones,” she said, “all under nine.  How old’s yours?” 

 

“Six.” 

 

“He’s an angel.  Papa, ain’t he just a little angel sent down from heaven?” 

 

Papa Neeson glanced over to Joey, curled up in a ball against Ellen’s side, “don’t say much, do he?” 

17 

 

 

The landscape was white and black; Ellen watched for ice patches in the road, but they went over it all smoothly.  Woods rose up suddenly, parting for an empty flat stretch of land.  They drove down a fenced road, snow piled all the way to the top of the fenceposts.  Then, as with a barn behind.  We better not be sleeping in the barn. 

 

Mama Neeson sighed, “hope they’re in bed.  Put them to bed hours ago, but you know how they romp…” 

 

“They love to romp,” Papa Neeson said. 

 

 

The bed was large and she and Joey sank into it as soon as they had the door closed behind them.  Ellen was too tired to think, and Joey was still dreaming.  Sleep came quickly, and was black and white, full or snowdrifts.  She awoke, thirsty, before dawn.  She was half-asleep, but lifted her head towards the window:  the sound of animals crunching in the snow outside.  She looked out—had to open the window because of the frost on the pane.  A hazy purple light brushed across the whiteness of the hills—the sun was somewhere rising beyond the treetops.  A large brown bear sniffed along the porch rail.  Bears should’ve frightened her, 18 

 

but this one seemed friendly and stupid, as it lumbered along in the tugging snow, nostrils wiggling.  Sniffing the air; Mama Neeson would be up—four thirty—frying bacon, flipping hotcakes on the griddle, buttering toast.  Country mama.  The little ones would rise from their quilts and trundle beds, ready to go out and milk cows or some such farm thing, and Papa Neeson would get out his shotgun to scare off the bear that came sniffing.  She remembered Papa’s phrase: “the sniffs for babies,” and it gave her a discomforting thought about the bear. 

 

She lay back on the bed, stroking Joey’s fine hair, with this thought in her mind of the bear sniffing for the babies, when she saw a housefly circle above her head; then, another, coming from some corner of the room, joining its mate.  Three more arrived.  Finally, she was restless to swat them.  She got out of bed and went to her overnight bag for hairspray.  This was her favorite method of disposing of houseflies.  She shook the can, and then sprayed in the direction of the (count them: nine) fat black houseflies.  They buzzed in curves of infinity.  In a minute, they began dropping, one by one, to the rug.  Ellen enjoyed taking her boots and slapping each fly into the next life. 19 

 

 

Her dry throat and heavy bladder sent her out to the hallway. Feeling along the wall for the light switch or the door to the bathroom—

whichever came first.  When she found the switch, she flicked it up, and a single unadorned bulb hummed into dull light. 

 

A little girl stood at the end of the hall, too old for the diaper she wore; her stringy hair falling wildly almost to her feet; her skin bruised in several places—particularly around her mouth, which was swollen on the upper lip.  In her small pudgy fingers was a length of thread.  Ellen was so shocked by this sight that she could not say a word—the girl was only seven or so, and what her appearance indicated about the Neesons… 

 

 Papa Neeson was like Frank.  Likes to beat people.  Likes to beat children.  Joey and his black eyes, this girl and her bruised face.  I could kill them both.  

 

The little girl’s eyes crinkled up as if she were about to cry, wrinkled her forehead and nose, parted her swollen lips. 20 

 

 

From the black and white canyon of her mouth a fat green fly crawled the length of her lower lip, and then flew toward the light bulb above Ellen’s head. 

 

 

Later, when the sun was up, and the snow outside her window was blinding, Ellen knew she must’ve been half-dreaming, or perhaps it was a trick that the children played—for she’d seen all of them, the two-yearold, the five-year-old, and the girl.  The boys had trooped out from the shadows of the hall.  All wearing the filthy diapers, all bruised from beatings or worse.  The only difference with the two younger boys was they had not yet torn the thread that had been used to sew their mouths and eyes and ears and nostrils closed.  Such child abuse was beyond imagining.  Ellen had seen them only briefly, and afterwards wondered if perhaps she hadn’t  seen wrong.  But it was a dream, a very bad one, because the little girl had flicked the light off again.   When Ellen reached to turn it back on, they had retreated into the shadows and the feeling of a surreal waking state came upon her.  The Neesons could not possibly be this evil.  With the light on, and her vision readjusting from 21 

 

the darkness, she saw only houseflies sweeping motes of dust through the heavy air. 

 

At breakfast, Joey devoured his scrambled eggs like he hadn’t eaten in days; Ellen had to admit they tasted better than she’d had before.  “You live close to the earth,” Papa Neeson said, “and it gives up its treasures.” 

 

Joey said, “Eggs come from chickens.” 

 

“Chickens come from eggs,” Papa Neeson laughed, “and eggs are the beginning of all life.  But we all gather our life from the earth, boy. You city folks don’t feel it because you’re removed.  Out here, well, we get it under our fingernails, birth, death, and what comes in between.” 

 

“You’re something of a philosopher,” Ellen said, trying to hide her uneasiness.  The image of the children still in her head, like a halfremembered dream.  She was eager to get on her way, because that dream was beginning to seem more real.  She had spent a half-hour in the shower trying to talk herself out of having seen the children and what had been done to them:  then, ten minutes drying off, positive that she had seen what she’d seen.  It was Frank’s legacy:  he had taught her to 22 

 

doubt what was right before her eyes.  She wondered if Papa Neeson performed darker needlework on his babies. 

 

“I’m a realist,” Papa Neeson said.  His eyes were bright and kind—

it shocked her to look into them and think about what he might/might not have done. 

 

Mama Neeson, sinking the last skillet into a washtub next to the stove, turned and said, “Papa just has a talent for making things work, Missus, for putting two and two together.  That’s how he grows, and that’s how he gathers.  Why if it weren’t for him, where would my children be?” 

 

“Where are they?” Joey asked. 

 

Ellen, after her dream slash hallucination slash mind-your-ownbusiness, was a bit apprehensive.  She would be happy not to meet mama Neeson’s brood at all.  “We have to get back to the train,” she said.  “They said by eleven.” 

 

Papa Neeson raised his eyebrows in an aside to his wife.  “I saw some flies at the windows,” he said.  “They been bad again.” 

23 

 

 

Mama Neeson shrugged her broad shoulders.  “They got to let them out at times or they’d be bursting, now, wouldn’t they.  Must tickle something awful.”  She wiped her dripping hands on the flowerprint apron, back and forth like she could never get dry enough.  Ellen saw a shining in the old woman’s eyes like tears and hurt. 

 

Joey clanked his fork on his plate; Ellen felt a lump in her throat, and imaginary spiders and flies crawling up the back of her neck. Something in the atmosphere had changed, and she didn’t want to spend one more minute in this house with these people. 

 

Joey clapped a fly between his hands, catching it mid-air. 

 

 

“Mama’s sorry you didn’t see the kids,” Papa Neeson said, steering over a slick patch on the newly plowed road. 

 

“But you’re not.”  Ellen said.  She was feeling brave.  She hated this man like she hated Frank.  Maybe she’d report him to some child welfare agency when she got back to the train station.  She could see herself killing this man. 

24 

 

 

“No,” Papa Neeson nodded.   “I’m not.  Mama, she don’t understand about other people, but I do.” 

 

“Well, I saw them.  All three.  What you do to them.” 

 

Papa Neeson sighed, pulling over and parking at the side of the road.  “You don’t understand.  Don’t know if I should waste my breath.” 

 

Joey was in the backseat, bundled up in blankets.  He yawned, 

“Why we stopping?” 

 

Ellen directed him to turn around and sit quietly.  He was a good boy.  “I have a husband who hits children, too.” 

 

Papa Neeson snapped, “I don’t hit the kids, lady, and how dare you think I do, why you can just get out of my car right now if that’s your attitude.” 

 

“I told you, I saw them,” she said defiantly. 

 

“You see the threads?” 

 

Ellen could barely stand his smug attitude. 

 

“You see ‘em?  You know  why my kids look like that?” 

 

Ellen reached for the door handle.  She was going to get out. Fucking country people and their torture masked as discipline.  Men, 25 

 

how she hated their power trips.  Blood was boiling now; she was capable of anything, like two days ago when she took the baseball bat and slammed it against Frank’s chest, hearing ribs cracking.   She was not going to let a man hurt her child like that.  Never again.  The rage was rising up inside her the way it had only done twice in her life before, both times with Frank, both times protecting Joey. 

 

Papa Neeson reached out and grabbed her wrist. 

 

“Don’t hold me like that,” she snarled. 

 

He let go. 

 

Papa Neeson began crying, pressing his head into the steering wheel.  “She just wanted them so bad, I had to go dig ‘em up.  I love her so much, and I didn’t want her to die from hurting, so I just dig ‘em up and I figured out what to do and did it.” 

 

 

When he calmed, he sat back up, looking straight ahead.  “We better get to the junction.  Train’ll be ready.  You got your life moving ahead with it, don’t you?” 

 

She said, “tell me about your children.  What’s wrong with them?” 

26 

 

 

He looked her straight in the eyes, making her flinch because of his intensity.  “Nothing, except they been dead for a good twenty to thirty years now, and my wife, she loves ‘em like they’re her own.  I dig ‘em up, see, I thought she was gonna die from grief not having none of her own, and I figured it out, you know, about the maggots and the flies, how they make things move if you put enough of ‘em inside the bodies. I didn’t count on ‘em lasting this long, but what if they do?  What if they do, lady?  Mama, she loves those babies.  We’re only humans, lady, and humans need to hold babies, they need to love something other than themselves, don’t they?  Don’t you?  You got your boy, you know how much that’s worth?  Love beyond choosing, ain’t it?  Love that don’t die.  You know what it’s like to hug a child when you never got to hug one before?  So I figured and I figured some more, and I thought about what makes things live, how do we know something’s alive, and I figured, when it moves it’s alive, and when it don’t move, it’s dead.  So Mama, I had her sew the flies in, but they keep laying eggs and more and more, and the kids, they got the minds of flies, and sometimes they rip out the threads, so sometimes flies get out, but it’s a tiny price, ain’t 27 

 

it, lady?  When you need to love little ones, and you ain’t got none, it’s a tiny price, a day in hell’s all, but then sunshine and children and love, lady, ain’t it worth that?” 

 

 

Ellen had a migraine by the time Papa Neeson dropped them off down at the junction.  She barked at Joey.  Apologized for it.   Bought him a Pepsi from the machine by the restroom.  People were boarding the train.  She went to the restroom to wipe cold water across her face—

made Joey promise to stand outside it and not go anywhere.  The mirror in the bathroom was warped, and she thought she looked stunning: brown eyes circled with sleeplessness, the throbbing vein to the left side of her forehead, the dry, cracked lips.  She thought of the threads, of the children tugging at them, popping them out to let the flies go.  Ran a finger over her lips, imagining Mama Neeson taking her needle and thread, breaking the skin with tiny holes.  Ears, nostrils, eyes, mouth, other openings, other places where flies could escape.  Flies and life, sewn up into the bodies of dead children, buried by other grieving 28 

 

parents, brought back by the country folks who ran the bed-andbreakfast, and who spoke of children that no one ever saw much of. 

 

 And when they did… 

 

So here was Ellen’s last happy image in the mountain town she and her son were briefly stranded in: 

 

 Mama Neeson kissing the bruised cheek of her little girl, tears in her squinty eyes, tears of joy for having children to love.  

 

Behind her, someone opened the door. 

 

Stood there. 

 

Waiting for her to turn around. 

 

“Look who I found,” Frank said, dragging Joey behind him into the women’s room. 

 

 

Two weeks later, she was on the train again, with Joey, but it was better weather—snow was melting, the sun was exhaustingly bright, and she got off at the junction because she wanted to be there.  Frank was dead.  She could think it.   She could remember the feel of the knife in her hands. No jury would convict her. She had been defending herself. 29 

 

Defending her son.   Frank had come at Joey with his own toy dump truck.  She had grabbed the carving knife—as she’d been planning to do since Frank had hauled them back to Springfield.  She had gone with the knowledge of what she would have to do to keep Frank out of her little boy’s life forever.  Then, she had just waited for his temper to flare.  She kept the knife with her, and when she saw him slamming the truck against Joey’s scalp, she let the boiling blood and rage take her down with them.  The blade went in hard, and she thought it would break when it hit bone.  But she twisted it until Frank dropped the dump truck, and then she scraped it down like she was deboning a chicken. 

 

All for Joey. 

 

She lifted him in her arms as she stepped off the train, careful on the concrete because there was still some ice.  Joey, wrapped in a blanket, sunglasses on his face, “sleeping,” she told the nice lady who had been sitting across from them; Ellen, also wearing sunglasses and too much make-up, a scarf around her head, a heavy wool sweater around her shoulders, exhausted and determined. 

 

 Joey’s not dead.  Not really.  

30 

 

 

It hadn’t been hard to track down the Neesons.  She had called them before she got on the train, and they were not surprised to hear form her.  “It happens this way,” Mama Neeson told her, “our calling.” 

 

Ellen was not sure what to make of that comment, but she was so tired and confused that she let it go.  Later, she might think that something of the Neeson’s had perhaps rubbed off on her and her son. That, perhaps just  meeting them might be like inviting something into life that hadn’t been considered before.  Something under your fingernails.  

 

She carried Joey to the payphone and dropped a quarter in.  Joey was not waking up.  She did not have to cry anymore.  She told herself that, and was comforted.  Things change, people move on, but some things could stay as they were.  Good things. 

 

“Mr. Neeson?” 

 

“You’re here already?” he asked.  He sounded relieved. 

 

“I took an early train.” 

 

“Mama’s still asleep.  She was up all night.  Worries, you know. Upset for you.” 
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“Well…” 

 

“I’ll be down there in a few minutes, then,” he said, adding, 

“you’re sure this is what you want?” 

 

“Love beyond choosing,” she reminded him.  A spool of white thread fell out from Joey’s curled hands, bouncing once, twice, on the ground, unraveling as it rolled. 
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"The Machinery of Night" 

By Douglas Clegg 

 

1 

 

He thinks: it is our thoughts that make us solid.  And daylight. Daylight affects our vision so we believe in solids, in mass, in the religion of material and weight.  But when the night washes over us like a flood, it draws back the veil.  Pagans knew this; Buddhists knew this; maybe even some Christians know it, which is why they fear the devil and all his works so much.  The devil is night.  The devil is low definition.  The devil is where one ends another begins and all of it a great stream.  The devil is darkness.   It’s a mechanism for seeing without seeing.  Starlight reveals how fluid we are.  How there is no beginning and end. Christ said I am the Alpha and the Omega, but the darkness says there is no beginning and end, there is only world without 33 

 

end, world without definition, world without boundary.  How to erase the lines between the boundaries is the thing. 

 

Then he stops thinking.  Light, somewhere, light spitting out of the hole in the sky. 

 

The night recedes again, the world hardens. Walls arise, windows, doors, beds, restraints. 

 

2 

“Who did this?” 

“The ones who come in the night.” 

“Stop that.  Who did this? Tell me right now.  I mean now.  Come on. One of you did this.” 

“I told you.  It doesn’t surprise me you don’t believe us.  You don’t believe in much, do you?” 

Human feces spread like a post-modern landscape across the green wall. 

The words: I FORGIVE YOU SON in curly-cue shit paint. 34 

 

Layton glanced at the three of them, knowing that not one man among them would confess.  All it meant was more work for him.  More cleaning, more scrubbing, all the things he hated about his job. Meanwhile, the world spun – outside the window, he could see the river as it ran beside the spindly trees, the flooding having subsided three days earlier; the sun through morning mist; the gray doves like children’s paper airplanes floating on the nearly-insubstantial breeze, finally landing on the outer wall, beyond the razor-wired fence.  He wanted to be there.  He wanted to quit his job that day, but he was still waiting for things to happen – he waited for the other offer from a better hospital, or even a nice administrative position at the cancer society.  Anything but here, this place where no one ever seemed to get better, where the depressed remained bleary-eyed, their blood nearly all Thorazine and Prozac at this point; or the criminals, the ones who had done terrible things out there in the world and now were with him, with Layton Conner, behind these walls; and who, after all, were any of them?  It was said that even one of the nurses had ended up in a bed down on Ward 35 

 

Six, her mind scrambled because she let them in, she let the patients’ 

world engulf her own until she didn’t know there was an Outside. Look outside when they get to you. Just for a second. You need to do this to keep yourself safe.  When they are getting inside you, look out the nearest window for  a second, look at your shoes, look at anything that will take your mind away from them for a moment so they won’t own you. 

He wished he’d had a cigarette on his break.  He felt the addiction kicking in, and even with the patch on his arm, it wasn’t enough drug to keep him sane in this environment.  He glanced from the window to the three men – Nix, Hopper, and Dreiling, each with his secret history, secret insanity, secret darkness.  Then, he looked beyond them to the far wall where one of them had taken their excrement and had written the words.  Dreiling, who had prettier hair than any of the others in the ward, shook his locks out and grinned. “It’s music,” he said, and the interminable humming began; Nix clapped his hands in the air, catching the imaginary, or perhaps keeping time with Dreiling’s annoying tune. 36 

 

Hopper, who was rather nice in Layton’s opinion, gave an ‘aw, shucks,’ 

look, shook his head, and whispered something to himself. 

“You can’t do this anymore,” Layton said, easing away from his own frustration.  “It’s not going to help when Dr. Glover comes in and sees this. It’s not going to keep you free.” 

At the mention of the psych director’s name, all three shivered slightly, as if a ghost had kissed them on the neck right at that moment, and Layton felt a little powerful invoking the name of the dreaded man. Nix’s face broke out in sweaty beads, and he put his hand up to his throat.  “I…I can’t swallow…” 

“Of course you can, now, Nix, come on, take a deep breath,” 

Layton stepped forward, bring his hand up to pry Nix’s fingers loose. 

“Let go.  You can swallow just fine.” 

“I can’t,” Nix said somewhat despondently, but in fact, he could. “I hate Dr. Glover. And Dr. Harper.  And you nurses.” 

“Do you ever think she’ll stop?” Hopper asked later while Layton guided him back to his own room for the daily dose of meds. 

“What’s that?” 
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“She dreams all of it, her and the baby, and the old man, all of them.” Hopper whispered, a secret, and Layton nodded as if he knew what the hell the tattooed man was babbling about, and then he gave him the little pink drink from the little white cups, and eventually, Hopper fell asleep on the cot while Layton fastened the restraints to his arms. 

“This is not everything I’m about,” Layton said to the girl in the pub later, leaning against the bar, a mug moving swiftly to his lips. He had bored her with his day.  She was cute.  She laughed at his jokes; she smiled at the stories of Nix, Hopper, Dr. Glover, Shea, Shaw, and Rogers and the Night Nurse.  It was getting on towards evening, and he had stopped in for a quick drink or two before heading back to his place on Chrome Street.  The day had been long, and there had been two eruptions, as Hansen called them, between inmates – first in the showers, what had begun as a rape between two very violent individuals had turned into a near-riot with six of the patients; and then, when Layton was clearly off his shift, he’d heard the screams from Room 47, and had run to intervene with Daisy, the Flowergirl, when she didn’t want to get her sponge-bath.  Daisy was sweet, and Layton hated seeing 38 

 

her get hurt, particularly from the techs and nurses on the floor, all of whom seemed to loathe the woman for no apparent reason.  Once he’d calmed her down, she’d gone to her bath fairly easily; he watched while they held her and then he had taken the sponge himself, frothy with soap, and had spread it across her neck and arms and along her back before the female nurse had taken over.  He felt bad for poor Daisy, but still, she had made him stay an extra two hours over his shift before he got his freedom again. 

And now, the bar, the beer, and the pretty girl who could not be more than twenty-two; even so she worked hard to exude girlishness. Her skirt too short, her laugh too tinkly, her eyes much too shadowed. 

“But the insane, that’s who you work with?” 

He shrugged.  “That’s one way of looking at them.  They’re ordinary people who have had something go wrong.  Sometimes, what went wrong is small and nearly unimportant, but it’s enough to make them want to attempt suicide.  Sometimes, it’s a big wrong, and a few of them have murdered or harmed others.  Sad thing is, bottom line, they’re there to be protected from themselves more than anything.” 
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“Crazy people,” she shook her head. “I can’t imagine.  My mother went crazy during the storms…” 

“They were bad,” he grinned, noticing that something seemed to be ripening about her right there, in the bar, at nine o’clock in the evening, fertility swept her hair and lifted her breasts and reddened her lips like a Nile goddess.  He wanted her. He wanted to touch her. 

“When the river flooded, we had to go to my grandfather’s place in the hills, and we almost didn’t get my mother out in time,” she laughed, shaking her head.  He bought her a beer, she sipped it, and he had another one, and it seemed as if he’d just ordered another one when he was in the dark with her, in a small bed, and he was almost inhaling her skin and kissing down and up the smoothness of her.  Even when they made love, he looked beyond her, out the arched window of the bedroom in her mother’s house, at the moon casting nets of light across the river, sparkling like fish on its rumbling surface; across from them, up the third hill, the asylum waited to snatch his days. He smoked three cigarettes afterward, and fell asleep in the crook of her arm. 40 

 

“I can’t offer you coffee,” she said. Angela. That was her name. Out the window, it was still night. He smiled, almost afraid he would forget her name.    “Mom would throw a fit if she knew you were here. Got to be quiet.” 

“How old are you?” 

“Nineteen,” she said. 

Shit, he thought. 

“You?” she asked. 

“Twenty-eight.” 

“When you were ten,” she said. 

“I know, you weren’t even walking.” 

“When you were ten,” she repeated, “you found your father crawling on all fours and braying like a mule.” 

“How did you know that?” he gasped. 

“You told me last night.  Remember? You wept.” 

“I wept?” 

She kissed his cheek as he buttoned his shirt. “I thought it was sweet. It’s why you became a nurse. Remember? Your father attacked 41 

 

you finally and you had to somehow take care of it all. I can only imagine.” 

Layton laughed, hugging her. “My god, what was in that beer?” 

“Shh,” she said, covering his lips with her hand.  “I have to get her breakfast and then get ready for class.  You need to go.” 

“What time is it?” He glanced at the clock on the table. It was nearly six; not quite light out. “Damn it.” 
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“A lot can happen in twenty minutes,” Sheila said, her starched blouse looking like white armor covering her starched soul.  “In twenty minutes I could’ve been home in bed already.” 

“Sorry. I’ll come in early tomorrow." Layton took up one of the pens from the cup, and signed his name on the yellow paper next to her hand. 

“I am exhausted.”  Her eyes would not meet his – typical – and she signed off on her papers, her shift done, passing  him the clipboard. 

“Jones and Marshall are on today, and at nine, Harper comes in to do 42 

 

meds.  Glover is over at State for three days. You need to do better on sharps check; I found this,” she drew something from her pocket. Passed it to him.  He glanced at the thing in his hand – a safety pin.  Her voice was gravel and rain.  “Nix had it.  Don’t know how he got it.  Said something about some people giving it to him.  He’s been known to kill with things like that.” 

 

“I can imagine,” Layton said, trying to keep it light.  Sheila could be a bitch if she felt like it, and she was senior staff and stupid, a terrible combination. She had Doc Ellis’s ear, and that meant she could make sure his review bit the dust, no raise, and no promotion to an easier ward.  He grinned.  “Thanks for covering for me.  Twenty minutes is too much.  Had a car issue.” 

 

“Oh,” Sheila said, her voice now all sleet.  “That’s twice in six weeks. Better get it into the shop.” 

 

After she left – making sure to check his keys for him like he was a baby –  he started on the basic rounds with one of the psych techs. Sharps check, whites check, laundry baskets rolled out as more staffers arrived, coffee in the vending room, twice-told jokes about the boy who 43 

 

grew trees on his back, complaints from Shaw and Rogers about their treatment, a backed-up toilet on 2, followed by basic bed check – Rance had the sniffles, and Layton quickly checked his temp only to find a high fever and then, oh shit, the day was screwed.  Harper arrived and began a mini-quarantine to make sure it wasn’t anything worse than the flu – 

six ended up in Rance’s room, all with fevers, all beginning to moan about the demons who were scratching at them or their skin falling off, or any number of odd complaints.  Diarrhea on the floor, dripping, spitting, and Layton going between them with juice and toast, just hoping for once they’d all get the plague and die. 

 

When he finally got to Nix’s room, he unstrapped him.  “I thought Shaw would’ve done this by now, damn it,” Layton said, muttering to himself, but Nix laughed. 

 

“That’s the first time you’ve ever said anything that made sense, Mr. Conner,” Nix said, “and now, if you don’t mind, a little privacy?” 

 

Layton nodded and turned his back.  He watched the wall, and tried to ignore the pissing sounds coming from the toilet in the corner. 

 

“All done,” Nix said. 
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“Glad to see no writing on the wall today,” Layton said, turning. 

 

Nix had a face that was a genetic mix of wise child and prematurely old troll – Layton had never noticed ‘til now that Nix had a scar on his chin, or that he was beginning to go bald.  His blond hair receded from a point on his crown.  How old was he? Layton thought he was forty, but he might’ve been mid-thirties.  It was on his chart, but who looked at the charts anymore? Administrative bullshit. 

 

“She finally stopped,” Nix said, getting fidgety.  His face became stormy – his brows twitched, his lips curled, his skin began wrinkling with nervous spasms. 

Needs his meds. 

“You sleep okay?” 

 

“Not really,” Nix giggled, his fingers beginning their familiar snapping --

Where the fuck is Rogers and the med cart? 

 

“Couldn’t sleep – “ 

 

“At all?” Layton asked. 

 

“The baby kept me up, so I had to wander.” Nix said, and then went to the sink and began washing up.  He shook like a drunk.  Where 45 

 

the hell was the med cart? Layton watched him in the steel mirror.  “I went out and had a drink or two and then made friends.” 

 

“Oh did you,” Layton nodded.  He glanced at the open door.  The squeaking whine of the med cart wheels echoed along the green corridor.  Somewhere a fly buzzed.  Out the window? He glanced outside, through the bars and glass, past the pavement, the fences, to the river and the valley – God, he just wanted to be there.  Layton went and sat down on the mattress.  It was clean –unlike other patients’ rooms. 

“Another night on the town?” 

 

Nix turned slowly, his face shiny with water.  “Oh yes.  I met someone and we spent the night together.” 

 

“Well,” Layton grinned.  “Not a total loss then.”  Stretched his arms out, and hopped up again.  Nix was an easy patient for the most part; violent when he was on the outside, but inside he was pretty much a kitten.  Nix never went for the eyes.  He spoke sensibly except when he went into some delusional talk.  Layton went to the sink  and brought up a towel for him. 
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Taking the towel, wiping his hands slowly, Nix said, “Not a total loss at all. But then…that baby was still wailing.  She hadn’t changed him, that’s why.  She doesn’t know how important it is.  See, the thing is, she can understand all this movement, this jumble of molecules, but he’s just a baby, his mind hasn’t quite sorted it out.  She thinks because he’s a baby he’s better at it.  I had to change him myself.” 

 

“Is that how you got the safety pin?” 

 

“The what?” Covering his face in the white towel, Nix’s features came through the cloth.  Layton shivered slightly. Something about the towel on the face reminded him of his father’s madness.  The form without expression.  The open mouth without sound. 

 

“Nurse Allen found it, this little pin,” Layton grabbed the towel back, rolling it into a ball.  “She took it from you. Last night.” 

 

“Oh, that,” Nix swept a hand in the air.  “That night nurse is no good.  She’s a brick.  She finds that and she thinks I’m just plotting to stab her in the neck twenty times with it or plunge it into her heart and extract it.  She’s crazy.” 
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Layton wanted to add: it’s what you did to two women on the Outside, Nix.  Why wouldn’t she think you’d use it on her, too? 
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Layton met Angela again the following Saturday, they got a little drunk again, ended up down on the muddy bank of the river, found a dry rock, kissed, almost began to make love, but she said she just wasn’t in the right mood. “It’s my mother,” she said.  “She’s been giving me hell lately.” 

 

“I keep forgetting you’re nineteen.” 

 

“I turned twenty.” 

 

“When?” 

 

“Thursday.” 

 

“Happy Birthday.” 

 

“I don’t care about birthdays or age. Or anything. It’s all this proof. It means nothing. If I told you I was twenty seven, you wouldn’t really know the difference.  It’s just revolutions of the earth. Years go by. Gravity pulls. We all buy into it.” Angela reached into her breast pocket 48 

 

and withdrew a pack of cigarettes. She offered him one – he snapped it up – and then sucked one up between her lips, lit it, puffed, and sighed. 

“All learning is about trapping.  Keeps you trapped inside this…vehicle…we call a body.  We learn that we’re flesh and bone, but somewhere it’s all particles. Somehow the particles convince us we’re solid.  I took molecular biology last semester and barely understood a word, but the way I see it, we’re all just convincing ourselves that anything we are or see is solid, but it’s not. It’s confetti.  Bits and pieces and then it’s all like this river.  Look at the river – silt and fish and water and amoebas and all kinds of things, and we call it river, but it’s all one thing, and who’s really to say that the fish actually moves or if it becomes water and in the next second is fish again only because it was water?” 

 

“Well,” he said, nibbling on her ear, “college and beer are doing you good I see.” 

 

“Well, it’s hard to swallow some of the bullshit.” 

 

“Yeah, tell me about it.  It’s like being raised Catholic.” 

 

“You? Catholic?” 
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He laughed.  “Yeah, you know all that belief shit.  Even science is full of its little beliefs, and half the problem is buying into them or not. Just like you said.” 

 

“Well,” she shrugged, “I believe in a lot of what you’d probably call belief shit.” 

 

“I gave up believing in anything I can’t see when my father died,” 

he said quietly.  He wanted to laugh and make a joke of this, but he couldn’t. 

 

She opened her mouth to speak, but smoke came out.  She stubbed the cigarette out on the rock. 

 

“My mother is basically dying,” Angela began, almost inaudibly. She said it again a bit louder.  Layton had nothing to add.  He wanted to say something wise and kind, but no words came to mind.  “She’s dying, and I’m just getting started on life.  She’s a nightmare at times.  I’ve wished her dead with each surgery.  For her own sake.  I’ve wished her gone.  Can’t imagine having a daughter like me.” She brightened for a second.  “Change the subject, quick. I don’t want to think about it.” 
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“I had a boring week,” he said. “You don’t want to hear about it. I’m sorry about –“ 

 

“I really mean it. Change the subject. Poor baby.  Boredom is worse than dying.  Change the subject. Your work, your boyhood, your religious awakening, anything.” 

 

“In my job, boredom is good.” 

 

“Well, then.” She lit another cigarette.  “Tell me how it was boring.” 

 

“No attacks, no riots, no bizarre rituals involving stray cats, no eyes getting popped out.” 

 

“Something to celebrate.” 

 

“Along with your birthday.” 

 

“Now I feel like it,” she said, leaning into him, and he felt her ripen again, as if she wanted him to open her, to be part of her.  The cigarette went into the mud, his hands found their way beneath her blouse, her hands encircled his back.  Nature took over –-he found himself making love to her on the rock, in the torn fingernail of light along the banks of the flooded river.  They dozed afterward for just a 51 

 

few minutes; then she said something; he opened his eyes but was still in a half-dream. 

 

“You see? You’re in it, too.  You think you’re outside but you’re really in,” she said.  When he asked her what she meant by that, she acted as if he had dreamed it.  It was two a.m. when he walked her home, and kissed her on the forehead.  She looked surprised. 

“You took all my passion,” he laughed. 

 

“Ah,” she nodded.  “Well, I best get some sleep.  I have a Physics exam on Monday, bright and early.” 

 

“Physics? Ouch,” Layton grinned. “My worst subject.” 

 

“I kind of like it.  We have a bizarre professor who talks about string theory and molecular shake ups and why we can’t just go through chairs and things.” 

 

“Okay,” Layton nodded.  “You lost me.  I’m just a nurse.” 

 

“Don’t play dumb,” she swatted him playfully.  “Hey, wait, before you go, you need to give me something.” 

 

“Oh I think I did already.” 
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“Not that, you cad,” she whisper-giggled.  “Something to show you care.” 

 

He reached into his pockets, “Christ, I’ve got nothing. No mementos at all. Wait,” he brought up a half-roll of Lifesavers.  “There you go. To save your life with.” He pressed it into her hand, and she giggled and told him that until they met again she would treasure each and every tropical fruit flavor. 
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“Where did you get those?” Layton asked.  It was a few weeks later, and Angela had not been answering his calls and no one answered her door, and now he was at work feeling the worst heart-ache of his life 

– and Nix the Needle had a half-roll of tropical fruit Lifesavers in his hand. 

 

“You going to take those off me?” Nix asked, tugging at the restraints that held his hands to the bed. “Don’t I even have a right to candy?” 
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“Give it to me,” Layton said, plucking the roll from the man’s hands.  “Where did you get –“ 

 

Nix looked up into his eyes, deeply , soulfully, and whispered in a soft voice,  “She’s dying, and I’m just getting started on life.  She’s a nightmare at times.  I’ve wished her dead with each surgery.  For her own sake.  I’ve wished her gone.  Can’t imagine having a daughter like me.  Change the subject, quick. I don’t want to think about it.” 
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“I’m afraid for you,” Dr. Glover said.  It was mid-afternoon and Layton was going off-shift soon.  “I’m afraid in a way that I was afraid for Molly Sternberg.” 

 

“Please.  Molly had a history of –“ 

 

“All of us have histories,” Glover said.  “None of us is immune to this.  You work with mentally unstable people – sociopaths as well – and you become enmeshed.  You begin to experience a similar dissociation from reality that they also experience.  It is not that unusual.  It is somewhat expected.”  Glover scratched at the side of his head.  “Don’t 54 

 

worry, Conner, I’m not going to put you away. You haven’t identified yourself as insane.  But it would not surprise me that you might just need a little distance. When was your last vacation?” 

 

“Three months ago.” 

 

“Perhaps this is just one of those things,” Glover added. 

 

“Those things? You’re a psychiatrist,” Layton nodded his head slightly hoping that the doctor would laugh it off. 

 

“Because I’m trained in a way of handling medical issues doesn’t mean I have all the answers. Sometimes the unexplainable occurs. Sometimes it’s a delusion. Sometimes it happens.  I’ve been here long enough to realize that there’s more to the world than has been catalogued in the medical texts.  Now, what did Nicholas say?” 

 

“He said exactly what this woman I know said the previous weekend.” 

 

“Precisely?” 

 

“As precisely as I could recall it.” 

 

“You could recall it?” 

 

“Christ,” Layton said.  He stood up.  “I’d like a few days off.” 
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“Speak to your supervisor; as far as I’m concerned, take any amount of time you want off. Your job is secure.”  Glover glanced over to his bookshelf.  “You know, Conner, you’ve been here a few years. You know your ward inside and out.  You’ve seen a lot.  You’ve handled a lot.  On the one hand, this could be your mind playing tricks on you.” Glover reached beneath his glasses and rubbed two fingers along the bridge of his nose.  He shut his eyes for a moment.  “On the other hand, sometimes there are things that come through the patients. I’m not even sure what I mean by that.”  He took his glasses off. 

“Without my glasses, you are blurred.”  He put them back on.  “Now I see you clearly.  Does that mean that when I see you blurred that you are in fact blurred and that my vision is perfect but your image is in flux?” 

 

“Sir?” 

 

“All I’m saying is, we can’t know everything.  Assuming that Nicholas Holland said what you heard, perhaps he did know what this woman said to you. Perhaps he made it up and by some strange coincidence, for the first time in his own history, he said the exact words to disturb you.  But I’ve learned in twenty eight years as a psychiatrist 56 

 

handling the more extreme cases of human insanity, that –“ and here Glover leaned forward, and Layton knew he would whisper, and he stepped forward to the edge of the desk, “we know nothing of the human mind.  We are still in the Dark Ages of psychiatry.  We are fumbling. Do you know what Nicholas said to me when he first entered this place? 

He told me that when the night came, the mechanisms changed, and that while I was eating supper the night before with my wife, he had already seen to it that the pie in the kitchen had fallen to the floor.” 

 

Layton, caught up for a moment, asked, “Did it?” 

 

Glover drew back, laughing.  “No, of course not.  And we hadn’t had any dessert. It was a complete fabrication.  But how was I to know?” 

The laughter stopped. “I didn’t even mention it to my wife, I thought it was just a rambling delusion on his part.  But a year or so later, I was at a dinner party at a colleague’s home, and some of the doctors were telling tales out of school.  The usual – patients who sat up in the middle of operations, the near-malpractice suits that managed to get cleaned up in some hilarious way, the patients who hallucinated bizarre images – 

and so I had my glass of wine and told the story about Nicholas claiming 57 

 

to break into the house.  I had them rolling mainly because I recalled all the details he added – how he sipped milk from the fridge, how he peed in the sink.  And then I mentioned the pie claim, I said, ‘and he then told me that he dropped a pie on the kitchen floor just so I wouldn’t eat it,’  

And Layton? I saw it in my wife’s face, out of the corner of my eye, even then I saw that she had gone white as if something dreadful had come over her.  She said nothing at dinner, but on the way home she told me that she had bought a pie at the A&P and had warmed it in the oven for a bit before letting it cool on the cutting board by the sink. ‘And,’ I asked, ‘did it fall on the floor?’  She told me it had not, but that someone had broken the crust, a man, she thought, because the handprint was big. Handprint? Yes, she said.  It scared her because it was nearly perfect, almost as if someone had baked his hand into the crust.  She threw it out, no wanting to even think about it.  So, you see, perhaps Nicholas knew something.  Perhaps he didn’t.  How could he? I am a man of some education and knowledge of science, Layton, but I have no basic explanation for this – or for you.  Except to say: take a few days off and let this go.” 
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And then, on his day off, he saw her again. 

 

It was just after 9, and the rain began, and he was going to have a late dinner at the Hong Kong Moon restaurant when he saw her walking out of the Quickie Mart with a small bag of groceries.  When he caught up to her at her car, she didn’t look happy to see him at all.  He wanted to ask about the Lifesavers, but it seemed trivial and stupid now. 

 

“Oh, hi Layton,” she said.  “I’m sorry I haven’t been around.  My mother died.  There was a lot to take care of.” 

 

“God, I’m sorry.” 

 

She got in the VW, rolling the window up against the rain. 

 

He stood there, the blur of the rain on the car window obscuring her features, feeling the shiver of the end of love – not real love, but new love, the moment when it is over. 

 

And then, she began laughing. 

 

For just a second – was it the rain? His tears? –he thought that it all shimmered. 
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Not just her, but the rain and the glass and the metal of the car. 
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It took Layton twenty minutes to get up the hill, flash his badge at the guards, nod to the night nurse who was surprised to see him, and make his way down the ward.  He found Nix sitting up on his mattress, his hair soaked.  Nix glanced up, then back down to his own upturned palms.  “My nerves are all tingly,” Nix said. 

 

“Tell me everything,” Layton said. 

 

Nix didn’t look up from his hands.  Then he licked his lips like a hungry child.  “You don’t know this for sure, Conner, what you’re thinking.  Whatever it is you’re thinking.” 

 

“Do you know who Angela is?” 

 

Nix grinned.  “I have known many angels.” 

 

“Angela.  She’s the one who gave you the Lifesavers.” 

 

“I have saved many many lives,” Nix said. 

 

Layton rushed over and grabbed him by the shoulders, lifting him to his feet.  They stared eye to eye; sweat ran down Nix’s face.  “What is 60 

 

it you do?  What is it about the baby crying and the woman and the things that you babble about?” 

 

Nix’s grin faded.  “It’s the machinery. It’s how it works. It’s how we work.  It’s how the world changes in the dark, Conner.  It’s how when light particles are lessened, it’s not just about seeing, it’s about how in absolute darkness it can change.  We can change.” 

 

Layton pushed him back down on the bed.  “Half an hour ago you were a woman in a car.” 

 

“Was I?” Nix asked, almost slyly.  “Was I?  Well, then, Nurse Conner, you have already begun your journey.  Do you remember being inside her, this Angela?  How you pushed in, how she opened, how she made those little noises that made you push to greater and greater heights, how she turned twenty one week and how she told you all about her dying mother and how you fell in love and how she broke your heart one night in the rain?  Do you remember playing with her body, or asking her to do something that you find in your heart of hearts to be repulsive and lowly but which brings you great pleasure?  Do you remember when she told you all her secrets, even the one about her 61 

 

uncle, or the time you both laughed at once over something you seemed to think of at the same time, as if you had so much in common, Nurse Conner, that this might just be the girl for you, this might just be Miss Right and you just might be the luckiest man in the world? And then you told her that awful secret, the dark secret, the one you thought you could trust her with, the one about your father’s madness, about how it pushed you to the edge and how one night you--” 

 

Later, when two psych techs pulled him off Nix, Layton could not remember  raising his fists, let alone bringing them down near forty times over Nix’s head, nor could he remember through the trial that even after he’d begun to break the skin of Nix’s face, long after the patient was dead, particles of  bone from the patient’s jaw and nose had splintered and some had gone, needle-like, into the palm of Layton’s hand. 
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Nearly a year later,  Layton tried to sit up in bed, but the restraints held him fast.  He wanted to shout for the night nurse, but whom could 62 

 

he trust? He knew them all, he knew they thought he was one of the many criminally insane, but he knew the staff well, and he didn’t understand why they should restrain him when he had only tried to kill himself once, and had botched the job anyway. 

 

It was the whisper of night coming up under the barred window, the last light of day was nearly vanished, and he still felt drowsy from the last med administered at two.  The nights were the worst, because of the people who moved through it, who came and went and he watched in horror as they did what had to be done.  Even Nix, even he came through, his face sometimes a bloody tangle, a forest of twisted flesh and bone, sometimes it was just his face, beads of sweat on his forehead, that trollish look, that milky complexion.  The machinery hummed and if he could just believe strongly enough, he could slip through the restraints and join them, he could go and be anywhere and anyone, but it never seemed to happen.  Some of the other patients came and went; the walls rippled like a flooding river; the air itself became vivid with the movement of nearly invisible molecules as they went like clouds of mosquitoes, forming and splitting apart again. 
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Layton, in restraints, tried to pray to what he could not see for freedom.  His heartbeat raced as he watched  a swollen bubble of glass move along the window. 

 

“It’s belief,” he whispered.  “Belief makes it move.  It’s absolute belief,” but it wasn’t coming for him, the molecules weren’t changing, the mechanism of darkness was not clicking into place. “Please let me go. Please,” he begged, and then, as happened nightly, his voice became louder, sobs and screams. One of the nurses came by with another med, and as she wiped the sweat from his forehead, he told her how they left nightly, how when the sun went down the machinery of night made it happen and their molecules swirled and how even the two men he had killed in his life, his father and Nix, sometimes came to him and made him do terrible things in the dark.  “And the woman who spoke to the courts? Her name was Angela, but she’s really one of the men I killed, only you can’t ever really kill anyone, you can’t, it’s just a rearrangement of molecules and at night they can change again or if they want they can stay as they were that night for a whole day and they can even come to your trial and talk about you and things you told them and 64 

 

how you seemed to be going slowly mad only you never ever went mad, if anything it’s complete sanity, it’s the kind of sanity that’s like the sun at noon all bright and sharp and please don’t turn off the light, that’s all I ask, when you leave and I get sleepy from the pills, please leave the lights on,” his voice softened, and the nurse nodded. When he awoke later –-when the meds were beginning to wear off –-the room was dark and he felt the brush of a thousand particles that whispered with the voice of his father. 
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“265 and Heaven” 

by Douglas Clegg 

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 66 

 

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. 67 

 

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. 
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“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!” 
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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. 
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“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. 
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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 twentyfive 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. 
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“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 hamburger, 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. 73 

 

 

“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. 

2 
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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 cleaners 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.” 
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“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. 

76 

 

 

“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 shouldnta 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 77 

 

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. 
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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 79 

 

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 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. 80 

 

 

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? 

81 

 

 

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

 

“No, he sawed 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? 
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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. 84 

 

 

“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. 
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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. 86 

 

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 87 

 

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 88 

 

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?” 

89 

 

 

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. 
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“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 91 

 

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 92 

 

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 illusion, 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?” 
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“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. 94 

 

 

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 95 

 

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. 96 

 

 

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. 
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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. 98 

 

 

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 99 

 

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 100 

 

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. 
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“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. 102 

 

 

“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--103 

 

 

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?” 
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“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. 
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It was two minutes to midnight. 

 

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

 

He drew opened 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. 106 

 

 

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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

107 

 

 

 

 

 

Be sure and look for other Douglas Clegg books in print and in ebook form, including: 

 

Isis 

Afterlife 

The Words 

Purity 

Nightmare House 

The Priest of Blood 

The Lady of Serpents 

The Queen of Wolves 

The Hour Before Dark 

Goat Dance 

The Attraction 

& many others. 

108 

 

[bookmark: outline]

Document Outline

	/

	A Supernatural Excerpt from the Book

	/

	/BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR... 
	About the Book

	About the Author

	/

	Excerpt from Isis by Douglas Clegg

	/

	Take Action Now --Isis Awaits

	Get the Book - Read the ultimate Halloween tale of the year, with unforgettable illustrations by Glenn Chadbourne. 
	Watch the Book Trailer - but don't give away the secret within it. 
	Play the Isis Game - more than 1.4 million people have played it. 
	Get the Isis Widget - Blog it, Myspace it, Facebook it, enjoy it. 
	Download the Isis Desktop Wallpaper - pick your own COOL illustration from the book to sit on your computer desktop - FREE. 
	Get your Isis Avatar - Watch Isis fall, see Isis walk, learn about the undead soldiers�and choose your avatar. 	"The Machinery of Night" 


	By Douglas Clegg




cover.jpeg
3
HALLOWEEN
CANDY

3 tales of horror

e
DOUGLAS

EGG

author of Tsis #8§





index-12_1.png
& é & ot
llustration by Glenn Chadbourne, from Isis by Douglas Clegg, in bookstores Sept. 29, 2009





index-2_1.png





index-1_1.jpg
%
HALLOWEEN
CARDY

3 tales of horror

o
DOUGLAS

CLEGG

author of Isi





index-6_1.png





index-5_1.png





index-9_1.png





index-6_2.jpg





