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The Glove
llie Cahler is on her hands and knees. This is not the         
first time she’s been in this position. She does not ex-
pect it will be the last. After all, money needs to be 

made and sometimes she needs to resort to methods in line 
with the lowest common denominator. But in this instance, 
she does not feel the urgency of another driving the point 
home. This is just a sideways avenue toward potential finan-
cial satisfaction.

She is on her hands and knees, drooling, head bursting 
with images monstrous and bizarre. 

—an array of astonishing colors sliced from every angle 
of a rotating prism distorted into shapes that resemble the 
known—insects and elephants, fluttering wings and yawn-
ing mouths upon mouths, an orgy of hunger—with the un-
known—quivering, amorphous blobs highlighted by a pre-
ponderance of what looks like ottomans with what might be 
eyes at the ends of each leg and rimming the whole of the 

“body”—Allie cannot be sure, she really cannot be sure—yet all 
of this seems alive, constantly moving, mutating, irresistible, 
yet terrifying, as glottal sounds pulled from unseen throats 
and the amplified hum of electricity wrap it all in an audio 
nightmare cloak that threatens to decimate Allie right then 
and there, leave her a pool of molecular human stew, and she 
knows this—she knows this…

But then it simmers from light to shadow, the caustic ra-
dio-wave transmissions dialed down to irritable scratching 
in the background of her sensory input.

She feels almost human again—almost—yet the unfamil-
iarity still leaves her floundering—

A
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Allie is at a loss and does not remember how she got into 
this position. The moment of inception, kicking her legs out 
from beneath her, has passed. But this does not matter right 
now as she does not know how to stop the onslaught. Tamped 
down, it still feels like it will crush her. Her heart’s pace is 
hurried. She wants to scream, but she knows this will not go 
over well under the circumstances, so she restrains the urge 
with much difficulty.

She senses vertigo, or is it a kind of spiraling that has noth-
ing to do with vertigo? Everything is so foreign, alien… 

No matter the sub-levels of degeneracy that has filled the 
tattered seams of her marginal life, aided (amplified, abused) 
by alcohol, the bottle being where the weight of existence and 
thoughts gone to shit go to die, these images slink (tumble, 
avalanche) out from behind the curtain, the secrets of Oz 
revealed.

She thinks of the familiarity of that thought as it nudges 
between the celluloid-flicker of imagery and knows it is an in-
adequate perception. It posits human knowledge, or at least 
knowledge of the tale, perhaps the movie for most. There is 
nothing familiar here.

A voice cuts through the mind mush, a shovel digging into 
the exploding colors and indescribable creatures, calling her 
back to the moment at hand. 

A hand on her shoulder shakes her roughly.
“Miss Cahler.” The voice is urgent, yet distant. Allie senses 

in the tone a dollop of dismissal. She senses the speaker’s faith 
in why Allie is here, in what she is doing at this moment, or 
at least the moment before being derailed by the images and 
well beyond the drooling and hallucinating, is looked upon as 
fraud. An act. 

She feels another grip her forearm while pulling at what 
is clutched in her fingers. Finally, Allie releases the item and 
emits a gasp, as if she’s been holding her breath the whole time. 
The images swoosh into dream dust as she coughs and coughs 
again. She wipes at her mouth and immediately sets her eyes 
on scan, surveying the scene, her predicament. But this time 
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in a different manner, gathering after-the-fact information.
Allie notes the figures looming over and around her, shuf-

fling about. 
She glances to her right and sees Mr. and Mrs. Telfer, the 

parents of the missing two-year-old child, Catherine, whis-
pering to each other, their postures curious. More unbelievers, 
she suspects. Just like the policeman, Officer Mattel. When 
her focus settles on the couple, they instantly turn away. 
Confirmation. 

Their clothes are expensive. Allie thinks this as she stares 
down past the frayed hem of her dark blue thrift shop skirt 
and at her knees, the dark stockings torn. Her knees bloody.

Officer Mattel helps Allie to her feet. He has always been 
kind to her. Allowed her presence in situations in which he 
might usually turn her away. He probably wants something 
from her she has no reason to give to him, no matter he’s 
handsome. It’s not what she needs from him. 

In helping her up, he’s a bit rough. Allie wonders if this is a 
part of his normal protocol as a big, tough policeman, or if his 
anxiety has curdled into well-worn weariness when dealing 
with those of her ilk.

What would her ilk be? Those willing to help, but not by a 
means he can understand or even validate. Not that Allie un-
derstands those of her perceived ilk, either. After all, she’s not 
a real psychic, if there is such a thing. Not one to believe in the 
paranormal to any degree.

She is made of different fabric. Much as the strange fabric 
of the glove at her feet. The glove a key to opening doors with-
in her mind. Doors to places she’s never imagined. Doors to 
worlds and creatures that inspire bile to scale her esophagus. 
She deters the climb, covers her mouth and belches quietly. 
Wishes she had a drink, right now, damnit…

Allie stares down at the glove and wonders what the hell 
she’s gotten herself into this time. 

~
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Allie Cahler, rhymes with dollar. That’s what that tattooed 
Vietnam army veteran loser, Mickey what’s-his-name, called 
her after her first month on the streets. She was fifteen. Sad 
truth was she knew his words made sense.

Allie liked to think she got a BS in BS from the School of 
Hard Knocks, with a minor in Wink-of-An-Eye Deception. 
Bullshit was the cornerstone of her repertoire. It kept her 
head above water. Helped her stretch that dollar into next 
week, maybe longer, though she was always hungry for more. 

Always hungry. Period. 
Her talents were honed during her humble early years, 

talking the stragglers and strangers who slipped between the 
cracks along the edges of the door to the ratty apartment she 
and her mother called “home, sweet, miserable home” out of 
coins, cash and food—whatever she needed. It also helped her 
squirm out of situations that threatened to go to rot, derail-
ing the mono-driven advances of the degenerate roll-call of 
space-filling step-fathers and boyfriends her mother engaged 
in after her father split when Allie was three-years old. Even 
as an “uncle” or two had touched her in places a five-year old 
girl should not be touched, she learned fast enough how to 
deal with them thereafter. 

Though drugs and sex played out all around Allie, she didn’t 
fall into the clutches of either. Alcohol, though…that was an-
other story. When she left, she felt as though she’d made it 
through the constant turmoil unscathed. She felt lucky which, 
in the scope of her existence, was synonymous with simply 
being a survivor. Luck had nothing to do with it. 

Allie didn’t believe in wallowing in the past, but some 
nights dictated otherwise. Almost three in the morning and 
still no signs of Jesse. She contemplated stepping outside for 
a breath of crisp, fresh air, and sniffing the temptations that 
blanketed Reno, Nevada, much as the light dusting of snow. 
Reno, a poor man’s Las Vegas. Grimier, down in the gutter. 
Where Las Vegas welcomed you with open arms, open legs, 
and promises sprinkled with glitter and flash, Reno hinted at 
this before succumbing to its by-rote tendencies: suck what it 
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could out of you and spit out the licked clean bones. No fan-
fare, no kiss goodbye. Though for folks like Allie, this was just 
the way life had always been. 

Reno was her kind of place. 
Allie didn’t get out of bed, though, instead occupying the 

long hours staring at paid advertisements on the boob tube. 
Everything from spray-painting hair on one’s naked scalp, to 
promises of weight loss by actresses she’d seen do this before, 
with other methods; all methods set on fail. (Allie knew first 
hand we all have our addictions.) B-movies and talk show 
reruns filled the dead air as well, while rum filled her belly 
and leaked into her thoughts, inspiring the bad vibe running 
through her system like a cockroach seeking darkness. 

Allie understood darkness, the way of the night, not that 
this knowledge or rum made her feel any better. 

She mentally stepped back again, into a pile fresh and 
steaming.

The only memory she had of her father was of pale skin, so 
different than hers, and eyes like smudged silver dollars, dirty 
fingers having rolled them over and over in the dark pocket of 
unattained wish fulfillment. 

He must have been a hustler, too. 
The only thing he left her was his last name, and proba-

bly the first. That and a voracious appetite for books. On the 
first count, Allie couldn’t imagine her mother, Mama Rosa, 
who always insisted on being called “Mama Rosa,” would 
have named her “Allie.” She’d have gone with Maria, perhaps 
Consuela—her grandmother’s name—if she’d had a say. She 
always made a weird point of it, though: “Allie, not Allison. 
It’s not short for anything, mi gato del callejón,” which, of 
course, invalidated her claim. Alley cat. Allie felt like a stray 
cat in her own family. But it also made sense, scratching out 
every day by tooth and claw and a feisty attitude when needed.

The second matter, her love for books, only confused her 
mother and her mother’s friends; it’s not as if Allie had any 
friends. It also dissuaded them from their improper inclina-
tions more often than not. “Don’t bother her,” Momma Rosa 
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would say. “She’s just like her maldito idiota of a father, her 
head buried in books.” Then she’d nudge Allie and say, “Why 
don’t you come out of those pages and live among the living,” 
which only made Allie shake her head and laugh. “Who’s liv-
ing here?” she’d question, even at the age of seven, when she 
truly realized the dim breadth of her life. “Maldito pipsqueak,” 
her mother would respond. She’d furrow her brows like two 
caterpillars fighting and nudge Allie again, bored with the 
brief glimpse of motherhood, her maternal aspirations de-
railed as she headed off to the kitchen or her bedroom to pass 
the time smoking “the good shit,” while her current drive-
by boyfriend used her for whatever he could get out of her 
and left her stoned and snoring on the shabby sofa, the never 
clean sheets of her bed, or even the dust-bunny cluttered puke 
green carpet.

Allie’s precocious nature saw in her mother’s dark fea-
tures a bleak future, and she vowed to aspire to something 
more than this dirty dishtowel life. Her passion, a legacy of 
her half-Latina roots, also rode shotgun through her veins, al-
ways at the ready. Over time she got used to it, how to use it 
instead of letting it use her, but there were times she had no 
choice. But not during a scam, a con. Not while whittling away 
the resolve of a prospective mark.

That’s because Allie was never Allie while she was hustling. 
She was always somebody else. She was always whoever she 
needed to be.

On occasion she would adopt Maria, Consuela, and even 
Rosa when the situation called for it. Even if what she knew of 
her mother’s mother tongue was minimal—her mother only 
spoke it when angry or annoyed—she could pull it off if she 
added a spicy accent. The act, the lies, they were all a part of 
Allie’s make-up. Inherent. When tipping back the bottle, she’d 
admit she also got this from her father. 

When tipping back the bottle, she also had weak moments 
where she would allow the fantasy of another life to frolic 
to the front of her thoughts. Because she spent most of her 
time as somebody else, she often dreamed of being a famous 
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actress, complete with snippets of collecting an Oscar or two. 
All the world in love with Allie Cahler. But as always, the Oscar 
would lose its gleam, polished with the greasy fingerprints of 
the people she knew, and she would picture herself in a pawn 
shop hawking the thing for a few dollars, so she could hold her 
own until the next loser drifted into the crosshairs. Predatory 
as a means of survival. 

Life doesn’t play out in the realm of fantasy. Allie knew life 
was hard and ugly and often measured in sweat and blood.

Never tears, though. Tears never stained her cheeks for 
what might have been or what could still be, outside of the 
present course of her life’s path. She only cried on cue, when 
the con required tears. 

As Allie is about to drift off, pulling the shades down over 
reality, she is jolted awake by low grunts as somebody strug-
gles to get the key into the keyhole. 

“Fuck,” she hears a scratchy voice say. 
Jesse, of course. About time. 
After a minute, perhaps two, Jesse finally succeeds in 

opening the door and stumbles into the tiny room. Victory! He 
glances at the television, mesmerized by the opening strains 
of a rerun of one of the local talk shows, The Brent Myers 
Show. Jesse starts to dance to the jingle as he moves toward 
the bed. 

“That fucker’s hair is like a helmet,” he says, nodding to-
ward the television as he crawls under the sheets. 

Allie can smell the night on him, where he’s been and 
where he always ends up meshing in such a way not even a 
shower will wash it off him. It seeps from within, this pungent 
cologne, so she doesn’t insist he take one. 

“Good night, Jitterbug?” She moves toward the edge of the 
bed. Though Jesse is praying mantis lean, after long nights 
filled with hours of three-card Monte and various other small 
time, sleight-of-hand swindles and even old school pickpock-
eting, when he hits the sheets, he spreads out like a fresh, wet 
stain. 
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“Told you not to call me that, babe,” he says, leaning into 
her and kissing her on the cheek. “Great night, though,” he 
says, as he pulls a rig from the pocket of his baggy pants.

“Jesse, don’t. Don’t tie off tonight. Be with me.”
Allie does not understand her need for something more 

than his body next to hers tonight. Usually, him wasted and 
passed out is good enough. It’s not like they have sex often, 
and love? What does either of them know about love? Sure, it 
might be expressed on occasions of weakness, but those mo-
ments passed swiftly as necessity takes the reins. The truth 
does not allow for anything more. They’d hooked up a few 
years ago, decided to work many of the two-person scams to-
gether. That’s all. Nothing special.

She pets his oily black hair, thinking perhaps a shower 
would do him some good, no matter what lingers on his skin 
afterward.

“Just a little bit, babe,” Jesse says, swift to sit up and slide 
his shoplifted leather belt out of the loops of his brown cordu-
roys. “Just a little bit.”

Allie sighs and sits up as Jesse arranges himself for the 
task at hand. All that matters. She picks up the bottle of rum 
and swirls the dregs around before downing them. 

She stares at the television, the harsh glare pouring out 
of the screen and lapping at her feet. The toenails in need of 
trimming glisten light blue and green, as if they are swimming 
underwater. 

“When did you first realize you had psychic abilities?”
“It’s not something I realized, Brent. It’s something that is 

simply a part of who I am. Like the color of my eyes or my 
breast size.”

The audience laughs. Brent Myers glances toward the 
woman’s bountiful endowments and smiles widely before he 
regains some semblance of composure. 

“You mean to tell me there was never any “aha” moment? 
Not some incident that confirmed what you already sensed?”

“Well, of course, there was the Jane Sanderson case…”
Allie scoots up as she shakes her head, clearing out any 
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thoughts of sleep. The woman Brent Myers is interviewing is 
Loren St. Clair, a famous psychic, though Allie thinks her gifts 
borderline at best, if at all. She’s been a regular contributor to 
many of the tabloids Mama Rosa used to read, dishing out her 
year-end predictions, most with no success. This does not hin-
der her real motivation, though, as she’s created a name and 
the celebrity that goes with it because of her force of nature 
personality. St. Clair’s fame had taken off when she insisted 
on helping the authorities during the Jane Sanderson miss-
ing person case, stating that she’d had visions that related to 
it. When the body of the murdered seven year-old girl had 
been found in an abandoned factory outside of Hillsborough, 
Oregon, “near water” and in an area that “smelled of burned 
wood, of smoke”—the Grunner factory, on the edge of Old 
Hawk river (barely a stream, really), where plastic goods were 
extruded and shaped into coverings for toys torn from pack-
ages by the eager fingers of children looking to pry their prize 
from within, had been gutted by a fire and left to nature’s 
whim and decay, but that was almost fifteen years previous, 
so there’d been trace remnants if any—St. Clair’s fame had 
gone through the roof. 

People believed what they wanted to believe.
Allie remembered seeing her on a television show back 

then, another interview dotted with vague statements and 
flirty asides. She was reminded of St. Clair again on the down-
side of her fame five, maybe six years ago, and decided she 
would read one of St. Clair’s books. Allie ended up reading 
all seven of St. Clair’s books, chronologically working her way 
through the titles. Lost Girl Found was the first, dealing ex-
clusively with the Sanderson case. A misleading, hopeful title. 
Allie thought the writing bland, though the details revealed a 
lot about St. Clair that Allie understood, much of which she 
could even relate. 

St. Clair had mastered what was known as “retrofitting.” 
Taking details and shuffling them in the deck of her mind and 
dealing the details out as her own. Allie had done this many 
times, but not on St. Clair’s level. Add to that psychometry as 
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St. Clair espoused most of her psychic observations with eyes 
closed while holding some item or clothing of the victim, like 
giving a bloodhound a sniff of something tangible and set-
ting it loose on a trail only it could smell, and St. Clair had 
dealt herself a winning hand.

Allie also wondered how the authorities and interviewers 
couldn’t see through St. Clair’s act. Much to Allie’s surprise, 
St. Clair became a regular go-to psychic for many years af-
terward, even as her assistance thereafter led to zero results. 

And she cranked out those books as if she’d been a major 
part of the process, as if her contributions were a success, 
even as three of the six cases remained unsolved. Even as the 
three cases where a victim was found had nothing to do with 
anything St. Clair contributed. Every book after the first one 
focused on a follow-up case, yet at least half of each book was 
St. Clair retelling the Sanderson case. 

There was nothing of substance in any of it, even the ini-
tial case, yet St. Clair had set herself up quite well financially. 
She lived in a mansion in the Hollywood hills, with a sum-
mer vacation condo in San Francisco. She also married into 
money, marrying a former football star, Alvin Tenner, a run-
ning back of some acclaim, within the last year. He joyfully 
smiled in the handful of wedding photos Allie remembered 
seeing in one of the tabloids. Touchdown! He was her fourth 
husband. You’d think with her psychic abilities, she’d pick 
one to last.

As she watches the rerun of the talk show, something 
squirms to life in Allie’s mind. Here she is, thirty-one and 
getting by on nickel and dime shenanigans her whole life. 
Hustles that mark a day or three on the calendar, but no far-
ther. What she needs is something that allows her room to 
breathe. 

What she needs is big money, like St. Clair  has. 
“I can do that,” Allie says.
“What?” Jesse is reclining on the bed, the needle still pro-

truding from his arm. He turns to her as he says it, his face 
draped with a goofy smile and lids half open, half empty. His 
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skin glistens as if he’s been varnished, though beneath the 
shine, his features have lost distinction, as if he were made of 
wax, and melting. She often thinks one morning she’ll wake 
up to a smiling skeleton, the skin having pooled moistly on 
the sheets.

“I could do what she’s done,” pointing at the television, 
“only better. I am a much better…performer.” She holds her 
head high, as if it is on exhibit.

“What are you talking about, babe?” Jesse’s head nods, 
knocks hard on the headboard. He is drifting, as usual. 

“Loren St. Clair. She’s a phony. But she’s got money be-
cause she knows how to work it big time.”

“Work what?” Jesse says, rubbing his head as it drops onto 
the pillow. 

Allie pulls her focus from the travesty that is Loren St. Clair 
living a life she should have been living and looks down at the 
man whose eyelids flutter as moths to light. Though there is 
no light in his eyes. 

She gently pulls the needle out of his arm, the syringe 
empty, his head as empty as the syringe. She closes her eyes 
and says, “I predict many hours of blissful sleep for my sweet 
Jitterbug. My poor lost soul,” before opening them again as 
Jesse lightly snores. She pushes the oily hair out of his shiny 
face. She finds him handsome in a stray puppy kind of way. 
She kisses him on the forehead and slides out of bed toward 
the mini-fridge. She grumbles as she notes only generic beer 
Jesse lives on filling the small, chilly space. No rum. Generic 
beer will have to do. She takes one and pulls the tab and gulps 
deeply. 

Allie has had enough of drifting through life, feeling like 
every breath is a masochistic exercise. Feeling like there is no 
up from here. She sips again from the generic beer, the taste 
cold and nothing more, the alcohol content not enough to 
dent the focus she is honing. 

They will move from this desolate lot on the edge of a des-
ert where dreams fizzle and flee with the wind. In their new 
locale, she will ingratiate herself with the local police force 
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and television reporters to the point where she will be expected 
if not welcomed, a shadow coming to light. She would prepare 
herself, as well as them, for the moment when it will matter, 
and take everything she can. She will become a better version 
of Loren St. Clair. 

Perhaps not the best goal, but one definitely within her 
grasp. 

And most of all, she’ll lose the aliases, allowing herself to be 
Allie Cahler for real, not as an aside to all the other faces she 
has worn. She is tired. Allie Cahler is tired of it all. 

Loren St. Clair’s bright smile fills the screen and Allie almost 
thinks she is going to vomit. Instead, she gulps the last of the 
beer and heads to bed to join Jesse in slumber. But she doesn’t 
slip off to the dreamlands immediately. She is too hyped, ready 
to get a move on. Her brain is hot-wired for the plan at hand, 
taking shape as the television light carves curious shadows from 
every dark corner of the ceiling. She has a plan she expects will 
take two, maybe three years to fully incorporate. After which, 
she will be ready for when a prime opportunity knocks. She will 
be ready for Prime Time. 

Of course, almost four years later, she wouldn’t have ex-
pected opportunity to knock her to her knees…

~

“Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?” 
“You say something, baby?” The question was slurred. Too 

early in the day and already coated with scotch. She heard a 
phone ring, clipped to silence after the third one. 

Loren St. Clair ignored the query as she stared at her fifty-
nine-year-old face, dabbing at the lines next to her right eye 
with a wrinkle cream that guaranteed results…for only $349.99 
a bottle. A tiny bottle, at that, but it was a small price to pay to 
remain beautiful. 

At least in Vanity’s critical eyes. 
The bathroom was large. It was where Loren did her most 

important work. After all, presentation was a major part of what 
had gotten her where she was now. But where was she now? 
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One best-selling book and its bastard offspring from too 
many years ago kept her in Yoga lessons at Showcase, where 
all the celebrities kept fit or swung deals, as well as beluga 
caviar, Gucci this and Chanel that, and wrinkle creams and 
cream lipsticks galore. Husbands, too, even if the latest mar-
riage had dragged on too long already, wallowing in apathy 
along with her fading fame. No matter, she kept herself above 
water through it all. 

But Loren St. Clair wasn’t built just to float, not even with 
silicon lifting her ample bosom out of the grasp of time, and 
gravity. Loren St. Clair was built for fame. For the spotlight. 
No talent, sure, but she knew it didn’t take talent. It took pris-
tine make-up and pointed manipulation. 

People believed what they wanted to believe. 
She’d gotten lucky with the Jane Sanderson missing per-

son case. Tossed out a few bon mots that landed in the mouth 
of destiny. Chewed and spat out in accordance with her wily 
manner, oh, she rode that one for years. The other cases were 
empty shells but reminding the public on a regular basis about 
Jane Sanderson always brought new legions of fans to join in 
the lie. It kept her floating. 

But now, she was tired of floating. It had been too many 
years since she’d published a book. Too many years since 
she’d made a television appearance of worth. With sixty bar-
reling down on her with locomotive insistence, she needed to 
remind the public again, with a case of substance. 

A knock at the door distracted her from the perfect appli-
cation of a new favorite lipstick from Dolce & Gabbana (and 
direct from Italy, of course): Devilish. She only answered af-
ter the second knock, staring intently into the mirror as she 
pressed her lips together and blew herself a kiss.

“What do you want, Alvin?” She spat the name as if it were 
cat piss on her tongue. She heard the tinkle of ice cubes against 
glass.

Her husband coughed, before he said, “They got her to the 
building.” 

This perked up Loren St. Clair. She ran a perfectly trimmed 
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cherry red nail across the pebbled areola and the scrunched 
hard nipple of her right breast. 

“Lovely. Is she safe? Is she fine?”
“They said she’s crying a lot. Said she got hurt.” 
Loren stormed to the door and swung it open. Alvin’s 

spine stiffened, lifting him from the wall he was using for 
support. He took a swig from the square glass, crunching on 
an ice cube as he pulled it away from his lips. His eyes avoid-
ed hers.

“Can’t you do anything right?”
“I didn’t do it, honey. I only got Bert and Drake to—”
“I made it clear, you shit for brains waste of space.”
“I love you, too, baby.” His smile was a shiv to the kidney, 

yet he still didn’t look at her.
“I made it clear to take her with no harm done. Get her 

and take her to the abandoned building adjacent to the 
warehouse by the pier. That’s all. Feed her. Keep her happy. 
Nobody gets hurt. She’ll be left alone, and I’ll be her savior, 
and everybody lives happily fucking ever after.” Loren snort-
ed, a bull before the red cape. 

“They said it was weird. She was weird.” Alvin took anoth-
er swig, turned to look toward the bar. Licked his lips.

“I don’t care if she was goddamn Alice in Wonderland 
weird, my request was simple. Get her. No harm done.”

Alvin finally turned to Loren and shrugged his shoulders. 
His usual response to everything Loren said, followed by an-
other swig, emptying the glass. He padded toward the bar. 
Loren followed him. 

He filled his glass with more scotch, more ice cubes. 
Swirled and swigged. 

Loren pushed past him and gathered her own glass, 
though filled it with mineral water. That was as strong as she 
allowed. Keeping up appearances and all.

After she sipped, she said, “How was she hurt?” Loren’s 
arms were folded over her naked bosom. Alvin rearranged 
his posture as he took this in. Loren moved, swift to cut off 
what little distance there was between them and grabbed his 
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crotch in her daddy long legs fingers. “Keep your mind on 
the subject at hand, asshole. I need to know how she was 
hurt.” Her grip twisted. 

“Jesus. Let go, goddamn it. Let go,” he said, pulling his 
groin from her grip. He rubbed his semi-erect penis, quelling 
the ache, but not the shifting of blood. He smiled perversely. 
Loren rolled her eyes.

“Okay, okay. Look, when they went to take off her glove 
and leave it as they were told to do, well, leave something for 
you to do your magic with, the glove apparently went all the 
way up her arm, like a body suit or something.” 

“And…” 
“And it tore. The glove. The…whatever it was. They said 

that’s when the girl started wailing. Not until then.” 
“A torn glove? A torn piece of clothing of some sort? How 

did that hurt her?” The girl was two years-old, perhaps that 
was why this would cause her to turn on the faucet. Loren 
crinkled her nose at the thought and took another sip of min-
eral water. Room temperature, as she liked it. 

“Look. I’m just the messenger. Remember that—”
“Just get to the point.” 
Loren watched as Alvin put the glass to his lips and sucked 

another ice cube into his mouth. Alcohol as priority and pac-
ifier, the jerk. Why did she stay with him? 

“Well?”
“Okay, okay. They tore the glove off and said underneath, 

the girl’s skin was all fucked up. Then said it was like her 
hand was made of putty. The fingers duck-webbed together, 
then kind of fused together.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Loren was per-
plexed, none of this made sense. Webbed fingers, or some-
thing more than that? Her temper simmered. She’d read 
about Catherine Telfer and there had never been mention of 
any skin issues. The wealthy might keep that a secret, sure. 

“Said the glove was made of some kind of weird fabric, 
too. Felt funny. Fleshy, but not fleshy. Maybe scaly…but not 
scaly…”
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He really wasn’t making any sense. Loren set her glass 
down. “Well, get her some lotion, some skin cream. Some first 
aid, for Christ’s sake. Whatever it takes. Wrap her hand in 
gauze. Do something right, damnit. And make sure she’s…all 
right. Besides the circumstances. Which won’t last long,” she 
said, with a smile more lethal than her husband’s shiv to the 
kidney one. “Just long enough to put me back where I belong.” 

Loren St. Clair’s well-practiced movie-star-without-the-cre-
dentials smile stretched even wider with the thought, her per-
fect white teeth worthy of magazine covers. 

“You still hard?” she asked.
Alvin’s eyebrows arched up. “Not exactly.”
Loren pressed her body to his, her nipples like daggers jut-

ting from the hard globes of her breasts. 
“Put your glass down and get hard now.” She grabbed 

Alvin’s crotch and rubbed him roughly. Just like she liked her 
sex. Rough. She knew he was in no position to turn down her 
advances. She also knew a good fuck would give her the appro-
priate glow to really captivate the cameras and accentuate her 
features. After all, what else was he good for at this point? 

She had no patience. Though they’d just got the Telfer child 
to the abandoned building by the pier—an excellent location 
guaranteeing maximum coverage—it had been almost two 
days since they’d taken the girl. Two days was long enough to 
keep the child from her loving parents. It was time for Loren 
St. Clair to re-establish her fame in the public’s eye. 

“You’re a little late, though,” Alvin said, sliding his black 
slacks down his muscular thighs. He followed with his under-
wear, taking his penis into his large hands. 

“A little late for what?” Loren said, sliding the frilly silk 
white panties down her taut thighs before stepping out of them.

As Alvin’s penis became engorged at his prompting, he said, 
“Well, the best laid plans of mice and men…” 

Loren St. Clair, who had just swung the double doors to the 
bedroom open, turned and asked more emphatically, “What 
are you talking about now? A little late for what? Don’t play 
games with me.” 
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Alvin stopped stroking his penis, now that it was ready 
for the deed at hand and set the glass with melting ice cubes 
on the mahogany coffee table to his left. He picked up the re-
mote control and pressed On. The 60-inch plasma TV screen 
blinked to life. Loren folded her arms over her bosom again, 
watching as he flipped through the channels, finally stop-
ping on a local news station. Across the bottom of the screen, 
Catherine Telfer Disappearance. Above those words, a woman 
being helped up by a policeman. She looked quite unsteady. 
At her feet, something glistened curiously; fabric or…?

“No,” Loren said. 
“Oh, yes,” Alvin said. “Seems another psychic dropped into 

your game to mess it up. Her name’s Allie Cahler.” He said 
this just as “Allie Cahler” scrolled across the bottom of the 
screen.

“I can see that, dimwit. Who is she?”
Her question was answered promptly by the succinct in-

tonations delivered by a female newscaster with immaculate 
cheekbones Loren might envy under different circumstances. 

“Allie Cahler, a local psychic, being helped to her feet after tak-
ing the torn glove police confirm via the parents is from the 
missing Catherine Telfer…”

“Who is this bitch, Allie Cahler?” Loren asked again, her 
annoyance mounting. 

“Who knows?” Alvin said, as he walked toward her, his 
erect penis leading the way.

Loren looked at him then down at his penis. “Put that thing 
away. I need you to get in touch with Rivers and find out who 
Allie Cahler is, and why she’s butting into my business.” Clark 
Rivers was a private investigator she kept on retainer, usually 
for more unscrupulous matters. 

“I can do that after we fuck, don’t you think?” Alvin placed 
his hand on her left breast, roughly thumbing the nipple. 

Loren flinched and stepped backward, into the bedroom, 
both hands on the double doors. 

“I thought this was what you wanted, darling.” 
“I want you to do as you’re told and get in touch with Rivers, 
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have him find out who Miss Allie Cahler is. I want you to call 
him now. You can deal with your problem afterward.” She 
nodded toward his penis, with no desire passing through her 
icy veins. “I don’t need you anymore right now. Jerk off or 
take a cold shower, I don’t really care.”

“But—”
“Did you hear me?” Loren closed the double doors, locking 

them behind her. She gripped the brass knobs as her knuck-
les turned white. She seethed, animal frustration percolating 
briskly in her brain and belly. 

Much to her displeasure, she would have to acquaint her-
self with patience after all.

~

Allie Cahler pushes aside the thin, light blue curtains and sees 
there is only one car that does not belong on the street in front 
of the shoebox-sized house she and Jesse call home. Or at 
least call shelter. Home is something she might never really 
understand. 

She knows it must be another reporter, but after the del-
uge from the morning after the incident with the glove, only 
one is a welcome respite. Sure, she expects there will be many 
to follow over the next few days, but right now, she feels she 
can breathe again. 

Almost. 
Where is Jesse? 
Five minutes after getting into the house and peeling the 

torn panty hose from her legs, she had a drink in her hand, 
shutting out the hounding reporters as best she could. Allie 
wished they had darker curtains, what with the floating heads 
pressed up to the front windows left and right of the door. The 
sides of many palms pressed against the windows as well, as-
sisting in their crass voyeurism. She’d hidden in the kitchen, 
mixing screwdrivers heavy on the screw—orange juice was an 
accessory, barely a participant—drinking and thinking about 
what she’d experienced. Life was constructed from experi-
ences, sure, but she’d never dipped this deep into the murky 
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pool of madness and had to wonder, after all the years of al-
cohol ingestion, if it had finally caught up with her, bubbling 
up as brain glitch or flashback but no—no—this was different. 
Definitely not a flashback, that’s for sure; she’d never imag-
ined such weirdness.

She’d drank deeply and poured herself another tall screw-
driver, before stopping, capping the bottle of vodka and put-
ting it back into the fridge, wanting to be sober, yet not sure 
why. To talk to Jesse clearly? Perhaps. She peered on occasion 
toward the front door and the windows to each side, the ghost-
ly faces diminishing until only fingerprint smudges remained. 

What she’d experienced was so different as to not register 
in her head as anything “unreal.” Not exactly. These visions 
had a life of their own and were not born of Allie’s imagina-
tion. She knew this was a preposterous line of thought, but 
she knew she was right.

She’d wished Jesse were here, to help her clear her head, 
but as usual, he was occupied elsewhere.

She’d gotten back to the house on the San Lorenzo side 
of the Oakland/San Lorenzo border late in the morning, five 
hours ago. She knew Jesse tended to wander, but he’d been 
good to stick to their plan and work the swing shift at the 
warehouse job he hated until Allie got her big break with a 
missing person case. With Catherine Telfer’s disappearance 
right in her backyard, across the Bay Bridge in San Francisco, 
and with initial reports of there being a glove believed to be 
from the missing child found in the parking garage of the ho-
tel the Telfers were staying at on their vacation in the City—
found almost a day and a half later, one had to wonder about 
police efficiency—Allie knew this was the one to work with all 
her skills. She’d refined them over the last few years, as well 
as made connections with the police departments in the area, 
being kept in the pipeline. She figured most of the authori-
ties found her tolerable as she presented herself in a manner 
that did not intrude in a negative way, so she was kept loose-
ly in the loop. She figured they thought she was just a crime 
junkie, of which there were many. Now, though…that loop had 
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surprised her as it clamped down on her ankle like a bear trap. 
After almost four hours of fidgeting, pacing with the dull 

tenacity of a caged lion, and no alcohol since the first half hour 
she had gotten there, she hears rustling at the front door. She 
initially thinks it another reporter being overly insistent, be-
fore an exasperated “Fuck” brings a smile. Her pace shifts to a 
rush, quick short steps to the door as it swings open.

“Hey, babe,” Jesse says. Allie watches as he glances at his 
keys as if they are something foreign and slips them into the 
front right pocket of his denim jacket. 

Allie hugs him.
“What’s up?” he says, as he hugs her back, but his is less 

concentrated, as if he is already distracted by, most probably, 
whatever has kept him out of the house until now. 

Allie pulls back and says, “I saw shit. Weird shit. When I 
picked up the glove, which was also pretty strange, I saw really 
weird shit.” 

“Did they believe anything you said? I saw a news report 
that had you on your hands and knees lookin’ all dazed and 
confused. Good act, a real grabber.” Jesse brushes by her as 
she reaches out for him. He pulls a square of tinfoil out of 
the left pocket of his denim jacket and sets it on the table. 
Probably some of that Mexican Mud black tar heroin shit that 
is going through a resurgence in the East Bay. 

Allie ignores this. 
“You’re not listening to me,” she says, as she pulls on his 

arm with determination, spinning him around to face her. 
Jesse stops dead in his tracks; his always antsy movements 
abate as well. 

“That was the plan, right? You’d get the opportunity to get 
to this point, do that psycho-touchy-feely deal and we’d hook 
’em, reel ’em in. That’s good, right? That’s the plan, right?” He 
strokes her hair, an odd touch of affection, yet after two pass-
es, his hand is back to his jacket pocket, as if there is more to 
be pulled out of the denim pit. Like a magician pulling a rabbit 
out of a hat, but he leaves his hand inside, stroking or stran-
gling the rabbit. 



John Claude Smith

29

“I saw stuff, Jesse. It wasn’t an act. I really saw stuff…” 
“You mean, like, you saw where the missing kid is…for 

real?” 
“No.” Allie brushes her hair back into place with both 

hands, fingers pulling through the loose strands and the two 
thin braids on each side of her face. 

Jesse slumps into the ratty walnut brown recliner that 
doesn’t recline anymore. “What do you mean, No?”

“I saw…” But Allie stalls. There is no way to describe what 
she saw. She’s read plenty of science fiction and fantasy and 
bizarre real-life stuff, books on the paranormal, the psychic 
sciences, UFOs, what-not and whatever. Books of all sorts, 
from when she was a child, keeping the madness that swirled 
around her at bay, yet now, adding to the mad deluge in her 
head. 

“I…I can’t do this. I can’t do—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Jesse puts his hands up, swift to 

spring to his feet like a demented jack-in-the-box. 
Allie pulls him close and hugs him again. Another call to 

affections they rarely exhibit. But he is all she really has. 
Jesse pushes her away, rough like the cop. 
“Babe,” Allie pleads.
“What’s going on, babe?” Jesse is angry, his easy-going 

manner discarded for the rusted edge of the blade. 
“I need you to understand. I…I love you…”
Jesse laughs. “You’ve got to be kidding, right? Love me?” 

He takes three big steps into the kitchen, his heavy boots 
pounding a path toward his goal. “Have I ever told you I love 
you?” He glares at her, awaiting a response.

“Well, yes…” Allie’s arms swing down to her sides, loose 
at the sockets like a puppet, as if even she knows the lie she’s 
stumbled through stating.

Jesse laughs again. “Fuckin’ hell.” He picks up the tinfoil 
packet. The bulge within reflects in his eyes. “This is the only 
thing I love. This.” He shakes it in her face, his point made. 

“We both self-medicate as we need to…to oblivion. Is there any-
thing else, right?” He looks to the ceiling with its patchwork of 
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odd stains. “God doesn’t give a fuck, why should we? Dumped 
here on the third rock from the sun just getting through it all. 
Life. Existence. What-the-fuck-ever.” Jesse’s stare threatens 
to turn Allie to ash. “Don’t think I don’t think about taking my 
life all the time. Every day there are scattered minutes where 
I really just want it all to stop, but then I grind through. I re-
member our plan.” His breath is rushed, hot. A dragon about 
to scorch the countryside, or at least a fair maiden. 

Allie is no fair maiden, but she is in the dragon’s line of 
sight.

She is at a loss. Silence hangs limp in the air, yet the dron-
ing hum of the toilet that never flushes properly from the 
bathroom down the short hallway keeps her company. It of-
fers no advice, though. 

Jesse sets the tinfoil packet back down on the peeling yel-
low Formica table top, something that came with the house 
and probably from a closed diner somewhere before then. He 
turns and puts his hands-on Allie’s shoulders. “We have a plan. 
We need to stick to the plan. Just because you got weird shit 
going on in your head or maybe you’re just scared or some-
thing don’t mean you don’t buckle up and do what you’re sup-
posed to do.” His grip becomes a vice. 

Allie knows there will be bruises 
“I haven’t been dealing with this shit job loading and un-

loading trailers every goddamned night just so you could 
weasel out of your obligations. So…” Jesse lifts his hands-off 
Allie’s shoulders. 

Allie feels as though she can move again. Perhaps running 
is her best option. Instead, she watches him pull a bottle of 
rum out of the refrigerator, turn, and slam it down on the table. 

“So, have a swig of this and lock in, babe. I’m not doing this 
shit job for kicks. We have a plan. Stick to the fuckin’ plan.”

Allie steps forward, hesitates, and takes another step. She 
grips the neck of the bottle of rum, picks off the cap with her 
gnawed-on fingernails like one picks at a scab, brings it to her 
lips, and drinks deep from the well of false courage or some 
such shit, she’s isn’t sure. Every bottle is a different well full of 
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whatever she deems necessary at the moment. False courage? 
Probably just her faltering willpower, in this case. 

The bliss alcohol brings tastes like bile on her tongue as it 
passes down her throat, burning a path to the cauldron that 
is her ever gurgling stomach. It slingshots back up her esoph-
agus, not seeking escape from between her sealed shut lips 
and spilling out onto the floor but percolating in her cranium. 
Something to lubricate the gray matter maelstrom that never 
really shuts down. Lubricating with angst and her own anger 
and futility, rich and creamy like chocolate frosting licked off 
the spreading spoon. A spoon picked up off the floor where it 
had dropped.

Nothing in her life ever remained pure. 
“If I can’t deal with the situation, you need to understand 

and perhaps even support me.” It is a flicker of strength in-
spired by the rum. 

Jesse shoots it down, a clay pigeon shattering into shards 
across lush green manicured lawns. “Not your fuckin’ choice,” 
he says, grabbing her by the bicep. “Look. You’re in. This is 
the closest we ever been to fulfilling our dreams.”

“Get your hands off me.” Allie pulls herself from Jesse’s al-
ready loosening grip, her eyes red and fiery as she stares at 
him.

Jesse strips out of his jeans, jacket and T-shirt. As he 
stands there in his plaid boxer shorts, he says, “You listenin’ 
to me?” He bends down to straddle a well-worn pair of jeans, 
his work jeans, and pulls them up over his skinny legs. 

Allie remains silent. 
He picks up a T-shirt in need of mending he’d left on the 

floor with the well-worn jeans, dropped there next to the 
broken recliner, after he’d gotten home from work last night. 

“You listenin’ to me?” he asks again, more insistent. His glossy 
eyes have grown diamond hard. 

What is she to do? 
Allie strolls to the curtains by the cracked window to the left 

of the front door and notes that the car that has been out there 
all afternoon is gone, though another curiously expensive one 
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pulls up across the street to replace it. As if the reporters are 
running shifts. She lets the curtains fall as she turns back to 
Jesse. 

She can’t believe he is the strong one now. Been together 
in their way for many years and he’s never shown much of a 
backbone. Until now. When she needs him to understand and 
to even hold her again like she matters, not like she is in the 
way of his next high. But he’s made that clear, too. His priori-
ties fit into a syringe.

That said, he grabs the denim jacket and is at the front 
door in seconds, not looking to get higher than she expects he 
had been earlier in the afternoon as he has the job to deal with. 

He tries to be sympathetic as he strokes her hair again. 
“C’mon, my alley cat.”
“I’m not a fucking alley cat,” she says. “You know I hate 

that.” 
He stops stroking and grabs a handful of hair, saying noth-

ing as he stares into her eyes. Allie’s discomfort smolders. He 
lets go of her hair after a few seconds. She knows he would 
usually just ignore her and everything would fall into place. 
That is their way. But this lets her know she’ll have to find a 
way to deal with the situation, despite her trepidation. 

“Do the right thing, baby,” he says, brushing his lips on her 
cheek. 

“There may be not right thing, Jesse.” 
Jesse sighs and opens the door. “Then do what’s necessary.”
As he exits Allie hears him say, “Sorry, apparently she’s had 

enough of you reporters for one day.” His voice sounds defeat-
ed, yet a sliver of compassion pokes through. Allie thinks it 
more a splinter in the belly of his dreams. Their sad dreams. 

Allie listens with her back turned, taking another hefty 
swig of rum, attempting to wash away the day. She expects 
this is the beginning of the usual ritual that leads her into her 
own private oblivion later. 

“We’re not reporters,” a male voice says. Allie instantly 
knows the voice, having spoken to the man earlier that day, 
before the incident.
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She turns to see Robert and Shelly Telfer standing on her 
front porch. The expensive car she noticed minutes ago must 
be theirs. The influx of vehicles that don’t belong in this bleak 
neighborhood didn’t make the turquoise Mercedes-Benz 
stand out as much as it obviously does from the rest. 

She instinctively hides the bottle of rum behind her back, 
then realizes the lunacy of the act as she sets it on a box she 
and Jesse use as a table, next to the recliner that does not 
recline. 

Allie smooths her beige blouse adorned with dull cop-
per-colored flowers with sweaty hands, cleansing as a means 
of stalling. What the hell are they doing here? Sure, she had 
been involved in the search for their missing daughter, but she 
had obviously failed in finding out anything of consequence. 

“Miss Cahler,” Robert Telfer says. She senses the plea in 
the stating. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Telfer. Please come in. How can I help you?” 
As Allie slowly closes the door, Jesse nods, smiles. She ex-

pects he is pleased with this development. 
Allie gestures them toward the front room. She notices the 

tinfoil packet on the table in the adjacent kitchen. Notices the 
disheveled condition of the front room. Expects she looks no 
better. What do they want?

The Telfer’s step into the house but stay firm in the en-
tranceway. The look in their eyes tells Allie nothing. She is 
good at reading people, has to be, but right now, she is at a 
loss. 

“We’ll not take much of your time, Miss Cahler,” Robert 
Telfer says. Allie thinks about putting them at ease, telling 
them to call her Allie, but their ease is not in question. She 
thinks about asking them if they want anything to drink, but 
the thought almost makes her laugh out loud. The bottle of 
rum glistens in the sunlight that turns to shadow as Mrs. Telfer 
shuts the door behind her. Their child was stolen from them. 
Comfort will come in finding her; that is, if she is found alive. 
Nothing Allie does matters right now unless she has answers, 
of which she does not. So, she stands there, arms crossed over 
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her chest. Shared discomfort hangs in the air like a buzzing 
wasp nest beneath a kid swinging a big stick. 

Mr. and Mrs. Telfer glance at each other, Shelly Telfer rub-
bing her hands together. 

“What did you see?” Robert Telfer asks. Shelly says, “You 
know what she saw—” “Stop!” Robert says, the bark resonat-
ing off the small confines of the entranceway. Then, back to 
Allie, “Well…?”

“Nothing. I saw nothing.” Allie wants nothing more to do 
with any of this. Being reminded of the images she expects 
will haunt her the rest of her life does not sit well in her gur-
gling belly. 

“It’s obvious you saw…more than nothing, Miss Cahler,” 
Shelly says, moving next to Robert. “It’s obvious you saw what 
you should never have seen.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? How could you know any-
thing about what I saw?” Allie feels herself get defensive. Feels 
her blood boil…and isn’t about to hold back. But Robert raises 
his hands, then lowers them, a gesture that shifts the tension 
down a few notches. 

“Miss Cahler,” he says. “We sense you saw…something and 
need to know if that something relates to…us.” He joins his 
wife with the hand-wringing she has been doing since she 
stepped inside. As if the movement is in conjunction with the 
words.

Allie has nothing to hide. If she tells them the truth, they 
will think her mad and leave her alone. 

“I saw and heard indescribable things. Colors and strange 
sounds and…creatures and fantastical things I cannot even 
comprehend.” Some of the images flash in her head— quiv-
ering, amorphous blobs highlighted by a preponderance of 
what looks like ottomans with what might be eyes at the ends 
of each leg and rimming the whole of the “body”—and she 
presses her fingers to her forehead, eyes closed, balance in 
question.

“You’re right,” Robert says to Shelly. “She saw home.” 
Allie pulls herself from the images as the word “home” 
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slithers like a rattlesnake into her head. 
“Home? Didn’t you listen to me? I saw…” But she ceases as 

both Robert and Shelly Telfer nod as if they understand exact-
ly what she cannot express. 

Allie’s head goes light, no food since a muffin for breakfast, 
screwdrivers and rum swirling in her stomach, her thoughts. 
She leans against the wall. Peeling wallpaper with ugly brown 
and green patterns presses against her shoulder, her face. 

“Miss Cahler,” Shelly says, now standing in front of her 
husband. She extends her hand to Allie’s other shoulder, grips 
it. “We’ve not much time.”

“Much time for what?” Allie asks, standing again on her 
own two feet, wobbly but steady enough. 

“What you saw, when touching a part of our child—”
“A glove is not a part of any person. An accessory, nothing 

more.” Allie steps to her right and reaches for the rum, taking 
a swig. She does not care what these people think of her. 

Then she remembers how odd the glove looked, and how it 
felt the instant before everything went sideways. 

Shelly glances back at Robert. Robert says, “Tell her.” 
Shelly turns to Allie and says, “You are correct. A glove is not 
a part of any person. But that was not a glove. And…our child 
is not a person. Out child is not human.”

Allie feels a bomb detonate in her belly. The rum or out-
landish news, who knows? These people are madder than she 
is. She laughs, but it isn’t a laugh laced with humor. Discomfort 
settles over her as a cloak made of rust and sandpaper.

“Show her,” Robert says, as Allie’s laugh fizzles in the bottle 
she eagerly presses to her lips. 

Shelly Telfer holds her arm up in front of her and slides 
the sleeve of the mauve Kashmir sweater up to her elbow. 

Allie wavers in watching, not really interested in the parlor 
tricks of the obviously insane. 

Shelly Telfer traces a fingernail from her free hand around 
her naked wrist.

Allie’s brow digs a ditch deep enough into her forehead she 
is sure she can bury the memories of whatever transpires here 
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and the incident from the morning in the folds. Bury them 
like dead bodies or hope gone awry. As if hope has ever been 
a participant in her life.

Shelly Telfer glances toward Robert Telfer, who nods, then 
back to Allie. Then, she closes her eyes and pulls the skin over 
her whole hand. Right over the fingers, leaving what should be 
bones and blood. Allie gasps as she watches the fingers wrig-
gle in ways no fingers she’s ever seen move. She watches as 
what should be a hand fuses together, strange colors radiating 
and coiling into the meat—if it was meat—before it all starts to 
stretch outward like insect antennae, many insect antennae.

Allie tumbles back three, four, five steps, before complete-
ly losing her balance. She crashes to the floor of the kitchen, 
losing the bottle of rum as she does. It spills in arcs across the 
beige tiles and to the edge of the cracked baseboards. 

“What are you? What is that? What are you?” 
Shelly Telfer takes the loose flesh—the flesh glove—and 

pulls it awkwardly over the churning, constantly morphing 
meat. It assimilates the shape of a hand again as the fingers 
stiffen in each empty slot. After a few seconds, the blue-hued 
fingernail line along her wrist is all that remains. 

The Telfers step forward, past the small front room and 
into the kitchen. Allie backpedals on her butt until she is un-
der the table, the wall deterring her escape. 

Robert and Shelly Telfer kneel before her. 
Shelly says, “It matters not what we are. It matters that 

you help us get our child back before time runs out.” 
This is all too much. The morning’s visions were enough 

to shift tracks on this wayward path called life, not that Allie 
knew how, but she knew they would. But now…now Allie is 
being let in on a secret she does not want to know. Tell some-
body else. Please. 

“I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know what you are. 
Your child—I haven’t a clue where she is. I’m not a real psychic.” 

“That does not matter. You are somehow…connected to 
her. You have seen what no other would understand—”

“I don’t understand it. I have no idea what I’ve seen. I don’t 
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want anything to do with that nightmare ever again.” 
Robert leans into Shelly, hand on her shoulder. “We don’t 

really care what you want, Allie Cahler. We only bring a mes-
sage we hope you will take to heart.” 

“Are you aliens?” 
Shelly harrumphs. “What matters is the message. Time is 

being wasted and there is no time to waste.” 
“What then? What can I do?” Allie sits up taller, bumps her 

head on the underside of the table. It’s not that she thinks she 
can help with whatever these beings want, but if she lets them 
tell her whatever they think she needs know, perhaps she can 
send them on their way with a smile and a head shake and 
bury the madness in another bottle of whatever is left in the 
depleted refrigerator or liquor cabinet just above it. It doesn’t 
matter. She just wants them gone. 

“The glove, as you call it, is not a glove. It is a part of our 
child. In order for us to be able to assist in getting our child 
home, she needs to be complete. You need to get her the glove.” 

“I’m not touching that thing again.” The images spark and 
disperse in her head. 

“You don’t understand—”
“No, you don’t understand. You can ask somebody else to 

do that, when and if they find her.” 
The shadows across Robert Telfer’s face quiver oddly. The 

features seem to dislodge and float in the flesh, then back to 
almost normal again. Shelly Telfer’s pupils dilate, deep and 
turbulent. Allie sees galaxies…

“No. You need to make sure our child gets the glove. It 
is a part of her. Then we can teleport her back to where she 
belongs.” 

“That’s not on me,” Allie says. “Get somebody else to do it.”
“Look,” Shelly says, tearing up, her motherly instincts on 

full display, no matter what she is under the skin. “We come to 
your planet as visitors. This was a…a vacation for us. We pick 
a family and occupy their bodies for the span of approximate-
ly one-hundred and eighty-four of your earth hours. Eight of 
your days. We are leaving now,” she says.
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Robert rises up and helps her to her feet. “We will have 
reached our limit in approximately nineteen hours, but we 
need to be gone before then. We need to relocate before then. 
Because our child is not with us and we need to be ready 
when she is whole to teleport her back to our world as swift-
ly as possible.” Shelly sniffles as salty rivers run down her 
cheeks. “Please help get our child back to us, Miss Cahler.” 

It is all fantasy. Lunatic ramblings. No matter what she’s 
just witnessed. A parlor trick. It has to be. Just as she’d sus-
pected. It has to be. (But to what purpose?)  She would laugh 
except for their seriousness and, now, haste. 

Robert reiterates: “Our child is not with us and time runs 
short. We need to be prepared for when you get her the glove, 
to commence with teleportation immediately after our child 
is whole.” 

“Go away,” Allie says. She’s had enough. 
“But you must, Allie Cahler. If you don’t—”
“This is all nonsense. I’ve heard enough and want you to 

leave now.” Allie scoots out from beneath the table. She is no 
longer afraid. She is tired. She’s had enough of this long day, 
with hours left to linger before darkness will climb across the 
heavens, and sleep will welcome her in its greedy arms. 

“Miss Cahler. Listen, please,” Shelly says as she wipes at 
her moist cheeks. “We will make it back where we belong. 
We are driving away from this area so nobody will know 
where we are when the…” She pauses, her face a confusion of 
emotions, or simply confused (mad). She continues: “…when 
the exchange is made. The Telfers will regain consciousness 
somewhere outside of the realm of their memory…and with-
out their child. We do not care about this. We can’t.” Allie 
thinks, if it doesn’t matter, then why are you here? The an-
swer follows, without her prompting. “Our child is not hu-
man, Miss Cahler. You know this already, by everything 
we have said and what you have seen in touching the glove, 
and what I have shown you.” Allie turns away from her, still 
listening. 

“If our child is not whole and we cannot bring it back to 
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the world it knows, the consequences would be…dire…”
This cannot be her responsibility. This cannot be her 

responsibility. 
Robert Telfer pushes Shelly aside and leans his face 

within licking distance of Allie’s. “If our child does not 
have the “glove” in her possession, ready to be teleport-
ed back to where it belongs, the consequences would be 
catastrophic.” 

This cannot be on her.
Robert steps away from Allie as Shelly takes his arm. 

They head for the front door.
“Catastrophic? But how?”
Shelly turns around and says, “Your world means 

nothing to us. Its obliteration means nothing to us. Unlike 
us, our child is…unstable. That might be why the human 
child’s flesh seemed…different. Our child was bleeding 
through.” She stops, sighs. 

“If our child is not with us, you will find out soon 
enough.” 

As the door shuts, Allie shakes her head—No, this can-
not be on her. If she drowns it out as she must occasionally 
drown everything out, with the intent of moving forward, 
to the next day, the next hustle, it will simply go away. If 
she drowns it out, it will not be her problem. 

Fuck! 
She knows this line of thinking will solve nothing, yet 

already she is across the room and reaching into the liquor 
cabinet and grabbing whatever is there, not being picky. 
She uncaps the bottle and swallows a mouthful of the 
brown liquid. It burns, but she needs the burn. What can 
she do? The child was kidnapped. What can she really do 
if she doesn’t even know where the child is? According to 
the Telfer-things, there is no time to waste. What can she 
do? 

She takes another swig, and another. As mixed with 
the rum while the Telfers were here, the world somer-
saults into a Ferris wheel spin. Images flash, colors glow, 
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sounds distort. The images from the morning awaken, a 
brief glimpse. A hiccup within the reality she knows and 
one she can never truly know.

She takes one more big swig, flushing the images as well 
as all thoughts out of her head, before she slumps to the floor, 
passing out cold. 

~

“Mirror, Mirror, on the wall, who’s the fairest of”—perfecting 
the line at the edge of her tweezed eyebrow— “them”—staring 
into the reflection, satisfied— “all?”

Lipstick was the final step, always last to be applied. As 
Loren St. Clair pressed the smooth, waxy nub to her lips, she 
recalled the message from Rivers.

“There’s nothing more to report, yet. The newscasts have 
her pegged, but I’m sure there’s more to her than piggy-back-
ing on missing person cases.” 

“I’ve no time for details beyond the basics, anyway.” Loren 
had spent the rest of the previous day stewing in anger, before 
mapping out how to handle the intruder, Allie Cahler. “Do you 
have her address?” 

“I’m down the street from where she lives, using the phone 
booth adjacent to a liquor store.” Loren could sense his smile 
through the static of a bad connection. She smiled as well. 

“I need you to convince her to meet me. I need to speak to 
her. Need to put her in her place.” 

“Certainly,” Rivers said, without hesitation. Loren wished 
all men were as accommodating as he was. Of course, the 
trade-off was Rivers’ face looked like the back-side of a horse. 
And he wasn’t famous, wasn’t rich. Loren St. Clair banished 
the momentary flux in her thinking to the cranial dungeon 
where it would turn to dust.

“I expect her to be convinced our meeting is essential, so 
she won’t find any reason to ignore me.” 

“You’re Loren St. Clair. She’s nobody. It will be easy.” 
Loren grinned smugly, feasting on his words, picking them 

clean to the bone.
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There was a quick triplicate knock at her door: Rivers. 
Pulling herself from thoughts of the conversation earlier that 
morning, Loren St. Clair strode strongly to the door, knowing 
what she would find. She unlocked the door and swung it open. 

“Miss Cahler,” she said, her devouring smile taking in the 
disheveled woman. The skirt and blouse looked like the same 
outfit she’d worn the previous day, during the news reports. 
Cahler obviously had no fashion sense. Everything about the 
woman’s appearance had Loren thinking she’d slept in the 
clothes. Loren watched as the woman entered, her eyes scan-
ning the condo. 

“Come, come,” Loren said, signaling Cahler to follow her 
toward a sofa. “That will be all, Rivers,” she said to the private 
eye. 

He did a funky salute and closed the door. 
Loren noticed Cahler had stopped her progress, rubbing 

her temples. The woman looked blanched of color. Cahler em-
anated a quality that reminded Loren of her husband, so she 
shifted direction and steered herself toward the bar.

“Drink?” 
Cahler stopped rubbing her temples and opened her eyes. 

“No,” slipped from between her lips, though Loren could tell it 
took effort, no matter the morning hour. 

Loren poured mineral water into a tall champagne flute 
and took a sip as she walked toward the sofa again.

“That man, Rivers. He said you wanted to talk to me about 
Catherine Telfer.” Cahler fidgeted, rubbing her hands togeth-
er. “Do you have any idea where she is? We need the glove. We 
need to find her—”

“We don’t need to find her, Miss Cahler. I need you to back 
off and let me deal with this.” Loren felt her blood rise, before 
letting out a leaky tire hiss of a sigh, regaining her composure. 

“No, you don’t understand—”
“No, you don’t understand, Miss Cahler.” Loren realized 

there would be no small talk, no polite asides, where this tat-
tered woman would gush over meeting “her idol,” since they 
were working the same scam and in her being here, it was 



The Glove

42

obvious she had an inkling of who Loren St. Clair was. Fine. “I 
will deal with this and all will be fine as long as you disappear. 
You’re…hindering progress…” 

“What is that supposed to mean? Hindering progress?” 
Cahler’s eyes expressed annoyance and urgency. Almost a 
panicked urgency. 

“I’m…close to finding her—”
Cahler laughed as if she’d heard the funniest joke ever. 

Despite Loren’s observations that this woman was juggling 
many conflicting emotions, she did not expect laughter at this 
time. 

“Excuse me,” Loren said, taking two steps toward the wom-
an. Just then, the door to an adjacent room opened and her 
husband strolled in. 

“Don’t you ever knock?” Loren said, as if hammering nails 
into a plank of wood with such force as to split the plank in 
half. 

Her husband continued his trek unabated, the square glass 
he was carrying empty as he set it on the bar and plucked ice 
cubes from the bowl with shiny tongs. 

“I didn’t know you had company, dearest,” he said, not 
looking at Loren as his hand hovered above the many bottles 
of alcohol before swooping down and snagging one. He un-
capped it and filled his glass to the rim. “Carry on,” he said. 

Loren’s displeasure was tangible, but Loren wasn’t about 
to let him distract her any further. She turned her attention 
back to Cahler.

“I don’t know why you’re laughing, but you must already 
know who I am and my talents…”

Again, Cahler laughed, more so a snort of derision. Then, 
“Your talents? You’re a quack psychic who got lucky once.” 

Loren fumed. “A quack?” She opened her arms to the opu-
lence all around her. Material signifiers that she was anything 
but a quack. At least on the outside.

“Is all of this,” Cahler mimicked Loren’s gesticulations to 
the exaggerated extreme, “supposed to imply you’ve got some 
talent? As a psychic, you’re a joke. But as a businesswoman, 
perhaps not as much.” 
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Loren was about to say something but noticed the wom-
an’s countenance shade even darker. 

“If you don’t know where Catherine Telfer is, I need to go. 
If you do, we need to move fast.” Cahler was fidgeting again, 
an insect in need of escape, yet feeling trapped in a corner. 

Loren St. Clair stepped right up to the woman. Eye to eye, 
she wondered if she could simply burn a hole right through 
the back of Cahler’s head if she concentrated her rage into la-
ser beams. 

“If I knew where Catherine Telfer was,” she started, but 
was interrupted by stifled grunts from her husband. He bowed 
pardon and begged them to carry on. Loren continued, re-
minding herself to ream her asshole husband after she got rid 
of this pest, Allie Cahler. “As I was saying”—her husband pan-
tomiming zipping his lips shut— “if I knew where the Telfer 
child was, I wouldn’t tell you anyway.” 

“You know. You know where she is.” It was a statement, not 
a question. Cahler grabbed Loren by the scruff of her blouse. 

“You need to tell me where she is. It’s a matter of…of… It’s a 
matter much bigger than your ego.” 

“How dare you!” Loren brusquely shoved Cahler away. This 
did not deter the woman’s intentions. 

“Screw you! You want this for fame and you know it. The 
whole world watching you knows it. But there’s much more 
going on here.” Loren observed as the woman’s eyelids dipped 
to the plush carpet, perhaps searching for the proper words 
of persuasion, before lifting toward her again. “If you know 
where she is…and I sense that you do, we haven’t much time.” 

“What nonsense are you going on about?”
“I…I can’t explain it so it will make sense—”
“That’s quite obvious, my dear.” 
“I can’t explain it, but the fate of the world—”
“The fate of the world?” Now it was time for Loren to laugh. 

“You talk about my ego, but this ridiculous statement shows 
yours is bloated and about to burst if it does not get what it 
wants. What you want, you greedy little bitch.” 

Alvin golf-clapped from the peanut gallery. 
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“Shut up, asshole. Can’t you see I’m trying to take out the 
trash?”

Cahler’s open palm stung as it smacked Loren’s cheek. 
Alvin guffawed with glee. Loren was quick to react, though, 
swinging her hand toward the woman’s face. Cahler ducked 
but still got the brunt of it across her nose. From her lowered 
position, she brought up her hand again, but this time Loren 
caught the wrist and twisted with vicious intent. 

“Fuckin’ let me go,” Cahler wailed. 
Loren leaned in toward Cahler’s ear, teeth glistening, nos-

trils flared. 
“Is that desperation I smell?” Loren asked. She sniffed 

again, the taint of alcohol strong on the bitch. 
Cahler said, “Fuck you! Let me go,” but she was in no posi-

tion to make demands. 
Loren loosened her grip just enough to lean back and stare 

into Cahler’s eyes. 
“America doesn’t want a dirty hero, bitch. Brown skin like 

a stain and reeking of whatever alcoholic beverage is on hand, 
not even picky, I’m sure.” 

Cahler stopped her struggle as a smirk bloomed on her 
face.

“How can you say that?” Cahler said, turning to Loren’s 
husband still watching at the bar as he tipped his glass toward 
them. 

Loren twisted hard again. Cahler almost buckled but held 
firm. Loren appreciated the woman’s resilience, though no-
ticed her eyes were rimmed red, on fire. 

“Oh, him.” Head nod toward Alvin. “He knows his place is 
in my bed. Not in my way…like you.” 

Alvin shrugged his shoulders and refilled his glass. 
Loren applied one more hard twist, before releasing her 

grip. 
Cahler rubbed her wrist. 
Loren stayed alert, fingers exercising between stretched-

out and spider-like, to bunched together like twin ball peen 
hammers. 
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Cahler remained mute. 
Good move, bitch. 

“I suggest you take your stink and your thrift store glamor 
and your dreams of cutting in on my fame out the door and 
into the street, where I’m sure you can find a liquor store to 
pacify your sorrows. Sucking on something cheap and high 
in alcohol content should do you wonders.” Loren’s features 
contorted into a mocking theater mask depicting sadness. 

“Take your dirty brown ass out to the street where you belong,” 
she said, folding her arms across her bosom, daring Cahler to 
defy her. 

Cahler glanced at her, then her husband, then back to her, 
before canting her head toward the door and saying, “I need a 
ride back to my house.” 

Loren laughed, a hyena’s victory. “Well, I’m sure you can 
thumb it over the bridge. Or reach into that rummage sale 
bargain find of a purse”—Loren scowled as she verbally shred-
ded the woman with vicious aplomb— “and see if you have 
enough for both cab fare and something to wash down the 
truth that is your pitiful existence.” 

Cahler looked aghast, but then her face turned to stone. 
From resilience to resignation? Perhaps.

“Bye-bye,” Loren said. She raised her hand and her fingers 
danced. Get the hell out of my home, bitch.

Cahler’s features shifted into something Loren read as 
deep worry. 

“This can’t be on me,” Cahler said, her eyes searching the 
plush carpet again for who knows what. 

“Don’t let the door hit you on the ass, Miss Cahler.” 
Loren’s patience fizzled, much as any manners she’d held 

in reserve. 
“Get out. Now.” 
Loren smiled, but the flamethrower she usually used for 

smiles of this nature was replaced by an Uzi and it was ready 
to rip this woman apart. 

“Fuck. You don’t get it,” Cahler said, as she turned and 
exited. 
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~

Fuck! 
Allie presses her back to the door she’s just closed. The 

chill of where she’s just been ladders up her spine. When it 
reaches her neck, she involuntarily jerks her head to the right. 
The chill dissolves, but the truth of what has transpired in-
spires another chill to follow the path of the first one. 

There is no life behind that door, only ego and greed. If 
only St. Clair would have listened.

This kind of thinking will do Allie no good. Hesitating is 
not an option. Even if she wants to believe it all impossible, 
everything the Telfers had told her, Shelly Telfer had done 
that thing with her hand. That impossible thing. 

Like removing a glove to reveal strange truths. Or Allie’s 
fate…

She runs to the elevator, presses the button, but it is al-
ready in use and judging by the flashing numbers above, it 
is on the way up before it will take the reverse route, so she 
dashes toward the stairs and hurries down four floors as fast 
as she can. She is thankful St. Clair’s riches hadn’t put her in a 
penthouse. Allie reaches the lobby out of breath and uncertain 
of what to do. 

She’d been awakened not by Jesse fumbling at the front 
door, but by sharp knocks. She’d pried her sticky, sweaty 
self from the tiles and teetered precariously toward the door. 
Her head had been woozy, still was, the lingering effects of 
too much alcohol steamrolling down her throat and hijacking 
her body and brain. She didn’t get hangovers, not in the true 
sense, but when she rushed while drinking too much, passing 
out occasionally happened. 

When she’d gotten to the door, the man introduced him-
self as Private Investigator Rivers and flashed his ID indicat-
ing as much too swiftly for her to comprehend. He said he had 
information on the whereabouts of Catherine Telfer. Or, to be 
succinct, Loren St. Clair had information…and wanted to talk 
to Allie. 
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All Allie could think about after that was that she needed 
to get the glove to the child-creature, whatever it was. She 
needed to get it to her ASAP.

She had no idea about timelines, but by her guestimate, 
judging by the bright early morning sun, she figured she had 
a couple hours, tops, before the nineteen-hour expiration 
date on the human race would pass. 

(Or not. This could all be some extravagant prank.) 
(But she knew it couldn’t be. Under the circumstances, 

there’s no way the Telfers would be involved in a prank.) 
(But, yes, perhaps it was just that they were insane. 

Utterly insane. That had to be it, didn’t it?) 
(But what of Shelly Telfer’s hand?)
Fuck!
What is she to do? 
A phone booth sets her on her path. Call the cop, Mattel. 

At the very least, she needs to get hold of the glove. 
Because of Mattel’s sometimes interest in something 

more with her, he had given her the number of his extension. 
She only hopes he is on duty.

Allie picks through the loose jumble of items in her 
purse—her expired driver’s license, a few other counter-
feit IDs, credit cards and business cards, various make-up 
products and a compact, note pads, scraps of paper, a cou-
ple pens, coins, a thankfully empty flask—and finds Mattel’s 
number on the back of a business card for a local dry cleaner, 
not that they are related. She drops coins in the pay phone 
and dials. 

The front desk officer or a secretary—did police stations 
have secretaries? —manning the phones puts her through 
to Mattel. 

“Mattel,” he says. “How can I help you?” He sounds 
distracted.

“David,” Allie says, trying to sound personable and not as 
desperate as she is. Perhaps St. Clair had smelled the taint-
ed perfume. “I need the glove.”

“Allie?” 
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She could picture him straightening up in his hardback 
chair.

“David,” promoting a closeness she does not feel, but 
knowing what it takes to get what she needs. “Has…has 
there been any sign of Catherine Telfer yet?”

“Don’t you think you’ve had your fun?” There is no kind-
ness in his tone. 

“David, I need to know.” 
His response is slow to come. During the wait, Allie watch-

es as the doors to the elevator furthest from her swoosh open 
and Loren St. Clair steps out. She’s dressed sharply. Her 
walk draws the attention of two men in dark suits who pass 
by her, their smiles broadening. Allie turns away as St. Clair 
stops and glances around the lobby. 

“Well, if you must know, we don’t have the glove, so you’re 
plum out of luck.”

“How can that be?” 
“After your…your performance yesterday, Loren St. Clair 

showed up and in her talks with her good friend, Lieutenant 
Dwyer, he leant her the glove, just in case, you know, she 
might pick up the scent of something.” He paused. “Probably 
the scent of the cameras, but you know how that works, don’t 
you?”

Allie bites her lip, moves past the snide comment. 
“Isn’t that against protocol? Lending out evidence?”
Mattel laughs. “Protocol? Wouldn’t your request for the 

glove fall into the same category? Hell, I’m sick of your types, 
had enough. I wouldn’t even let any of you near a crime 
scene, you know? What’s the use of letting you garner some 
kind of fame out of another’s tragedy? What kind of life is 
that, anyway? How can you look in the mirror and not want 
to shatter it?” 

Allie glances back toward the front doors and watches 
St. Clair exit. St. Clair’s smile is something to behold as she 
waits for her ride. 

“Must run,” Mattel says, sounding distracted again. 
Distant. 
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“Wait. You haven’t answered my question.”
“Excuse me? St. Clair has the glove. What more do you 

need to know?”
“Has there been any news on the whereabouts of Catherine 

Telfer?”
“Lucky you,” he sighs, as if it’s a struggle to involve her in 

any more of the case. Allie senses he knows something but is 
deciding on whether to tell her or not. She doesn’t give him 
any option. 

“Where is she? Please, David.” 
She hears him say something to somebody else, the muf-

fled voices sounding animated. Something is up, and she 
knows it. 

“David.” 
“St. Clair called. We’re heading toward the piers. That’s 

all I know.” 
Allie lets the phone drop. It clanks noisily against the wall 

before twisting and turning like an empty playground swing 
as she dashes toward the front doors. She spots St. Clair still 
smiling as she shimmies into the driver’s seat of a sleek black 
Jaguar. The valet steps around the back, pocketing his tip. St. 
Clair carefully pulls into the light late morning traffic. Allie is 
quick to make the street, waving down a taxi. 

“Follow that black Jaguar,” she says, before even closing 
the door. “Go!”

The cabbie weaves between traffic, keeping them close to 
the Jaguar. Allie thinks of how perfect this is, of how per-
fect St. Clair has set up her next foray into fame. She has 
the glove. She has to know where Catherine Telfer is. She 
has even chosen the perfect time to make her trek to the 
piers, where Telfer must be. The morning’s rush hour traffic 
has waned. It’s a fucking Sunday drive in the park, only it’s 
Thursday.

 It couldn’t have been better scripted.
Of course, St. Clair’s not going to like the rewrites…
Allie notes some of the signs, even as her eyes focus on 

the prowling black metal beast. Sutter, Kearny, Broadway, 
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and Embarcadero, where they snake along as traffic abruptly 
thickens. So, this is where all of the cars are headed, gather-
ing like gazelles at a watering hole. 

A white Toyota stops in front of them at a yellow light. 
The cabbie honks but it’s to no avail. The light has turned red. 
The Jaguar still moves ahead of them, while Allie pounds the 
back of the seat. “Go around him!” Worse yet, the Jaguar 
pulls into a parking lot already littered with news vans for 
KTVU channel 2 and KRON channel 4. The police are not 
there yet, but Allie is sure that’s of no matter to St. Clair. As 
long as the cameras are rolling, she’s ready. 

Allie says, “No,” and leaps out of the taxi. A couple of cars 
honk as she passes in front of them. The cabbie swings his 
door open and yells at her, “Hey, what about my fare?” but 
she makes the sidewalk in runner’s stride. 

There is no time to waste. She has no idea what time it is, 
but she knows this to her core. There is no time to waste. 

Allie watches as St. Clair pours on the charm, but moves 
swiftly away from the cameras, probably out of impatience 
as much as anything else. She watches as St. Clair reaches 
into her purse and pulls out the glove. 

The glove that isn’t really a glove glistens, twinkles like 
a star in the sun beaming down from almost straight above 
them now. 

Time waits for no one…
Allie rushes into an intersection, thankful for the red light 

in her favor. Her momentary good luck is banished by the 
tinny ring ring of an approaching bicyclist. The bicyclist 
screeches to a halt, but as he does he side-swipes her. She 
spins and pitches forward, onto the asphalt. 

“Sorry, sorry,” he says, climbing off his bike, hand out to 
help her up.

Allie’s swift to take it.
“You okay?” 
Though Allie is not hurt, the momentary diversion has 

shielded St. Clair’s progress from Allie. 
“No,” Allie says, and is on her way again. 
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At the corner, Allie follows the newscasters and camera-
men as they lead her back to St. Clair.

A half-dozen police cars cut across the intersection, the 
stop-and-go progression punctuated with siren bleats in lieu 
of honking. 

St. Clair drops the glove and rushes toward a small build-
ing fronting a warehouse. Condemned signs are plastered 
across the door and window, but this does not dissuade St. 
Clair. Allie watches as a door that should be locked opens 
as St. Clair turns the knob and disappears into the darkness 
within.

Casual observers become deterrents, hindering Allie’s 
progress. 

She needs to get the glove. No matter what happens, when 
St. Clair steps out of the abandoned building with Catherine 
Telfer—with the thing wearing Catherine Telfer’s body—
Allie needs to make sure she gets the glove to it before—

“Really? Haven’t you had enough of your fun?” Officer 
Mattel grabs her arm, rough as he always is. 

“Let go of me,” Allie says, twisting out of his grip. 
He paws at her again. 
She slaps at his hands. 
The officer with him says, “Assaulting an officer. You 

should arrest her.” 
Officer Mattel shrugs his shoulders and says, “Nah. Not 

worth my time.” 
The two policemen remain on the periphery. 
Allie sees Lieutenant Dwyer moving with haste into the 

gathering crowd, pushing through with the assistance of a 
couple of other policemen. 

He probably wants his fifteen minutes as well. 
Allie pushes through the crowd, but without escorts, her 

progress is slow. People grumble at her, but she ignores 
them. She has a purpose. She needs to get the glove. 

But with the crowd moving forward, everyone on pins 
and needles, waiting for St. Clair to emerge from the build-
ing, perhaps with the child Allie knows she will be carrying, 
she’s lost track of the glove. 
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“No,” she cries, and drops down to her knees. And starts 
to crawl. 

People all around her look down, disgusted.
Somebody says, “Hey, that’s the woman from yesterday 

morning. Back on her knees.”
A few people snicker. 
But the move is the right one as she spots the glove not 

ten feet from her. She remembers how it felt the instant be-
fore she ended up captive to the images, smooth like flesh, 
then not smooth at all, before the edge of a rainbow radiated 
from within. 

The crowd emits a joyous sound, and applause. The cir-
cus is in full swing. St. Clair must have made it to the center 
ring, carrying the thing wearing Catherine Telfer’s body.

Allie pushes a black wing tip shoe off the glove, much 
to the annoyance of the man wearing it. He cusses at her, 
though the moment is brief, his attention drawn elsewhere. 

Jesse’s last words to her blink into her thoughts: “Then 
do what’s necessary.” She’s sure this is not what he had in 
mind.

She takes a deep breath as her fingers pull the glove into 
her palm, closing over it.

The images burst forth at a furious clip, fluid and frag-
mentary amidst the onslaught of unimaginable colors. 

Two-dimensional mist-like creatures undulating like 
heat off the scorched hide of a desert… 

Heads like dandelions burst into a plethora of phalan-
ges flexing toward her… 

(She blinks, somehow blinks, but it’s on the inside, and 
the darkness there is vortex deep, and stinks of an abhorrent 
wasteland of smells she cannot define…and has no intention 
of defining.) 

(Allie realizes with this impression, the sensory overload 
is touching all senses, awakening each to the fullest.)

A moment where she feels as though she’s living in the 
mouth of a famished shark, before realizing the mouth is a 
cackling black hole; cackling because it, as everything else 
here, is alive… 
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(She has a moment to consider the images might be 
more than just images, they might be doorways to another 
world. Actual doorways. This would make sense in conjunc-
tion with what the Telfer-things had suggested.)

The ottoman-like creatures come into view, many 
of them, the eye-tipped extensions whirling around and 
around. 

(Though underneath the skin, what Shelly Telfer showed 
Allie had nothing in relation to the ottoman-like creatures, 
but Allie knows these are the same breed of creatures who 
wore the bodies of the Telfers. She knows one still inhabits 
the body of Catherine Telfer.)

But then everything is pulled back, the images fade to 
dingy yellow as Allie hears within the white noise tsunami 
of sounds a word she can understand. 

“Hurry.” 
The images recede further, held at bay, perhaps forced 

to retreat, though their presence still curls up around the 
edges of Allie’s every thought. But it is enough to allow Allie 
to catch her breath. 

There is a momentary pulse that reverberates through-
out her body. She feels everything beneath the skin sigh, if 
such a thing is possible, but that’s what it feels like. As if 
something has passed through her that alters every mole-
cule. She thinks it must be the glove, it must be the influence 
of that damned glove, but when Loren St. Clair screams, she 
knows she is wrong. 

Time waits for no one… 
Allie Cahler is on her hands and knees again. This is not 

the first time she’s been in this position, but she strongly 
suspects it will be the last. She’s on her hands and knees 
as the crowd staggers backward and separates, like the Red 
Sea before a reluctant Moses, and Allie sees Loren St. Clair 
holding the child. 

St. Clair struggles to release the child, without success. 
It’s as if the child is glued to her. Another pulse surges from 
the proximity of St. Clair and the child. Allie’s hair feathers 
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out like the wings of an eagle. Some people drop to the 
ground, moaning. 

Allie gasps as the child’s eyes turn silvery and spill out 
over the young face like mercury. St. Clair screams again, 
but no one approaches her. The liquid that is the child’s eyes 
spreads out and coats St. Clair’s hands, her arms. St. Clair’s 
screams turn to silence, though her mouth wrenches into 
a shape worthy of Munch’s The Scream. Then her features 
distort, malleable in the fleshy pool of her face.

Another wave pulses through the throng, and more bod-
ies drop to the pavement. The moaning is reminiscent of a 
herd of cattle heading into the slaughterhouse. 

Allie stands tall, unsure of how she is less affected by the 
pulse, but perhaps it’s because she has a purpose. Perhaps 
the creatures that borrowed Robert and Shelly Telfer’s bod-
ies have given her whatever it takes to succeed. She starts 
toward St. Clair and the child that is not a child. 

Somehow, St. Clair’s ever-shifting eyes within the tur-
bulent pool of flesh that is her face, lock on to Allie’s. Allie 
notes the anguish as St. Clair crumbles to the ground and 
shatters into thousands of tiny pieces. 

The horror is incomprehensible. Screams and people at-
tempting to run away surround Allie, but their movement 
seems an exercise in lethargy. Their movements are in slow 
motion. Many more crumble to the ground, cracked but not 
completely broken. But broken, yes, Allie knows they are all 
broken. 

The child is now an amorphous blob. Any signs of 
Catherine Telfer have been erased.

It pulses again, Allie’s skin heated, but the damage to her 
is less than the chaos around her. She also notices the ground 
around the undefined creature is bubbling. The concrete is 
bubbling. Behind the creature, the building it had been held 
hostage in has begun to spontaneously erode, flaking off and 
caught in the soft breeze. 

With every pulse, the damage expands outward. The 
field of deformation grows larger. The molecular design that 
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defines every living creature, every inanimate object, is al-
tered out of true. 

Lieutenant Dwyer drops face first to the pavement to 
Allie’s left and shatters into many pieces that sizzle, much 
like the bubbling concrete. The bubbling concrete Allie is 
trying to walk through, sticky like tar. 

When she makes it within a foot of the creature, Allie 
stops and extends her arm. The glove dangles from her 
fingers. The creature stops moving, steadies itself into an 
oval shape that, with the sun reflecting off its skin, is almost 
beautiful. 

“Here,” Allie says. 
The creature trembles. Four thin limbs poke out of the 

body, eyes at the tip of each. They swiftly retract, replaced 
by a thin tentacle that juts out from its body. The instant it 
touches the glove, Allie hears a whispered “Thank you”—not 
the child, but the parents at the ready to bring the child back 
to its world—but then, as before, the glove is attached to her 
hand. 

She cannot let go. 
“Please,” she cries, toward the creature or the creature’s 

parents—whomever…whatever can help her—but there is 
no response, and no letting go. 

“Please,” again, as the first pulse while connected washes 
over her, and she knows she does not have much time. 

Allie Cahler closes her eyes to pray to a god she’s never 
recognized, but is met with the truth of her whole existence: 
the visions within turn from dingy yellow to silver, like 
smudged silver dollars—

Just like her father’s eyes…
Her father—not of this earth?
Yes, not of this earth…
Allie opens her eyes and emits a stunned, “Oh!”
The comfort of this truth envelops her. 
There is no fear now. Letting go of what should never 

have been is not worthy of fear. Her father was not of this 
earth. She carries whatever he is in this human shell she’s 
worn for too long.
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Perhaps that is why her experience on this planet has 
been fraught with uncertainty. She does not belong here. 

Perhaps that is why she is somehow connected to the 
child, the creature.

There is a moment where the bliss of simply being pleas-
antly encircles her like a cocoon. The bliss of simply being, 
and the possibilities that await. 

Something hopeful, beyond the despair of being human. 
In that instant, Allie Cahler experiences peace for the 

first time in her life.
One precious moment…
And she is gone.
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The Wounded 
Table

“Maybe this world is another planet’s Hell”
—Aldous Huxley

ometimes a light shines through the misery of my ex-
istence. It may be pinhole small, but it’s there even if it 
only shines within. That light, for me, is Jolene. 

I didn’t truly understand this until she missed three weeks of 
school. The light within burned brighter in her absence. That’s 
when I decided to go by her apartment and find out what was 
up with her. What if she just got bored with me, with what we 
were learning about each other? What if the only serenity in 
the dismal life I have known so far has decided to move on? 
What if she found…somebody else? 

I had never dealt with thoughts specifically like these be-
fore, but I had to push their negativity away. Why should her 
not being at school inspire such overwhelming despair? She 
was probably just sick, even if in the two years I had known 
her, ever since me and my daddy moved here from some-
where else equally as bleak and inconsequential, she’d never 
been sick.

I, on the other hand, was a mess. But I composed myself 
as best as possible and made way to her apartment in the 
projects. 

You’d think with us being best friends, and over the last few 
months much more than that, I’d have been by her apartment 

S
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before. On occasion, I would say, “Let’s study at your place 
next time.” Though studying was hardly what we were doing. 
School didn’t much matter to us. If you grew up as welfare 
rats in this or that town’s forgotten borders, with aspirations 
for something more, you were only kidding yourself. Even as 
I tried to better myself, reading books to help express myself 
beyond ghetto slang and poverty shorthand, I knew it all held 
little weight. This wasn’t a Happily Ever After Hollywood feel-
good movie. White, black, Latino—whatever. Born here is 
stuck here. 

As for studying and not really caring about school, you 
might think we were talking about boys. Their driven by their 
dicks, hormonally challenged tendencies did nothing for us. 
Those boys were crazy for sex. We had no interest in sex. Well, 
not sex with boys. Kissing Jolene, now that was something 
else altogether. Just like she seemed to find spare moments of 
joy kissing me. We spent our study time locked in my bedroom, 
figuring out each other and our own sexuality, though knew 
we had to keep it hush-hush, because in our small world, such 
things weren’t looked upon with open minds. Not the sex part, 
that’s almost expected. There were even a couple girls from 
gym class, Candace and LaTanya, who were already pregnant. 
I’m talking about two girls doing what we were doing. 

Anyway, the reason I’d never gone to Jolene’s house, de-
spite the fact it’s only a few blocks from mine was because 
whenever I asked, she would always say, “No way, my mom-
ma’s crazy as tomcat’s feet.” This never made much sense to me 
until Jolene explained how, when the twins Nate and Hasani 
got guns for their thirteenth birthday, they would sneak out 
at night and take on target practice down by the abandoned 
factories with all the strays. She remembered Hasani saying 
once, “You shoulda seen them tomcat’s feet scratchin’ a fancy 
dance in the alley when it were cornered,” and smiling his gap-
toothed smile, like killing cats was the highlight of his low life. 
Probably was. I was sure those boys would end up running 
drugs and “cappin’ any muthafuckas who gets in our way.” 

Born here is stuck here is to die here. 
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“She’s got all this heebie-jeebie, mumbo-jumbo shit she 
wants to teach me. I don’t care about that kind of thing, got no 
interest that way. Creeps me out, mostly. I tell her, ‘Not now, 
momma, not now,’ then end up locking myself in my bedroom, 
hoping she gets a clue. Our place is weird, anyway,” Jolene 
would say, then pause, any words to follow boarded up inside 
her. Worst thing was her eyes, though, shifting to empty, like 
a drained bottle poking out of a brown bag. 

I figured she wasn’t just locked in her room right now, 
avoiding her momma’s wily ways, though. Three weeks was a 
long time for somebody who, despite not caring much about 
school, seemed happiest when she was there. Whenever the 
end of the school day bells would chime our release, Jolene’s 
mood would sour like milk left in bowl so long not even hun-
gry cats would lap it up. 

I also felt I was going through some kind of missing Jolene 
withdrawals, like I’d seen Uncle Moose do when he ran out 
of drugs once. Uncle Moose being a big guy gone beef jerky 
skinny when it happened, squealing and drooling like a pig 
fighting for slop at a trough. Daddy locked him up in the back 
room and said, “Just let him be. No matter what he says, what 
he promises or just his begging and shit, don’t let him out.” Of 
course, curiosity had me opening the door once when daddy 
was gone and just taking a peek, seeing Uncle Moose coiled 
into himself, grabbing his stomach, then crawling around like 
a busted dog after one of the fights down at Earl’s and saying, 

“Just go by Dray’s place, get me just a little bit o’ Horse, baby-
girl.” He’d looked all shiny and sweaty like he’d run a mara-
thon after holding up a liquor store, so I shut the door, locked 
him in. He wailed, called me bad names I don’t ever use. 

I hurt inside like that, like he did, it seemed to me, my 
stomach gurgling all the time. Like nothing I could do or eat 
could fill it up, and my heart aching along with it, which didn’t 
make much sense to me. Sure, if I loved anybody it was Jolene, 
but with what I’d witnessed about love up to now, what with 
my parents splitting up and all those paid for one-night grunt-
ing and moaning examples of love carried out in my daddy’s 
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bedroom with all them trashy women, I didn’t expect that was 
what I had going on with her until three weeks of her being 
away. 

When I knocked on the old wood of the front door to her 
apartment, after climbing four flights of stairs amidst the 
stench of piss and crumpled bags of garbage left out for days, 
maybe weeks, I knocked hard, but immediately gentled up for 
the next three knocks as the wood seemed brittle. Didn’t want 
to get any splinters. Didn’t want to accidently punch a hole 
in the door. I didn’t have time to think much on it, though, 
before the door opened and I knew I’d made a bad choice by 
coming here. 

Jolene’s momma was quite a sight. Thick black hair stick-
ing out every-which-way, kind of involuntarily twitching like 
the legs and antenna of a nest of mating beetles. Eyes the cen-
ter of which were blacker than the space between the stars, 
though around that darkness, the white seemed to spark like 
daddy’s welding torch down at the chop shop. Or maybe back 
to the night sky, the sparks more like shooting stars slashing 
through the space between, bereft of granted wishes. I want-
ed to turn and kiss asphalt out of there, but Jolene’s momma 
would have none of that. 

“You be that Helston girl, ain’t you?” Her voice was odd and 
squeaky, like it needed to be oiled. I was surprised she knew 
who I was. I couldn’t imagine Jolene talking to her momma 
about her friends. Jolene never made their relationship seem 
anything more than obligatory. A product of circumstance.

“Yes, I am, ma’am. Kimmie.” I was swift to make my point. 
“I was w-wondering about Candy. Has she been sick or some-
thing? Been missing a lot of school.” My palms were itchy with 
sweat. 

The white in Jolene’s momma’s eyes sparked even bright-
er. I wish I had that helmet and shaded shield daddy used 
while welding at the chop shop and occasionally in our garage, 
when doing side jobs when business was slow. 

As weird as Jolene’s momma’s eyes were, I couldn’t stop 
looking at them. That’s when I realized they might not have 
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been as weird as the way her skin looked like plastic, espe-
cially around the eyes. There weren’t any lines around them—
crow’s feet, I think they’re called—not even any chips, what 
with the plastic look. The heat from her stare made the skin 
look all soft and melty and smooth like wax dripping down a 
lit candle, trying to escape from the flame.

“Come in, come in. I wanna to talk ta ya, girl.” She turned, 
waved her hand in a way that was supposed to be welcoming, 
but the claw-like way her fingers curled made me uncomfort-
able. I wanted to run away, but I also needed some answers 
about Jolene’s well-being. I stepped inside, baby steps for 
sure, and Jolene’s momma said, “Hurry up, girl. Ain’t got no 
time ta waste.” 

The hardwood floor seemed less hard and more smooshy, 
like maybe it was made of the same brittle wood as the door. 
It seemed to spring a little with every step, as if it could bare-
ly take my weight. Like any false step might break the floor, 
swing it open like a trapdoor, and I’d end up dropping down 
four floors and through the basement, maybe all the way to 
Hell, and land on the devil’s lap. I walked where Candy’s 
momma put her feet, because those spots most likely were 
sturdy enough to take my weight, since they took hers and she 
was bigger than me. Quite tall, actually.

There was a little squeak, a kind of yip, that followed every 
footstep; at least my footsteps.

I followed her down a dark hallway, paying attention to 
each step, glancing up at her as I did and taking in her quirky 
get-up. She was wearing some kind of sheer top that hung 
past her behind, and a pair of bell-bottom jeans with flowers 
and weed patches decorating up and down each side. Seemed 
hippie-like, but there weren’t any hippies in our neighbor-
hood. The sheer top was a pale, nondescript color—or lack of 
color, really—and I could see through it all the way to some 
bizarre designs on her skin. Not tattoos, at least I didn’t think 
so. There was something painful about them. Like purposeful 
scars. 

Her feet were bare, her toenails dark and long. Not dark 
from polish… 
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It was only about four in the afternoon, still a bit of sun left 
in the chilly February day, but in this apartment, it felt like 
midnight, when there’s only bad thoughts and spooky shad-
ows to keep me company. When sirens wailed in the dis-
tance, always in the distance, afraid to come out to our neck 
of the urban jungle. 

“Where are we going?” I asked. “Are you taking me to 
Jolene’s room? Is she… Has she been sick?” 

Jolene’s momma’s gait was loose-limbed, funny but not 
funny. Insect-like, just like her hair. Like walking was a rare 
thing, the swing of her arms not in sync with her steps. She 
did not answer me.

As we walked I also took in the hallway, the walls covered 
with old photos. Dead folks, most probably, these were yel-
low and seemed to be disappearing. Fading wasn’t the right 
word, it wasn’t that impression. I didn’t like them, didn’t 
like how they made twitches like spiders race up my spine, 
only to nest in the crook of my neck. 

There was one photo, though, of a tall woman holding 
the hand of a young girl. The young girl stood in a way that 
made me think she was Jolene’s momma when she was a 
child. The tall woman, probably her momma, had a sneery 
look on her face. Like that old-time singer, Billy Idol, who I 
only knew about because my momma used to play his songs 
all the time. My momma thought he was cute, what with 
that bad boy image, but the woman in the photo was in no 
way cute. The young girl wasn’t cute, either. She was holding 
a doll that was missing an arm. The doll was naked and cut 
open. Something I couldn’t make out was stuffed into it. 

That’s when I noticed the mother’s other hand, almost 
out of the photo, was holding a large knife. Not one for the 
dining table, no, this was like what hunters used to “gut 
a kill,” as daddy would put it. That’s what daddy had said 
when he showed me once with a large knife of his own after 
he’d shot a buck that had strayed into our backyard when we 
lived in Uncle Moose’s shack for a spell. Our backyard was 
pretty much part of the forest. 
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Anyway, the knife the tall woman was holding was at 
least as big as daddy’s. Looked more dangerous though, if 
that was possible. 

Jolene’s momma said, “In here, girl. Follow me.” Like I 
was a dog or something, but I obeyed, wanting whatever she 
wanted to talk about to be over with fast, so shutting up and 
following her lead seemed the only way to quicken things. 

I hesitated at the entrance of the room as nausea rose 
within me. Something about the smell. It was like the smell 
from the freshly gutted buck back then, but not fresh. A 
week or month later. Old, ripe…infested with maggots. And 
something else I couldn’t make out. 

A long chain held a naked bulb that hung from a ceiling 
I could not see. It was just dark up there. The bulb flickered, 
like it was about to go out, but didn’t. 

The smell and the odd light and the unclear condition of 
the room made my stomach churn. It was like the room was 
borrowed from a grainy, disappearing photo from the hall-
way. Or perhaps my ever-diligent nightmares

To go along with that, I heard a sound, a tinny crack-
le and sizzle, like when daddy’s in the garage working late 
at night, soldering this or that, the door open, the night 
crawling in, the one portable lamp being battered by suicide 
moths. Crackle and sizzle and death.

There was also another sound. Something like exhaled 
breath, yet more hollow. My initial perceptions leaned to-
ward the familiar: I thought it might be a cat, purring or 
ailing, I could not be sure. But the second time I heard it, I 
knew it was not a cat. No way. 

“Well?” Jolene’s momma said, as she turned and, I swear, 
in the dim light, she looked barely human. I could read no 
intent on her plastic face. 

I had no options. I stepped into the room, and she point-
ed at a wooden chair in front of a small table. 

The dodgy light made everything dance, but it wasn’t a 
pretty dance. A dance of madness. A dance of, what’s that 
word? The macabre. Like that fella Poe wrote, macabre tales. 
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This was turning into a tale he would have written. None of 
his tales ended well. I hoped for a different outcome here, but 
after all I’ve experienced up to now, despite going to church 
every Sunday, hope and God just be what older folks use to get 
by. Why? I used to think it couldn’t be that bad, to be grown up. 
That changed when momma left. Disappeared, maybe like those 
photos in the hallway here. It got worse when my period started 
and not knowing anything about what was going on. I thought I 
was dying, must have cancer or something. I found out through 
Jolene it was normal. “Bleeding and pain, that’s all us girls got 
left.” 

She would laugh, and I would, too, but it wasn’t really funny. 
Suffering like this, it’s a wonder boys wanted anything to do with 
us. It’s a wonder the human race keeps moseying along amidst 
it all. 

I sat in the chair and Jolene’s momma dragged another 
wooden chair across the floor. It screeched in protest, more so 
when she practically shoved herself into a sitting position on it. 
More evidence of her barely being human. Humans don’t sit like 
that, certainly not a lady. As if I had a clue. 

“Ya know why ya here?” she asked, eyes doing that sparking 
thing again. 

“Because…I was curious about Jolene, her being sick for so 
long. Sick or something.” I scratched at the back of my neck. The 
imaginary spiders evaded my intrusion. 

She laughed. It was like an animal laughing. Deep and growly. 
“Ya think that’s why, but I summoned ya here, girl.” She 

raised a knife from her side—the knife from the photo—and let 
the lone bulb send flares off it all around the room. 

What did Jolene’s crazy momma really expect as a response? 
I had nothing to say. I put my hands flat on the table. I immedi-
ately pulled them away and glanced down. The table top wasn’t 
made out of wood. Not plastic either, at least I don’t think so. 
Something else soft and an ugly pinkish grey color. I saw what 
looked like stitches at two of the corners, as if whatever the ma-
terial was, it had torn. There were also various odd disfigure-
ments on it, like knots in wood. But, again, this wasn’t like any 
wood I’d ever seen before. 
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“I summoned ya ’cause I know my Jolene and ya been up ta 
no good.” 

“No, ma’am. We haven’t been up to no good.” I was sur-
prised by my quick response. It was the truth, though. We cer-
tainly didn’t think it was no good. I stifled a smile as I thought 
this, despite my discomfort. 

“Don’t lie ta me, girl. I know’d she was up to somethin’ 
bad. Somethin’ she ought not ta be messin’ with. I smelled it 
on her.” Jolene’s momma put her fingers to her nostrils and 
sniffed them loudly. She winced as if disgusted. 

I realized with that, what that other smell in the room was. 
At least, in a way. It smelled like Jolene after P.E. Sweaty and 
a citrus tang from her cheap perfume. I didn’t much like it 
when she would sometimes use too much, like when she was 
on her period and felt self-conscious about…well, about it, re-
ally, stinking of it, and she would overdo the perfume. 

I wondered if this was Jolene’s room, but there was no bed, 
no nothing besides these two chairs, the small table, and the 
bulb hanging from the too dark heavens above. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. She’s my friend, 
that’s all.” 

“Friends know stuff. Do she like boys now? Is she boy cra-
zy?” Jolene’s momma did this thing where she wagged her 
tongue and rolled her eyes, while reaching down between her 
legs and making crude gestures. 

I was glad she didn’t really know anything about us and 
what we were doing, though. We may be clumsy, but not gross 
like her.

“I have to be home soon. Gotta cook dinner for my daddy. 
He’ll be real angry if his dinner isn’t ready when he gets home.” 
I pushed away from the table. When I went to stand up and 
leave, Jolene’s momma swung that big knife down into the 
top of the table, with force. 

A muffled sound ricocheted around the room. Not the 
sound of the blade sinking into the table, but a sound in re-
sponse I’d almost call vocal, yet there was only me and Jolene’s 
crazy momma, and neither of us made that sound.
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“Ya be a ’scared o’ tellin’ me tha truth, ain’t ya?” It wasn’t 
a question awaiting an answer. She continued: “Lyin’ ta me 
means ya be evil, just like all tha others.” I squirmed, not 
knowing what exactly she was implying. She knew nothing of 
us, and that was all that mattered to me. I leaned back, away 
from the knife. Something leaked out of the table, like sap or 
maple syrup. The dim light distorted color; it was darker than 
either. 

The hollow exhalation sound nibbled at my eardrums, 
teething. 

I went to stand up again, more like wiggled uncomfort-
ably in my chair, as Jolene’s momma twisted the knife. As if 
my body was responding to the twist of the blade. That weird 
vocal sound came again, low and to the ground. Had to be a 
stray, maybe a rat. Seen plenty of rats, they never sounded 
like this. Cats, neither. A dog, maybe, but Jolene never men-
tioned a dog. 

Jolene’s momma peered at me. The white in her eyes 
bloomed brighter than the dim bulb, before she shifted her 
attention to the knife. “Ya be like a stain on a heavy oak dinin’ 
table,” she said, digging into the peculiar material, still draw-
ing curious sounds from the room, maybe the table, whatever 
it was made of—definitely not oak. I listened as hard as I could. 
The sound was scratchy, like somebody choking on tacks. She 
continued: “Just gotta rub it out, use a little elbow grease. If’n 
that don’t work, ya use yer fingernails, pick off tha top layer, 
dig inside, where it’s still pure. Where yer presence ain’t cor-
rupted it yet.” 

Suddenly, the tiny, hollow exhalation of a sound took 
shape: “Stop, momma.”

My eyes went wide, just as Jolene’s momma’s eyes did the 
same, but it seemed we were not on the same page. She leapt 
out of her chair and said, “Stay here, girl. We only just gettin’ 
started.” She hastily exited the room.

I was shaking. The door slammed, and I was shaking. None 
of this was making sense to me. 

I pressed my hands to my jeans, rubbing up and down. 
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If nerves were metal, there’d be a clanking noise rattling all 
around me. 

That’s when I heard it again, that hollow sound, as if pass-
ing through the throat of gargled tacks, though more clearly 
now. “Kimmie.” 

I pushed my seat back, pressing with the table before I 
pulled my hands from the edges as some of the dark liquid 
had made it to the fingertips. I went back to rubbing my thighs, 
though this time with intent: wiping the liquid off my fingers. 

“Jolene?” It was the only logical question. “Jolene…is that…
you?”

Silenced lingered, but it wasn’t truly silent. It was preg-
nant with something, maybe more words. If this was Jolene…
where was she?

“I love you, Kimmie,” the voice said, and even as differ-
ent as it sounded, so hollow, like sleeping wind that had just 
awakened, I knew it was Jolene’s voice.

She’d never said she loved me before. 
“Where are you?” Something about the geometry of the 

room, or perhaps just the tension as it was pulled taut, made 
me uncertain of where exactly the voice was coming from. 
Direction seemed elastic. It was in this room, but the room 
was mostly empty. She couldn’t be hiding anywhere; the fur-
niture was sparse. 

 There was really only one place she could be. I dipped 
down, peered under the table, and gasped. 

“I love you, Kimmie,” she said again. This only made what 
I saw hurt even deeper.

Jutting out from the underside of the table was a head. Just 
a head, hanging by a neck, the skin stretched everywhichway. 
The head was upside-down. It was Jolene, yet not. It was her 
face, kind of. Her eyes had a glassy look to them, like the plas-
tic look of her momma’s skin. 

“Jolene,” I cried. 
“Kimmie.” She smiled, but it was forced, trembling the 

whole time her upside-down mouth tried to hold it. Still all 
plasticky. I almost turned away, the shock colliding with the 
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hurt I felt for her. “I love you,” she said again. Tears welled 
and dripped up her forehead, before spattering on the floor. 

Another sound, different and deeper but, again, seemingly 
born of a throat, seemed to kind of chew on what might be 
words from the spot on the floor where the tears had fallen. 
The spot on the floor moved ever so slightly. Wrinkled…

“I have to go,” I said. I did not know how to handle what I 
was seeing, what I was sensing. This dim room. Jolene’s up-
side-down head. She spoke again.

“I love you, Kimmie. W-want you to join me here. We can 
be together f-forev-forever—”

The door to the small room swung open. When the knob 
hit the wall, another vocal sound but not, much like Jolene’s 
new voice, grunted. 

It was a grunt. I know it was a grunt. 
I had no time to think much on it, though. 
“Why ya… Now that ya know I need ta—”
But I did not wait to hear whatever she thought she needed 

to do to me. She raised the knife and from my lowered position, 
having spent the last couple minutes talking to…to Jolene’s 
head under the table, I slammed my body into her right knee. 
Jolene’s momma toppled backward, though I felt the swish of 
the knife blade graze my arm. It didn’t really touch me, but it 
got so close it was like a just-missed blown kiss. 

I was out the door of the apartment as she screamed, “Get 
back here, girl.” There was more grunting, this distinguished 
as Jolene’s momma as she struggled to get up. She growled 
like perhaps whatever strange animal she was, and again 
screamed. “Get back here, girl. Ya never see Jolene again if’n 
ya don’t get back here.” 

I was fleet as I practically flew down the stairs, dodging 
slumped, sleeping bodies and “Watch out, bitch,” from a 
mother holding a baby as she spun out of my way. 

I ran full speed out the door of the battered building and 
into the grey twilight, a time when the day shadows slink away, 
and different shadows awaken. Shadows at night are not like 
the shadows during day. The promise of turning away and 
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having a shadow disappear as the sun beats bright and hot 
down to the ground was gone. The moon welcomes the differ-
ent shadows. Might even have a hand in their true creation…

I ran and ran, past the nightmares that played out in my 
world. Drug deals and sex deals and lies abounded, only to 
become a blur as night took over. It was only a few blocks, but 
it seemed to go on and on. When I got to my daddy’s house, he 
was nowhere to be found. It did not matter. I locked the door 
to my room and shook and cried and buried it all in a place I 
hoped never to see again as sleep took me to my usual night-
mares. They were almost soothing.

Over the next couple weeks, I skipped school, spent my 
days wandering around and mostly just sitting on cinder-
blocks down by the abandoned factories amidst the carcass-
es of bullet-riddled cats, thinking. Despite my upbringing, I 
spend a lot of time in my head. Usually, one raised as I have 
been raised has no time for thoughts beyond just trying to get 
from point A to point B without much incident. 

Even now, I know my statement is only half true, though. 
I’ve been spending much of the time listening to my heart 

as well. This being the first time it ever called to me, I had 
to acquaint myself with its message, the silent language that 
swells within, scraping out everything but the yearning. It 
showed me in its quiet, desperate determination, what I need-
ed to know. What really mattered. 

What I felt for Jolene did not dissipate, it blossomed. In 
my heart, that yearning was her. 

My existence was whittled down to breathing and contem-
plation and this mysterious desire I’d only recently grown to 
appreciate, even if it was couched in an ache that threatened 
to suffocate me. There was nothing romantic about this feel-
ing. No “You take my breath away” kind of cliché shit. This 
was something more vital.

I knew what I had to do. 
Late one overcast afternoon, I left the abandoned facto-

ries to their dust and memories and made way to Jolene’s 
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apartment complex. Without hesitation, I entered, ignor-
ing the prying eyes and made way to the stairs and up to the 
fourth floor.

When I got there, I walked down the garbage-strewn hall-
way toward the door of her apartment. I knocked. An odd 
sound echoed; a vocal sound. 

I don’t pray often, it’s a sign of weakness and I know if 
I give into the illusion that prayer will bring anything, I am 
succumbing to the lie that prayers are built on. Jesus Christ, 
God, Heaven—the crutches that hold up the weak-minded. 
Crutches that often turn to splinters, drawing blood. 

That said, I closed my eyes and prayed for the only thing 
that mattered, because of my love for Jolene. 

I prayed that her crazy momma was there. 
I prayed she would do whatever she’d done to Jolene to me, 

so we could be together forever. 
I prayed she would turn me into a chair meant to reside at 

the wounded table of Jolene. 
The door opened, and she smiled…
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A Declaration of 
Intent

 am naked, lying on my stomach on the cool, dark sheets 
of a bed. Everything in the room is dark, so my percep-
tion about the color of the sheets might be skewed by 

the absence of light. I don’t feel right, don’t feel like myself. I 
feel smaller. I might be a child, but I don’t think like a child. I 
think like myself, as I am now. Now being relative, as dictated 
by the ambiguity of my present condition.

I realize the sense of feeling smaller might be a feeling of 
being less than I was before this moment. Less mass, less me. 

A man in a suit is sitting on the bed next to me. His posture 
is tall and confident, yet his shape, the shape underneath the 
dark fabric of the suit, is undefined. Amorphous. 

I can discern the dark shade of the suit because of his prox-
imity, so close to me. He pulls a plastic container out of thin 
air, and with a gloved hand, thumbs the lid open. Perhaps he 
is a magician. He holds the container close to my face, so I can 
see inside. The container is filled with what looks like square 
pieces of gum, but I know it is not gum. 

“Take one,” he says, in a voice neither male nor female. 
The tones sound wrapped in tin. The edges are crinkled and 
metallic.

I do not know how I got here. Not exactly. I’m too weak to 
question further. None of this matters as I pick one of the pills 
that looks like a piece of gum out of the container and place it 
on my tongue, where it dissolves instantly. 

I
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This new and strange world fades to nothing. 
“I do this out of love for you.” 
I awaken to the soft feather echo of this statement as it dis-

integrates into the sun. The blinds in the room are closed, but 
there’s an opening to the right, the blinds bent up and down 
to create a hole, as if a ghost is staring outside. Staring at the 
sun. Dust floats like debris in water within the ray of sunlight 
that slashes a path from the window to my face. 

I raise my left hand to shield my eyes from the bright light. 
My fingers roughly cover the closed right eyelid, but the left 
eyelid remains open, so at this angle I press the palm down 
and it brushes against the orb, causing irritation. The irrita-
tion lingers as I cannot seem to close the lid. 

I lift myself out of bed with great difficulty, as if something 
gooey is wrapped around my muscles, pulling down on them, 
causing them to droop. I am a human candle. The sensation 
feels as if it emanates from my bones. My movement lacks 
muscular drive. I wonder if these impressions are a result of 
having taken the pill that looked like a piece of gum. I don’t 
feel drugged, at least not in a way that relates to previous 
experiences. 

My feet find the floor uncomfortable, my balance mis-
aligned. Something is wrong, yet all I want right now is to 
close my left eyelid. I make way to the bathroom. 

The cold tiles send shivers throughout my body, glacial 
sparks that dance along goose-bumped flesh, perhaps else-
where. What an odd thought. When I gaze into the mirror, I 
gasp. A thin line of blood above my left eye indicates the lid 
has been severed. I have no eyelid, no way to protect the eye 
from light, dust—anything. I raise my left hand toward the eye 
again, a surrogate cover, and gasp once more, noticing in the 
mirror the skin of two of the fingers has been peeled off, and 
the bone of the knuckle protrudes out of the ring finger. 

In my hypnagogic state, sensation is dulled. I expect this 
is drug-related, yet I cannot be sure as I feel somehow in-be-
tween stages of consciousness in a way that diverts the drugged 
aspect to a place of possibility, but not confirmation. The sight 
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of the peeled fingers and the missing eyelid unspools wires to 
the nerve center in my brain that fail to respond properly, but 
the low hum of discomfort simmers in my body.

I take note that both times I gasped, the sound I made was 
harsh like a windstorm in a desert.

I stumble backward, not wanting to see what else has been 
done to me. 

“I do this out of love for you.” 
The intonations sound like a rusted razor-blade, if a rusted 

razor-blade could speak. The sentence, the statement, is not 
smooth. It is a declaration of intent. A challenge. 

I was so absorbed with my anxiety and now shock, I hadn’t 
noticed a figure lingering like a bad dream refusing to turn to 
dust upon awakening to my right, in the corner next to the 
small shower. The figure is turned away from me. It is wear-
ing a suit and I immediately know it is the man from…be-
fore. But with this knowledge, I know it is not a man. It might 
be a woman. There is a slight indication of this in the way it 
stands. The posture is as it was before, but the shoulders are 
not spread wide as a man’s shoulders would be, in forcing this 
stance upon himself. These shoulders have soft edges, are 
more relaxed, as if the posture is natural. 

I don’t know why this makes me think it is more feminine 
than masculine, but it does. There is no real indication either 
way, choice of clothing be damned. 

“Who are you?” 
My voice sounds dry, an obvious relative to the gasp. 
She turns her head slightly, as if peering over the shoulder 

but not really peering over the shoulder. It’s more a move-
ment done as acknowledgement, to let me know she heard my 
question, whether she will answer or not. 

I can hear her breathing, a muffled, tinny sound, like the 
voice from before I took the pill that looked like a piece of gum, 
and even now, the voice that has said, twice, “I do this out of 
love for you.” 

This person loves me. I have no idea who this person is, 
but she loves me. 
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This is a strange way to show me love. 
I would push myself toward her, perhaps force her to turn 

around, answer some questions, but I am still wobbly. But, as 
if born from these thoughts, she turns around. 

She is wearing a white mask that covers most of her 
face. The mask is smooth and expressionless. Her hands are 
adorned in white gloves, as before, and are crossed over where 
a buckle would be if she were wearing a belt. She is wearing a 
dark suit. The suit jacket is closed but not buttoned. 

These are the obvious things. The things one notices with-
out prying too deeply. 

I begin to visually pry, even as my left eye burns for cover. 
Though the white mask covers most of the face, I can see 

a thin line of jawbone at the bottom, to the right. Bone white 
with a reddish-pink sheen. The memory of blood wetly coat-
ing the surface. 

The edges of the lapel also appear wet with blood. The la-
pel is somehow held closer together than if she had buttoned 
the suit jacket and were wearing it correctly. I have no idea 
how it can fit like this. 

She raises her head, looking at me, yet I cannot see her 
eyes, even as the white mask has eyeholes. I see black and 
nothing more. The head movement infers she knows what I 
am doing. She knows I am taking it all in, and perhaps making 
plans; forming a strategy. 

She ambles toward me, a harmless movement, but it cours-
es through my body as a threat. My body that does not feel like 
mine, only wrong. 

I turn away from her, my feet clumsy with the shifting of 
weight, and she is upon me, gloved hands pressing my biceps 
against the sides of my torso. 

Everything physical feels wrong. 
No—everything feels wrong. Everything.
I wonder if I am dreaming, when I see my reflection wide 

awake in a mirror that has been nailed to the back of a closed 
door across the room. A wooden chair leans against the door-
knob in lieu of a lock. 
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I am still naked, perhaps leaner than I remember. There are 
markings all over my flesh. A few quarter-sized chunks of flesh 
have been gouged out of my body. I glance from the mirror to 
my body, noting the markings look to be made with ink. 

These are the blueprints of some thing, of some place, I do 
not want to explore. 

Each quarter-sized hole is surrounded by dried blood and 
red, infected skin. Pus oozes around the ridges of some of the 
puncture wounds. I get the impression these holes were done 
as some kind of testing, perhaps to gauge how my body would 
react to…something more being done to it. The markings on 
my flesh indicate patterns with purpose. As if something has 
begun to take shape. 

A new me? 
I glance back up to the mirror, try to see her hidden face. I 

need to at least imagine her eyes are paying attention to me. 
“What is going on? What are you doing to me?” 
I must assume it is she who is doing something to me, and 

not some outside force that has not shown its face yet. As if 
she’s shown her face…  

“I do this out of love for you,” she says, again, as she stabs a 
needle into the bicep she was just holding and presses down on 
the plunger. 

My thoughts swirl down a drain within my brain. Everything 
twinkles like stars amid the oily black tumult, like the blackest 
midnight sky come alive.

My shoulder hits the wall as I start to tumble, bracing my-
self upright for another few seconds. I glance up through the 
burgeoning distortion of vision and watch in the mirror as the 
woman behind me shrugs out of the suit jacket. There is a sound 
of something tearing, something sticky. The act of shrugging is 
slowed by the fabric of the suit jacket as it adheres to her body.

Her body is an open, suppurating wound. Like the mark-
ings on my flesh, as grisly as she appears, it all seems with a 
purpose. 

Vertigo laced with nausea causes me to drop to the floor. 
The twinkling stars fade as the darkness takes me into its 
embrace. 
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My left eye burns, though the light in the room is dim. I 
remember there is no lid. It burns from dryness. I remem-
ber the disorder of thoughts and sensations and visual im-
pressions the brittle moments before I passed out. The bitter 
tang of bile coats my tongue, but I cannot spit it out as I am 
lacking enough saliva to carry out this simple function. 

I know I had to land on the floor, but I am in the bed now. 
As the fog of the drug-induced sleep dissipates, I scream. 

The sound is broken, a thousand shards of glass passing 
through the scarred funnel that is my throat. I know this 
more from how it feels as opposed to any proof. I know this 
because my whole body feels much as what I saw of the wom-
an in the mirror. The blanket of numbness has been removed. 

I feel like I am nothing more than a splayed-open wound.
When she touches my cheek, my right eyelid opens, as 

that is the eye that still functions properly. The left eye sees 
nothing but blurred outlines. 

Her touch is like acid.
She is lying across from me. 
I cautiously raise my right hand to cover the left eye, hov-

ering over it and creating a patch to lessen the distractions 
wrought by having it open for so long. How long, I do not 
know. I am glad my right hand is still covered with skin. 

My happy realization is annihilated amidst the torment 
that rages throughout my body. My body that is mirrored by 
the body across from mine, the woman’s body, but gender 
distinction is ambiguous.

The damage is everywhere, yet she still wears the blank 
white mask.

“Who are you? What’s going on?” 
It feels odd to not even recognize my own voice. I know 

my throat is injured. I wonder what she might also have done 
to my ears, my hearing. If anything at all. 

Everything is wrong. 
“We’re together now, baby,” she says. As if I should know 

who the other part of this “we” she speaks of is. Her voice 
sounds less tinny now, more human. Under the circum-
stances, I find this unusual. 
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None of this matters. 
“Who are you?” I insist. 
“I know it’s been too long. It took me so long to know 

what to do, how to correct the injustice created by our fool-
ish separation.”

This statement means nothing to me. Our separation? 
Our foolish separation? I have no idea who this woman is. 

I repeat, as firmly as I can: “Who are you?” 
Even with the mask on, I sense her smile. This is con-

firmed because up close, I can see the half of her jawbone 
that is still covered with flesh, and there is movement that 
suggests she is smiling. She reaches up with her left hand, 
the wrist below it stripped of flesh to a bone straddled by 
thin veins and lifts the mask off her face. 

Along with the missing flesh from her jawbone, her upper 
lip has been sliced off. 

She looks almost familiar, a shadow of memory rising out 
of a corner of the subconscious.

“It’s me,” she says, as the word “me” corrals the memory, 
but there’s nothing of substance attached to it. It remains in 
the shadows. 

“Ophelia,” she says and I’m still at a loss. I don’t know if 
my face lets on to my bewilderment. I don’t know if my face 
can adequately express how I feel. 

She smiles again, this time for me to see. It is horrible. 
She puts both hands on my cheeks, a strange sensation as 
one of the cheeks feels numb, and pulls herself close enough 
to kiss me, even without her upper lip. I recoil, attempt to 
back away, but there is nowhere for me to go. The wall is 
cool against my back. The lack of an unfamiliar sensation by 
a sensation that I’d almost deem as normal is a surprise. I 
realize with this thought how much my body is wracked with 
excruciating pain. The difference magnifies tenfold what is 
already incomparable in this life, or even my imagination. 
My flesh is drenched with sweat; the sweat drips into the 
nooks and crannies of me, of my insides, and adds a spec-
tacularly searing nuance to the many degrees of agony I am 
experiencing. 
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“Don’t be coy, Davey. We can be together forever, now. 
We can be one.”

I haven’t been called Davey since I was a teenager. My 
mind is a chaos of confusion. Though the memory is hazy, it 
gains clarity as I bring it into focus.

“You’re the girl from Stephen’s party?”
“The girl? Your Ophelia, baby.” 
She smiles again and it’s even more horrible than before. 

Her mouth is split wider at the corners and it looks as though 
she could swallow me whole. 

There was a girl at a party. I was eighteen and horny. She 
was sixteen and shy. We connected and had sex in a guest 
room. That’s all. That’s all I remember. It seemed harmless 
enough, just a good time for both of us. 

A good time obviously gone awry. 
“I knew you were the one for me, my soul mate, when 

you told me you loved me.” Her eyes are glossy like polished 
glass. As if she’s about to cry. “You were the first one to say 
this to me.” She strokes my arm with a hand missing flesh. 
It is a sandpaper caress. “I’ve been patient, but now it’s our 
time. I love you so much!”

I’m at a loss. This girl, now a woman—now a monster, re-
ally—has been obsessing over a casual teenage fuck from a 
party twenty-five years ago? We had fun and laughed a lot 
and the sex was good, but I never saw her again. I remem-
ber, when I thought of it for a few years afterward, smiling 
and hoping her life was a good one. Over time, the memo-
ry turned yellow as an old photograph, the details sketchy. I 
hadn’t thought about her in twenty years or so. 

There is no logic to any of this. 
There is no sense to her condition, and what she has done 

to me. In what she is doing to us.
“And you love me, right, baby?” 
My thoughts flutter like blind birds crashing through 

windows, slashed by the broken glass. 
“Tell me you love me, Davey.” 
I sense the quiet desperation in her tone. 



John Claude Smith

79

“You’re crying, baby,” she says, her caresses moving from 
my arm and over my…over… I spasm, the pain too much.

“Don’t cry. We’re together now.” 
Whatever is happening is obviously beyond my control 

and has been for…I don’t know how long. Tears pour from 
my good eye. Spasms of pain whittle my resolve into fine 
powder. I pray it will stop and this nightmare will end. I pray 
a shy girl from my past will be nothing more than an incon-
sequential memory, as she’s been for years. Even if she per-
ceived things on a grander scale. 

“Now, tell me you love me, and I’ll make it all right, Davey.” 
The desperation is gone. She will settle for nothing less than 
my complete devotion. My love. 

I wonder how she will make it all right, though. What 
could she conceivably do to make it all right? All right isn’t 
even in the rearview mirror of possibilities.

“Do as I ask, and I will make it all right.” 
This statement is said calmly, but the force behind it is 

like a hammer pounding a nail. I fully understand I have no 
option but to do as she requests. The pain, which has taken 
on a life of its own, a form of sinister symbiotic presence that 
breaths as I do, thinks as I do, but relishes its place within 
the corporeal spectrum as a malevolent god gleefully chew-
ing on the corpse of hope, shapes my decision as well as the 
words. 

“I love you.” 
The woman, Ophelia, who I spent about an hour of my 

life with those many years ago, backs away slightly. She picks 
up a plastic bottle with a push-sprayer on top from beside 
her pillow and commences with spraying the relief map car-
tography that is her body, her wound. Not wounds, wound. 
She is one massive wound. 

Her whole body has been purposefully sculpted into the 
mountains and valleys and shaved bone and complex dis-
placement of quivering viscera that she liberally coats with 
the spray. 

The smell is medicinal, disinfectant. It’s intoxicating, 
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overwhelming, a welcome addition, something to distract the 
mind from the atrocity that is this woman…as well as me. 

We have been mutilated beyond distinction as male or fe-
male or even human, really. There is no way either of us should 
be alive. I wonder if I have died and this is the beginning of an 
eternity in Hell. I know this is not a viable assumption.

The only thing I know for sure is this woman is insane…
and she loves me.

She empties the bottle, pressing the push-sprayer until it 
ceases to function, and tosses the bottle aside. 

She moves firmly toward me, her goal at hand, completion 
of her grotesque masterpiece about to commence. 

I don’t know this, yet. I just know that with my faux state-
ment about loving her those many years ago, she will do what-
ever it is she believes she must do to make it all right. And, 
in my condition, I will let her. As if I have a choice. After all, 
though neither one of us should be alive, whatever she’s done 
has kept us alive.

It’s all I’ve got to hold on to, at this point. 
She tilts herself in a way that seems awkward. She posi-

tions herself in such a way that as she moves forward, as much 
as I dread what so much touch will feel like—body to body; 
body within body—I know I must trust her. 

As she moves closer, we take form as two pieces of a flesh 
puzzle piece, connecting. Even the oddities such as my two 
fingers stripped of flesh, and the top lip of her mouth—every-
thing—finds purchase where it belongs as connected to the 
other. 

There is a suction sound, a sound like that of a plastic 
lid being pulled tight over a container and snapping shut. 
Whatever she sprayed all over herself helps seal us together, 
as well as brings a modicum of relief. A lessening of the agony 
that is my existence. It is not “all right,” but it is…better. 

We are hermetically sealed. 
I sigh, the windstorm within my throat tamping down to a 

steady breeze. 
She lays her hand on the brow of my left eye and a flap 
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of skin drapes over the naked orb. This brings perhaps the 
greatest relief.

She puts her mouth to my cheek and the section missing 
the top lip sits comfortably in a groove she’s carved into the 
bone. 

As she settles in, she speaks. 
“Now we are one, baby. Forever. Aren’t you happy?” 
I can only hope forever ends in minutes, perhaps seconds. 

That’s how happy I am. Each second traverses a lifetime with-
in the cocoon of pain she has us wrapped in. It has lessened, 
but levels of intolerable bear witness to nothing more than my 
suffering. 

Moments buried within the blue light of the flame, as op-
posed to the ever-present red. 

“Tell me you’re happy, Davey.” 
Her insistence leaves me no choice again. But at this point, 

I don’t even know if I can speak. 
“I…” 
She laughs, and it ripples through me, her joy. The joy of 

young love. The joy of stalwart perseverance. The joy of de-
stroying the will of the one who had stolen her innocence.

These are probably only my observations, as corrupted by 
our repulsive melding. 

“Probably not, Davey. Not corrupted at all.”
I tense, acknowledging the impossible. 
She laughs again, ecstatic. 
Forever is a long time, and we have only just begun. 
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 should have listened to Teresa when she spoke of the 
place as having an “ambience of unease, it feels wrong.” 
She had scrunched her pale face, looking as if she were 

ill. Seeing her crinkled countenance, my initial reaction was 
that she was picking up some bad smell that I was not regis-
tering, something beyond the salt spray of the sea, but when 
she spoke, I realized she was in one of her moods. 

The moods had become familiar to me in the four years 
we’d been together. A knack for intuition, for sensing things 
that simmer beneath the surface, usually leaning toward an 
undefined prognosticating ability in ways that seemed eeri-
ly impossible, yet possible for her. One of the signs she was 
picking up something with her inner radar, sonar, or what-
ever instrument within that gauges these kinds of things, was 
the momentary blank stare exhibited by her one green and 
one blue eye, accentuating an exaggerated distance between 
them in both color and chameleon-like focus. I saw her look 
and knew it had nothing to do with overt smells or anything 
but what she sensed inside. 

But bad timing on her part—as if she’d had a choice—and 
a frumpiness the past few hours on the road had firmly in-
grained in my aching muscles, particularly the numbing throb 
in my glutes, had derailed any chance that I would listen to 
what I knew now was a warning. Teresa did not persist in her 
appraisal of the old hotel along the coast, or the odd landscape 
that encircled it, probably because Tom and Kerri, the other 
couple along for this venture, weren’t in the mood to sit in this 
damn car for anything more than the next few seconds, either. 

I
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Driving into the barren parking lot, all the white painted 
parking lines had faded or been completely obscured by sand 
and dirt. I pulled up to the Manager’s Office and stepped out 
of the car, feeling like a broken spring the way my body didn’t 
want to stand properly. The others seemed to be in the same 
boat as me, rearranging and cussing their protesting bodies 
into upright, reasonable facsimiles of Homo sapiens. 

We stepped into the lobby. 
It was as desolate as the parking lot. I tapped a bell on the 

front desk, next to a smudged ink note that read, “Ring for 
survice.” The bell emitted a muted clang as dust scattered. 

Waiting patiently, I noticed the room rates were ridicu-
lously cheap. Of course, if nobody made way to give us “sur-
vice,” we’d be plunking our sore butts back into the car. 

“I gotta pee,” Kerri said doing a dance only five-year-olds in 
kindergarten should ever be seen doing, squeezing her denim 
wrapped thighs together and nervously shimmying about. 

Just as I was about to suggest we get back in the car and 
drive a few more miles down the road, a tiny, shriveled old 
man scooted out from behind a green and red plaid draped 
barrier. I was reminded of the lead singer for the band Tool, 
a performer whose contorted stance while singing made him 
seem uncomfortable in his own skin, as if he was not accus-
tomed to wearing the fleshy garb but struggled with the illu-
sion no matter what lurched underneath. It made my skin itch 
just looking at the old man. He seemed a weed in need of the 
merciful plucking a gardener’s strong hands would bring. He 
attempted to arrange his glasses on his face, but his efforts 
were for naught as they remained askew.

“Can I …” He turned and dry spit. I figured he got as much 
work from his mouth as the dusty bell got from patrons.

“Can I help you?” he said, turning again to spit, making 
dull ptt ptt sounds as he did. 

“We’d like two rooms, two adjacent rooms, for a few days, 
please.” Kerri was quick to respond, her dance getting more 
animated with every passing second. 

“Few days,” he said under his breath, along with more 
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indecipherable mumbling. The dryness had grown moist, as 
if mucus was boiling in the cauldron of his throat. His focus 
wavered. He seemed to be somewhere else. I wasn’t sure if we 
were going to be getting any rooms before our vacation was 
over.

He opened a drawer and shuffled a few keys around, finally 
snatching up two for rooms next to each other. He handed me 
the puke green, hard plastic pair, since I was the closest to 
him, and said, “Here ya’ go. Twelve and thirteen.” 

I took the two keys and he turned to leave. Tom piped up 
at that moment: “What do we owe you?”

The old man hesitated and, without turning around, said, 
“Just come back here to pay when you’re done. There’s a 
restaurant down the hall if you want anything to eat. Town’s 
a couple miles up the road there.” He pointed outside, in no 
specific direction. 

And that was it. Kerri grabbed number twelve from my 
open palm and raced out of the lobby. I glanced down the hall 
and saw a sign on a stand with the words Bell’s Eats written in 
multi-colored ink on it. We all followed Kerri, stopping by the 
car to get what little things we’d brought: an ice chest of food; 
toiletries and tote bags of clothes. No cell phones, no laptops, 
no CDs for the car player—a purposeful, technology-free va-
cation. Nothing to distract us or remind us of the world that 
dominated our lives. A world that seemed so far away… 

As we headed to the rooms—Tom and Kerri’s door wide 
open, the sound of a toilet flushing as we neared, Kerri zipping 
and snapping up her jeans as she passed by—Teresa held up a 
large dandelion and blew on it. An explosion of seeds sprayed 
on Tom and Kerri and swirled back on her. A few stragglers 
veered toward me, but I swatted at them and sent them else-
where before they could land. With the action, I felt an odd 
pricking in the palm of my hand. 

Teresa giggled, feigning acceptance with being at the hotel, 
but I knew her well enough to know she was putting on an act 
and spreading it rather thick. 

 “Hey,” protested Tom, looking a bit frazzled and sneezing as 
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the seeds invaded his nostrils. Both Kerri and Teresa brushed 
them out of their hair. “These fuckers sting.” 

But his protest was short-lived. I’m sure he thought 
Teresa’s giggling was a much better trade off to her moods 
and the darkness that usually followed. Tom and Kerri would 
forget about her earlier remarks while I would have to tip-toe 
around them, because I knew she was diverting her unease. 

The afternoon was fading faster than I would have expect-
ed. Tom plopped down on the bed in number twelve and Kerri 
followed his lead. I opened the ice chest and divvied up the 
goods—mostly sandwiches and fruit—setting a few of each on 
the mattress next to their prone bodies.

 “Tomorrow we explore, eh?” I said, but it fell on deaf ears. 
I shut the door behind myself as I exited and stepped into 
number thirteen. Teresa smiled at me, a slanted thing like an 
unoccupied seesaw that told me nothing yet hinted at many 
possibilities. She pointed at the wall. 

I hadn’t noticed in the other room, but on our wall was a 
huge mural depicting the coast as from some of the rolling 
cliffs just beyond our present location, at least as far as I could 
tell, having only taken a cursory glance. It was a colorful dis-
play, full of blooming flowers and strong trees, but also flour-
ishing with weirdly tinted dandelions amid the crowded land-
scape. They seemed to exude a life their usually white faces 
would never reveal, as if the white faces were masks and this 
was their true countenance, deception blossoming, brimming 
with something inherently wrong. I was reminded of Jason 
from the old Friday the 13th movies, the white hockey mask 
shielding a deep-seated evil…or perhaps deep-seeded evil 
would be more appropriate in the case of the dandelions. The 
sun was setting into the ocean, the horizon one of blood or-
ange turbulence. The painting had a tone to it I didn’t care 
for. There was something off, beyond the dandelions and the 
tumultuous ocean that made me uncomfortable. But I knew 
I would not speak of this discomfort in lieu of confirming 
Teresa’s previously stated unease. 

“Wow!” I said, slipping a sandwich from its plastic baggy 
and offering half to Teresa.



Dandelions

86

“That’s all you can say after my initial perceptions about 
this place?” She folded her arms, digging in her heels, her 
lithe figure stretched taut.

“What more do you want from me?” I said, trying to avoid 
the subject. I couldn’t help myself as I was beat. Not that I 
wanted to settle down for the evening yet. 

“It gives me the chills,” she said, shaking her head at the 
offer of half the sandwich. Multiple earrings jangled lightly 
along the ridge of her left ear. 

“Look,” I said, trying to steer her away from a mood that 
could linger and ruin the vacation, “let’s go and check out the 
restaurant, see what they got.” I smiled, albeit wanly, and held 
out my hand, not satisfied by the meager sustenance the sand-
wich was supplying. Teresa glanced at the mural and trembled.

“Anything to get out of this room.” She strode past me as 
I tossed the half-eaten sandwich on the bed and dragged me 
out the door. 

We trekked across the asphalt, kicking up enough dirt 
and sand to create a vapor trail in our wake. I noticed weeds 
ripping through the cracks in the pavement, mostly dandeli-
ons. Tough buggers, I thought, seeking sunlight no matter the 
man-made obstacle. 

We entered the lobby, turned left and headed for the restau-
rant. Posted on the wall behind the Bell’s Eats sign, Today’s 
Specials was scribbled on a chalkboard, of which there were 
none. A hoarse voice bellowed, “Seat yourself.” We ambled to-
ward a booth next to a window that looked out on the beach 
and sea beyond the hotel. The sun hung slack, bruised yellow 
and fading: a boxer down for the count. “Menu’s at the back 
of the table. Just yell when you’re ready.” Behind a counter, a 
wiry slip of a woman seemed preoccupied with something in 
the kitchen, partially viewed behind a dull brown faux wood 
counter. Her hair was in a tightly constructed bun, and her ac-
tive arms, as if scrubbing a pot or pan, rippled with lean mus-
cle. The light shaded her skin in a greenish tint. She seemed 
just as much a part of this place as the stalwart weed of a per-
son we’d met at the check-in desk. 
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Teresa caught on to this same observation, diverting her 
unease to voicing her suspicions. “She’s definitely the stron-
ger half, but don’t they seem like two peas in a pod?” 

“I agree. He seems so much like a weed, and she seems like 
one of those dandelions, stronger as it pushes through the as-
phalt, but a weed nonetheless.”

“Yes, a couple of weeds, that’s perfect!” 
The menu held few surprises, so we kept it basic and or-

dered hamburgers, home fries, and root beer. The hamburg-
ers bled but were tastier than I expected they would be—gam-
ier, perhaps—but the home fries were soggy and the root beer 
over-syrupy. We barely finished the burgers out of sheer, 
stomach-growling insistence, but pretty much avoided the 
rest. The only point in which the woman left her post behind 
the counter was when the meal was ready, not even coming 
out when we ordered, which ended up being a volley of yells 
across the vacant vicinity of the restaurant. 

We left a more than generous tip and waved as we exited. I 
noticed the bespectacled weed of a front desk clerk gawking at 
us from behind a slightly ajar door to the right of the restau-
rant. He didn’t turn away when I noticed his blatant act. More 
so, he seemed intent on letting me know he was watching us. 
A string of drool from his chin spread as a stain on his filthy 
white t-shirt. I rubbed my neck, erasing an imaginary tic. 

 Though we were both exhausted, we decided to walk a bit, 
stretch our legs. We knew tomorrow would bring much more 
excitement—well, at least exploration of the beach—but felt it 
necessary to see more of the landscape before heading back 
to number thirteen. Tom and Kerri must have crashed for the 
night. 

We wandered down a path lined with what looked to be red 
sand verbena, pampas grass, and more vegetation I couldn’t 
make out. Thick, gnarled weeds and wild flowers were in 
abundance. The slope was steeper than expected. We ended 
up doing the last second jog down the path, sprinting onto the 
sand. Brilliant rays of sunlight streaked across the sky, beams 
of yellow and orange trimmed with red—the dying exhaust 
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trail of a fireball—while the ocean shimmered with twinkling 
glare, as if adorned in diamonds, dressed up for the night. 

We walked directly out to the wet sand, scanning both ways 
to map out some potential points of interest for tomorrow, 
noting some jagged cliffs and coastline that would definite-
ly be worth investigating. On our way back up the slope, we 
veered to the right, toward one of the cliffs. When we reached 
the top, the view was stunning, yet somehow tainted. 

Now I was starting to think like Teresa. 
“Max—look!” She pointed to a stretch of land to our left, 

rolling downward; a stretch of land completely covered with 
dandelions. I was reminded of the mural in our room.

“Damn, these things are prevalent here,” I said, catching 
up to her. 

We wandered to the edge of the puffy white fray, mesmer-
ized by the strangeness of the site. I noticed a curious patch-
work of red roots throughout. I was tempted to bend down 
and check it out, but the wind started to bite. Nonetheless, as 
I stared down at them it looked as though some of the roots 
pulsed. I rubbed my eyes, obviously tired. The place was get-
ting weirder by the second.

“Let’s check it out tomorrow, babe,” I said. “It’s getting 
chilly.” 

Waves crashed on the beach below us, the wind picking 
up exponentially, and I was in need of something more than a 
t-shirt, as was Teresa.

“You’re looking nipply,” I said. Teresa glanced down at her 
pert breasts, nipples pressing firmly against the thin yellow 
fabric dotted with black zeroes and ones, binary code for…
who knows what? 

“I can’t believe I’ll be spending eternity with a pig,” she har-
rumphed. “Oink, oink.” 

She hugged herself. I put my arm around her to alleviate 
the chill as we headed to the hotel room. By the time we made 
it back, we were beyond caring about a shower. She found the 
strength to brush her teeth. I did a half-assed job and dropped 
more than slid under the sheets, the bed stiff and unyielding 
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to my weight, as if it had never been used. Teresa was already 
asleep. I took her lead, swift to join her. 

A few hours later, an indescribable array of sounds eased 
me from the realm of sleep to a drowsy wakefulness. As I lis-
tened, I got the sensation I was eavesdropping on a conversa-
tion I’d need an interpreter to translate. A clacking, chattering 
gabfest: the local insect population at play. Along with their 
dissonant exchange, a tinny, high-pitched tone rode the wind 
as a surfer would a wave, rising and crashing, again and again: 
a phoenix with kamikaze tendencies. There also was the drone 
of the ocean, more stentorian than I was used to, but maybe 
that was simply an observation colored by the blackness of 
night itself. It seemed so very dark outside our window.

When I glanced to my left, the shadow of Teresa’s face 
exhibited a restlessness that could only be described as dis-
turbing. She seemed in the throes of some sort of nightmare 
distress that poured out of her face, her flesh, the disarray 
molding her features in monstrous ways. I was about to wake 
her when the sounds ebbed. Her features relaxed, even if they 
were still a bit alien. I jotted a mental note to ask her what 
she’d been dreaming about when we got up in the morning. I 
snuggled into her, hoping to alleviate some of whatever was 
troubling her, and eventually fell back asleep 

The morning was bright as the sun smiled upon the flour-
ishing plant-life, the colors, rich and prismatic. We told Tom 
and Kerri about the less than inspiring meal we’d had in the 
restaurant and settled on sandwiches and fruit from the ice 
chest for breakfast. 

Afterward, we set out for the beach. 
The temperature was crisp, the wind nonexistent. We 

walked and walked, diverting into the low cliffs and the ragged 
landscape decorated with tide pools and lagoons and a bunch 
of delightful diversions that kept us going until late afternoon. 

When we got back to the hotel, we decided to take a brief 
trip into the nearest town, a place called Boone, listed on a 
phone directory pasted on the lone desk, to get some food, an 
early dinner. We were famished and in need of more than the 
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feeble provisions stored in the ice chest or available at Bell’s 
Eats. 

The ride to town was oddly quiet. The drive yesterday had 
been buzzing with conversation, as was this morning’s explo-
ration. Maybe getting a good meal would restore our batteries 
and picking up a few drinks and bottled water wouldn’t be a 
bad idea, either, as the water from the tap in the room was 
borderline undrinkable. 

The town was like an expanded gray and bland annex to 
the hotel. Subservient in some way to the hotel. All the col-
or seemed to radiate from the plants, the trees, nowhere else. 
The people seemed bleached like the ground in a desert, dry 
and lifeless; stand-ins for a zombie flick. Night of the Living 
Really Old Dead Folks. 

They seemed somehow lacking. 
We drove from one end of Boone to the other in a cou-

ple minutes, saw everything there was to see—blink and you 
would miss it—and decided on dinner at a place called Len’s 
Steak and Seafood, primarily because it was the only place 
that did not designate itself generically—Grocery Store, an-
other Restaurant, Barbershop.

Upon entering Boone’s most distinguished eating estab-
lishment—we assumed; we hoped—we met our first sign of 
real life there, despite having seen many of the townspeo-
ple along the main street. A spry old waitress approached us, 
mouth smiling as wide as her head. I’ll admit I was a bit taken 
aback by her appearance, the exaggerated blush of her paint-
ed cheeks, the deep blue obviously contact lenses, the dyed 
cherry red mane, and the glistening, smoke-stained yellow of 
her teeth. Her name was Rose. Of course. 

“Come, have a seat. Would you like a booth or a table by the 
window?” Her arms were in constant motion, as if the mere 
act of talking was connected to her gesticulations, a puppet of 
mad constructs. 

“Window, please,” Tom said, before I had the opportuni-
ty to say “Booth,” not wanting to see too much more of the 
townspeople. Not wanting their prying eyes upon us. Then 
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again, Len’s Steak and Seafood seemed like the most popular 
place in town, judging from the rheumy eyes staring up from 
each table, taking stock of those passing through. As if sizing 
us up or something. Too damned intrusive, even if it was only 
their eyes. Rose motioned us toward the only available table 
by a window. Menus were distributed, and she informed us 
that the special was something called “Crab Surprise, some-
thing the chef makes up and is always yummier than a choc-
olate mousse,” me thinking her contrasting examples made 
both sound less than appealing, and that she probably thought 
a “chocolate mousse” was something that required a rifle to 
bring down. She took our drink orders and made her way be-
hind the counter. 

Our conversation was minimal, the volume dialed down, 
not wanting the townspeople to hear, yet feeling like every-
thing we were doing was under scrutiny. 

This observation was heightened by Rose, whose initial 
outgoing nature seemed to deteriorate considerably as the 
meal dragged on, less inspiring than what Teresa and I had 
ingested at Bell’s Eats, but Tom and Kerri dug in with enthu-
siasm. Her presence seemed more to loom than help and she 
seemed more in cahoots with the others as time ticked by. 

We stopped by a grocery store—excuse me, Grocery Store, 
burned into my corneas in neon teal—gathered some goods, 
indulged the quirky obtrusive stares of even more of the dead 
eyed legions, filled the gas tank, and left. 

Time fled along with the fleeting late afternoon sun, the 
wind kicking up like a seizure. Tom and Kerri immediately 
headed out to the beach, “be back soon,” before Teresa or 
I could warn them that, if it was anything like last night, it 
would be windy and cold, but they were out of reach before 
I’d unloaded the car. At least Tom tossed me the keys to their 
room, so I could stock the ice chest.

Teresa grew distant. I knew it was her mood creeping up 
again, or maybe it had never left. I pulled her lazy bones from 
the bed she’d slumped onto and undressed her. We showered 
and made love. It was good, even if she still seemed distracted. 
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We needed it, though. We needed to feel closer than we had so 
far. Afterward, fatigue lulled us to sleep. 

But not for long. 
I awoke sharply. I thought I’d heard something strange, 

unclear, out of the ordinary, but a few minutes of concentra-
tion revealed nothing beyond the harsh clamor of the sea and 
the weird, tinny screeching that rode above the insect sounds. 
Now that I was awake, I felt like getting up, looking out the 
window. I felt like moving, doing something. 

Agitated by this abrupt interference in my sleep, I turned 
toward Teresa to see if she was resting better than last night. 
I was surprised to see she was sitting up, back pressed to the 
beige stucco wall, sheets pushed away, her naked body cov-
ered in goose bumps, her nipples sharp, her eyes, sharper—
her eyes were opened so wide I felt the orbs were attempting 
escape. 

“I’ve been listening,” she said, her whisper brittle, chipped. 
“I’ve heard things.”

“What things?” I queried, rising to sit next to her, pulling 
the sheets and blankets up. She pushed them away with her 
feet, deciding instead to hug herself, the comfort of her own 
flesh more appealing than the warmth of foreign sheets. 

“There’s something…voices, not voices”—she shook her 
head, flustered— “I don’t know. There’s something more in 
the sounds around us, in the ocean, in the wind, on the wind, 
all around us, like voices but not speaking…crying, scream-
ing… We should leave.”

I understood her trepidation if not hearing the voices or 
screaming myself. I felt it as well, the discomfort. 

“Let’s leave in the morning—”
“No! We have to leave now!” she said, hugging herself. “I 

want nothing to do with anything else here.” She didn’t move, 
only coiled tighter. 

“But it’s late…or too early.” I only now registered how no 
cell phone and no clock in the room made me feel adrift, the 
certainty of Time made flimsy, elusive. Left to the mercy of 
the stars and the cycles of the sun and moon. “Let’s get up in 
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a few hours after a little more rest and get Tom and Kerri to-
gether and trip down the coast away from here, to someplace 
less…subtly intrusive.” 

In outwardly expressing this, I knew I was hooked into 
Teresa’s sensations, acknowledging something I could not 
explain. 

“We should leave now,” she said, scooting down to me, 
snuggling into me. “We should leave now.”

Knowing I was not going to leave now, she burrowed into 
me and fell asleep. I went to pull up the sheets and the blan-
kets, but her body reflexively shoved them away. I decided the 
warmth of her naked skin would have to be enough, adjusting 
myself to her awkward embrace. She held on tight. 

I knew the morning could not come soon enough. 
Her blond hair, not even dry when we’d gotten into bed, 

was brittle as straw as I nudged my nose into it, trying to smell 
her sweet, strawberry scented shampoo, or simply just her 
smells. I only sniffed something that reminded me of damp-
ness, of mold. I pushed the pillow away, deeming it the culprit. 

As I lay there, attempting but pitifully failing to surrender 
to slumber, my ears perked up to the cornucopia of sounds 
that seemed both distant and so very internal. 

I tried to hear the screams. 
But it was just the ocean, the wind, the sounds of insects, of 

nature. The audio deluge was like when a faucet drips or, more 
precisely, as if one had been left full on and pounding the por-
celain. I remembered when I was a kid and being soothed by 
the rhythmic drone of the dishwasher as my parents always 
turned it on late at night, but these sounds did not inspire a 
soothing experience. I finally slipped into sleep, though there 
was no comfort in its embrace. 

Teresa didn’t even want to shower when she woke up, swiftly 
getting our stuff together. Her haste made me edgy, but I knew, 
on that level one just understands another and understands 
situations unfolding—no matter how surreal the knowledge 
might be—that we needed to leave, and fast. When I stepped 
out and turned toward Tom and Kerri’s door, I noticed a note 
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stuck in the doorjamb. I plucked it off and read Tom’s sloppy 
scribble:

The early bird gets the worm…or at least the 
incentive to get out and do more exploring. Will 
be back later. 

Have fun! T&K 

I didn’t know how to tell Teresa we’d have to stick around 
for longer than she wanted, because Tom and Kerri had ap-
parently not been creeped out by some of the subtle goings on 
here. Of course, she was right behind me when I was reading 
the note.

“Fuck! We can’t waste any more time here, Max. There’s 
something wrong. Something very wrong and getting worse 
by the second.”

“Well, we can’t very much leave without them, so…”
She crimped her brow. Patience was never her forte and 

right now it wasn’t even listed in her catalogue of possible re-
sponses. “Let’s take a look, head out to the beach. If we spot 
them, we can corral them and leave. The sooner—”

“—the better,” I said, my voice sounding far off, as if it was 
cavorting with the gulls soaring out over the crashing waves. 
Along with the waves, I could hear all the sounds I’d noticed 
the last two nights. Under the intrusive, white-hot watchful 
eye of the sun, it made me even more apprehensive than when 
it was dark.

Funny how getting away from our world and its constant 
influx of noise being part of our goal, now I really wanted 
something to tether myself to that world again. The world 
here, overflowing with mystifying, oblique sounds, was gnaw-
ing on my last nerve. 

“Well, c’mon. Haven’t got all day.” Teresa was already on her 
way toward the beach. I sprinted to catch up to her, clasping 
her hand when I made it to her side. She smiled but it wasn’t 
a smile of happiness, more one of desperation. Along with my 
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own feelings about the place, she was really spooking me. I 
couldn’t wait to leave. Urgency drove our pace. 

We jogged down the slope, hitting the beach in full stride, 
momentum quashed as we dug our heels into the sand for an 
abrupt stop. We looked both ways, up and down the beach, 
and saw no sign of Tom or Kerri. A flock of gulls lit and par-
ried about a beached tangle of seaweed draped over a split, 
toppled tree. From where we stood, I knew I didn’t want to go 
any closer. My curiosity did not need to know what had the 
gulls in an uproar. Teresa gripped my hand tighter, probably 
feeling as much anxiety from their display as I did. The tangle 
jutted peculiarly, something amiss in the make-up. We turned 
to head back to the cliffs, maybe find Tom and Kerri some-
where up there. 

Climbing the slope and to our right, we headed to where 
we had seen the field of dandelions. Over the rise and the 
field seemed even more dazzling and plentiful than before. 
Dandelions had overtaken the whole cliff top, spread out for 
the length of a football field. We knew we would not find Tom 
and Kerri amid the blurry white chaos as there seemed too 
many of them to even attempt to cut a path through the field. 
From our perch above almost everything here on the top of 
the cliff, we visually scanned every direction. 

Tom and Kerri were nowhere to be found. 
Back to the hotel, I entered the Manager’s Office and rang 

the bell while Teresa fidgeted outside. Maybe the hotel clerk 
had seen which direction they had gone since he seemed big 
on watching us. I rang the bell again when no one responded 
and grumbled to myself. Finally, the warped weed of a man 
hauled himself into the lobby. 

“What?” he said, sticky mumble of a voice, as if I had dis-
turbed him from something of importance.

“Did you happen to see which direction our friends had 
headed early this morning?” 

“I’m sure they’re fine now. No worry.” He turned to leave, 
swift as a windblown leaf, but with intent, as if he were trying 
to avoid any further questions.
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Of course, his curious response provoked more. 
“Excuse me. What is that supposed to mean? ‘I’m sure 

they’re fine now. No worry’? What is that supposed to mean?”
He turned back, feeble wave of his hand and said, “I did not 

see them.” Mumbling afterward, always mumbling, I thought 
he’d said, “no worry” again, followed by a hiccupping snort 
as he slinked behind the curtain. When he entered the room 
beyond, I glimpsed the woman. She was naked, the weird 
green tint more prominent now, and not a result of mediocre 
lighting. Strange black and gray symbols covered her back. I 
would not have thought her as one into tattoos, or even the 
full body tinting. Was it body paint? Was this old couple into 
heavy duty kinks I couldn’t imagine them being into?

Perplexed, I took Teresa’s icy hand and we went back to 
our room. 

The waiting began. 
An unexpected laziness took over, the burgeoning heat 

and stretched to the limits impatience gathering as one to 
coddle us, even at this early juncture. The air seemed heavy, 
demanding surrender from our restless bodies. My lids grew 
heavier still. I glanced at Teresa and she’d already succumbed 
to forty winks or more. I felt distressed at this development, 
the way everything around me seemed to be losing focus, as if 
I’d taken an anesthetic. Before I fell asleep, I thought I noticed 
something moving on the mural. As my lids shuttered out the 
impression, I realized it was not anything on the mural, but 
the mural itself that seemed to come alive.

Dreaming…
I was in a tunnel, the darkness not a problem for my noc-

turnal vision: I could see everything, as if my eyes were di-
recting a Halogen light toward my surroundings. The glow 
hummed deep in my ears, my skull, as if a bee happily lazed 
on my cerebral cortex. I felt electric.

My surroundings were dirt laced with roots, dark brown to 
reddish hues that pulsed, as if alive. I realized it was the tunnel 
itself that seemed alive, quivering at my every step.

As I moved through this dark cavern, a moist heat embraced 



John Claude Smith

97

me, pulling at my flesh. It was more than humid, though. As 
with everything so far, it seemed a sign of life, an unknown life, 
of something amiss—yet still I moved forward, because it felt 
like one of those dreams where I knew I was amid the dream. 
I knew I wielded some sort of control. Therefore, the dread I 
felt was something only at the periphery of my sensations be-
cause I knew I could wake myself up at any time.

Around a bend, the walls pulsed with a more distinct 
rhythm. I was approaching the hub of something, the heart of 
the matter.

Then I saw them, a perversion of sight my eyes refused 
to ignore—I could not pull them from their mesmerized in-
spection despite the control I thought I wielded. Bodies ev-
erywhere, stuffed via the necks into the ceiling. Naked bodies 
hanging as if by nooses made of soil. A soil that roiled, as if 
being massaged or rototilled, but there were no signs of the 
masseuse or Rototiller. Naked and twitching, some gray and 
withered, others seeming fresh; that thought skipped through 
the gray matter minefield exploding in my head: fresh = more 
current. They pulsed in sync with the walls, the reddish roots. 

Large, indecipherable plants grew from within the tunnel 
and reached up toward the bodies. In all cases, a plant was 
melding with one of the bodies, grafted by sheer will—an-
other tracery thought: by sheer will—as if the plants had the 
wherewithal, the cognizance, to think this, and therefore, take 
what they needed. With this impression, what did they need 
from these bodies? Green stems entwined the legs, wrapping 
around them as a vine would. I saw then the place on each 
body where the plant and flesh became one, as if the plants 
were drawing sustenance from the bodies.

Drawing blood…or something more.
What kind of mad dream was this?
I gasped yet there was no sound, at least none I could hear, 

but the action itself made some of the plants turn toward me, 
turning as if aware of my presence. 

The revelation was a kick in the gut.
They were not plants, not exactly. They were some sort of 

hideous hybrid of plant and human.
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“He knows. How can he see us?”
Something was wrong, and I wanted to awaken, but the 

control I thought I held sent me a conflicting message: you are 
already awake, Max! 

The short one that had spoken, much like a weed, thick 
and so very ungainly, nudged a taller plant, this one seeming 
stronger, more vitality glistening off its green tinted flesh—
vascular roadways one would find on a leaf winding like tat-
toos across its body like the cartography of something obscene.

It turned its head.
“He’s taking longer. He must not have been fully kissed by 

the dandelions.”
There was momentum in their movement, but I was al-

ready running, having seen what I had seen, staring into its 
one green and one blue eye— 

It wore Teresa’s eyes in its loathsome plant-like assimila-
tion of a human face. 

I ran as thorny roots swung down from the ceiling with 
sentient purpose, scratching my flesh. Trying to stall me. 

I ran and ran, dodging into caverns like alleys excavated 
from darkness. The tunnel went on and on until something 
grabbed my arm, my neck, pulling my hair.

“Not so fast, Max.”
I stumbled and twisted around, only to see Teresa’s eyes 

floating in the darkness, before they burst like breath-blown 
dandelions. The seeds filled me, clogged my pores, adorning 
me in a paralyzing cloak.

I groaned when I awoke, eyes opening without hesitation, 
greedy for a reality I could confirm as real, the insidious vi-
sions and a headache that too much light while sleeping in-
spires still clutching my thoughts, my brain, and brandishing 
disorientation as its sword. It sliced into me, severing the ties 
to the nightmare, yet reality cut deeper.

Teresa was gone. 
With a rush, I was sitting up on the bed, scrambling at the 

sheets, as if this action would magically make her appear. I 
yelled, “Teresa,” praying for a response. Maybe she was in the 



John Claude Smith

99

bathroom, but I knew that was a lie I told myself as the door 
was open and I could see no sign of her. 

I rolled off the bed, still fully clothed—my sleep sudden 
and unwanted—and made my way to the door. Stepping out-
side, the sun beat down on me like a fiery hammer. I raised my 
right hand as if to salute, shielding my eyes from its burning 
intrusion. 

My hands were shaking. The adrenaline rush still pumped 
hard in my veins, my heart beating loud. I felt it battering at 
my breastbone, as if it was trying to escape from this place as 
well. 

I turned to the Manager’s Office, but a translucence quiv-
ered in its place. Back to the hotel room I’d just exited, I sensed 
it before I saw it—the final flicker as it faded away. It all faded 
away, the empty space more indicative of a reality rarely tres-
passed by humans. This place was wrong, a glitch, an illusion, 
a mirage constructed—but for what purpose? The only thing 
left was me and the car. I braced myself against it.

I was drawn to the hill where the dandelions flourished. It 
seemed unchanged, not that there was safety in this observa-
tion. I felt something within that strange patch of dandelions 
held the answers to the deteriorating world around me. 

My deteriorating world.
A sound grated at my tympanic membrane—fingernails 

across an endless blackboard, dissonant screeching bagpipes—
only this sound was like the sound I heard at night, initially 
thought of as the mysterious tinny tone that hovered above 
the insects, but I knew now I was wrong. This sound had a 
foundation I could make out, a quality I could distinguish 
from that of insect, fingernails or bagpipes.

 The sound was vocal—as Teresa had suspected—a chorus 
of tormented voices: a chorus of dread so profound it ate hope 
as nourishment. These voices knew there was nothing left but 
to scream, an acknowledgement of their existence. Escape, 
rescue or mercy were quite out of the question. 

I stumbled before the dandelions, listening, trying to hear 
the sound that had not gained in volume, yet I knew this was 
the place of origin. 
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They spoke to me, the dandelions. Spoke as if from a dis-
tance, yet they were right in front of me. 

I leaned forward and heard their cries, tinny screeches 
that rode the rim of my ear before sliding in with the smooth 
precision of an aural scalpel. But there was more…

Moving closer, yet wary of touching them or stepping into 
the thriving field, my world froze as the ever-consistent sway 
of Time shifted into overdrive: the sun streaked across the sky, 
diving into the ocean, leaving a bloody, glistening wound of 
light that stained the chiseled blue glass surface a shocking 
crimson. The stars punched through the black sky, an abrupt, 
twinkling radiance that popped with every new nod toward 
clarity. The wind kicked in hard, my shoulder length brown 
hair lashing my face with an intensity that left welts. 

Tears evaporated before they had the opportunity to moist-
en my cheeks. 

My breath was silent. 
As the world sped by I remained inert, leaning on my knees, 

a statue awaiting erosion. The wind gnawed at my flesh. I felt 
its teeth, its scorn. 

I was not breathing, breath held, but for how long? 
Just as this thought scampered to the surface of the mush 

in my skull, everything shifted. The world thawed, and I was 
made to sense it again, normal as I understood normal. Yet 
night was upon me, dense and forlorn on this godforsaken hill. 
I was still staring at the dandelions, eyes in need of moisture, 
in need of the hub of the sockets they resided in for a tempo-
rary retreat.

I closed them because I could. 
I closed them because it was necessary. 
I closed them because I needed everything to stop for a 

moment, a brief moment, please…
The moment passed, the last I would understand as mine.
Sound, which had played a key role in our escape from the 

real world and turned sinister with our stay here, shushed for 
an instant…and I heard Teresa.

Moving along the front row, the sounds rose again, 
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caressing my bones, marrow violations, deep, deep inside. 
I leaned in toward one of the dandelions, knowing what I 
heard, yet not able to fully register the impossibility of what 
I heard.

It was Teresa’s voice emanating from a dandelion. 
Teresa’s strangled plea: “Help me, Max. Please help me!” 

I blinked hard and stood straight up, seeing the field of 
dandelions for what they were: mouths yawning wide and 
tearing, blood trickling at the corners. 

Mouths. Screaming. Pleading. 
Confirmation of a Hell beyond compare.
I saw the mouths, an ocean of mouths, one perched atop 

every stalk, the puffy white dandelions replaced by this ab-
horrent display.

I turned, not sure what I would do, but intent on driving 
away and getting help, finding help, finding somebody to 
help me get Teresa back. To get Teresa and Tom and Kerri 
and whoever else we could back. The tall woman—plant, 
creature—stood naked beside me. The green tint of her skin 
glistened, accentuating the dark patterns that decorated 
it. Worse yet, her luminous eyes, one green and one blue—
Teresa’s eyes—were evidence that the nightmare was not a 
nightmare, it was all some kind of warped premonition. 

Had I been underground? Had I actually interfered with 
whatever it was these creatures were doing?

Caught in the headlights, looking into Teresa’s eyes, but 
seeing a malevolence that had never sparked in them before, 
she said, “Time for you to join the rest, Max.”

Holding a dandelion in her stem-like fingers, she blew on 
it. The seeds scattered around my face, some landing on my 
skin, some flitting into my nostrils, some skirting beneath 
fluttering eyelids.

My head went light as vertigo slammed into me. I was 
spinning down an endless drain into an infinite ocean. 

I should have listened to Teresa, I thought. If only I had 
listened. 

Spinning, tumbling, the trapdoor swinging open to swal-
low me…
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I saw with my eyes. I moved with my muscles, walking un-
derground toward the bodies hanging in this dank mausole-
um. I saw the faces of the creatures suckling in their strange 
manner, attached to each body. Each body twitching but no 
fight to be had. I saw the faces of the townspeople, but their 
eyes were no longer rheumy. There was a sick joy glowing 
from them now. 

I was naked as the bodies that hung from the veined soil 
ceiling. 

I was made to walk to a place where there was no body 
above me and I was lifted by two of the creatures. Lifted to-
ward the moist, writhing dirt.

I felt my arms rise up to meet the dirt, to dig into the soil, 
pulling myself up. 

They held me sturdy as I pushed my head into the veined 
soil, planting myself in it. 

My head burrowed upward, dirt in my nostrils, my mouth, 
blinding my eyes because I could not shut them. Filling my 
ears with earthworm dreams and the echo of blood pulsing 
around me, echoing through me…but it was more than blood.

Yet I did not die.
The earth was alive, crawling into all of me, every pore of 

my buried head. I felt its life course through me, as well as 
the prevalent network of veins that snaked into the flesh of 
my neck. The process brought revelations that heightened my 
perception. 

I felt the agony of all who surrounded me, of all the others 
who dangled here. Many for centuries, many even longer, and 
some whose misery was only hours old. 

As I settled into my new home, a permanent vacation from 
the world I wanted so desperately to see again—to be battered 
by the city sounds and assaulted by the city smells—I heard 
through the earth and veins Teresa’s voice again: “Help me, 
Max. Please help me. 

“Please…”
…and then one of those creatures touched me, attached it-

self to me, and I understood this ritual, this ancient ritual, was 
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a path to immortality for these creatures, these hollow earth 
dwellers—spawn of the vegetable gods—and through me they 
would take everything they needed—blood; soul; whatev-
er was necessary—and life was theirs for eternity, countless 
thousands of years, and I would know their immortality only 
as an aside, a footnote, dying here for eons, dying forever… 

I understood a vile, avaricious quality only attained within 
nature at its core, the primal gist of being, survival of the fit-
test, survival at all costs, this ritual all that matters… 

I felt within the creature’s crude flute of a throat, a gur-
gling sound, a conference between phlegm and spite, and a 
vocal corruption most inhuman: “No worry.”

“No worry.” it said. Smug. Defiant.
I screamed because it was all I had left.
I screamed because it is all that I am.
I screamed again, joining the choir of lost souls made to 

wail as one from the mouth of oblivion…as dandelions swayed 
into the bleak, endless night.
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The Cooing
reepy, eh?” Magdalene heard a slight clinking sound, 
not unlike glasses of champagne kissing on New Year’s 
Eve, as the warm wind delicately rattled the jagged 

shards of glass jutting out of the broken window pane in the 
abandoned house her girlfriend, Samantha, and she were ex-
ploring. Despite the heat, she wrapped her arms around her-
self a little tighter.

Middle of the summer, it was so far from New Year’s Eve. 
Out here, it seemed so far away from everything.

“Beautiful,” Sam said, clicking off picture after picture, en-
amored by their inspiring find: a splintered door frame; a top-
pled, torn sofa; a gaping hole in the hallway wall; and other 
signifiers of disrepair and forgotten dreams. On and on, she 
was in her preferred version of Heaven. 

Empty Houses was her new project. This abandoned 
farmhouse with its ravaged soul on full display, a dozen miles 
down the road from an equally depressing and discarded 
town, fascinated her deeply. She lived for desolation in all its 
spirit-draining glory. 

Magdalene went along for the ride, her fascination geared 
toward Sam. The things one did for love.

Three other cars were parked along the dirt road across 
from the house. The desert stretched out beyond the vehicles, 
a pale sheen burning off the surface as the sun swelled with an 
intensity either of them had rarely experienced. The tempera-
ture settled between a hungry, flesh-singeing crematorium, 
and Hell. When walking past the other cars, Magdalene ran 
a slim finger across two of them, the dust thick and sticking, 

C
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despite the hot breeze. It seemed to her the breeze did not 
blow any of it away, instead pressing it into the painted skin. 
The third car seemed more recent, but signs of any of the in-
habitants were nowhere to be seen. They were probably al-
ready inside. Fellow explorers, lost in the wooden carcass.

“Oh,” she said, startled by a cooing sound from somewhere 
outside. She’d spotted a few hawks lazily gliding across the 
fading blue into bone white sky on their way here, but this 
sound could not be one of theirs. A pigeon? A turtledove? She 
had no idea but did not expect either of those birds were in-
digenous to the southwest. But what did she know?

All she knew for sure was the silence in places like this 
made her ears ache. The cooing of a pigeon or some similarly 
inclined to sing bird shattered the silence in an unpleasant 
way.

“Just a pigeon, honey. No reason to get all jumpy.” 
She wondered if it really was a pigeon, if pigeons haunted 

dreary places like this. Perhaps it was a Raven, Poe’s Raven, 
come to wish her a miserable day. 

Sam strolled into another room, sandals clapping at her 
progress, getting lost in her art, her obsessive ways. Magdalene 
followed dutifully behind, a stray puppy in need of attention.

Again, the cooing rattled her spine. Something was amiss 
about it that made her dig her fingernails into her palms. 

“Sounds hoarse,” she said, more to break her escalating 
anxiety than in expecting a response, verbally dusting the bird 
away.

“A horse? What are you talking about? It’s obviously a bird.”
“No.” She sighed under her breath. 
Sam canted her head toward Magdalene, catching the sigh 

in her ears and registering Magdalene’s annoyance, along 
with her always brittle mood. 

“The cooing sound, it’s hoarse. Rough. Very un-bird-like.”
“Dry up here. Perhaps the bird’s sick or thirsty. Why don’t 

you head out to the car and give it some of your water?”
Magdalene sensed the exasperated tone propping up 

Sam’s words, ignored them, and entered the room behind 
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her—a kitchen. Sam was smitten by dishes left dirty for eter-
nity in a cluttered sink. The whirr and click of Sam’s camera 
was almost soothing, when the cooing ratcheted up a notch. 
Insistent and, like her, in need of attention. 

Sam ignored her, knowing any further conversation would 
only lead to the petty arguments that littered their relation-
ship. Now was not the time for one. Never was the time for 
one…

Magdalene shuffled her feet, hands buried in her denim 
pockets, watching Sam in her khaki shorts as she worked, 
wishing she had worn something that let her skin breathe 
and wanting away from this sad place. Why Sam found places 
like this interesting made no sense to her. Magdalene found 
darkness and melancholy in words appealing, her gothic heart 
smitten by those who wielded words in such a way, almost ro-
mantic. But not in real life, where such designs left her uneasy. 
Where’s the beauty here, despite Sam’s statement earlier that 
it was beautiful? Somebody, a family, had dreamed here, grew 
up here. Perhaps died here. Left it as barren as her heart of-
ten felt when she watched how Sam fully-immersed herself in 
the foreboding vacancy of places like this. But places like this, 
where the dead landscape outside—cactus flourished, but the 
land was brown and riddled with weeds—drew Sam’s focus in 
a way Magdalene never felt she would, simply made her un-
happy. Even jealous.

A stunted scream cut through the cooing, as well as Sam’s 
concentration.

“The hell was that?”
“A reason to leave,” Magdalene said pulling on Sam’s arm 

as goosebumps frolicked along hers. Sam gently, firmly peeled 
herself from Magdalene’s grasp, ears perked up as a cat’s and 
said, “So abrupt. Probably one of the people from the cars 
out front just stubbed a toe. Or found a nest of spiders.” She 
laughed, but there was no humor in it. She yelled out, “Hey, 
you all right?” to the silence, where it hung unattended for a 
smattering of seconds before the cooing recommenced. 

“There. See. It didn’t even scare off the bird, why should it 
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scare us off?” She smiled at Magdalene, but, again, there was 
no joy in it. A false face for a false statement. 

Magdalene knew Sam was feigning courage as she often 
did, all the damn time. But not now, please. Don’t put up this 
act, let’s just go.

“The cooing is closer.”
“So what?”
“Sounds harsh. Sounds wrong. And it’s getting closer.” 

Magdalene felt herself grow dizzy. From the heat or from this 
place, she wasn’t sure. She placed her hand on the kitchen ta-
ble for balance, then immediately reclaimed it, wiping sticky 
fingers on her jeans. Sticky from what, she did not know. Dried 
jam? Spilled wine? 

“Give me a break, dear. It’s a goddamn bird. That’s all. 
Don’t make it something more than it is.” Sam’s momentary 
disquiet and faux courage was shoved aside by her irritation 
in her dear love, Magdalene’s, fragile manner. Her always 
fragile manner.

 “It’s in the house,” Magdalene said, backing away from 
Sam, her breath constricting in her chest. Tighter, tighter…

“What is your problem?” Sam put her free hand to her hip 
after brushing one of the many loose strands of auburn hair 
out of her face, miffed to the teeth at Magdalene’s over-dra-
matic ways, not that she should be. The girl lived in a state of 
perpetual worry. 

“It’s behind that door,” Magdalene said, pointing to the 
door at the far end of the kitchen. To another room, perhaps a 
basement; the bird; the cooing.

“It’s a fucking pigeon, Maggie. Just a bird. God, I hate how 
you’re always such a scaredy-cat.”

The cooing echoed loud off the humid confines of the kitch-
en. Sam had to admit it was rather discomfiting but battened 
down the hatches of her fear and said, “Look. I’m going to 
open that door and kick the little bastard to Timbuktu. Then 
I’m going to finish exploring this place while you step outside 
and do whatever the fuck you need to do to simmer yourself 
down. Head to the car and read some Keats or Shelley like you 
always do. Bury yourself in the past.”
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“No, baby,” she said, hurt by the intent of Sam’s words, yet 
more disturbed by the scene playing out to grim completion. 

“Let’s go…” 
Magdalene’s face was contorted into a mask of dread so 

complete Sam almost pulled up the camera and took a photo 
of it. 

Magdalene knew when Sam got set in her ways, there was 
no turning back. She bumped into the wall, not even register-
ing she had been backing out of the room, her instincts set on 
escape. The entrance was to her left, but she chose to scrunch 
down against the wall, let this all play out. Let Sam be right 
again as she kicked the bird to Timbuktu. Nonetheless, she 
hugged her knees to her damp, Bauhaus’ Bela Lugosi’s Dead 
t-shirt, her sweat-soaked breasts. 

The cooing was like a suffocating blanket, but Sam ignored 
her own instincts, instead set on a course for making her point 
and moving forward. 

“Scaredy-cat,” she said, a snort of exasperation as she twist-
ed the much colder than she would have expected knob to the 
door, paint peeling to the damaged wood below—almost as if 
fingernails had clawed at it, she thought—and swung it open. 

“Here birdy-birdy,” she said, before the birdy-birdy’s wings 
were clipped by confusion. 

The towering figure was adorned with an abundance 
of feathers stuck to its naked, muscular frame with blood. 
Barbwire was threaded into the flesh along the sides of its 
torso and the insides of its arms, indicative of an attempt to 
make wings; feathers were stuck there as well. Dried, crusted 
blood coagulated at the intersection of flesh and metal. Fresh 
blood dripped moistly from its exaggerated leer, accentuating 
its cockeyed gaze. The leer was set back behind a metal and 
mesh make-shift beak. 

Sam gasped, breath released, surrender at hand. Her legs 
gave out as she stumbled backward, landing hard on the 
wooden chair at the head of the table. 

Magdalene started to whimper as a passage from one of 
her favorite books, Alberto Savinio’s Lives of the Gods, flashed 
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within the dimming light of her thoughts: “Don’t judge me by 
what you see now; I don’t take care of myself, my sufferings 
have sharpened my beak, and I do nothing but laugh.” She 
pulled her legs even closer, a taut, trembling ball, and tried to 
make herself smaller. Tried to disappear. 

“Coo, coo,” it said, a throaty, ugly sound—wrong as 
Magdalene had suggested; as she had known—as it stepped 
into the room…
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The Occasional 
Beast That Is 

Her Soul

Tonight she wished for wings.
Thea at the window, wishing for something more than 
the wayward enticements of this earth, or the fickle 

fantasies that roosted glumly in the minds of her potential 
partners.

Tonight there will be wings…
It was not the first time Thea had nurtured this thought. 

With the malleable condition of her body as shaped by the 
emotional resonance within her psyche, wings would be a 
much better transmutation than what has transpired so far; 
than what she always has become: a beast of ill intent…

Talons to tear into the meat of her lover.
Pincers to pluck out the cooling gray matter from the 

bowl of the cranium she had cracked as one would an egg, 
red runny yolk staining the carpet.

Wings would be her only means of escape this evening, 
the dizzying height demanding something different. Always 
running from something, maybe flight would bring her free-
dom. But wings had failed her before, bony stubs along the 
parchment expanse of flesh so thin the wind tore from them 
the ability to glide along the invisible ether byways above 
everything.
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They would have to be strong wings, she thought, then 
frowned, a shifting of flesh with which she had actual control. 

Because her control was as much driven by shock and pan-
ic as by wish-fulfilment. Shock and panic and the wayward 
imagination of her lovers, as muddled by that which resided 
within her… 

She had rarely become something more than the occasion-
al beast that is her soul. 

The first time she had realized that she could shift—mov-
ing thought into form, fantasy into surreal fact—she had ac-
cidentally killed her beloved pet panther, Lacuna. She had 
become something unnamable, something without history or 
design, something ugly that only the blackest thoughts would 
ever conceive and, hence, conjure. 

She was eleven and bled afterward for the first time.
She’d often thought that the ability and the bleeding were 

intertwined, but subsequently realized that all women bled at 
some point, but she knew only of herself as one who could 
shift.

Even though she had heard the rumors, she had never seen 
or heard of evidence of another like her.

Unknown spices, or the dream they emitted, coiled into 
her nostrils—curries and cardamom, turmeric and cinnamon, 
a swath of sweet to fiery to tangy to pungent. A heady con-
coction that she felt roil as a turbulent ocean under her skin. 
She tasted them in the back of her brain, as sunlight radiat-
ing through stained glass, as sculpted rainbow, as crystalline 
desire. The smell cut the warm plastic stench of the polymer 
garden below, though even at that, the air on high was fresher 
anyway, colder; closer to the gods, she thought, and laughed.

The gods. The purgatory that was this planet was bereft of 
the hierarchy of fantasy, myth, or dreams.

But what of reality? Within herself she writhed, unset-
tled, shifting again. That was her reality, rarely used, but only 
because she had harnessed the skill to control the impetus. 
Because, realistically, the core of who she was wanted to shift 
forever, be amorphous into oblivion. Anything beyond the 
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fragile; anything beyond the loneliness. 
There were no dreamers anymore. No myths or fantasies 

to fill one’s head with joy or hope. There was the world as it 
was: aluminum and steel and singing electricity, clockwork 
motivation via oiled gears and cogs and tightly coiled springs; 
rigid constructs that dictated the paths of every life. People 
worked and ate and defecated and went home and watched 
the holo and slept, only to repeat the process, part of the ma-
chine that was the world, the gears and cogs and tightly coiled 
springs made of flesh and dull minds; the oil, of blood and 
resignation. 

She remembered a book read long ago, pilfered from her 
Uncle Stan’s underground library, a story about a past that 
had become her future; only the year had been altered, to 
obliterate the innocent. 

Not that she had ever thought of herself as innocent. Not 
since Lacuna’s untimely death.

She turned from the window when the sirens burned her 
ears, flaming daggers made of sound and shoved white hot 
into her skull. She felt it start then, a ripple inspired by dis-
sonance and discord, and thought of wings again, prayed for 
wings: for flight to the cosmos, to be kissed by the sun, if that’s 
what it took to escape the dead world that was her prison.

To no avail.
She remembered reading of angels and seeing the pho-

tographs in another book her Uncle Stan had in his under-
ground library, and asking, “Are they real?” 

Her Uncle Stan, a distant twinkle in his cataract damaged 
eyes, said, “Of course they are,” patting her nine-year-old 
head, the fire orange mop thick under his fingers. “Angels are 
everywhere.”

“Let me see one,” she’d said; insisted.
He pointed at the page, “There, my dear,” and flipping to 

another page, “And there,” and the pictures may have been 
beautiful, but they were only pictures. 

Only pictures, drawings, not even photographs, not that 
it mattered to her. They were more real than photographs, 
anyway. 
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One’s imagination was more real than reality, anyway. We 
all live in our heads…

She learned this lesson after Mesirai.
Mesirai had been her first lover, even if it was only a kiss, 

their brief love. Mesirai had spoken of so much more, and 
his unlimited imagination had triggered within her a shifting, 
and with the shifting, his fear escalated to pronouncements 
of witchery, freakishness, “inhuman allegiance” —grasping 
at greased straws. What it amounted to was his lack of com-
prehension could not understand what she had become (as if 
she had really understood herself): beautiful beyond compare, 
filling herself, her putty-like soul and flesh, with the words he 
had spoken and, more so, the thoughts that frolicked in the 
back of his brain: of leviathans that used to bound majestical-
ly in the deepest of oceans; of giants who roamed mountains 
and crushed boulders in their teeth; of angels (yes angels) 
made of leather and fire, plummeting from the heavens to this 
desolate rock; of monsters, so many monsters, beautiful and 
strange…

She had felt his coarse desire, felt the neurotransmitters 
as if they were her own, read the dashing sparks and shaped 
herself to fit his desire, and the doubts that followed, as she 
shifted. She had become something of monstrous beauty, for 
him.

And he’d screamed as if a nightmare had overtaken his 
waking hours and devoured his vision; his soul. 

She had felt the scream as well, felt it flow through her like 
blades of lava: crisp burn to serrated igneous formations that 
caressed her spine, vertebra singing as her shifting went liq-
uid. And the maw, vast and lined with diamonds that sparkled 
as stars, opening to the blackened gulf where all hope was de-
voured; annihilated… 

She had destroyed him without conscience, because while 
shifting, her conscience was rendered unnecessary; not a part 
of the process. Conscience might impede her shifting, dim the 
full persuasion of myth and dreams and the mind of her part-
ner, brief partner: a beginning, without reciprocation. 
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When she had come around, that sliver of time between 
shifting and being, Mesirai had been slaughtered, much as 
Lacuna had been slaughtered, without compunction; pain, yes, 
but she understood in situations like this, the remains meant 
that the other had done something to inspire her to become 
something different. (Perhaps reluctantly—the unrestricted 
animal affections of Lacuna were evidence of this—and with-
out pure understanding, though she could not deter the re-
sults: it was what was buried deepest within their psyches that 
fed the beast.) 

Worse yet, the omnipresent cameras had caught her trans-
formation. Sirens wailed as she took darkened hallways and 
stairwells down to the street, shifting every floor, so that the 
person who emerged could in no way be mistaken for the 
person—the beast—that had killed Mesirai those many floors 
above her, or even the person captured in the lens from the 
floor above.

The pictures posted on newscasts and across internet av-
enues were her, she knew this, but she had so altered her ap-
pearance that even she would not have been sure if not for the 
knowledge, the experience. 

(Well, the person part of her was sure; the beast part was 
something she turned her head from, not wanting to know the 
true nature of this occasional condition of her soul. Yes, she 
understood: without control, she was chaos personified.)

And though it had been months since she had last lost 
control, and with the grim recollection of Mesirai those many 
years ago still clear in her memory, she had obviously lost con-
trol here. 

Thea could run again, but to what consequence? She re-
alized there was no escape from what she was: an anomaly, 
neither human nor monster.

She had never been able to shift into something she truly 
wanted to be: angel, mist…

She had only been able to keep it at bay, until her adrena-
line rushed with the dreams of another. All she wanted to do 
was to love and be loved, but the aberration that stained her 
soul disallowed even this. What it saw was always horrific. 
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Was that what love really was, horrific? 
She turned from the window as the sirens died below her. 
Tonight, there would not be wings. 
She sighed, harboring the knowledge that she would never 

know what it was to be fully human.
She sighed, and her eyes rested on the statue at the end of 

the hallway of her latest destroyed lover. Almost lover…
The thought was crisp, without design, yet full of magic. 

She smiled: magic, something this sad world had surrendered 
to obsolescence. 

She had run from many places in this world, but this place, 
full of technical wonders and ancient religions, would be her 
final home. Because she sensed within the brittle yet sturdy 
old bones of this place, an understanding of magic that still 
lingered as potent. 

She had always run from her destiny, from those who ex-
perienced her misguided wrath, her aspirations as corrupted 
by the beast that ruled her soul. She had always wanted some-
thing she could never experience because the beast wanted 
something else, be it harsh truths or misguided avariciousness. 

Tonight, there would not be wings, but there would be love, 
just not as she had always thought love would be for her. Then 
again, we are all subject to our own definitions of love, often 
finding out those definitions are wrong. And making do with 
this new wisdom. 

Shifting now, with purpose: the low vibratory hum of cor-
puscles harmonizing within the torrents of Earth’s first dawn, 
a chorus of life on the brink. Viscous flesh thickening in the 
boiling saltwater of her atavistic soul, congealing as sentient 
slime. The momentary blink of bones and muscles, viscera 
and organs—liquefied—as she attained the amorphous state 
in between, where black dreams and the quest for happiness 
jousted for control. 

And pain beyond comprehension, beyond breath and sky, 
beyond wind and madness.

The shadows scattered from her with blown dandelion ef-
ficiency as she shifted. The prismatic patina of her eyes belied 
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their allegiance to visions black and white, flickering as a light 
bulb about to die. She swirled, a compressed tornado, an an-
atomical atrocity, the final stage of her transformation before 
she became that which she felt was her last chance at love or 
survival in this world. 

When the door burst inward from the force of a shoulder 
being purposefully rammed into it, three men rushed in, secu-
rity officers having witnessed her previous indiscretion via the 
ubiquitous cameras. They arched their heads to peer around a 
corner, knowing what to find—the cameras had caught the fe-
rocity in which she had mutilated her latest failed lover. It still 
elicited shock, for the smells and fading heat overtook their 
senses, taking in the body draped across the daybed, an ele-
phant carved into the back, plush pillows drenched in blood. 
Blood clotted the interlocked gears of the still ticking clock 
embedded in the elaborate designs of the teak end table, and 
stained the Persian rug, the intricate weave of silk and wool 
and thin wire coated with the drying, sticky fluid.

Turning to their left, their eyes grew large, taking in the 
wondrous spectacle that stood tall at the end of the hallway. 
Tongues knotted in dry mouths, all speech was rendered use-
less. What stood before them denied the privilege. They im-
mediately dropped to their knees in reverence; both fear and 
love—a love inspired by awe, and fear—took hold of them as 
they knelt, heads bowed to the floor. 

Was this love?
Thea stepped out of the shadows, so they could fully take 

in the true aspirations of her soul. As well as she knew it, at 
least. A matter of choice, this time; a matter of choice and no 
struggle from the beast. There was relief settling in her six 
limbs. Four arms and two legs, three eyes and dark, blue-tint-
ed translucent skin. 

There was a sense of being what she always should have 
been finally taking hold. Perhaps she was never human, and 
this form was the form of her soul. Perhaps the desires she 
had always fostered were the desires of someone lost within 
themselves, in need of self-discovery. 



John Claude Smith

117

Perhaps. 
The men cowered in supplication as she approached them, 

their dry mouths moistened with chants, pleading…
Thea was dead now, her true spirit rising stronger with ev-

ery breath.
Perhaps it was never love she wanted, not in the insuffi-

cient way that what she may once have been so desired; not as 
human’s love. 

In her new flesh, fear and adoration mingled as one, and 
for what was once Thea, this form of ancient and eternal love 
would have to suffice.

Kali smiled, tongue lolling in amusement: her time had fi-
nally come.



118

This Darkness…
kulking around the apartment sans clothing, focus 
scrambled, brain fried by the mid-August heat in 
Portland, Oregon, Susie felt like a caged animal. Her 

flesh was varnished with sweat, her mood dour before hav-
ing her hackles raised by the escalating temperature. The last 
few months with Andy had been less than inspired, not that 
they’d been noticeably inspired the five years they’d already 
languished together. But the heat only sheered the edges of 
her ire to unbearable. Yet she didn’t know if she wanted out or 
what exactly she wanted. 

Procrastination seemed the modus operandi of their rela-
tionship. Drifting without direction. 

When Mitch called just past midnight, sounding bored to 
tears sure to evaporate before sliding down his bristly cheeks, 
it was a welcome respite.

“Can’t sleep. Can’t think. Need brewsky.”
Susie harrumphed, but smiled as she did. “Hello, loser.” 
Andy pivoted his head toward her, ungluing himself from 

the sticky sheets and his stretched-out imitation of a dying 
star. 

In a deep voice, feigning authority, Mitch said, “No, this is 
God. I command you to pick up Mitch and get at least a six-
pack of beer to, um, help him eradicate his thirst.”

“Eradicate—big word, God. Slake is more your speed. Sure 
you can handle it?”

“What’s he want?” Andy propped up on his elbows, naked 
white pasty body glistening beneath the fluttering pale light of 
the ever-droning television. 

S
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Susie put her finger to her lips and shushed him as she 
carried on her conversation with God. Or Mitch. Did it really 
matter? It was better than vegging out to the tenth or twelfth 
straight episode of the M.A.S.H marathon. 

Life was a marathon. At twenty-three, already worn out from 
it all, Susie recently came to the revelation she had just begun 
her race. If that was true, she really needed to find a new pair 
of running shoes, a different race track, something, anything—
God help her!

But obviously not this God. 
Dragging Andy out of bed and meeting up with Mitch for a 

six-pack of “brewsky” might not be world shaking, but it seemed 
a better option than slowly fading to non-existence while 
Hawkeye Pierce cackled astute one-liners. Even if she didn’t like 
beer, often professing it tasted “like bull urine,” inspiring Andy 
to gleefully prod, “So, now you’re a specialist on bull urine, eh?” 
followed by sophomoric snickers, as if he’d just beat George 
Lopez or Chris Rock in a comedy competition and won—yes, of 
course—a six-pack of beer but no brain cells and definitely not a 
sense of humor worthy of anyone but a fifteen-year old in need 
of friends. Inane and head-shaking stuff already old five years 
ago when he barely graduated from high school. 

What was she doing with this dim-bulb boob?
No, that wasn’t the real question. That would be: What was 

she doing with her life? Was this living? 
Then she’d remember a sweet moment, something out of the 

blue and into her icy heart that would melt and run down her 
thighs and she’d smile, then shake her head as usual at the ab-
surdity of it all. “God says, let’s pick him up and get a six-pack.”

“Is God payin’?”
Without hesitation, she said, “Yes, of course God is pay-

ing,” which roused a faint but useless groan of protest from 
God. What better way to waste the night than in the company 
of these two idiots, especially when her only option besides that 
was spending time with only one. Double the pleasure, double 
the…inanity! 

Anyway, getting out of the furnace that was the apartment 
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and getting ice-cold something sounded good, perhaps 
mandatory.

“Probably cooler up in the mountain,” Mitch said, running 
an unopened can of Old Milwaukie across his forehead. 

To Andy’s beer snobbery mindset, Old Milwaukie was 
barely a notch above dirty water or, possibly, bull urine. Susie 
could care less, she just wanted cold. 

“I don’t think it matters but getting away from these buf-
foons would be appreciated.” She nodded toward the young 
boys with their many toys, primarily skateboards, arms dipped 
in colorful tattoos, and their assembly line girlfriends with 
their pink and purple iPhones or…whatever phones, twitchy 
thumbs texting like dueling beetles, as well as their pierced 
belly-buttons and all year tans and their own assortment of 
tattoos, rather, tramp stamps poking out above snug cut-offs. 
The din of half-cocked conversations about nothing in partic-
ular that meant the world to them—conversations that made 
Andy’s and Mitch’s seem like dissertations on quantum phys-
ics—creased a permanent scowl on Susie’s face. She was only 
a few years older than most of them—when did she grow up so 
fast? She laughed at the wayward thought: grow up? She was 
stuck in limbo in Portland, Oregon, with a boyfriend more in-
clined to smoke weed and play video games into the wee hours, 
usually with Mitch along for the brain-wasting duration, than 
in the advancement or growth or care of their relationship. 

She sighed. She remembered a Dr. Seuss quote about non-
sense waking up brain cells and begged to differ. Oh, no, this 
kind of nonsense annihilated one’s soul. Slowly, like the ero-
sion of a cliff by crashing waves and time. 

What the hell was she doing with her life? 
“All right, Paul Bunyan. To the mountain, pronto!” she said.
“Tonto? Ain’t he with the Lone Ranger?” Mitch said. 
Andy scoffed, “You moron. She said pronto, as in, get a 

move on. My question, though, is who’s this Paul Bunyan 
dude? You having flashbacks to an ex-boyfriend?” He actu-
ally looked irritated, which only magnified the farce that was 
Susie’s life. Still, perhaps in the mountains she could get lost 
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for a while and not have to face this dreary, spirit-draining 
place. Or perhaps get her head and life aligned for something 
more than the constant nothing. 

Who was she kidding? 
Weaving through the darkness, barely acknowledging 

the forest as the primer-coated-for-so-long-it’s-now-the-
regular-color light gray Mustang’s beams, even set on high 
as there was no traffic to be had, seemed barely able to cut 
through the intense darkness. Susie had never felt darkness 
like this before: a choking, oppressive darkness. The beams 
showed exactly what fell in their path and nothing more. A 
gray-black pavement trimmed with motes of light like squig-
gly fireflies, more aptly distinguishing the molecular break-
down of light into an unyielding dark; at least that’s how she 
saw it. 

Because this darkness seemed fuller, more robust and 
tactile; more pitch black yet alive. And needy, as if it did not 
want to give up its place amidst the insistence of the beams. 

When they made the top of the mountain a large park-
ing lot flattened the landscape like a blotch on nature and 
served as their welcome mat. Humanity’s intrusion, a car-
bon footprint stamped hard into the asphalt smothered soil. 
Yet, again, the beams only showed a sliver of this, cutting 
through the night as Andy looped in wide circles, thin white 
lines mostly covered by leaves indicative of parking slots, 
as if it mattered. He abruptly braked and all three of them 
lurched forward. He needed beer. He needed it now. 

He shut off the headlights and Mitch’s voice squeaked in 
protest, a Chihuahua yip of annoyance. 

“Turn some light on now, jerk,” Susie said, never one to 
fear the dark, yet made suddenly uncomfortable by the blan-
ket of this darkness. She couldn’t see either of them. They 
were within touching distance, yet there was no real indica-
tion they were there, at least for these few precarious mo-
ments. She was happy to hear Mitch’s nervous giggling.

“Yeah, turn something on, dude.” 
After which Andy clicked on the dome light and gulped 
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half a can of beer. “Y’all ain’t afraid of the dark, are you? 
Couple of pussies.” 

Susie was surprised to see his wax mask face tilting back 
the beer can, having not heard the tick of the tab. Ignoring his 
crude comment, she snapped the tab off her own can, sipped 
it for the cool chill, and tipped her head out the open passen-
ger side window. The beer felt good going down, but the heat 
was no less loathsome up here, perhaps worse. There also was 
the matter of the stars, or the lack of them. 

“We overcast?” she said, to no one in particular.
“Shouldn’t be, though it is Portland,” Mitch said, his leer-

ing devil-faced Bic lighter flaming to life, joint set between his 
thin lips, beads of sweat multiplying above said lips. His full 
ratty beard and no mustache always made her think he looked 
like a homeless version of Abraham Lincoln.

Oh, hell, thought Susie. She berated herself for her idiocy: 
this was a great idea, dumb head. Get these two going on weed 
and they might as well be locked into whatever was this week’s 
video game purchase. Killing and explosions and she hated it 
all, falling asleep alone too often while Beavis and Butthead 
took over the world. 

Staring into the empty sky, then right and left, she could 
see nothing of substance outside of the dome light’s inade-
quate glare. Or, rather, the darkness here had real density—so 
odd. Add this sensation to the burgeoning video game riffing 
from within the car and she felt like a fist wrapped in a boxing 
glove, tied off at the wrist and meant to pummel the life out of 
her already weary soul.

She spent the next fifteen minutes listening to their inane 
conversation about how to master something called Lunar 
Takeover, a first-person shooter game set on an outpost on 
the moon; same old, same old, only a different location, as 
far as she could tell. But they fully immersed themselves in 
the intricacies of what they’d both discovered so far—moon 
monsters and crater creatures and zombie astronauts around 
every bend, and the best ways to kill them—as they sucked on 
the joint and finished off the meager beer posthaste, while she 
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sipped and savored the bland drink. Closing her eyes was al-
most no different than leaving them open. The night was vast, 
all-encompassing. A weight. A beast. Something that ate stars 
and devoured moons as well. Something these two blokes 
would never beat if they met it in an outpost on the moon or 
staggering out of a closet in their bedrooms. 

She pulled her head into the car, creeped out by the ambi-
ence, the stifling atmosphere. 

“You ready to go, baby?”
For once Andy and she were on the same wave length. 
“Too weird up here.”
“What?”
“Yes, go. It’s too weird up here.”
“Yeah. We should’ve bought a case. Gotta get some more 

and then we can regain rule of the moon, eh, Skywalker?” 
Andy said, nodding to the bobble-head monkey, Mitch. He 
cranked the ignition while clicking off the dome light. The 
engine’s mechanical wheeze and clank was the only thing 
in Susie’s life for the span of what should have been a split 
second of transition before he turned on the headlights. She 
held her breath, the sounds much like the darkness, this dark-
ness—a different darkness—fully immersive, surrounding 
her. Wagons circling…

“Fucking hell, Andy. A little light, pronto.”
He turned on the lights and said, “Yes, baby?” in a whiny, 

mocking voice. 
She leaned toward the dashboard and gripped it with her 

right hand, glaring at him, shooting harpoons at his dead fish-
eyed stare.

“What?” 
He really didn’t have a clue, she thought. 
“I think she’s afraid of the dark, man,” Mitch said. 
“No, Einstein. Just not digging the vibe up here,” she said, 

but this darkness was rubbing her wrong, a frisson of unease 
like a splinter burrowing under a fingernail. 

“I think your pussy would love the vibe-ration of this clunk-
er—ow!” She slugged Andy hard in the arm while Mitch snort-
ed his approval. 
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“You think everything’s funny, don’t you? You think our 
whole relationship is one long excuse to laze around in your 
shit-stained shorts playing video games, getting high or drunk, 
while I get some schooling in, trying to better myself.” Susie’s 
breath hitched, an itchy trigger-finger ready to squeeze and 
shoot. “All this while occasionally taking a minute or two to 
express your so-called love to me while unloading in my pussy” 

—her inflection was dipped in annoyance—”without wearing a 
condom, so perhaps I will get pregnant, which might be what 
you’re looking for, so I won’t even get the chance to better my-
self while raising our child alone, even with you there, because 
you’re never really there and you’re definitely not even close 
to grown up and anything to do with responsibilities is a for-
eign language to you, something beyond your fucking under-
standing because it’s not plugged into the Xbox and—” 

“Shut up!”
“You just don’t fucking get it.”
“Shut the fuck up, ’kay? I get your point. I fuckin’ get it,” 

Andy said, eyes burning as coals in her direction, barely visi-
ble except for the glossy reflection of the high beams out front 
of the car as he started to roll it slowly out of the lot. 

“So, is she right, man? A minute man, eh?” Mitch said, un-
able to contain a giggle, like carbonation rising to the top of 
the glass. The pot had left him even more stupid than usual. 

“Shut up!” they said in unison. 
Silence hung as a muffling cloak over them. Susie’s anger 

did not dispel the weird vibe she’d sensed since they got to 
the mountain top. Never one to fear the dark, right now, all 
she wanted was lights and sounds and stupid teenagers in 
front of a liquor store. Anything to dilute the liquid flow of 
this darkness.

Before Andy spoke, Susie sensed his anxiety bristling in 
the air. He sucked in deeply and the inside of the car seemed 
to contract ever so slightly. 

“Look. I’m sorry, baby. I really…” But he fell silent, his 
thoughts clustered as one, and, as usual, he was speaking be-
fore he’d sorted them out. 
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Susie remained silent, ignoring him. 
“I don’t mean no harm, y’know? I just…I don’t really know 

what to do with it all sometimes. Us and everything, y’know?”
She turned her head to the window, gazing deep into the 

black nothing outside.
“Hey, I’m tryin’ to say somethin’ here.”
She just wanted it all to stop. Please, just stop. 

“Goddamnit!” Andy said, jamming his foot on the brakes, 
cutting off the lights, the engine, everything.

“Hey,” Mitch said, that Chihuahua yelp again using his 
throat for expression.

Susie kicked at the door, hand scrambling for the han-
dle, saying, “Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck all of this!” as she did. 
Frustration poured over her like an angry waterfall. She final-
ly got the door open, shoving with force as she did. 

The dome light splashed meager luminosity across the 
interior, which she was hastily exiting. As the metal joints 
stretched to the breaking point, the door creaked and popped 
with firecracker intensity. She stepped out and the door start-
ed its path back to being shut in a hurry. But just as suddenly, 
she regretted being outside of the car and in this darkness, 
though she also did not want to lose any more brain cells by 
being within hooting distance of Beavis and Butthead; her ex-
asperation only magnified the situation. As she twirled back 
toward the door, everything shifted down a notch, slowing 
as seconds stretched. She heard Andy say, “What the hell is 
that?” while the light weaved ugly, perplexing patterns into 
the crinkled folds of Mitch’s face, forming a landscape for an 
undiscovered planet in the process, both of them staring out 
the windshield, not even caring about her annoyance. The 
look in their eyes caused her to shift her gaze from them to 
whatever might be in front of the car, a seemingly impossible 
quest because of this darkness—

—when she felt its presence…
Reaching for the swiftly closing door, she was too late. It 

clicked shut and the feeble dome light was eaten by the vora-
cious darkness and a scream climbed the broken rungs of her 
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throat, yet as if sound was in cahoots with this darkness, she 
heard nothing.

A vacuum of terror pressed against her as she ached for 
the aural confirmation she knew she had expressed, yet where 
was it? More so, she sensed the silence was so very internal, 
though distinguishing blood currents and heart beats was 
beyond her capabilities. She felt adrift, yet she also felt com-
pressed, as if this darkness wasn’t only pressing into her, it 
was invading pores, seeking organs, essence. 

She reached for the door handle, anxious to fling herself 
back into the car and just deal with them, to yell at Andy to get 
them the hell out of there, not caring about being made fun 
of or anything but being away. Real decisions would happen 
soon enough, but right now she just needed the safety of noise 
and lights and being so far from this darkness. 

Her efforts fell flat: there was no door handle. 
She let out a brittle, “Fuck,” that landed on black cotton 

stuffed ears. She couldn’t see the handle, only knew the ap-
proximate direction, yet her fingers remained unfilled. Both 
hands now, her body stepping forward, her hip should be 
banging into metal, but nothing impeded her movement. 

There was nothing there. No car. No Andy and Mitch jok-
ing away. No light, no sound, only this darkness.

She screamed again, her diaphragm opening wide to re-
lease the vocalization of her fear, to no avail. She fell to one 
knee, palm pressed hard against her abdomen. The pain of 
such a wail bent on rupturing the night splitting her in two. 

The scream was trapped within. The silent scream. 
“So, you’re not afraid of me, Susie Chambers?” It was a 

leering, vile utterance that caused her fingers to stiffen, her 
back to arch. Her breath caught in her throat with the scream.

After a few precious, strangled moments, she was able to 
expel a wordless sound. Something culled from the primal 
within, from the eons woven into her DNA. From a past be-
yond the memories she’d amassed and tapping into the origin 
of fear on an intrinsic level, before fear was defined.

“I suppose you are,” said the voice that resonated from 
within her bones, slick with marrow and destruction
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She brushed her arms as if they were covered in ants, 
only stopping when she realized it was a useless expenditure 
of her rapidly disintegrating energy, and perhaps her sanity, 
too. Whatever she felt was already within her, even as she felt 
wrapped tight out here by the dark. “Who… Who are you?” Still, 
she did not hear her voice, yet the other answered. 

“You already know who I am. Let’s not mess around. We 
must get to the point.” Each line spat with brute force. Her body 
buckled as if kicked in the stomach, the head. 

Perplexed and shaking, she understood nothing, yet what-
ever this thing was—the dark? Was it this darkness? How could 
that be? —it had intent beyond simply scaring the shit out of 
her. “What point would that be?” She realized she was sobbing 
as she spoke, not by aural recognition, but by the physical re-
sponses to the unknown circumstances, her shoulders hitching, 
tears blurring her vision, sniffles causing her head to jerk, yet 
as with external sound, she only sensed the visceral insistence 
these reactions triggered within. 

“I have needs, Susie. I need the acknowledgement of my ex-
istence as a force of dread.”

Despite her present incomprehensible state, she laughed, a 
delirious shard that cut deep. “If that’s all you need, isn’t my 
reaction evidence enough. I am afraid. I am fucking afraid.”

Synapses and capillaries screeched a dissonant chorus, 
rubbed raw by that which filled her. 

“I need something more. In a place like this, out here in true 
nature, I’m allowed a little leeway in the laws of the world you 
know. I’m allowed gifts.”

“What? What more do you want from me? What gifts?” She 
spun in circles, aware of how much she felt trapped, cut off from 
everything she knew, as if the world consisted of only her body, 
as invaded by the dark, and nothing more. An ink stain cancer, 
spreading…

“I want you to understand the rules of true nature. Where kill-
ing is a measure of living. Of being alive. Sometimes out of ne-
cessity, survival, but for me, it’s simply out of sadistic pleasure.”

“I don’t want to die!” The distress that this event might be 
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prelude to her death flushed her system in its numbing em-
brace. “Please…” 

“But some must die. I need perhaps two humans to fulfill 
my taste for fear and flesh, for blood and…satisfaction.” An 
insidious snickering sound rattled her rib cage.

“I don’t want to die.” She thought, yes, her life has been de-
railed for so long, but to die like this—no! “I don’t want to die.”

“Then you’ll know when to make a stand for yourself.”
Banging against the car door, fingers scratching at the 

handle suddenly within grasp, pulling hard and leaping inside, 
body quaking but not even the center of Andy’s and Mitch’s 
focus. When she closed the door, the dome light blinked out, 
but the headlights were on, and something loomed large in 
front of the Mustang.

“Drive, Andy. Drive!” Mitch pounded on the back of Susie’s 
seat. Andy fumbled with the key, only needing to turn it to 
start the engine again, but clumsily unable to grip it in his 
sweaty fingers. 

Still shaken, Susie homed in on Andy’s fingers, willing 
him to turn the key and the car would kick into gear and they 
could somehow avoid what filled the road before them: a large 
animal, perhaps a bear, but of such humungous proportions, 
somehow wrong, somehow too large—she wasn’t sure what it 
was.

“Fuck! Fuck! I can’t get the key to—”
The beast lunged toward the hood, paws the size of large 

garbage can lids pressing down, down. The front tires explod-
ed with the immense impact. Paw prints dented the metal. 

Andy groaned and said, “Oh my god. We’re screwed.” Then, 
looking up at Susie: “We’re so fuckin’ screwed.”

Eyes pinned open by shock, Susie followed the beast as it 
lumbered to the left, toward Andy’s side of the car. Even on 
all fours it towered above them. Andy struggled to roll up the 
window, an illusion of safety. She did the same, though she 
rolled hers up out of dull instinct and nothing more.

Mitch, normally more emotional than Andy, said, “Freeze. 
Don’t move. Some animals won’t bother people if they stay 
still, like statues.”
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The beast stopped by Andy’s door. It was barely distin-
guishable from the night, though fist-sized eyes glared red and 
ferocious into the car. Andy’s head was turned toward Susie, 
trying to ignore the beast—perhaps with the hope of waking 
from this nightmare in their bed, in that tiny apartment, TV 
droning on as usual. His face was a rictus of panic. Susie could 
peripherally see Mitch scrunching into the corner of the back 
seat, attempting to blend into the fabric. She thought now, 
here, unlike a few minutes ago, she could hear her own blood 
pumping furiously in her head, her ears, loud and clear. 

Susie wanted to look away, but that was impossible as she 
might draw unwanted attention. She stared into the beast’s 
eyes and saw instinct and mayhem spark as shooting stars 
across an ancient night, crackling with primeval fury. Deeper 
still, she recalled what the dark voice had said to her: Then 
you’ll know when to make a stand for yourself. 

She remembered a sweet moment, something out of the 
blue to bring a smile…but the blue bruised to black in her 
memory as tears welled and she shook her head—no! —but 
what her brain kept telling her was, I don’t want to die, I don’t 
want to die…

A massive paw crashed through the window and grabbed 
the back of Andy’s head like a basketball, yanking him out of 
the car. Clothing and flesh shredded on broken glass, Andy’s 
voice trailed it all, a sound like nothing Susie had ever imag-
ined. The leaky balloon hiss of surrender, defeat; of knowing, 
yes, he was going to die. Now. 

Mitch bounced off her seat, pushing it forward. “Let me 
out. Let me the hell out of here.”

Susie knew it would not matter, and then thought, I need 
perhaps two humans to fulfill my taste for fear and flesh, for 
blood and…satisfaction. If Mitch runs free, if Mitch is suc-
cessful in fleeing this midnight massacre, where does that 
leave her? She hated herself for thinking this, but dying here, 
like this… 

“What about me? What about me, Mitch. You can’t just 
leave—”
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“It’s occupied,” he said, as they both peered into the dark, 
barely able to see anything, yet the sounds of bones being 
crunched and the grumble of animal contentment filled their 
ears. 

Mitch stretched himself and caught the handle, pushing 
the door open and stumbling out. His eyes locked with hers, a 
moment to wordlessly say, I’m sorry, but I’m out of here. 

It was too late. 
The moment he wasted cost him any chance he might have 

had, though under these perilous circumstances, she under-
stood his chance was nil anyway. The beast was quick to lope 
toward him just as he made it past the front of the car, Susie 
watched as it snatched him by the leg and swung him around. 
His body crashed into the front left corner of the car; the 
headlight burst, his body went limp. He tried meekly to fend 
off the beast as the beast opened its mouth wide and took his 
head inside. Biting down, the hideous rat-tat-tat cracking of 
bones caused her heart to batter her breastbone, wanting its 
own escape as she stared in awe and fear. The beast flung the 
decapitated body in the same direction as it had flung Andy’s. 

Then it stared at her. 
“Time for you to leave, Susie.” The voice, this time not from 

within. It hung over her shoulder, hollow and avaricious as a 
ravenous vulture. 

“Leave? How? That…thing,” she said, as the beast in front 
of the lone functioning headlight rose up on its hind legs, its 
head lost in the black heavens. Her hands shook violently on 
her lap. She noticed a wet stain at her crotch, realized she’d 
pissed herself.

“Just open your door and walk on by,” the voice said. 
She could feel the menacing smile it wore brush across her 

neck, felt its invisible lips kiss her throat. She immediately 
rubbed her throat with unsteady fingers.

“Haven’t time to waste, Susie. Go now or I may rescind my 
generosity.”

She had no choice. Stay and die. Or leave and put her trust 
in this cruel, sentient darkness.
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She pushed the door open, having already been left ajar by 
Mitch’s failed attempt at freedom. Vertigo swam through her 
head, her legs shaking, each step an exercise in concentration. 
As she approached the front of the car, palm of her hand ca-
ressing the cooling metal for balance, the beast did not move. 

She knew she was going to have to “walk on by.” She knew 
there was no other way around it. Her courage, a tiny thing 
nestled next to her will to survive, prodded her on. When she 
was within touching distance she thought she would break. 
Without the car to prop her up, she felt herself drifting, as she 
had done with this life for years. She regained the frayed edg-
es of composure and continued.

Susie expected animal musk, the gamey scent of the wild, 
the stink of nature’s bloody victory. What she got was beyond 
comprehension. What she saw was a silhouette, a misplaced 
shadow—something undefined—perhaps just a black shape 
from which freezing waves from the wasteland of its being 
emanated. With a slight twitch of her head she glanced closer 
at the beast, into an immeasurable cosmic gulf littered with 
shards of bone and constellations cognizant of her trespass as 
the beast, this thing, an emissary from this darkness, wailed 
into the starless sky. It was the roar of planets being birthed; 
it was the peal of suns going supernova; it was the alpha and 
omega of eternity; it was infinite yet steeped in the here and 
now. 

“Time to run, Susie Chambers. Run and never look back. 
Remember me, though. Remember me and fear me with your 
every thought.”

Wobbly legs or not, she didn’t need to be told twice. She 
was alive and that was better than the alternative, no matter 
the circumstances that got her here. No matter the lies she’d 
have to convince herself were true over the years that would 
follow; the years of purpose, she thought—no longer adrift. 

Was this her gift? 
She hated herself again, thinking so selfishly, but perhaps 

that might be the only way she could even make sense of it all, 
as if sense was to be made—no. But for now, she was alive and 
that would have to do. 
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She ran many miles out of the mountain, from night till 
dawn, until her thighs burned under the golden sunrise that 
signaled a new day like no other. No day, no night, could be 
like what she had just experienced. Not that she would ever be 
able to forget any of it. 

This much was certain.
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Personal Jesus
liff glanced at the faded, yellow page he’d torn from the 
phonebook they’d luckily found near the entrance of 
a department store imaginatively called Department 

Store, then back up at the street sign they were about to pass. 
“Slow down.” 
“If we go any slower, we’ll be going backward,” Harmon 

said. 
“Well, now you need to go back. I think that was it.” 
Harmon harrumphed and wiped sweat from his forehead 

with a napkin he’d collected from a fast food joint many miles 
ago, as if it mattered. The sky was the color of curdled milk, 
portending a heat that would insist on leaving its imprint un-
der their arms, riding their spines, and across their foreheads. 
He did a U-turn in the middle of the empty road, circling back 
to the sign. 

“That it?”
Cliff stared at the metal sign with what he imagined were 

dents formed by bullets or armored kamikaze hornets and 
made out the name. Razorback Road. 

“Yeah, that’s it.” 
Harmon smiled and nodded to his best friend since middle 

school. 
“Shouldn’t be long now,” Cliff said, as he stared down the 

road. They both had to wonder if the statement would hold 
weight, what with the long stretch of asphalt that lay before 
them. 

Harmon turned the steering wheel to face their task. He 
almost thought the hesitation reading the sign had caused 

C
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the tires to melt and stick to the road as the car lurched slowly 
forward. 

“You know where we’re going, right?” Harmon asked. 
“Brakeland’s house,” Cliff said. 
“I mean, you know the address, right?” 
Cliff glanced at the faded yellow page. “Well, yeah.” 

“Good. Slip that page in my laptop case, so it doesn’t get 
ruined.”

“Why?” Cliff asked. 
Harmon rolled his eyes, as if it was obvious. “A souvenir.” 
Cliff nodded, as if it all made sense, unzipped Harmon’s 

laptop case, and slid the page inside. 
Harmon was glad to see his friend with a smile on his face 

again.
The southwest road trip was product of his break-up with 

Michelle, who’d unceremoniously dumped him after they’d 
double-dated with Harmon and his girlfriend, Angela, for an-
other horror movie. It was always horror this and horror that, 
she said, and she was tired of it. “Your idea of a romantic night 
out is a double-feature drenched in blood, followed by hours of 
conversation about the blood fest.” 

He didn’t see anything wrong with this. Harmon’s girlfriend, 
Angela, seemed to dig horror. Michelle had seemed to as well. 

“I thought you liked this stuff,” he whined, not knowing how 
to respond. 

“You thought wrong,” was all she could say as she walked 
away. 

“What was that?” Angela had said, vocalizing the confusion 
they all were experiencing. Michelle had been with Cliff for over 
a year, had joined in dozens of nights out together. Why had 
she persevered if she didn’t like horror? Why had she lasted 
this long if it was obvious horror was Cliff’s life and she wanted 
nothing to do with it? 

As it was Harmon’s. Angela didn’t seem to mind, either. 
Harmon knew he was lucky to have her in his life. 

“Dude, can you believe it? We’re going to drop by Joseph 
G.—”
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“For Gore,” said Harmon. 
Cliff laughed, “Yeah! Joseph G. for Gore, motherfucker, 

Brakeland’s house, man. It’s down this road and we’ll be drop-
ping a note of our love for his fucked-up fiction—”

“Religious ecstasy,” Harmon said. “It’s more than love, it’s 
like…like a religious experience we’ll be embarking on. Just to 
be in the same vicinity of the man.” 

Cliff slapped Harmon on the shoulder as they rolled down 
the road, the beat-up Toyota hanging tough, much to both of 
their surprise. It had toiled through fifteen hundred miles so 
far, with no end in sight. This was an aside to a road trip with 
no destination, a spontaneous diversion triggered by Cliff’s 
comment, “You know, Brakeland lives near this town, from 
what I’ve read,” and the surreptitious borrowing of the page 
from a phone book. Who knew where they’d end up before 
heading back to Oakland, California, but right now, this was 
all that mattered. 

After the break-up, Cliff had been despondent, more a zom-
bie than a living human being. He told Harmon he needed to 
get his head straight, but when he turned down an invitation 
with Harmon and Angela to see the reboot of the Hellraiser 
series, Harmon new it would take drastic measures to shake 
his friend out of his doldrums. When Cliff had mentioned all 
he really wanted to do was drive for a while, drive far away 
from this miserable place, Harmon was keen on the idea of 
doing just that. 

“Get your shit together and let’s hit the road.” 
“What?” 
“You heard me, let’s get down with some Zen entertainment.” 
Zen entertainment = the only plan is to hook up and drive, 

usually to San Francisco, though Berkeley has gotten more at-
tention over the last few years, and let the gods lead you where 
you need to be; where you were supposed to be. They’d end-
ed up at some amazing concerts doing this, featuring bands 
they’d never heard of, that blew their minds. 

Cliff had smiled and said, “But I need more than a night. I 
need a couple weeks, man.” 
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“Done!” Harmon knew Angela would understand. She 
wasn’t like Michelle. She was a horror hound as well as the 
woman he wanted to marry. She knew this, though they’d 
never said it out loud. Theirs was a connection that one only 
hopes for, and they knew they were good to go, for the long 
run. He knew she would understand, though it might cost him 
a couple of prime DVDs and a book or ten, their true connec-
tion. He had accrued plenty of vacation time at work, so their 
finances would not take too much of a hit. 

A week into the drive, when he’d called her to let her know 
they were going to make a side-trip to drop off a note in Joseph 
G. Brakeland’s mailbox, she expressed envy, then made sure 
they put her name on the note. 

“I may not be there, but you know I’m there in spirit, baby.” “
I already added your name to the note,” he said. 
“I love you, baby,” she said. 
“I love you, too. Get a move on, though. Get your ass back 

here, lover boy. I miss your cock.” 
“Jeeezus, woman! You’re nasty.” 
“I’m honest. That’s why you love me.” 
He had to admit she had a good point. 
“There. I’ve been following the few addresses we’ve passed 

so far and that should be it.” 
Harmon slowed down and took in the sprawling farmhouse 

with what looked like a wrap-around porch, along with a clus-
ter of buildings adjacent to it, a barn, and land that looked as 
though it hadn’t been plowed in years. Joseph G. Brakeland’s 
abode looked like one of his tales: a place that inspired dis-
comfort…and that was only for starters. The trimming was 
painted black in some places, white in others, while the rest 
was red, peeling and fading. The other buildings, at least those 
they could see, looked much the same. Add to that sections 
that looked in need of repair—the left side of the front porch 
was missing a post for support, and sagged like the corner of a 
perpetual frown, while two of the four windows held cracked 
glass, with duct-tape stripped haphazardly across one of them. 
There was more to see, but at this point, Harmon wanted to 
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drop off the note and hit the road without delay. 
A menagerie of animals mixed incongruously across the far 

end of the property. Most of them looked to be the expected 
farm animals—hens and roosters, pigs and cows and sheep—
but as they pulled alongside the mailbox to confirm the ad-
dress, masking the peculiar sensation they both felt with gid-
diness at simply being there, some seemed odd. Most of these 
creatures were larger than the norm and moved around in a 
curiously lethargic manner. Might be the heat, but Harmon 
had to note he’d never seen animals move like this before. 

The car groaned deeply, a pluming sigh of exhaust, weari-
ness gripping its frame, as Harmon shut it off. His cell phone 
ringtone—Bernard Herrmann’s landmark accompaniment to 
Vivian Leigh’s ill-fated shower scene during Psycho—sliced 
into the moments that lingered in-between actions. 

“Are you there?” 
It was Angela, of course.
“Perfect timing, babe. We just pulled up.” 
“Ohhhh, what does it look like?” 
“Well, it looks…” Harmon paused, contemplating respons-

es as he was still taking it all in. 
Cliff grabbed the cell from his hand. 

“Stranger than his fiction. Something’s…something’s off 
about this place.” 

Harmon held out his hand, giving Cliff a “don’t freak her 
out” look. 

“…don’t like the sounds of that, Cliff.” 
“Me again. Cliff’s exaggerating. The place looks like it 

would fit perfectly into one of Brakeland’s tales, but…I expect 
this observation is because of his writing, what we know of 
him. But we also know, well, from what I’ve read in interviews, 
he’s a really good guy.” 

“If you say so. Let me know how it goes. Love on you!” 
“All over you, too, babe.” And then, as if he felt it necessary: 

“Don’t worry.” 
But she’d already disconnected. 
“Well?” 
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Cliff pulled the note out of the glove box: it was already 
sealed and in an envelope. On the outside of the envelope was 
written: From your humble servants in Hell. This was a refer-
ence to one of Brakeland’s most popular tales, a novella titled, 

“The Servants in Hell Have Come Out to Play.” 
They both stepped out of the car and tentatively ap-

proached the mailbox. Though they loved Brakeland’s fiction 
and loved the idea of doing this—dropping a note of their ad-
ulation for his work—right now, neither of them felt at ease. 
The farmhouse stretched out a good twenty yards back, like 
an evil, crooked sneer, what with the one end sagging. To 
further accentuate the weird vibe, music that sounded famil-
iar but cranked to 11, yet not close enough to clearly make 
out, shrouded the periphery with a tsunami of white noise. It 
was similar to what they’d heard at many Metallica concerts, 
where the bass guitar was swirling above the sonic maelstrom 
like a winged beast about to swoop down and tear off their 
ears. 

When Harmon reached up and pulled the door to the mail-
box open, a colorful lizard skirted out and spiraled down the 
metal post. He was reminded of another Brakeland tale, “The 
Sharpest Scissors,” in which a barber not only cuts hair, but 
cuts off faces as gifts to an undefined god. The red of the bar-
ber pole in front of the establishment was always wet, like 
dripping blood. Liquid like the motion of the lizard, just mo-
ments ago. 

“Fuckin’ hell, man,” Cliff said. 
Their enthusiasm for this trek was swiftly vacating. Harmon 

even contemplated not even leaving the note, even as they’d 
almost completed their mission. Enjoy the fiction away from 
the foundation, in the safe confines of his apartment. The am-
bience of dread that was mounting his spine was too real. 

“Oh, shit! There he is.” Cliff nudged Harmon out of his 
dusky contemplation and nodded toward the farmhouse. The 
front door was open…and there he was. Joseph G. Brakeland, 
their idol. 

“Why don’t you boys come on in out of the heat. Have a 
drink. Shoot the shit.” 



John Claude Smith

139

Cliff grabbed Harmon by the shoulders and said, “Shoot 
the shit with Joseph G. for Gore, motherfucker, Brakeland. I 
can’t believe this!” 

“I don’t know—”
Cliff searched Harmon’s eyes. When their gazes met, they 

both knew the vibe here was messing with their heads, but 
right now, the greatest living horror writer who truly believed 
in bringing the Horror, had just invited them into his house to 
shoot the shit and have a drink and no matter that damn vibe, 
this was what Zen entertainment was all about. 

Harmon let it all wash over him and said, “Fuck yeah!” 
Despite sensations out of sorts, they had to be self-per-

petuating and not of anything substantial. Harmon reminded 
himself that Brakeland was a good guy. Even if he didn’t flinch 
with the tales. 

They made their way up the walkway, a collection of 
cracked and crumbling chunks of cement. Harmon noticed 
another lizard scampering in front of them, but this time, he 
only smiled. Of course the place would feel weird. No big deal. 

As they approached, Brakeland said, “Hurry up, boys. 
You’re letting the cold out,” and turned, walking away from 
the entrance. 

“Can you believe this?” Cliff said, beside himself with their 
good fortune. 

Harmon only smiled as they picked up their pace. 
At the front door, they both took in a sculpted face set in 

the middle of the door. A gargoyle or some related monstrosi-
ty. A hood circled the face, but the face itself was bloated with 
warts and features not set properly. And it was smiling, a grim 
welcome. 

Harmon’s shoulder muscles knotted as they passed it and 
said, “Close the door.”

Cliff did as he was told, without hesitation. 
“In here, boys.” Brakeland’s voice was deep and coated 

with rust. 
Harmon and Cliff rounded a corner and saw Brakeland 

standing by a refrigerator, the cool air from within equal to 
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the air-conditioning they were thankful to have caressing 
their skin. 

“I got lemonade if you want, or beer, which is my drink of 
choice on days like today. Hot as a Salem witch on her final 
journey.” 

The line was from Brakeland’s most famous tale, “Saint 
Goblin,” in which the ashes of burned witches in Salem were 
used as part of a spell that raised Satan’s favorite saint to cause 
further mayhem on earth. Harmon had a flash of recognition: 
Saint Goblin—that had to be the face in the door, of course! 

If it wasn’t for the welcoming nature exhibited by Brakeland, 
Harmon would insist they give him the note and be on their 
way. But as he stood there, taking in everything so normal in 
the kitchen, even dishes piled in the sink, the final debris of 
dread dissipated. 

Cliff was already well beyond bad vibes and moving to-
ward fanboy adulation. “Beer, Mr. Brakeland.” 

His eagerness kickstarted Harmon’s. They were going to 
have a visit, then be on their way, and what an experience this 
would be! 

“Yes, beer sounds great, Mr. Brakeland.”
“Cut that shit out, boys. The name’s Joseph.” He handed 

them both ice-cold bottles of Corona and put a plate of cut 
limes on the ugly orange Formica table between them; it 
looked like something stolen from a diner. “Better if you slide 
a slice in there with it. The way you’re supposed to drink this 
Mexican piss-water.” 

They both smiled wide. 
Brakeland was exactly as he came off in interviews. No 

frills, down to earth, and crude as fuck. 
Harmon gripped his bottle for dear life as the cold prodded 

goosebumps along his arms. He needed this, so slipped a slice 
of lime into the opening and immediately took a deep swig.

“So, what do you boys call yourselves?” 
“I’m Harmon. This here’s my best friend, Cliff. We’ve been 

fans of your writing forever.” 
“Forever’s a long time. I ain’t been ’round forever. Yet.” 
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Brakeland took a hefty swig and wiped his mouth with the 
frayed hem of a long-sleeved shirt. 

Harmon thought, with the temperature approaching un-
bearable, long sleeves seemed inappropriate attire. Then 
again, the AC was bordering on arctic. 

“Nice to hear, though. I always appreciate those who “get” 
my fiction.” 

““Saint Goblin,” man. That’s a masterpiece,” Cliff said. 
Harmon assumed he’d put two and two together after seeing 
the face on the door. ““Iron Skull with Roses,” wicked, wicked 
stuff. We know”—nodding to indicate he and Harmon— “all of 
your tales. Re-read them all the time.”

“Good. Good to hear.” Brakeland circled around the table 
and shook both of their hands, nodding, genuinely appreciative. 

Any sense of unease that Harmon and Cliff had sensed ear-
lier was out the door and running down the road. Brakeland 
gripped the three remaining bottles and signaled to move to-
ward the den. 

Harmon canted his head toward the music he’d heard 
earlier, almost drowned out now because of the force of the 
AC. Depeche Mode. It might be Depeche Mode, though with 
it cranked to ear-splitting, it was debatable. A riff here and 
there reminded him of their music, though, as they were 
Angela’s favorite band, so he heard them often. The noise rose 
like a blackened Phoenix wailing from out back. He glanced 
through the kitchen window and saw a tall man in cover-
alls striding through the yard. By the looks of him, he didn’t 
seem like somebody who’d be listening to Depeche Mode. As 
if looks were indicative of musical tastes. Harmon laughed 
and shook his head, the beer swooshing around between the 
hemispheres, and filling the ridges as well. 

Even if he thought it odd, he didn’t want to break the mo-
ment. He followed Brakeland and Cliff to a large den contain-
ing what looked like a well-worn sofa, a recliner, and walls 
filled with wooden and cheap metal bookshelves overflow-
ing with books, knick-knacks, three of Brakeland’s five Bram 
Stoker Awards, a few other awards Harmon was not privy to 
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knowing where from, and paintings and statues culled from 
his fiction. Gruesome stuff. It was a horror lover’s wet dream 
on full display. 

“Awesome,” Cliff said, as he approached a corner table 
brimming with creatures and demonic entities cast in what 
looked like marble, stone, clay, wood, metal, and substances 
Harmon could not make out. 

“I make ’em myself. A necessary outlet for my creativity.” 
Brakeland held up a hideous, naked figure with horns sprout-
ing from the head, its erect cock, and its hooves. “You can say, 

“fuckin’ ugly,” if you want,” he said. He’d read their minds. 
“The face on your front door…” 
“Yep. Did that one, too. The features shift during the day, 

as the sun wanes and towers above, and veers towards sun-
set. It’s almost like it’s alive. Just like good ol’ Saint Goblin 
hisownself.” 

They admired the audacity it took to so firmly immerse 
oneself in the darkest of horrors as they took in figures bound 
to Brakeland’s dark tales: The Spine-Eater from “I Will Break 
You,” to the Man with Fire for a Tongue from “The Mouth of 
Hell,” to Agwallia, the centipede-like demon-god with a hu-
man face from “Tiny Feet Dancing on my Skull,” and many 
more. There were even figures that had no foundation in any-
thing Harmon and Cliff had ever read, such as the creature 
with the horns. 

“New friends. They’ll find their tales,” Brakeland said, pick-
ing up a thing with no mouth and eyes covering its whole head, 
if it was a head—it was hard for Harmon and Cliff to tell. 

“You create these before you write the tales?” Harmon was 
itching for information as he took a can-opener and popped 
off the cap for his second beer, this one sans lime.

“Always. My muse channels them to me, my mind and 
hands take what it shows me and, well, you can see the results. 
Pretty, aren’t they?” Brakeland slugged back half a bottle of 
beer, took the can-opener Harmon had carried into the den 
from his loose grip, and popped open another bottle of beer. “I 
like to see them, then let each one tell me its tale.” 



John Claude Smith

143

“That is some crazy shit,” Cliff said, still sipping his first 
beer. 

This was a part of the process Harmon would never have 
guessed. He’d never read about it in any of the dozens of inter-
views he’d read featuring Brakeland and his writing, and the 
movies created from his tales. He started to reach for a lumpy, 
tacky figure that looked to be wet, before Brakeland said, “You 
don’t want to touch that one.” 

“Excuse me,” Harmon said. “It’s just…so different from the 
rest. It looks unfinished, yet I sense it is. And the material—”

“Pig shit,” Brakeland said.
“What the fuck?” Cliff said. 
“Pig shit. All of them are made of pig shit, no matter what 

the material ends up looking like. This one, I touch it up all 
the time. My muse demands this one, in its image and, any-
way, one must get one’s hands dirty for one’s art. Right, boys?” 

Cliff glanced up at Harmon and said, “Shoot the shit,” and 
laughed, as Harmon thought, in its image, before Cliff asked 
Brakeland, “So, your muse. Where do you get your ideas from?” 

Brakeland’s smile was something devious: a rat hustling 
along a wall, cheese in tow, caught red-handed, but there was 
nothing you could do to stop its progress. 

Harmon’s stomach gurgled, the physical response to that 
which trampled his thoughts. How could Cliff ask such a com-
mon, inconsequential question…and why did Brakeland’s re-
action set him on edge?

“Where do I get my ideas?” His smile was a sprung switch-
blade. “Let me show you, boys.” He turned and headed through 
the kitchen, set his already empty bottle of beer on the table, 
and out a door to the backyard. 

Harmon and Cliff were obligated to follow, their half-filled 
bottles joining Brakeland’s on the table, now that the door 
had been opened. The door to what, Harmon wasn’t quite 
sure he wanted to know. That sense of unease that had vacat-
ed once Brakeland’s hospitality had come into play, slipped 
into a drain at the back of Harmon’s head. Sloshing like shit 
down a toilet or, worse yet, clogging the toilet, and resting 
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there, stinking up the joint and gathering flies, mosquitoes, 
trepidation…

The thought was stymied as he slowly walked down the 
splintered wooden steps and onto the hard, dry dirt, and 
Herrmann’s soundtrack sliced into the hot air. 

Brakeland turned around and said, “What was that?” His 
jovial attitude staggered away as annoyance contorted his fea-
tures, particularly his eyes, snaky and focused on Harmon as 
he pulled the cell out of his front pocket. 

“Excuse me,” Harmon said. He read the text from Angela: 
Love you, baby. If you get to meet Brakeland, tell him I’m 
watching The Last Stand in Hell. Take care. Love You! 

Harmon knew she’d picked up on the bad vibe in their pre-
vious conversation. Damn Cliff for what he’d said. Angela was 
not one to worry, so sending a text so soon after the phone 
call was her testing the waters. The essence of the message 
was clear to him. She was worried, sticking her nose into a 
situation as it took shape. Mentioning The Last Stand in Hell, 
based on Brakeland’s bestselling novel of the same name, told 
him this much. She would never watch it without him. She 
might like it, might love it, but it always rattled her nerves. 
Harmon decided to quell her discomfort: All fine. Drinking 
beer and talking horror. Love you, too! 

He pressed Send and put his cell back in his pocket. 
“My girlfriend was inspired by our being here to watch The 

Last Stand in Hell.” 
Brakeland’s expression relaxed. “She’s got good taste. Not 

that it matters what she tastes like to the zombies in that tale.” 
He winked. 

Despite the heat, Harmon’s blood went cold. 
“Meanest zombies I’ve ever seen on the big screen,” Cliff 

said. 
Harmon glanced his way and, just like with Angela’s mes-

sage, what was said was more an indication of nerves dancing 
on the edge of an abyss as opposed to what should be joy in 
being where they were, talking to a man Cliff once said was his 
personal Jesus, and Harmon had laughed and agreed at the 
preposterous but appropriate statement. 
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That’s when Harmon was drawn to the loud music that was 
still blaring from one of the buildings in Brakeland’s backyard 
with recognition: it was Depeche Mode. How he could make 
that much out amidst decibels that ate clarity was beyond him, 
though he knew, again, it had to be a familiarity with their 
songs. This was the perfect accompaniment to his previous 
line of thinking: “Personal Jesus.” 

Brakeland pointed up, indicating the music. “It’s her fa-
vorite band.” He spat on the ground between them, smiled, 
and turned, continuing toward the building. 

Her who? Harmon laughed, an uneasy thing greased with 
beer on an empty stomach, his head woozy, his focus slightly 
dodgy. A lowkey but escalating fight-or-flight response amped 
up adrenaline to the perimeter of action. Why? Brakeland had 
done nothing to inspire any of how Cliff and he had briefly 
felt as they’d driven up to his place. Perceptions all seemed 
molded from his fiction. This was just a farm with adjoining 
buildings, a barn which, now that Harmon could see it more 
clearly, was crumbling, and animals galore. Why was he feel-
ing peril was at hand? 

“Dude,” Cliff said, under his breath. Brakeland had gained 
distance from them as he walked toward the largest of the 
buildings. “Tell me that’s not a hyena over there.” 

“What?” 
Cliff nodded to their right. In the distance, but close 

enough to make it out clearly, was what looked like a hyena. It 
was eating a rooster. Lounging in the sun, nose tearing at the 
large body of the bloodied bird. 

Harmon took in the array of animals, all but the hyena of 
the farm variety. The expected. But, without exception, these 
animals never missed a meal. Brakeland was thick, but not fat. 
He didn’t miss a meal, either, but unlike the animals, his all-
around size was normal for a man of six-feet tall. 

Harmon decided to pry. “Joseph.” He picked up his pace. 
“Hey, Mr. Brakeland—”

“What did I tell you about that, goddamnit?” Brakeland 
stopped, turned around, a sour expression ringing his face: a 
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halo of hate that softened as he laughed and said, “Just joshin’ 
with you, boy.” 

Harmon let out a punctured tire hiss, put off by the faux 
bonhomie, but not derailed from his intentions, and said, “Is 
that a hyena over there chowing down on a rooster?” 

Brakeland followed Harmon’s finger as it pointed at the 
scene and said, “Why, I do believe that is a hyena.” He sucked 
on his teeth. “His name’s Harry and he’s not the only one.” 

“Isn’t that dangerous? I mean, hyenas are wild animals, 
and I don’t believe you can train them. Am I correct?” 

The men stood toe to toe. Cliff pulled up alongside Harmon 
but said nothing. 

“We have our ways. We do as we must. All in the name 
of…”—he paused, smirked, keeping something at bay Harmon 
was not sure he wanted to know, anyway—”my muse.” 

When Brakeland raised his hand up to Harmon’s shoulder, 
Harmon almost flinched, but stood his ground. The weight of 
the hand was surprising. When Brakeland squeezed, Harmon 
thought it felt like the mouth of a large snake biting into his 
flesh. 

The tall man minding the farm picked up a machete—one 
of at least five or six leaning against the peeled red paint of 
the nearest of the other buildings. Harmon noted a handful 
of locks keeping a large door shut. He didn’t want to venture 
what was inside. The tall man approached them. 

“What?” Brakeland said to him, before the man had spoken. 
A telepathic response, or perhaps questioning why he had felt 
necessary to interfere. 

The man opened his mouth and emitted sounds of a qual-
ity Harmon and Cliff could not make out. It wasn’t language, 
per se, though it was vocal. Or, at least, it was not a language 
they had ever heard. 

Cliff said under his breath, “Brun’cii,” as Brakeland said, 
“Not yet. Not time.” The tall man smiled, but there were 
no teeth in his mouth. Nothing of familiarity resided there. 
Layers of skin like freshly sliced cold cuts, tinted red, sloppily 
clustered behind thin lips like a gash, a wound. It all looked 
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like a wound, and recent at that, as the tall man wiped what 
had to be blood drool on his already moist with blood sleeve. 
He back-peddled toward where he’d picked up the machete but 
did not put it down. He stood there, freakish sentry to the bur-
geoning weirdness at hand. 

Harmon was no longer circling the airport: it was time to 
land. “What’s with his mouth?” 

Brakeland squinted at the tall man and said, “Lost his teeth 
and tongue in an accident of faith.” 

An accident of faith? “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“That means it’s hard to chew and he talks funny.” Brakeland 

winked, like it was all a joke. 
Harmon and Cliff stood as reluctant statues at the Gates of 

Understanding. 
Harmon thought of what Cliff had said, and knew he was 

right. Brun’cii was described as if “phlegm coated the teeth of 
saws, discharged in sharp, staccato bursts followed by sing-
songy humming recalling no familiar song,” and was the lan-
guage spoken by the lanky, skeletal beings found living “in the 
shadows between dimensions, in the sagging pockets where 
humanity and “the other” trade quips and torture methods 
used on those unlucky enough to have strolled into their sullied 
lair.” These beings, another Brakeland creation, as found in his 
tale, “We Live in The Margins.” 

Harmon got the impression all Brakeland’s tales sprung 
from this desolate farm in the middle of nowhere. Not just 
from Brakeland’s mind, but all that lurked here, in the physical 
sense; the hand-made statues, the tall man—what else? 

It didn’t seem Brakeland heard Cliff’s utterance, despite his 
comment about the tall man talking funny, as he continued on 
his way to the building that seemed to be blurring before their 
eyes, the volume within devouring decibels at such a level even 
Harmon and Cliff, big fans of metal—so an appreciation of loud 
music was something they catered to, even as this was not met-
al music—had to admit was too much, too damned much. 

“We gotta get out of here, man,” Cliff said, tugging on 
Harmon’s sleeve. They watched as Brakeland stepped into 
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the darkness of the large building. A broken door hung aslant, 
only one hinge attached to it, leaning like a two-a.m. drunk 
with no home to go to. 

“I know, but how do we—” 
The last two words filled the empty space and died there, 

the music having been cut off like a hangnail. Or a pulled plug 
to a machine assisting in life support… 

A sound reverberated from within the building, leaking out 
the open door. A deep groan Harmon thought of as displeased 
with the termination of music; a deep groan that gurgled as if 
from the back of the throat and crackled like kindling up from 
the nose as much as the mouth. Great, now he was thinking 
in terms of Brakeland’s fiction, something under different cir-
cumstances he might find amusing. Right now, it hung on his 
spine like the inverted pelt of a porcupine, pricking him with 
glee. 

“What on God’s green earth was that?” Cliff asked. Harmon 
glanced at him, eyes wide, no answer to follow. As he did this, 
he noticed the tall man still standing sentry, still gripping the 
machete. In the distance, the hyena was nowhere to be seen. 
A few of the oversized hens and roosters roamed aimlessly. A 
fat Doberman Pincher luxuriated in the blistering heat. Great 
wool boulders of sheep stood on thin legs, looking more like 
mutant cranes; Harmon wondered if his observation could 
be flipped vice-versa, as he noted a couple of the sheep were 
standing on three legs, with one either curled up into the mass 
of wool…or gone. 

Brakeland ambled toward the dark entrance from inside 
and waved Harmon and Cliff to join him. Cliff nudged Harmon 
from his uneasy surveying. Harmon turned as Brakeland 
waved again, then faded back into the darkness. 

“Look,” Harmon said. “We see whatever he wants to show 
us, then take a high velocity, pedal-to-the-metal, rubber 
squealing ride as far away from Joseph G. Brakeland’s farm-
house horror show. 

“I don’t even want to do that much, man,” Cliff whined. 
“Fucking shouldn’t have asked about where his tales come 
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from, in that case.” Harmon shook his head, exasperated, 
wanting the rumbling momentum of the road beneath him as 
they sped back to the San Francisco Bay Area non-stop, trad-
ing driving shifts; anything to give distance to this nightmare. 

Harmon also had to wonder about the ridiculous amount 
of effort Brakeland was going through to show them where his 
stories came from. Most writers have a pat answer, an address 
in Schenectady, New York, gremlins—whatever—something 
ridiculous and born of repetition, worn out already. Brakeland 
was leading them to a large building which Harmon had just 
realized was made of metal—the only one made of metal on his 
property—which was home to unbearable noise just a minute 
ago, and, in its silence, held even more harrowing promises. 

“Step in, take a gander, and walk away, no turning back, no 
being swayed by niceties from Brakeland deterring our goal.” 

“To get the fuck out of here, man,” Cliff said. 
“To get the fuck out of here, A.S.A.—fucking—P.” Harmon 

clapped Cliff’s upper back as they broke into pace again. 
As they approached the building, an odor or mix of odors 

well beyond the usual farmyard smells, assaulted them. 
“Nasty,” Cliff said, fingers pinching his nostrils. 
“Where’s my gasmask?” Harmon said. 
Cliff snorted, an exhalation of relief, perhaps wondering 

where his gasmask was, too. 
From within the building, as if responding to Cliff’s reac-

tion, a sound similar to the one from when the music fell silent, 
though lacking the perceived displeasure Harmon had sensed, 
leaked out, raising the hackles on both of their sweaty necks. 

Harmon thought to himself it was a snort. A snort in re-
sponse to Cliff’s snort. A snort like that from a pig. A partic-
ularly large pig, what with the volume of the snort. Though 
not as intrusive as the music, this sound, this snort, suggested 
disturbing bulk. 

Cliff coughed as they entered, gagging on the stench. 
Harmon buried his nose in the crook of his elbow. It did not 
seem to matter. He felt it was seeping into his pores, infecting 
him; he wondered if he’d melt like the humans stranded on a 
beach in Brakeland’s “Sun Scream.”
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Above them, a few sparsely lit rows of fluorescent lighting. 
Long tubes, many flickering, as if uncertain if their allegiance 
was to the light, or to the dark. The lighting across the high 
ceiling only went what Harmon took to be half-way into the 
building. The back half was dark, but there was a quality that 
made him think it was anything but empty. While the heat 
outside was dry, the heat in the building was humid. 

As he gazed up again, focused on one of the long tubes 
blinking into darkness, he realized the ceiling seemed much 
higher than what was viewed outside. All the buildings be-
sides the crumbling barn were single-story, low to the ground. 
The ceilings reaching perhaps twelve feet high. The long tubes 
in this building hung from what looked like wiring and even 
chains from at least twenty-five feet up. 

As if he had to remind himself that something was amiss, 
this was confirmation. The sense of geometry out of propor-
tion, of architecture being unreliable, gripped him. The es-
sence of this building seemed, as with everything they were 
experiencing, in relation to one of Brakeland’s tales, “The 
Lobby in Hell is Breathing.” A tale of shifting, unsettled space. 

“Move in closer, boys. Got something to show you.” 
Brakeland was all teeth and sinister designs. “An answer to 
your question.” 

Harmon and Cliff moved toward Brakeland with hesita-
tion resting on their shoulders like a sleeping gorilla, hinder-
ing their progress. Brakeland only leered at them, daring them 
not to follow his instructions. 

He stepped between them, hands to their upper backs—
the manifestation of the gorilla—though Harmon sensed the 
jaws of the snake opening wide again. 

Cliff physically scrunched to the weight. 
“It’s not often I get to tell folks like you boys about where 

I get my stories. Most folks end up here, it’s with one thing in 
mind.” 

Harmon turned as a momentary shadow filled the door-
way. The tall man had strolled in, machete glued to his hand, 
and stood pensively to the left of the light streaming in from 
outside. 
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“What’s going on?” Cliff asked. 
“Pay attention,” Brakeland said, squeezing the backs of 

their necks with force. Cliff ended up on one knee, begging 
him to stop. 

Brakeland sighed. 
A sound of approval from the darkness responded, a 

cavernous wheeze, a contradiction of action and result, but 
Harmon could not deny what he heard. Worse yet, he had to 
wonder what could make such a sound. 

“Get up,” Brakeland demanded. 
Cliff staggered to a standing position again. Harmon noted 

he was pale as the proverbial ghost. 
Harmon took in the whole of their predicament and sensed 

it was not going to end well for either of them. Just like how 
things ended for the protagonists in most of Brakeland’s tales; 
in all the tales, if he was to be honest. The tall man with the 
machete was guarding what looked to be the only exit, while 
some inexplicable horror was hidden by the darkness—not 
just shadows, but real darkness. “A thriving darkness of un-
imaginable mass and malicious intentions,” as phrased by 
Brakeland in his tale, “A Shadow of a Doubt.” Harmon want-
ed to have everything about this place, everything they were 
experiencing, everything he’d ever read by Brakeland, to stop 
manifesting as non-fiction in the real world.

He wasn’t sure this was a possibility, what with a mad-
man who both he and Cliff praised to friends and each other 
for years as a writer of the grittiest, goriest horror, holding 
them hostage, while the answer to a question he did not care 
to know hung like a guillotine about to drop and completely 
sever Cliff and him from reality. 

Where do you get your stories, Mr. Brakeland? 
What had his response been in the interview with an 

Italian horror magazine he’d watched on You Tube? What had 
he said? Something absurd…

“La dea maiale. Swino divino,” he answered to the Italian 
interviewer. “The pig goddess. The divine swine. She shits 
out the stories, I mold the shit into shape. Write stories about 
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those creatures. Simple as that.” The interviewer, bouncing 
between Brakeland’s limited Italian and the English translat-
ed into Italian, guffawed after the interpreter had completed 
the translation. 

“Where do I get my stories?” Brakeland asked. 
But Harmon already knew, as the back half of the huge 

building lit up, and Cliff screamed. 
It filled the far wall. A far wall made much closer by its 

repulsive girth. A pig, or at least something pig-like, and mas-
sive. A sickening, pink, fleshy colored pig that filled the far 
wall, pressed up against all sides, floor to ceiling. To calculate 
its size was a preposterous exercise in futility…or madness. 

Hanging from rich, blood red nipples were many animals, 
hens, more pigs, a horse, another hyena, and various crea-
tures that defied simple classification. Dozens of nipples were 
occupied with those suckling on them, hanging on them, limp, 
yet greedily gorging. 

“The pig goddess,” Harmon said, stunned. 
Brakeland patted his back strongly. “My muse. My God in 

female form. And you know what you need to do for your gods, 
right, boys?” Brakeland started unbuttoning his shirt. 

Blood spattered across Harmon’s face and shirt. It spat-
tered on Brakeland’s face as well, though it did not distract 
him. “Gods demand sacrifices, boy,” he said, the plural made 
singular, turning to Harmon as Harmon surprised him with 
an open-palm thrust into his nose. He’d have thought he 
would have used something he was more accustomed to prac-
ticing at the dojo three times a week, but this response, culled 
from the gut and too many action movies, worked just fine. 

The tall man spoke in that weird language again—brun’cii—
as he kneeled toward Brakeland, who had landed like a sack of 
cement at Harmon’s feet. He was shaking his head and wiping 
blood from his obviously broken nose. 

Harmon saw his best friend’s body slump to the ground 
next to Brakeland’s. Blood pooled from the vacated stump of 
the neck. The head had rolled toward the atrocity against the 
far wall. Two large roosters were pecking at it, dragging it in 
the direction of the enormous pig. 
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The body of the pig goddess undulated, a crude display, 
and the walls seemed to throb, shifting as it did. The build-
ing was taking on the malleable characteristics of the lobby in 
Hell. 

Brakeland said, “There’s no escape, boy. And, y’know, you 
wouldn’t want me to stop writing my tales, would you?” 

With assistance from the tall man, he stood up and contin-
ued his perverse striptease as he kicked off his sneakers and 
pulled down his jeans. Though the skin of his face had a rud-
diness Harmon thought of as a reflection of time spent in the 
sun, the skin of his body was much the same color as that of 
the pig goddess. He knew now the ruddiness was an exten-
sion of some aberrant association with the beast, something 
he could not fully imagine. Above his fleshy ass, a curled tail 
uncoiled and jutted out obscenely. His tongue danced below 
the blood flowing from his nostrils, slurping it up. 

The tall man stood vigilant beside him, which surprised 
Harmon. The machete dripped blood in a pool at his feet, but 
he did not move to attack him. 

As Harmon backed away from them, he almost tripped 
over a rat the size of a beagle. The rat scampered toward the 
pig goddess and leaped with surprising agility upon an unoc-
cupied nipple, latching onto it and sucking with feverish in-
tent. An addict slating the need that ruled his existence. 

Harmon darted toward the exit opening, only to be thwart-
ed by what filled the door: Harry the hyena. He’d never seen 
a hyena in real life, only photos or on T.V. shows exploring 
the wilds. He did not know if this hyena was larger than usual, 
but it did not matter—it was pretty damned big! It seemed to 
smile, drooling as it did, its hefty rear quarters planted firm-
ly in place, blocking anybody or anything from entering or 
exiting. 

“There’s no escaping your destiny, boy. Your showing up 
here was perfect timing for my muse. She was hungry for a 
sacrifice, something special, and only human meat satiates 
her to the fullest.” 

The tall man dragged Cliff’s headless body toward the 
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bloated monstrosity. Harmon watched as a long, thick tongue 
unspooled out of the gaping mouth and the body was placed 
on the moist tip. The tongue reversed course and lapped Cliff 
into its eager maw. Bones and flesh were ground to mulch and 
swallowed in the time it took Harmon to gasp at the scene 
playing before him. 

Gasping was going to do him no good, though. Survival 
required action, a strategy—something beyond panic and the 
knowledge that the possibilities were slim to none, with none 
holding a solid lead. 

“You might as well face the facts, boy. Your days are num-
bered. Your existence has an expiration date.” Brakeland 
snorted more than laughed as he dropped to his hands and 
knees and bounded toward the pig goddess. “You’ll live forev-
er in one of my tales.” 

Harmon glanced back toward the only opening, and the 
hyena that hadn’t moved an inch. He turned back toward 
Brakeland and watched as the tall man removed his cloth-
ing and joined Brakeland in worshipping their goddess. They 
snorted like pigs and spun around like dogs chasing rebel-
lious tails. There’s was a veneration worthy of fiction, horror 
fiction; of Brakeland’s best tales, and how Harmon and Cliff 
had once felt about those tales. 

The tall man’s flesh was the same color as Brakeland’s, 
though there was no pig tail to complete the association. His 
back was laced with feathers. His bare feet were three-pronged, 
with a large spur overhanging the ankle. 

Amidst their joy, Harmon was quick to note the tall man’s 
hands were empty. The machete was nowhere to be seen. He 
scanned the space between them left to right and spotted it 
near the wall. Without hesitation, he sprinted in the tight 
space and collected it. The internal space continued to de-
crease or, rather, perhaps the pig goddess was growing larger, 
inflating, engorged with hunger. 

“Goddamn it,” Brakeland said. “I told you to put it some-
where out of range of the boy.” He smacked the tall man in 
the face. 
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The tall man’s head drooped, as if ashamed. 
The pig goddess groaned and snorted and hacked words 

from the back of its throat. Words Harmon could not deci-
pher, but it was definitely language. Not brun’cii, but not hu-
man, either. 

Brakeland pounded the dirt in front of him angrily, then 
said, “Harry. He does not get out!” 

Harmon tilted his head toward the opening and saw the 
hyena shift to a standing position. Its teeth were bared, its 
purpose aligned: do not let him leave. 

There was a boom box leaning against the wall near it, with 
wires reaching up every-which-way. Harmon hadn’t noticed 
this when he and Cliff had first stepped into the building. The 
hyena reached a paw toward the boom box, and music draped 
in distortion belched to life. It was so loud it had presence: a 
wind from nowhere, stirred to life, and now wailing furiously 
at the intrusion. His skin felt like it was on fire. 

Brakeland wailed gibberish. The tall man wailed gibberish 
of another sort. The pig goddess murmured its approval. The 
sound, along with the music, held such resonance the walls 
quivered. 

Depeche Mode again, the pig goddess’ favorite band. That’s 
what Brakeland had meant by “her.” This wayward thought 
collided with the possibilities as Harmon stared at Harry the 
hyena, all muscle and dripping fangs. It was ready for whatev-
er Harmon thought he was going to do. 

What was he going to do? The hyena radiated vicious incli-
nations and taut mobility as it paced side-to-side. Brakeland 
laughed again, amidst another roll-call of wailing lunacy, caus-
ing Harmon to glance back at him. He and the tall man were 
hopping up and down on bloodied hands and knees, gleefully 
prancing before their goddess. Their goddess: a humungous 
pig, its swollen posture one of comfort, lounging, as many an-
imals suckled its numerous teats. 

Everything to Harmon’s right was pre-occupied, seething 
in celebration, patiently awaiting an expected outcome. With 
every creature in the building catering to the wishes of the 
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pig goddess, and one mean fucking hyena prowling the door, 
he realized his only option was to take out the goddess. Just 
like in Brakeland’s classic novel, I Bow to No God, in which a 
group of travelers in a remote part of South America encoun-
ter an insect god and destroy it after all but three of eight are 
left alive, only to have to deal with the bigger gods that the 
insect god answered to—he did not want to go there. What 
they did was a distraction that gave them the opportunity for 
survival, whether they made it or not. 

Harmon needed distraction now. With the hyena more ag-
ile and more lethal, he needed distraction, to take a chance, 
and let the gods sort it out. 

He raised the machete above his head and ran toward that 
massive, distended belly, leaped up and thrust the blade into 
it with all his might. His weight dragged it down and through 
the beast, until he lost his grip and landed on his ass below it. 

The shock forced gurgling screams, almost human, from 
the beast’s throat. 

“No,” Brakeland yelled. “What have you done?” 
Harmon pushed himself away from the tide of intestines 

that flooded out of the slit. 
Every creature in the building congregated at the wound, 

trying to pull it together and use their bodies to patch it up as 
the beast moaned and trembled, its feet running in the air, no 
traction to be had. 

When Harry the hyena darted past him to join in the 
bloody fray, Harmon clawed the ground and pushed himself 
into a standing and then running position, kicking at other 
animals as they clogged the doorway on their way in. 

Once outside, it was easy enough to make it to his car with-
out interruption. All the animals were occupied with the task 
at hand: save their god. Whether there would be repercussions 
beyond his quest for survival, just like in Brakeland’s novel, it 
did not matter. As Harmon swung the door open and jammed 
the key into the ignition, grinding it too long, his cell phone 
rang. He slipped it out of his back pocket, the screen cracked, 
probably from his fall off the pig goddess, and read the text. 
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Still chatting with Brakeland and having a good time? 
Tell me all about it sooner than later. I Love You!

A good time? A good fucking time? His laughter was akin 
to that of a lunatic living out his days in an insane asylum. 
Just like in Brakeland’s tale, “Sanitarium Demons.” 

Everything he knew, all references, led to Brakeland. Was 
survival beyond this day even realistic, what with the night-
mares he’d surely have every day for the rest of his life?

He’d have to find out. 
Harmon tossed the phone onto Cliff’s empty seat and 

stamped on the gas pedal. He swerved as the rear of the car 
swung violently but gained control. The Toyota rocked and 
rattled as he pushed the pedal to 100, knuckles white, and 
hope still a participant in his life. 

He released a primal scream as the wheels ate the road, 
only to realize, after fifteen minutes of full throttle speed-
ing, he had gained no ground on the outlet he and Cliff had 
turned off of an hour ago. Only an hour, and his life had been 
shattered.

But this was only the beginning of the torment he would 
experience. 

He powered down, brakes squealing as he glanced into the 
rearview mirror. Brakeland’s house, which should have been 
no more than a memory at this point, still loomed to the right 
behind him. 

Harmon started, let out a tiny, whispered, “No.” It was as 
much a plea as a statement. 

He remembered another one of Brakeland’s tales, “Picking 
at the Bones of Hope,” in which the protagonist flees a ware-
house housing the rejected monsters created by a horror writ-
er, speeding down a road to escape, yet never really escaping, 
as the warehouse full of creatures beyond description pour 
out to the road, and casually shorten the distance, even as the 
protagonist’s wheels spin and spin. 

Escape was not to be had. 
Harmon stared into the rearview mirror as many of the 

mutant animals flooded the road behind him. Many of the 
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animals along with Brakeland and his weird assistant. And 
the pig goddess, now mobile, the wound he’d slashed into her 
flesh held together by a plethora of animals used as stitching. 
A living patchwork, a bandage of feathers and talons, hooves 
and mouths pulling the wound shut. He knew she would have 
her way with him. The seething congregation would make 
sure of that much. 

No, escape was not to be had. All he knew led back to 
Brakeland. Either by his tales, or the grimmer real life unfold-
ing behind him now. 

Hope was no longer an option worth considering. The 
bones of hope had been picked clean…
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I Am…
“Many a book is like a key to unknown chambers within the 
castle of one’s own self.” 

―Franz Kafka

Iam…
Waking in fire. 
I feel eternally in flame. 

My breath rises from singed lungs, climbing my esophagus, 
exiting in clipped bleats from a throat scarred by smoke. I feel 
I am gagging just to breathe. I feel I am drowning in fire.

I am drowning in fire. 
Somebody says, “Calm down, Miss. Calm down. I’ll get the 

doctor.”
I am in a hospital. As my eyelids flutter open, my vision is 

blurred, though the room is dark. Perhaps my perception is 
skewed by the darkness; a cloying, pervasive darkness. Yet, I 
sense I’ve not used my eyes in a while. 

How long? I do not know.
The skin of my face and neck sings a song of severe dis-

tress. My brain takes the flood of input and swerves toward 
shutting down, but I stall it. I hold my breath and stall ev-
erything. Though my nerve endings attempt to scatter, seek 
refuge in the internal sanctuary of blood, viscera, and possibly 
soul, it is to no avail. This song must be endured. This pain. 
This experience. 

Even with the chorus rising up in chattering, masticating 
timbres, gleefully gnawing on the chaos-filled realm of gray 
matter that is my brain, my mind—these spiraling, absurd 
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thoughts—I am able to raise my left hand to my face, to feel 
the soft, coarse texture. Gauze, not skin.

Then, I remember: 

“I told you never to enter this room, Elizabeth. Never.” 
Stafford was furious.
My arms ache, twisted behind my back. I am tied to a hard, 

wooden chair. I stamp my feet on the ground, try to move. My 
exertion is muted: the heels of my shoes barely scratch the 
hardwood floor. Rope cuts into my shins. My message of frus-
tration nothing more than indecipherable scribbles in dust. 

I realize instantly the futility of the act. For what purpose 
was the effort expended? Escape? I am tied to a chair, with a 
madman who I thought I loved having done the tying. 

“What are you doing?” I say. “Why are you doing this to 
me?”

He laughs. It is not joy that fills the laughter. Something 
more devious, perhaps more lunatic.

He is a lunatic. 
I should have known this from the beginning—dyed blood-

red hair; blue-tinted beard braided down to mid-chest; a jum-
ble of indistinct tattoos up and down his arms, his neck; inten-
sity that simmered always, as if to strike with cobra-quickness; 
occult interests that bordered on obsessive—but that luna-
cy was part of the attraction. Especially the occult interests, 
something I’d just gotten into, while he knew things, lots of 
things draped in obscurity. That said, all of this was a har-
binger of the level of lunacy that abounded within his broken 
brain.

“I told you never to enter this apartment. There are things 
you should never know. Never witness.”

The apartment, part of Simmons Terrace, a complex in the 
battered part of town. The complex: a gift from his dear old 
dad before he passed. Number 234, second floor, far end of 
a worn green carpet hallway. Flickering light playing Catch 
Me If You Can with the moths, hanging askew from a sconce 
screwed into the wall, and missing some screws. Painted 
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brown wooden door, smudged doorknob, cold to the touch; 
so cold it hurts, but that didn’t stop me from inserting the 
strange key. 

Entering a room of dust and secrets. 
A room of mystery and promise…

“Miss? Elizabeth?” The voice is deep, cautious; it wears kid 
gloves. 

“Yes,” I say. My voice is rough. Charred, I expect. 
“How do you feel?” A light jab with the kid gloves, search-

ing for answers that seem more than obvious to me.
“Not well. Not right.” Strength is woven into the words. I 

scoot back, sit up taller. Prop myself up with pillows. 
“Careful,” he says, as my vision begins to clear.
“What time is it? What day?”
A hushed utterance is passed between the doctor and nurse. 

Though the room is dim—my vision adjusting, from dark to 
dim, but light is sparse—I can make out a Mickey Mouse bar-
rette in the nurse’s hair. Bug-eyed, it stares at me.

The doctor, a man with silver-trimmed temples and stern 
eyes, says, “Two thirty in the morning. August sixteenth.”

I emit a groan of despair. A tone that scales my throat, its 
talons digging deep as it exits. I’ve been gone, for lack of a bet-
ter word, since the sixth. When the incident happened…

“I know, but…” Was I to lie to Stafford? Would he know I 
was lying?

“No buts. I told you time and time again, never to enter this 
room. You promised you wouldn’t, yet here we are. After all 
my warnings, I had to leave, if only for three days. I left you 
the keys in case a tenant needed help or lost their keys, and 
pointed specifically to this one”—holding up the strange one 
(one of these does not go with the others) (mysteries and se-
crets; hush, hush) —“and to this apartment, and said, no. No. 
Never enter this apartment.” He paces in front of me, swing-
ing what looks like a leather strap from his right hand, occa-
sionally slapping it into his left, for emphasis. 
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As he has just done.
I pause, no words to say to appease him. Taking in the 

empty room, it is as it was when I entered. Bereft of anything 
of substance, of life. Not of this earth, I thought then and think 
again now. A different plane, perhaps. 

Except for the spirits of his former wives and girlfriends, 
who huddled in a scrum of knotted limbs, skin-eating decay, 
and filth in the far corner, watching. Evidence my perception 
that this is a different plane, an intersection between, well…
simply between, confirmed by their presence.

There is no use tip-toeing around the obvious.
“How bad is the damage?” I say, expecting the worst, but 

the doctor’s expression crinkles oddly, confusing me. “Well?”
He inhales deeply. The nurse turns away, stares at the 

door. As if she would rather be anywhere but here.
“The…damage…” He stops, turns and looks to the door as 

well. What the hell, he’s a doctor. Give me the lowdown so I 
can move forward.

Is there moving forward from this?
“Tell me,” I say, trying to sound strong, but my voice cracks. 

It’s a tiny crack. The kind of barely noticeable crack that ends 
up breaching a wall, and the water flows; and annihilation 
smiles. 

“Fourth degree burns over your whole head, part of your 
neck and chest. You were rescued before it spread further.”

Though he states the ugly facts, there’s an avoidance wo-
ven into his words that is the perfect partner to the crinkled 
expression he still wears. 

There’s something more, I’m sure.
“What else?” My eyes moisten as I say this, uncertain if this 

event has altered too much of what I wanted from life. From 
my goals; my new goals. If this outward scarring would inhibit 
what I need to know. 

I am sobbing now, body quaking, uncontrollable. 
“There, now. Just rest.” This patented and pulled up 

from the black bag of by rote phrases signifying compassion 
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bandied about as they seek their own means of escape. The 
doctor nods to the nurse, who approaches with a syringe.

“No. Tell me what else is wrong,” I say, though the word 
“wrong” is chosen more for their comfort than meaning it is in 
any way elucidating the situation. I am not sure of anything at 
this point. What’s right or wrong or been altered besides my 
flesh, and does that really matter? Though I want answers, I 
don’t want to inspire more questions from them, or anybody. 

I say, “Fuck,” as I sense the tranquilizing fluid the nurse 
had injected into the IV spread like lava in my veins. More 
heat. More fire. 

I drift off within seconds to their soft putty faces wearing 
masks of caring.

The dream is more a memory, continuing with the incident…

I watch Stafford squat down and pick up something.
I cannot tell what it is until he points it at me and squeez-

es. The shock of the smell, the bitter tang of the taste—lighter 
fluid.

“What’s this?” I say, spitting fluid from my lips. He contin-
ues to drench me in the liquid. It burns before it is lit.

“No! What are you doing, Stafford? Honey…”
“Honey? You know what I am doing. Ending this as I have 

done before. Those who lose my trust, lose everything. That is 
the only way to keep the knowledge at bay. Humanity cannot 
know—”

“I won’t tell anybody,” I say, fighting with lies, but not ex-
actly. I need to know more, learn more, but right now is not 
the time to fend for my heart’s aspirations. Right now, I need 
to find a way out of this situation. 

“It doesn’t matter, Elizabeth. You know, and that’s one too 
many. You know too much after looking…in there,” he says, 
eyes angled down to my lap, where the ancient book rests, 
the substantial weight holding it in place. “I’ve had enough 
of trying to protect humanity from its power. I’ve had enough 
of being its caretaker.” He stops, laughs again. Rats scatter 
from the scrum of dead wives and girlfriends in the far corner, 
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scamper along the floorboards. The dead wives and girlfriends 
dissipate; perhaps the rats carry their souls, trapped in this 
room forever. 

“No. Please. I just—”
He squirts what remains of the lighter fluid all over the 

book and drops the empty can to the floor. It clanks, mut-
ed and hollow; the room echoes in response, but there’s no 
more noise from either. It settles stiffly next to a bright red 
fire extinguisher. 

At this point, all I am is perplexed. What exactly does he 
have planned? 

He reaches into his pocket and says, “I warned you this 
would not end well if you broke your promise.” He lights a 
match.

There’s not ending well and there’s catastrophic. This was 
well beyond either. 

I scream. 
Voices rise from beneath me. The Henderson’s from 134. 

Newlyweds. 
Stafford tosses the lit match to the floor. It fizzles to a 

whisk of smoke. He takes the strap, whatever it is, and ap-
proaches me. He presses it over my eyes, pulling tight, tying it 
into knots at the back of my head. I can tell it is knots by his 
grunts, the effort he exerts. 

“What is this?”
“I want you to remember what you’ve done,” he says, close 

to my right ear. It is not a whisper. I almost jump at his words, 
flinch from his presence. 

Confusion teethes on my thoughts. It seemed his inten-
tions were to kill me, so what would there be to remember if 
I were dead?

And what of the fire extinguisher? 
I hear the snick of another match come to life. 

As well as a heavier snick: the cocking of a trigger. 
I hear the voices below me, Vicki and Chuck who likes to be 
called Charles, but everybody calls him Chuck. Their inflec-
tion wears a cowl of disorientation.
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I scream again, sensing part of Stafford’s path, but not all 
of it. Not wanting to know all of it. Not wanting to know what 
I already know of his lunatic ways.

The voices remain distant, as if deciding on a plan of ac-
tion. That’s when I remember the best way to get somebody’s 
attention.

“Fire,” I yell, moments before the match ignites my face. 

Waking again, this time in a fog of fragmented memories 
and shadows culled from a Boschian nightmare. 

The world I’m sure Bosch lived in. Or perhaps Stafford.
A world I expect I will need to get used to.
One would think there would be curiosity at the damage, 

but not having seen what Stafford did to me, I contemplate 
what I can deal with. Having spoken to his dead wives and 
girlfriends, the coven of rotting spirits and minds gone to shit, 
I learned much about Stafford. Much about why the room was 
meant never to be explored. 

I did not understand the whole of it, and sense was made 
flimsy by this lack of understanding. Yet one knows when 
one is supposed to be at a certain place, at a certain time, in 
the broad scope of the world one lives in. A moment to swing 
the pendulum toward a truth I have searched for years to 
understand.

I was not looking for what I found, but what I found is the 
key to who I am. I know it, whether I can explain it or not. 
Hence, my physical condition is only a hindrance if it impedes 
me from finding out more. I wonder if Stafford’s single shot 
sayonara and the message he intended would cripple my new-
found quest.

I had a seed of perception but did not understand how to 
nurture it until I found the book.

“It holds secrets,” Darlene had said, needles dangling from 
her skeletal arms; from the mist of her being. 

“It opens doorways that should never be opened,” Kay 
said. Sweet Kay, tracing Stafford’s warning with a finger-
nail in the plume of her corroded breath. 
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“He’ll take you before you learn how to use it,” Maria said. 
Clever Maria, a voice adorned in snippets of the knowledge. 
She knew something.

“What is it?”
“It is the key,” she said, stepping forward. 
“It is pure evil,” Doreen said, cowering as she did. She was 

barely there.
“Evil is not what it is, foolish child,” Maria said, tsk-tsking  

Doreen, and the rest of them. “I will never understand what 
Stafford found appealing about you. Such a wilted flower. I 
suppose compliancy was all he really wanted from us.” 

“Shut up!” Doreen said, with the force of a blown dandelion. 
Turning her attention again to me, Maria said, “It is our 

only path to freedom—”
“Not with what it awakens,” Darlene said. Maria turned 

to face her, stare with intent. Darlene faded, though I knew 
she was still there.

“All you have to do is open it and read… Perhaps you are 
the one who is meant to awaken…” Her statement incomplete, 
yet the path she portended was clear.

These thoughts waver as I notice a figure sitting in the 
darkness of the room. 

I wonder if the room is always dark, and why. And who fills 
the indistinct blob of the silhouette, when she speaks.

“Darling,” she says. Mother. 

I am…
Light made of heat made of stars going supernova in the 

condensed, concentrated realm of my head. The head of a lit 
match, hypnotic as it shimmies, made flesh.

It is a heat that turns flesh to liquid, to melting wax. Visceral 
turbulence etched with splintered nails like branding irons 
into my face; ripping, tearing. Deep down the trauma hounds 
feast on the patches of gristle and blackening bone. The skull 
beneath the bubbling epidermal lava. Not much to turn to fat 
there, but tidbits they lap with eager tongues. 

Insatiable.
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It is a living thing. 
Fire is a living thing, even after it has left the body and had 

its way with mutilating what once might have been considered 
normal, average; not beautiful. It remains a ghost in the sys-
tem, haunting with feverish efficiency. Cruel and consistent. 

Its voice is a single droning tone, a piercing thought, riding 
the tip of the blackened fangs of the hounds as they scrape 
bone. 

My voice wails in unison with the charring chorus. 
I hear Stafford say, “If you really want to be its caretaker, 

be my guest. But know the consequences of—”
His voice is muffled by the red cry and sunburst enuncia-

tion beyond excruciation that wraps my head in its wail.
Caretaker? What kind of joke is that? I want more from 

the book than to just watch over it.
There is pounding out there, beyond my burning prison.
“Come in,” he yells. “I had intended to save her, but you 

can have the pleasure, if pleasure is to be found in…” He falls 
silent as the sound of ruptured wood cracks at the force of a 
mighty weight.

There is a pop and thud and an aural chaos that is woven 
into the scorching thread that kneads my face in blisters that 
pop and skin that melts and—

—a flush of something cool, like an arctic belch, vomiting 
powder over my head; this hurts as well, a different pain. Not 
healing, just shifting.

Seconds slide by, the voices become clear as a Vicki says, 
“Is she alive?” while Chuck, who likes to be called Charles, but 
who gives a fuck right now, says, “She’s alive. But he’s not. 
Watch your step. Blood.” “Oh, shit…” “Call 9-1-1,” and I real-
ize the siren wail that resonates with acute lucidity all around 
me—as the flame was, now this sound—is my voice, my throat 
shredding, hacking metal-on-metal razorblade symphonies in 
conjunction with the expression of such immersive horror… 

“Darling,” my mother says again.
“Yes, Mother,” I say, though it is garbled by my dry throat. 



I Am…

168

Or is it in transition? Perhaps this is my new voice? What lan-
guages will it teach me to speak? 

“I thought I’d lost you.” 
She is not looking at me. This annoys.

“Well,” I say, my timbres clearing and in league with the 
annoyance, “You obviously haven’t. Why don’t you take a look 
at your pretty girl and give her a big hug?”

“Darling, I…” But she gives up, the fight not even worth the 
effort. As she’s always done. 

I don’t care. I poke her as if she’s dead, which she has been 
for me for years. Never there when I needed her. Never there 
at all. Dad having left upon my birth, she’s the only parent I’ve 
ever known. Which means my definition of parent is devoid of 
meaning. 

Dear old never-known dad probably left more of himself in 
my genes than she has. Thankfully. 

“Come on, mother. How about a kiss,” I say, even though 
my lips are probably nothing more than mangled pink flesh 
poking through gauze. It probably looks perverse to her, yet I 
really do not care. 

I reach up to make sure there is gauze. There is. What’s 
she so goddamned afraid of? That’s when I realize the gauze 
is freshly applied. There was moistness and patchy hardening 
before I went to sleep. Was she here to watch the sideshow ex-
hibit as it danced around, curtsied and tipped its motley hat?

The façade of mother she flaunts for others wears thin on 
her only daughter. I’m not into games. I’m into discovering 
who I am now. Uncovering who I am now…

I swing my legs to the side of the bed.
“Darling, what are you doing?” Her care is more out of dis-

comfort than genuine empathy. 
I start to unravel the gauze. 
“Darling…Beth, darling. I-I should call a nurse.” She rises 

from the chair, the plush blue cushion sighing at her retreat. 
As she passes in front of me, I reach out and grab her arm.

Contact. 
She yelps, a clipped expression of shock. 
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I hold tight.
“Baby, you’re hurting me.”
“Fuck you, mother,” I say, the last word an abomination. 
“Let me go,” she says, and I release her. She continues to 

the door, looking back as I pull off the last of the gauze. “Oh, 
my…” Her face is much as the doctor’s when I asked about 
damage.

There’s something here I do not understand. Now is the 
time to get a clue. 

The door swooshes closed as she exits. I hear the tap-tap-
tapping of her expensive boots and her whiny voice fade as 
she rounds a corner.

I rise, gather my gumption as well as my balance, joints 
popping and muscles straining, and wobble what one might 
view as drunkenly toward the bathroom. 

I step inside and flick the switch.
The light causes my eyes to water, yet I do not close them. 

There is too much to take in. The doctor’s and my mother’s 
confusion made…not exactly clear but finding its footing. 

I wonder as to why I was not in a burn unit. Perhaps my 
strangeness defied protocol. 

I think about my absent father and the shadow that is my 
mother.

I think about my true parents, the only ones who could 
have created the masterpiece that is…me. 

I laugh. The sound rises with the tenacious grind of a 
train seeking refuge from Hell. But it’s not refuge I seek. It is 
completion. 

I am…
Almost there. 
Almost me. 
I scrounge through the brown bag that sat on the floor next 

to the woman who called herself my mother. Mother, sweet 
mother, left clothes, shoes. As if she thought I was leaving 
anytime soon. 

The details here do not matter. What matters is my quest. 
Quickly dressing, I gather the strength to tumble out the win-
dow, my legs acclimating to the task, and sprint away.
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Darkness is my shroud, my features muted by light and 
shadow. I may look curious to the few stragglers and homeless, 
but the image will fade as they slump in beds made of concrete 
and dream of strange creatures. 

I will be the strange creature they thought they saw before 
Morpheus takes them to the places their personal demons 
frolic. 

My breath is harsh, pluming amidst the two A.M. chill. 
Sunrise is hours away. My pace is swift. I will make it to the 
apartment well before the sun’s gleaming stare points me out 
to others, who will pray I am a nightmare of which they want 
to pinch themselves in hopes of awakening into the real world. 

Not a very promising choice, I think, veering toward 
Stafford’s choices, and wonder as to his fear. All he had re-
searched, a lie. With what he owned, the book that burned per-
haps to ash along with my face, why did he not pursue its gifts? 

Then I remember inhaling the deep, pungent aroma of ink 
and old pages, parchment allusions made tangible with what 
I have learned. Even through the thickening smog of my own 
burning flesh. I wonder what remains of the book. I wonder if 
any of it is salvageable, and if it is even there, in that apartment. 
Would the police or the fire department have taken it away, the 
grotesque scene one in need of answers they would never get, 
even with what remains of the book, if anything? Did the book 
burn to ash, never to be deciphered again? 

Were these questions and more never to be answered? 
Perhaps my physical condition was one to answer ques-

tions…or inspire more. 
Would his ex-wives and ex-girlfriends have answers for the 

questions ricocheting in my reeling thoughts? 
Was I so close to something, a true revelation and not just 

the opening of the door the hospital mirror presented? 
Would I be left adrift, this monstrous creature no one 

would lay eyes on without feeling bile rise and tickle the back 
of their throat?

Too many questions, with answers doubtful. 
I only knew the apartment might hold another key, this 
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one invisible and to be slipped into the lock of the mind, help-
ing me figure out my present predicament. 

I think back to Stafford again, and his denial of the book 
and the gifts it held. I remember him saying his father was the 
one who was into the dark stuff, the black arts. I remember 
him and his knowledge, never something he embraced, more 
a necessity. Keeping it at bay. Keeping something at bay. I had 
loose threads in need of braiding. My interest only over the 
last few years, leading up to him, and this. Yet I know I have 
a stronger internal foundation as to why I have this interest 
now. He, on the other hand—I sense he was afraid of things, 
of his father’s legacy of forbidden knowledge, yet that knowl-
edge sat in the back of his brain, rocking to and fro, waiting, 
waiting. 

He chose punk rock aesthetics, the red hair, blue beard, 
anarchist’s attitude, but had not the heart to truly embrace it 
all. Surface level, like the tattoos. He was a lunatic, but it was 
a lunatic by choice, not a part of his essence. 

My essence, well…
I thought of my spare minutes with the book and know it 

was mine, all mine. As Maria had suggested. Meant for me: its 
history and its promise. Welcoming me as a parent to a child. 

No, not the book, but those who wrote it. Those whose 
dark wisdom bled onto those pages. 

I think of what I am doing, and why am I here, tearing the 
yellow police tape from the door and turning the knob. 

I knew it would open. 
The key was with Stafford. It might have dropped and scat-

tered amidst the chaos. The dead ex-wives and ex-girlfriends 
might have hidden it. These thoughts filter through me as I 
step through the door and gently close it behind me.

Breathing deep, the taint of burned flesh and burned pa-
per—burned old paper—tweaks my nostrils. Not strongly, it’s 
been over two weeks since the incident. But enough to bring 
tears to my eyes.

I brush my wrist over the less damaged skin around my 
eyes, courtesy of Stafford’s insistence I see what I am to see 
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but not what he expected me to see, and lightly thumb the 
layers and layers of the flesh of my face, and wander to the 
middle of the room. 

I turn in circles, waiting for something to happen. 
“Why am I here?” I say aloud. 
“You’ve come home,” Maria says.
“Not home. This is Hell.” Doreen, frightened, yet hiding in 

the darkest part of the room. She steps out and reconsiders 
options when she sees me more clearly. No light in the room 
but the moon peering through cracked glass.

She begins to weep.
“What’s happened to your face?” she says. 
“Yes, what’s happening to your face?” Darlene, roaming 

along the periphery; perhaps the periphery of this world and 
another. 

From happened to happening. I wonder…
I am…
In transition?
“You know what’s happening, don’t you, dearest?” Maria 

says. Her voice is vinegar-laced, joyful. 
“I am…not sure.”
“Perhaps not,” she says. “But you have an inkling of what’s 

happening, don’t you.”
“The book—”
“Yes.” Not a question, a statement. 
Shadows thicken where the others gather. Not Maria. She 

wants what I have but does not court jealousy in anticipation 
of what I am…becoming.

Then I realize there is no book to be found here. Not 
exactly…

“You are beautiful,” Maria says, stepping back, eyes wide 
in awe. She starts to chant. Her wish one for true resurrection, 
out of the spirit realm and into the flesh. Her understanding 
is distorted. To be as she is and to welcome the possibilities of 
discovering her true self—oh, what bliss she would experience.

As I am swiftly learning. 
My final statement, one of triumph. A statement mocking 
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Stafford’s misguided damnation, as if he had the power to dis-
tribute such a thing. My true name revealed as the leaves of 
my face flap wildly. 

(I am…) 
Maria buckles to her knees in rapture, palms raised to the 

black heavens awaiting trespass through me. “Yes! Yes!” 
(I am…)
As if another match has been flung to my head, thoughts 

spark and smolder through me as I read the leaves…
(I am…)

—the passage of eons, words and rituals, chants and spells 
scribbled in blood, ink, and fever sweat hallucinations; seeing 
too deeply, yet not enough…

(I am…)
—my absent fathers, human and…not, mad poets and mad 

geniuses and mad creatures culled from the rim of forever, 
the wasteland dwellers, both here and…out there…

(I am…) 
My voice, a howl, a tolling bell, the time has come—now!

“I am—”
That is not dead which can eternal lie.
And with strange aeons even death may die 

“—The Necronomicon!”
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Beautiful
“Everything has its beauty but not everyone sees it.”

—Confucius

We are beautiful.
We of nine limbs and three pleasant smiles. We, with 
we one great silver eye and many large breasts. We, 

one of a kind and special because of it.
We are beautiful.
They, male they and female they, sit across from we, ugly 

in they gray and navy-blue fabric, ashamed of they naked flesh. 
We understand they shame, though. Two arms, two legs, two 
eyes, two of they, everything so uniform. Just like all the rest 
of they.

Not special like we.
Granmama made we clothing before we born, sewed 

shirts and pants, but we did not fit those clothes. We are dif-
ferent. Special. Granmama still made clothing, for hobby, in 
Granmama’s sewing room. But we always naked to show off 
we beautiful we. 

They, male they and female they, are sent to we from so-
cial services, as Granmama said they would be. Initially, social 
services wanted to take we from we home in the heart of a city 
we have never walked. We have only seen out we one window 
and not often. It so disgusts we. They so disgust we. 

This apartment, all we have ever known. Ever since 
Granmama died, it is as if in discovering we, all of they scrunch 
they noses and crinkle they faces in repulsion of such beauty. 
Granmama warned we they would not understand we. 
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But Granmama left we well off, apartment paid for years, 
we only issue, missing Granmama and Granmama’s stories. 
So, social services sent the male they and female they to help 
we. 

Granmama used to entertain we with stories of we kind. 
We beautiful we. Now, we have no idea about how to handle 
these things. Granmama made sure social services under-
stood this much. Made sure we would get help. But because 
we cannot speak, they think we stupid. We are not stupid, we 
just cannot speak. At least not in a language as minor as they 
language. 

We can think and we can listen and we can listen deeper 
into they minds. That is we language, within. 

We of nine limbs and three pleasant smiles and one great 
silver eye and many large breasts, we are special, and they are 
not.

Listening: 
“There’s no way I’m staying here with that freak, Dan,” the 

female they says. “Can you actually tell me you want to look 
at it every day for who knows how long? Can you really com-
prehend such an anatomical atrocity? I mean, what the hell is 
it? It’s as if God tossed three, four…how many people into a 
blender and set it on mix and spat it out and…”

“She’s not deaf, y’know?” the male they who the female 
they calls Dan says. 

“She? You gotta be kidding me. She’s about as much a 
woman as you are. Hell, 

no way is she…is it even human.” We watch the female 
they fidget, wringing hands as if dirty. “I’ll quit first if Broggs 
thinks I’m cleaning shit from that thing’s ass. I’ll quit if he 
thinks I’m going to feed that thing. Those drooling mouths…” 
With we one great silver eye, we watch the female they face 
contort. So ugly is they. 

“They can…she can feed herself.” Dan holds up papers as 
they say this. “It says here, she can feed herself.”

The female they shakes head again and again.
“Look. It’s the job. I need the money. Don’t bail on this one, 

Sarah. Don’t bail on me.”
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“I’m not bailing on you. Just on that thing.” Staring at we 
again, yet not trying to. “Fuck! Doesn’t it ever blink?”

“Broggs’ll have your ass—”
“Screw Broggs. I’m out of here. This is one caregiver posi-

tion I don’t care about.”
“Sarah…”
“No. No way. You can’t talk me into splitting shifts with 

you and that.” The female they who Dan calls Sarah shakes 
Sarah’s head some more and we watch Sarah rise swiftly from 
the hardback chair, glance at we with Sarah’s face twisted, 
and slam the door as Sarah leaves. We watch Dan pull out 
Dan’s cell phone from Dan’s pants pocket, like Granmama’s 
cell phone that Granmama rarely used, and call they who is 
Broggs.

Listening:
“Sarah’s outta here. What? Yes…Yes, I’ll do the job.” 

Glancing at we, we smile. Dan’s look confuses we, so we listen 
deeper:

I can’t lose this job, but why her. Why her? But I need the 
money. Can’t just walk away. Can’t. Tracy’ll kill me. But look 
at her. Look at her!

We know Dan’s confusion must be inspired by we beau-
tiful we. Dan has a partner, the they he calls Tracy, and Dan 
must sense the strain being with we for twelve hours a day 
might impact on Dan’s relationship. Because we beauty is so 
overwhelming, even to ugly they. Even if they do not under-
stand. Yet. 

We watch Dan flip cell phone closed and Dan turns to we 
and says, “Well, according to the schedule, it should be time 
for your lunch.”

We smile with we three pleasant smiles and Dan’s face 
does what Sarah’s did. Dan must already be sensing the ten-
sion of being around we beautiful we. We spread we five arms 
out, an invitation for a hug we might find disgusting, but it is 
how we attempt to let Dan know it is all right. We also know 
we have taken a big step as Granmama said we would have to, 
in order to let they know we just want to be friend, even if they 



John Claude Smith

177

ugly. Granmama told we it was the only way we would be able 
to get along when Granmama gone. So we try for Granmama. 

We will become friend to Dan.
After three weeks, we have grown accustomed to Dan. They 

other assistant, a female they called Doris, not so much. But 
Doris is mostly around while we sleep, only here to get we 
breakfast and help clean we in the morning. Dan shows up soon 
thereafter and spends the waking hours with we. Dan is duti-
ful and courteous. Dan even call we by we name, Belladonna. 
Doris grunts and has a face of dark clouds. Dan smiles.

Yes, we like Dan.
On this day, though, Dan is sad. Dan’s face is dark clouds 

as Doris’s face, but different dark clouds
We listen deeper:
How could you leave me, Tracy? How could you go? I 

thought we were building a life together. I thought we were 
good to go.

And empty space. We listen deeper and sense empty space. 
We sad for Dan. We do not know how to help Dan but think 
perhaps now a hug would help. We spread we five arms wide 
and welcome him into we embrace. He smiles but it is not a 
smile.

We listen deeper:
Empty space.
Later, Dan receives a phone call. We listen:
“I really can’t stay here tonight, Doris. Look…no, you look. 

You call Broggs. Have him send somebody down here now.” 
And pause, face shifting, clouds still dark. “Look, you know I 
normally would, but…” And pause, face shifting, clouds still 
dark, angry. Then awash in nothing, as if empty again. Or still.

We listen deeper:
Why argue with her? Going home isn’t going home? It’s 

no longer a home. It’s my private hell. Why not stay? Because 
you want to get plastered and bury your misery in the drink, 
that’s why? Your usual way out, Danny-boy. Fucking pathet-
ic asshole!

We listen:
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“Fine.” Shaking empty face. “Fine. But you need to be here 
tomorrow, and early.” 

Dan closes his cell phone and sighs heavily. 
“Aw, Belladonna,” Dan says, looking at we with empty eyes. 
We roll on we many limbs behind Dan as Dan goes into the 

kitchen. 
“It’s not dinner time yet,” Dan says. 
We not thinking about dinner. We just want Dan to be 

happy.
We watch as Dan goes through cabinets up high. Dan 

brightens up. Dan’s face like sun breaking through dark 
clouds. Dan pulls down two bottles. We do not know what is 
in bottles, but Dan seems happy to have found them, so we 
happy for Dan.

Later, after dinner and when we are to go to bed, Dan helps 
we up into bed, tucks we in. Just like Granmama used to do. 
Dan turns off the light when Dan leaves, closes door, but not 
all the way. We feel anxious. Dan’s face so sad, but we do not 
know what to do to help Dan. Dan is we friend. 

We lie in bed and listen:
We hear the rarely used television, voices, nothing more.
Time passes, and sleep is near, when we keen ear holes 

hear Dan sobbing.
We quietly slide out of bed and roll into the room with the 

television. The lights are off, but the light from the television 
shines on Dan’s face. Dan is lying on the sofa and sobbing be-
tween swigs of whatever is in the bottle. One bottle is on the 
floor next to the sofa. It is on its side. Dan has already drunk 
that entire one. We wonder why Dan drinks from the bottles 
if it does not make Dan happy, as we initially thought they 
would. 

We listen deeper:
Such clutter, such confusion. No clarity. 
We enter the room, but Dan seems oblivious to we presence. 
We approach Dan slowly. We do not know what to do but 

to try and be supportive. Let Dan know we know Dan sad and 
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we sad for Dan. We want to help.
We step in front of the television. Light passes through we 

webbing between limbs. We are so beautiful.
Dan moans something we cannot make out and reaches 

up with Dan’s left hand to touch one of we many large breasts 
and moans again. 

We not sure what to do, but Dan almost smiles. Perhaps 
this will make Dan happy. To admire we beautiful we. To fi-
nally understand we beautiful we. 

Dan sits up and reaches out with both hands and touches 
one, two, and then all of we many large breasts. We feel blood 
rushing through we. We feel strange wetness in we vagina, 
which trickles down into we belly button. We do not under-
stand, but now Dan seems happier and we want Dan happy. 
But this feels wrong. Not wrong, just different. Different. 

We not sure what is going on.
We listen deeper:
We cannot hear Dan at all. 
We breath grows rapid. 
Dan rises up and with eyes that do not look like Dan’s eyes, 

smiles. We confused. We do not understand what we are feel-
ing and why we cannot listen deeper.

Dan pulls Dan’s shirt over Dan’s head and shows us Dan’s 
nakedness. We are repulsed. We want no more of this. 

Dan unzips Dan’s pants and slips out of them. Dan slides 
down Dan’s other, smaller pants. Dan is completely naked 
and not ashamed as Dan should be. So ugly. So ugly. We want 
to leave but Dan moves closer, hands caressing we many large 
breasts. We are confused. We do not understand sensations. 
Dan’s body is hard against us. Dan wants hug now, but we 
do not want hug now. Something wrong. Something different. 
No, something wrong. 

Then Dan pushes we to sofa and as Dan massages too 
roughly now we many large breasts, Dan seems in a frenzy as 
Dan puts Dan’s penis in we vagina.

We many limbs try to push Dan away, but then in we con-
fusion, we feel something different. Something so different. 
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We do not know what this feeling is, but Dan seems to feel 
it, too. All of a sudden, we feel as dark clouds pouring rain 
sunlight burning silver like we one great eye and Dan screams 
and we feel within we Dan wet, too. Wet with force. Hot with-
in we vagina. We feel we—

—changing.
We flesh begins to melt. We many limbs and many large 

breasts feel liquid. We vagina clenches Dan’s penis and Dan 
screams even louder, a sound like nothing we have ever heard. 
Dan seems hurt. Yet Dan seems to want more hurt. We can-
not help we body. We have no control. We continue to clench 
Dan’s penis but we body is changing, melting, melting away…

“Oh, my God,” Dan says. We reach up to push Dan away 
even as we vagina holds on to Dan’s penis. We reach up to 
push Dan away and only two arms push Dan. 

Dan smiles in a way we have never seen.
We listen deeper:
We hear nothing still. 
What is going on?
We finally pull we body from Dan, Dan’s penis still erect 

as it has been since Dan’s intrusion. Dan’s trespass. We stand 
and look down on we and see two arms, two legs, two breasts…

We scream, a sound never emitted from we. We scream 
and it is a scream of anguish. Of rage.

“What has Dan done to we?”
“Belladonna, you can talk!”
Dan seems happy about this, too. Dan seems so happy now. 

We not happy, though. We not happy at all. We feel so wrong.
“What have Dan done to we?”
Dan reaches up to we, standing now, hands touching we 

on sides. Eyes taking in we ugliness. 
We scream again and run to kitchen. 
“This cannot be, Dan. We are no longer beautiful.”
Dan chases us into the kitchen. 
“Beautiful? Oh, Belladonna, you are the most beautiful 

woman I have ever seen.”
“We are not beautiful women. We are repugnant. We want 
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we back,” we say, as we turn and shove knife into Dan’s chest. 
Dan stumbles backward, falls. The look on Dan’s face is 

shock. This is what we feel, so perhaps Dan understands we 
sadness. Perhaps Dan understands what Dan has done to we. 

“Belladonna,” Dan says, gurgling and spitting blood from 
Dan’s mouth as blood gushes from Dan’s chest.

“We are not we beautiful we anymore. And we need to 
be we beautiful we again, Dan,” we say, as we drag Dan to 
Granmama’s sewing room, even as Dan squirms defenseless 
below we. But we do not care if Dan understands or not. For 
what Dan has done to we, making we ugly, we do not care if 
Dan understands or not. 

Afterward, we are not the same, but we try. We try to be we 
beautiful we.

Doris shows up as we sit on the sofa, television still on from 
last night. They nonsense. We sit up proud as Doris turns to 
face we and lets out a tiny scream of surprise.

We must have succeeded. Perhaps we are even more beau-
tiful than before.

Doris approaches we slowly. Doris’s always dark clouds 
face is now contorted much as Sarah’s had been distorted 
when Sarah left. Doris glances away from we, around the 
apartment, and sees the open door to Granmama’s sewing 
room, where we left the remains of Dan. 

We did not need all of Dan.
“What have you done?”
We smile we one remaining pleasant smile and one stitched 

on pleasant smile.
“What have you done?”
Doris takes out Doris’s cell phone with shaking hand. 
We listen:
“Broggs. You need to come to Belladonna’s apartment now. 

No, Broggs. No. She’s… Dan’s dead. What? She…She cut him 
up. She killed him and cut him up. She’s different, not the 
same. What? She’s… It’s as if something happened and…” 
And pause, listening to Broggs. “She’s sitting in front of me, 
on the sofa. She’s got Dan’s arms and legs stitched to slits in 
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her flesh at her shoulders and hips. She’s got…she’s…” Pause 
again, speechless. We beauty must make Doris speechless. 

“She’s like…like a Frankenstein’s monster version of who she 
was. Of what she was. You need to get here now. Get some-
body here, now. What? No, not long. I can’t stay here long, 
goddamnit. Haven’t you been listening to me? Get somebody 
here, now!”

Doris closes Doris’s cell phone and backs away toward 
the front door. Doris places Doris’s hand on the door handle. 
Doris must be eager for Broggs to show up. To show Broggs 
we beautiful we. Doris stares at us with strange look in Doris’s 
eyes.

We listen deeper:

Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God.
We must inspire awe now. God-like. We stand and open 

we two functioning arms and two Dan arms toward Doris, to 
offer Doris a hug. Doris leans away from we, back pressed to 
the door. We understand Doris’s apprehension. Doris has 
never seen such beauty. 

We are beautiful. So beautiful. More beautiful than before. 
The most beautiful thing in the world.

“There is no exquisite beauty…without some strangeness in 
the proportion.” 

—Edgar Allan Poe
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Chrysalis

“What in the…?”
The black bird plunked down on the kitchen tiles and 
skidded along the floor to Regina’s feet. She turned 

and immediately took to standing on her tip-toes before her 
balance wavered and she set her heels back down on each side 
of the trembling creature. She shuffled to one side, the shock 
of the intrusion one to shake her out of the doldrums of her 
dreary existence. 

While listlessly washing the dishes, she’d once again been 
daydreaming about suicide as a legitimate goal in life. A goal 
she knew she was too weak to attain. She used to write bleak, 
depressive poetry, which might seem a cliché many maudlin 
young girls on the cusp of womanhood undertake, but her as-
pirations and talent were obvious. A few years later, as Regina 
had begun to make a name for herself, the weight of her dead 
whale marriage crushed her Muse. She allowed real misery to 
derail her burgeoning writing career before it truly got off the 
ground. It sank without a struggle, an anchor tied to the ankle 
of promise. 

Like Plath and Sexton and so many other lesser-known 
suicide butterflies, her inspiration to end it all might be strong, 
but she was not. She often spent days contemplating how they 
did it, more so because many had children, a responsibility 
Regina believed she would take to heart, though there was no 
certainty. 

Nonetheless, she had nothing but the crushing weight and 
no hope to hold on to. She had no excuses.

She’d stick it out, having wanted a divorce from Derek for 
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eight of the nine years of their marriage, and end up melting 
like the ice cubes in the green plastic cup drained of cheap 
white wine she’d been nursing while drying the dishes.

The bird squirmed toward her, its beak moving in an odd 
way that made her think it wanted something from her, or to 
say something to her.

“Derek!” 
As she called for her husband, she glanced quickly toward 

the window. There were no holes in the crosshatched netting 
of the screen, but it was ajar, something Derek liked to do 
when smoking in the house and dropping ash onto the dirt 
next to the neglected rose bushes outside the window. She of-
ten wished the ash would ignite the roses and set the house on 
fire, preferably while she slept. Even if she were wide awake 
and trapped within the flaming abode, the inhaled smoke and 
inevitable incineration would be worth it. The bird must have 
squeezed through the opening.

Regina held the dishtowel in her clenched left hand and 
called Derek again. 

Again, he failed to respond. 
The bird wobbled as it moved, wings feigning fingers as 

it tried to crawl toward her. A sound emitted from the bird’s 
throat like nothing she’d ever heard before. Regina thought 
the sound the bird made might be its final death throes. She 
sighed heavily and knelt, clenching the towel in both hands, 
prepared to scoop up the bird and send it out the front door. 
But the bird followed the strange sound with a curious, ululat-
ing groan, something too human in tonality. Regina shot back 
up to a standing position, backing away. 

The bird trembled, then stopped stone still, its wings and 
talons held at odd angles. A clear liquid pulsed out of the bird, 
coating its whole body. Birds didn’t sweat, did they? No, what 
she was witnessing was impossible. 

Impossible as it was, the presence of the liquid did not 
last long, as it was, somehow, absorbed back within the again 
trembling creature. 

“Derek,” Regina cried again, unhinged by this unfamiliar 
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display. The sight made Regina queasy. Her head grew light, a 
balloon lost from the grip of a child and eaten by a hungry sky. 

From above, she heard a sound not unlike the bird’s groan, 
and movement, the heavy weight of her husband as his shoes 
stamped the floor and he paced toward the door of the com-
puter room, where he did most of his so-called work, and to-
ward the stairs. 

There was no swiftness in his pace, but she sensed his an-
noyance as he hesitated at the door. It might be an honest ex-
ample of who they were now as a couple, but she didn’t care 
about this perception or his annoyance as she yelled, “Hurry.” 

The glistening black bird, seeming no worse for wear, 
turned to Regina and vocalized something she could not make 
out, yet she knew it was language. She stumbled backward, 
braced herself on the rim of the sturdy oak dining table, yet 
felt she might still crumble, having observed such an unlikely 
scene. 

The bird repeated the sentence before it took flight, ma-
neuvering itself out the opening it had entered with nary a 
rattle of the screen. 

“What’s wrong,” Derek said, as the heels to his shoes 
squeaked to a halt on the recently waxed tiles. 

“It talked,” Regina said.
Derek looked at her quizzically, which was a step up from 

the malaise that usually adorned his face. 
Regina shook her head. “There was a bird. It landed on the 

floor and…and….” 
What could she say that might make sense?
“Talked? A bird tweeted. Perhaps cawed.” Derek looked 

around the room. “What bird?”
“It…It flew away.”
Derek whistled as if he’d heard a tall tale to beat all tall 

tales ever told. The look on his face exaggerated what the 
whistle expressed. If not for the circumstances, his comically 
cruel reaction would inspire Regina to slap him, as if she ever 
really would. She hadn’t yet. 

Then again, slapping the smug expression right off his face 
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was another regular goal for her. Just like suicide. Neither of 
which had, as yet, been within range of success. 

“So, this sick bird tweeted or cawed and you, in your usual 
alcohol-infused confusion” —Derek swiveled his focus from 
Regina toward the almost empty bottle of wine— “thought it 
said something to you, eh?” 

What could she say? Sure, she drank. It got her through the 
day, this life. But she knew what she’d heard. It was more hu-
man than animal, even if it wasn’t something she understood. 

Derek cut the condescending manner and said, “Don’t 
call me for every goddamn hallucination your drunk ass sees, 
okay? I’m too busy to deal with any of your shit.”

He turned and stomped up the stairs, his pace now brisk. 
As if running away from her. He had work to get to. Important 
work. As usual. 

There was never any time for her anymore. There hadn’t 
been for years.

Their world was already back to grim normal.
Regina grabbed a pen and the notepad she had set next to 

a clear vase cluttered with blackened flowers and spent the 
next ten minutes putting together what she ended up deem-
ing were the appropriate stream of letters to convey what the 
bird had said, though not once did she say them out loud. 
Afterward, she re-wrote the sentence at the top of a page at 
the back of the notepad and allowed the days’ debris to sift 
out of her head as she took a swig from the bottle of wine and 
thought about death. Suicide or murder, did it matter?

~

Regina lived the lie for the first year of her marriage to Derek 
Trumbell. She played the role of doting wife, but she knew 
early on she’d made a big mistake. Before they were married, 
he’d shown interest, courtesy, compassion. It may have some-
times seemed a bit tempered, but it was always there. It was 
as if in saying “I do,” he’d turned a switch off on these traits 
and became this loathsome creature she had never witnessed 
before in their one-year courtship. 
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Carrie, one of Regina’s best friends back then—she’d lost track 
of her a couple years into the marriage—told her about how after 
she’d gotten married, her husband, Paul, had turned into a com-
pletely different man. He’d insist on sex, when and how he wanted 
it, and nothing much else. He’d also grown physically and verbally 
abusive. Why she stayed with him, she did not know. The courage 
to leave, to even suggest such a thing, was met with a backhand 
and rage that ended up rubbing her vagina raw as he raped her.

Derek didn’t even give Regina that much attention. Their sex 
life after the first lean year of marriage had dwindled to a couple of 
quick fucks a year, nothing more. On occasion, Regina wished he 
would show her something more, something of substance. Even 
rape her, if it meant true passion, albeit passion triggered by an-
ger, frustration, or whatever it was about her presence that riled 
his nerves. 

Regina wondered why he’d asked her to marry him if all he 
really wanted was a dog to kick, again and again. She’d asked him 
repeatedly over the first few years of their time together why he 
married her if he could not stand her. He never answered her. The 
last couple times she’d brought it up, he only smiled, a cruel slit 
that told her enough. She didn’t really need to hear any of his lies, 
or the harsh truth.

She felt like a ghost in her own life. 

~

While sitting on a light blue plastic lawn chair she kept at 
one end of the front porch, reading a book that collected the 
notebooks of poet Marina Tsvataeva—another suicide butter-
fly whose existence was a Hell beyond anything Regina could 
imagine—Regina turned down the corner of a page as she 
paused, closing the book. She often read biographies about 
other poets, not that she qualified herself as anything more 
than one who might have been under different circumstanc-
es, sensing a kinship to the Hell many of her favorites had 
endured. 

In a way, it almost cheered her up, to know she was not 
alone. 
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She leaned toward the tiny table next to the chair, taking 
the green plastic cup into her fingers, and brought it to her dry 
lips. Cheap white wine, this batch poured from a cardboard 
box, wet her lips. 

She sipped then gulped, no need to show restraint. The 
sooner she finished the box of wine, the sooner her head might 
turn into a wicked playground of nonsense thoughts, alleviat-
ing the pain of her own being.

Distraction was a welcome departure from the days’ bland 
routine. 

This was how most days were spent. Most days smeared 
into one long nightmare of which she could not awaken. 

From a knothole in the planks at her feet, she watched 
a large beetle thrust itself through. What perseverance, she 
thought. What strength! Can I borrow some?

The beetle tilted its black, smooth curvilinear head toward 
her, antennae twitching as it made a strange clacking sound. 

Regina was reminded of the bird, but this wasn’t as unusu-
al. Perhaps beetles made strange clacking sounds. As long as 
it didn’t start singing The Beatles’ “Help!” she was fine with 
that.

But then the beetle made another sound, one that did re-
late to the sounds the bird made, and Regina planted her feet 
on the planks and slid her chair back, banging it against the 
wall. 

“What the heck? This cannot be happening again.” 
But it was happening again, as the beetle abruptly flipped 

over on its back and started to tremble. Its tiny legs bicycled 
rapidly, moving in uncommon ways. Or so Regina thought the 
sight uncommon. 

Then the exhibition ceased, the beetle stuck in a position 
Regina could not imagine it had the wherewithal or strength 
or whatever beetles had, to hold so still.

She also noticed it was coated in a clear liquid, but in no-
ticing this, the liquid, as with the liquid that had coated the 
bird, had begun to be absorbed into the beetle. She raised her 
fingers toward her lips. A belch of unease gurgled and scraped 
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her throat, before exiting her mouth. The beetle trembled 
again and flipped itself over.

The sounds that followed unnerved her, but she took it in, 
this bizarre “message.” The beetle did not repeat it, had no 
reason to. She sensed it could tell she was paying attention. 
She sensed, as absurd as it might be, that the beetle’s message 
was for her. 

Afterward, the beetle burrowed back into the knothole and 
under the porch, where Regina imagined many more beetles 
kept it company. She grabbed the cardboard box of wine, won-
dering if, finally, alcohol was turning her brain into mindless 
sludge that found amusement in the impossible. Maybe she 
was going insane. 

She didn’t think this would be a bad development. 
But this thought was dashed as she made way into the 

house she never called home, and toward the dining table, 
where her notepad and pen sat amidst curled black petals. 
Regina spent only a few minutes this time, the unknown lan-
guage not a deterrent to what she knew she heard. She gath-
ered the letters together, shaped and re-shaped them until 
a single line was made clear to her. She opened the notepad 
to the back page, where she’d written the previous line, and 
wrote this one below it. 

She thought of it as her most honest poem ever, even as 
she did not know what it all meant. Even as it was unfinished, 
a work in progress. Would she ever know what it meant? Was 
it unfinished, or was this all that would be revealed to her? All 
she knew for sure was this collision of disconnected letters 
and syllables that frolicked in her head, yet to pass by her lips 
and land in her ears, made more sense than anything she’d 
ever written before. It was as if something deep inside had 
been awakened. 

She smiled a rare smile at the inanity of it all. Were dying 
and born again creatures now her Muses? 

What was she thinking? What was she doing? What in the 
world was going on around her with these sick creatures send-
ing her messages she could not understand? 
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No matter. She took a large glass from the dish tray, a glass 
meant for dinner and not the long hours in-between, and filled 
it to the brim with wine, gulping eagerly, slaking her thirst 
and the impending sensation that, yes, perhaps she was going 
insane. 

Did she really want insanity?
Did she really want the bleak status quo to continue?
She closed the notepad and pushed it toward the clear 

glass vase. She noticed a crack along the left side, from the lip 
to halfway down. 

The symbolism was hard to ignore. 

~

A few days later, the white wine replaced by red, this time from 
a bottle again, she found herself anxious for more messages. 
She refilled a green plastic cup and contemplated it all. What 
if what she’d received was all she would receive, and it was up 
to her to decipher it? 

She sat on the clear plastic covered brown sofa like one 
of the women trapped in an Edward Hopper painting, con-
templating the burden of existence, or perhaps her usual fan-
tasy of discovering escape routes she’d never take. Though 
the television was on, she barely acknowledged the idiocy 
that murmured from the screen. Early morning game show 
shenanigans featuring people made to squeal as if this was a 
natural state for them. She turned from the screen, her focus 
narrowed toward the large front window. The sun’s burgeon-
ing morning light brightened the yellow drapes. She could al-
ready feel the heat of the oncoming day as it settled into her 
bones, her thoughts. 

She could make out the outline of the menacing hedge that 
rimmed the lower portion of the window; menacing because 
it seemed more a moat around a castle, filled with sleek, raz-
er-fanged serpents that did not allow her to step any further 
than the front porch. Excursions beyond were always accom-
panied by Derek, except for grocery shopping, which he hated. 
He timed those brief outings, limiting her freedom, which she 
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knew was only an illusion. She was never free. The sinister king, 
the sadistic ruler of this dismal empire, made sure of this.

The moat extended to the fence that circled their house. A 
forest huddled nearby but was never explored. The remaining 
houses along their street brooded in silence, many long va-
cant, while those that weren’t were filled with people who only 
cast distorted shadows against always closed curtains. All of 
this only magnified Regina’s isolation. 

A crackling sound pulled her from her mental purgatory, 
and back to the television. The sound it made ratcheted up 
a few notches. She was sure Derek would hear this and com-
plain about the volume as garbled snippets of voices from var-
ious television shows battled for dominance. She punched the 
volume down on the remote control, then punched “off,” to no 
avail. 

What was happening?
She realized what had happened to the bird and beetle was 

improbably happening to the television as clear liquid coated 
the screen and the wooden body of the old set. The screen 
froze amidst a chaos of squiggly lines and images that ghosted 
each other, overlapping and intersecting faces snatched from 
different channels. 

Regina felt disorientated. Though she’d been anxiously 
awaiting the next message, the next line, the means of deliv-
ery—if this was, indeed, what was going to happen now—con-
fused her. 

“What the hell is all that noise?” Derek cried from above. 
His movement this time was with purpose, his shoes clomping 
toward the computer room door. 

What Regina did know was she did not want Derek to in-
terfere with whatever was in motion. This was hers. If it ended 
up as the previous two incidents had, it most definitely was for 
her and her alone. She did not want to share it with him.

The liquid disappeared, instantly absorbed back into the 
television set. Regina did not question how, it just did. 

“Are you going to answer me or what?” Derek yelled, his 
descent down the stairs almost complete.
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Regina whispered, “Tell me. Come on, tell me.”
The screen looked new, even polished clean. Images rip-

pled though, and the voice it had been using for the last fifteen 
seconds—a voice sewn together from many throats—spoke a 
sentence. She closed her eyes and concentrated, took it in, let 
the sounds roll over on her mind’s tongue; let the unknown 
language burrow into her ears, her brain. 

“What are you doing?” Derek asked, though the room had 
fallen silent. 

Regina opened her eyes, quick to respond. “I dropped the 
remote and stepped on it while trying to retrieve it. Accidently 
punched the volume up.” She reached over and took the green 
plastic cup in her fingers, raising it to her lips. She never 
looked away from him as she swallowed what remained. 

“Don’t be such a fucking klutz.” His response was par for 
the weed-straggled course. 

“Yeah, whatever you say, honey,” Regina said, but it was 
dismissive, as if what he’d said, what he’d done and said for 
years, was of no consequence to her anymore. A rare sign of 
defiance.

“Bitch,” he said, under his breath as he turned and scaled 
the stairs in haste. 

Regina smiled a rare smile again. She lifted herself from 
the sofa and padded toward the dining table, the notepad and 
pen. She didn’t even need to scratch notes on another page, so 
certain of the clipped flow and shape of the sentence the tele-
vision had spoken to her. As she opened the notepad to the 
last page, she jotted the third sentence below the other two. 

Though it did not make sense to her, whatever was hap-
pening gave her a purpose beyond praying for a plane to crash 
into the house, or perhaps for a sink hole to swallow it whole. 
She would take this over anything else she’d experienced for 
too long. She would take this and hold it close to her bosom, 
and cherish it.

She couldn’t wait for the next line. 

~
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The nightly ritual: a shower and cleaning up because, as her 
long dead mother used to say, “cleanliness is next to Godliness.” 
Regina scowled at the thought. Cleanliness put her right next 
to the devil, in a bed they still shared—at his insistence, but 
for what purpose? —so she took her time and scrubbed until 
her cheeks were red. And scrubbed some more. 

The longer she took, the less time she’d have to spend in 
Derek’s presence. Another goal, perhaps one within reach. 

She thought about the bird, the beetle, the television, and 
wondered what face her next messenger would wear. She won-
dered this as she lifted her face from the sink, the water warm 
and it was something to relish, and stared into the mirror. 

She visually traced her tired features, the lines tight around 
her mouth. The lack of lines around her eyes, indicating a life 
bereft of happiness. There was no joy here, no vanity to speak 
of, either. She was still a young woman, but the hours spent in 
limbo tormented her beyond her years.

When the image in the mirror blinked out of sync, Regina 
raised her hand to her mouth, eclipsing a gasp. The arms of 
the Regina in the mirror remained at its side, no fingers to the 
lips. Then the image reared its head back and started to laugh, 
and it wasn’t some quiet giggle. It was boisterous, with intent. 

There was a moment that hung slack as the image stopped 
and stared back at Regina. The connection sparked to life: 
understanding. 

Regina started to laugh as well. 
“What’s so funny in there?” Derek asked, the edges of his 

question trimmed in irritation. 
Regina only stared at the image and nodded her head to-

ward it. 
The image howled with glee. 
“Goddamnit! What the…?” Derek pounded on the door. 
Regina heard the next line in her head. The Regina in the 

mirror twirled once, so full of elation. 
Regina heard the line—the final line, she now understood—

and stared back into her reflection in the mirror. Though 
echoes of laughter still circled above her, Regina’s reflection 
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was once again aligned to her actual movement. 
Along with the final line, she heard the voice of the Regina 

in the mirror say in her head, “You will need all four lines, 
not just one, as those before you have shown you. All four for 
rebirth. A means to an end. Our gift to you.” The voice was 
so close to her own voice, yet brimmed with self-assurance, 
something Regina never expressed.

The pounding on the door became frantic. 
Regina was all teeth and purpose as she unlocked the door. 

Derek practically stumbled into the bathroom. 
“What’s so fucking funny? Shouldn’t you be getting your 

lazy ass into bed instead of causing havoc all by your lone-
some in here?” Derek’s eyes were red with fury. 

Regina tilted her head and glared at him, staring at the 
man she’d grown to despise. She stared into the face of her 
personal, monster-riddled abyss. 

She spoke the first line and buckled to the floor. A shadow 
of something indescribable passed before her eyes. She felt as 
if she were going blind. 

“What did you say?” Derek hovered over her. Regina peered 
up at him and saw through the dimming light of her vision, 
the vilest creature she’d ever seen. Something inhuman, but 
so close to human. She thought, demon, but that was too mea-
ger an association. 

Her vision went black. 
She heard the Regina in the mirror whisper in her head, 

“Four lines and freedom.”
Regina recited the second line, her body jerking in spasms 

as she flipped over onto her back. It felt like her organs were 
being turned into mush, all function derailed. She opened her 
mouth wide as possible, gasped for air but it was all in an-
guish. She felt the mysterious liquid exit pores, water boiling 
over the rim of the pot. 

She heard Derek’s voice and only made out his shock and 
confusion, but not the words spoken. All sound was white 
noise. 

She was not sure if she could speak, but she tried and was 
successful as she recited the third line. 
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Her body stiffened, the liquid a hardened shell, a sheet 
of ice on a lake. She wondered if, no matter what she’d been 
shown, she was dying. Had she been drinking enough to cre-
ate this bizarre fantasy as a form of death wish? 

It did not matter, what with the circumstances escalating 
with haste. Once she realized the liquid had just as abruptly 
thawed and was being reabsorbed into her body via the hun-
gry pores that had vomited it out, Regina was not one to derail 
what was in progress. 

Somehow, she spoke the final line. The line never heard 
out loud, never scribbled in her notepad. The line only “heard” 
in her thoughts. 

Her body relaxed. Her vision cleared, came back sharper 
than ever before. Her hearing, muffled during transformation, 
centered on Derek’s distant breathing, the unhealthy wheeze, 
the uneven tempo. He had abandoned the room, just as he 
had abandoned their marriage. 

Regina rose to her feet, feeling the musculature of her 
body in ways never experienced before. She inhaled deeply 
and felt her lungs eagerly gather in the oxygen. She felt differ-
ent. She’d never felt so alive.

She turned toward the mirror and pulled her nightgown 
over her head. Her naked body glistened as polished steel. 
She inhaled deeply again, and her flesh rippled as an unset-
tled tide; silver scales danced and disappeared. She felt feral, 
an animal as much as a woman, but a woman with a purpose.

The Regina in the mirror nodded along with her. 
Regina took two firm steps into the bedroom, ears twitch-

ing, nostrils flaring. She spotted Derek smoking a cigarette at 
the window, the screen pushed outward. He turned toward 
her, obviously having ignored everything she had been sub-
jected to. The darkness disguised her transformation and re-
birth into this more vital creature. 

“Probably sick because of your alcohol intake, y-you—” 
Derek stammered as Regina marched toward him, obviously 
caught off-guard by something he could not understand. 

“W-what’s wrong with you?” 
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Regina felt it course within her: all the possibilities. 
She smiled. 

“Fucking lunatic,” Derek said, tapping ash into the breeze. 
Regina sensed his unease. She pushed it aside. Whatever 

he felt did not matter to her. What she wanted was all that 
mattered anymore. 

Her smile widened. 
She could be whatever she wanted to be. 
She could be whatever was necessary. 
The poem at the core of her transformation let her know 

this much.
“What the…?” 
Before Derek could finish his query, he gasped at the won-

der that was Regina as her mouth opened wider still, an abyss 
lined with razor blades masked as teeth. (She could be what-
ever was necessary.) Sitting at the edge of the ledge on the 
second floor, he had nowhere to run. (She could be whatever 
she wanted to become: woman, insect, animal, other, and 
any combination thereof—her options were unlimited, not 
like the life she had lived, trapped within herself, within her 
husband’s sadistic prison. Now, what roamed within de-
manded…expression.) She was sure he could see his shocked 
expression in the shiny razor blades masked as teeth, the mo-
ment before his scream was muffled in her mouth as she en-
gulfed his whole head—

—and bit down, shaking her head with unwavering aggres-
sion and stalwart intent as she tore Derek’s head from his 
neck. Blood sprayed across the wall and ceiling as the body 
threatened to tumble out the window, but Regina snagged it 
with her talons and tossed it to the floor.

She wasn’t finished yet. 
She pounded the breastbone with her hammer-fist, be-

fore the hammer transformed into a talon again and she pried 
open his chest. The still warm heart quivered as she buried 
her snout in the cavity and feasted. 

The hours that followed were spent devouring all of Derek—
the meat and muscle, the fat and bones pulverized by her now 
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jackhammer-like molars—even so much as to lick every drop 
of blood off the walls, ceiling, and wooden floor. 

His corroded essence was her sustenance. A feast, years in 
the making. 

Afterward, as Regina luxuriated in her new body, the end-
less possibilities almost overwhelming, she heard a sound she 
did not expect to hear. It was low, no distinction as to origin, 
but as she focused, she could discern what it was. 

From within her body, somehow riding along the nerves, 
or simply caressing her tympanic membranes, or perhaps 
struggling from inside her full stomach, she sensed Derek’s 
presence. 

Laughter commenced from the bathroom. Regina followed 
its lead, echoing the cruel yet justified satisfaction she felt for 
Derek’s grim predicament: his tormented wail slithered as a 
snake in the sealed box that was her body, no escape to be had, 
only the persistent search for an exit he never would find.
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Vox Terrae
umor was Lorraine Blackthorne had written an al-
ternative translation to notorious necromancer 
Alessandro Vernielli’s infamous 1841 tome of the black 

arts, Vox Terrae—The Voice of the Earth. The alternative lan-
guage was in question, as well as evidence of its actuality. Her 
initial translation had been from Latin to Italian, a refinement 
of previous translations, the definitive text. Our goal, to pro-
cure a copy of the translation, had left us bereft and mental-
ly exhausted, until a week ago, much to our surprise, Alicia, 
my partner, confidante, and fellow explorer of the black arts, 
came upon a slim article via a website specializing in obscure 
occult matters. Though the article was a mere few detailed 
lines, a more concrete confirmation of the existence of the 
alternative translation filled us with determination, fueling 
our spirits with the possibility that, through perseverance, we 
would eventually acquire a copy. 

Of course, this information was made moot when later 
that evening as I went to gather her for bed, drowsy after a 
few more hours of online research, I found my lovely Alicia 
in her comfy chair in the library— “my throne,” she called it, 

“your queen’s throne, my king” —cold to the touch, her face 
slack, defeated. Her eyes were glossy, staring into the always 
shadowy corner next to one of the many overflowing book-
cases, while her mouth was a chapped-lip wound, dried blood 
sealing the cracks as caulk kissed tiles. 

My tears were plentiful, yet steeped in confusion, for there 
was an uncharacteristically sloppy note resting as an aban-
doned trawler on the sleeping lake that was her breast as she 

R
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slumped lifeless in the chair: a suicide note, which seemed an 
impossible path for her to endeavor. “Blackthorne is the key. 
I’ve found the alternative translation. I’ve found the path to 
eternal life. Join me.” 

Eternal life? As the stench of her fresh death grew pungent, 
decay awakening within her eternally sleeping body, the va-
lidity of her claim was discredited amid my despair as I lay my 
head on her silent bosom. 

The alternative translation? I could not imagine where 
she’d found it. Going over printed pages from online sites? 
Perhaps, but a cursory search through the pages as well as 
checking her online history a few days later led only to dead 
ends. 

Join her? How was I to join her without her guiding 
hand and whatever revelations the alternative translation 
promised? 

A pharmacy of empty, uncapped pill bottles surrounded 
the chair, a moat of drugged death. Percocet, Vicodin, and 
sundry other pills had been part of her regular regimen. She’d 
had many physical impairments, a product of her psychic 
abilities— “those with psychic gifts suffer the consequences 
of physical deterioration” —apparently making sure to get the 
job done right. She’d swallowed all of them, leaving none for 
me to join her amid my shock. Often, ingesting so many pills 
would only make one sick, induce vomiting, but here, now… 
she had obviously succeeded in attaining her ghastly goal. I 
was alone, hollowed out and alone, for the first time since 
we’d met. 

Over the following months, Depression took the reins and 
rode me hard, a blackened horse-drawn carriage pulled by the 
stalwart steeds, Grief and Turmoil. Hooves dug deep into the 
soil of my downward spiraling soul. 

In her presence I lost all fear, all trepidation. I saw in her 
face the one who made sense of this mad world. This hell-
ish planet. My deficiencies dissipated, I felt whole for the first 
time ever; whole because I had found my other half. 

We had connected four years ago at a Black and White Ball 
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in the city, an annual Halloween event that brought out rev-
elers of a narrow-minded sort—mostly those who found faux 
vampirism sexy or overwrought Gothic tendencies alluring. 
Both of us wandered along the perimeter, in search of some-
thing more substantial; “slumming,” she had later called it, 
an apt appraisal of the situation. Kismet steered us both to 
the makeshift bar, where I heard her say under her breath, 

“Shades of Ludwig Prinn,” after which I followed up with, “Ah, 
that’s how the mysteries of the worm… turns,” an obvious nod 
to his revelatory occult tome, De Vermis Mysteriis, and quite 
the strange pick-up line. The rest of the meager minions fad-
ed into the background, our focus aligned with steel-enforced 
solidity: from that moment on, we were inseparable. 

More married than most married couples, though we did 
not need the legalization of laws grown musty to intrude on 
our lives. We had love, and that’s what mattered most. Having 
inherited riches via her family’s Texas, oil-based roots, we 
also had enough money to pursue our goals, our interests in 
the black arts, occult matters of the bleakest nature, the dark 
world that shadowed ours, without interference: it was our 
life. In her arms and magnificent mind, I lived as never before, 
but now… now I was a broken man, my deficiencies blindingly 
obvious. 

It was a long spell before I regained any hold on my life. 
Nine months of wallowing, of slipping back to being a person 
I used to be, not the one who, though flawed, never felt flawed 
with Alicia. We weren’t bent that way, our ways more of a per-
fect meshing that alleviated the issues of confidence in myself, 
as well as my interests, my pursuits, as hers were of a nature I 
had never imagined. Yet she was never condescending to me 
as if what I had accomplished up to our meeting was anything 
less than an essential part of that path. It was simply that she 
was further up the path, waiting for me. 

I felt invigorated and relished my status as her assistant. 
More so, this astonishing woman made me feel her equal. 

We spent days online researching, or weeks and months 
traveling to far off lands in search of the tidbits we needed to 
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piece the puzzles together that we found most intriguing. 
Eternal life headed the list. Even as Alicia’s body dete-

riorated, we both felt a better understanding of the psychic, 
spiritual, metaphysical, and intellectual nuances of existence 
would heal her as well as give us unlimited time to indulge our 
desires to learn more about… everything. 

Necromancy also was near the top. Vernielli’s tome prom-
ised secrets to communicate with the dead that, for us, meant 
a deepening well of hidden knowledge to be gleaned: what 
the dead knew, if we could communicate with them, would be 
miraculous. 

We digested this tome, yet the secrets eluded us. Poring 
over the pages, we discussed, mapped out, and turned it in-
side out, to no avail. That’s where we were when we discov-
ered the fragment of promise online, at the site I can no longer 
even pull up. I had decided to concentrate on our work again 
after I set my teary human ways aside. She had been the only 
person ever to really matter to me, besides a few friends with-
in the occult field. I had to carry on. 

That’s when I thought to do the obvious and get in touch 
with Ivan Sangkor, my oldest friend. I’d so lost track of myself 
as to only at this juncture realize this was an essential move. 

We had met in a chain bookstore over twenty-five years ago. 
I was a teenager just out of high school looking for something 
to shake things up, to give my life direction, idling through 
the meager Metaphysical aisle, thumbing through book after 
book, not sure what I was looking for. I sensed I was supposed 
to be here, but for what purpose? A handful of books regis-
tered as more than curious spines as I had picked them up 
and skimmed the tables of contents, some pages deeper with-
in. Whisked away by the ideals, the dark knowledge. I figured 
the real gist of knowledge would require alternative means or, 
at least, alternative avenues in which tiny, musty old book-
stores provided the real deal. I couldn’t imagine real secrets 
within these pages, just hints, yet my interest piqued, I wan-
dered through the store mulling over it all and in my round-
about way, returned to the section. As I stood there, a tall, 
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white-haired gentleman adorned in a dark navy suit, a black 
cape over his shoulders, knobby serpent head atop an exqui-
site mahogany cane, shoes polished to black hole shimmer—
in essence, he looked like he belonged here—said, “Excellent 
selection, young man.” 

I had nothing in my hands, still thinking about the handful 
of books I wanted to purchase. 

“Excuse me,” I said, canting my head to take in his face 
a little better. A more devilish countenance I’d never seen, 
yet that impish sheen as it resonated in his eyes, the twist-
ed white brow above his right eye, the slant of his mouth—as 
if he was about to reveal secrets, all the secrets I wanted to 
hear—offset by a pitch-black goatee that tossed me for a loop, 
so out of character yet perfect within his devil’s grimace, was 
lit with a cordial, welcoming quality. I felt instantly at ease as 
he continued. 

“You know which one, young man.” He pointed at the book 
that most caught my eye, his finger long, a paintbrush without 
the bristles, yet painting my future with the movement. 

I picked up the book as I had done half an hour ago—Albert 
Brasck’s Infernal Knowledge—yet as I held it in my hand this 
time I felt its real weight, the power within, only previously 
hinted at, awaiting my perusal. More so, my full immersion. 

I stood there for another twenty minutes, mesmerized by 
Sangkor’s mellifluous intonations as he informed me of his 
singular interest in the occult, especially the black arts. He 
pointed out other books I knew to get; many had attracted my 
interest my first time through the section. 

“For some souls, it’s a matter of opening the door. Stepping 
through without fear. So many lose themselves to the pathetic 
distractions of this world, but you, young man, you show no 
fear.” 

I must have been putting up a front, because my stomach 
roiled, flipping as a pawed salmon at the mercy of the hungry 
grizzly bear. He had me in his grips when I decided he should 
cut the “young man” jive and said, “By the way, my name is 
Kenneth Corra,” extending my right hand as I did. 
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His smile split as a ripe melon under a vicious sun, the 
heat forcing the skin to separate, revealing the juicy innards. 
The smile lured me in, not that I minded. I was fresh out of 
high school with no goals properly aligned, no direction any-
where, to home or away. I needed what he promised: secrets 
unbound, of a world that ran peripherally alongside ours that 
brought magic and promise and dark revelations… 

“You are undertaking a journey I commenced with many 
years ago. I envy you.” His age was undefined. He could be 
fifty, he could be seventy-five, he could be five hundred and 
seventy-five, for all I knew. 

It did not matter. What he had fired in the philosophical 
kiln within me was a purpose, a path. One that has stayed lit 
ever since. He was my fondest friend, one I eagerly looked 
forward to convening with often, get-togethers to catch up on 
the latest developments in our lives, our occult endeavors as 
well as personal. He even put up with my occasional slip ups, 
me falling into the rhythm of the mundane, getting trapped in 
computer related jobs that snaked away brain cells and focus, 
and life situations that derailed even worse. Relationships 
that burned brightly then burned out. Life in flux, the candle 
he’d lit sometimes precariously close to burning out as well, 
but never. We would join forces and discuss it all. He would 
re-ignite my desires and life would move forward. 

Now, with Alicia’s death, I’d grown static. I’m sure his 
presence in my life again, one on one, would only help pull me 
out of my anguish and perhaps regain some measure of living 
again. He loved her, too, knew she was the right one the mo-
ment he met her, leaned into me and said as much. “She’s the 
one who will help you find out what you both need to know. 
Her gifts are profound. Her ways, unwavering.” 

She liked him as well. We had many late night trysts at 
diners over the first two years of our camaraderie, but after he 
moved up north to Forestville, to be near his daughter, of all 
things—I did not even know he had a daughter until news of 
his moving came up—we’d only seen him twice, the last time 
almost a year prior to Alicia’s death. 
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Now, I needed him, needed his advice, his guidance. I need-
ed his friendship. Though true friends were not a large part of 
my life, he was the rare exception. 

I sent him a letter via the post as he did not deal with 
computers. I had already called to no avail. Not getting any 
response to the voice mails, I worried that I had lost him as 
well. This double dose would be too much. But a month after 
my post, I received his letter, five perfectly scripted pages. He 
sent his heartfelt condolences and then moved forward with 
his recent findings, something I needed—the distraction. But 
it was the CliffsNotes version, abridged, lacking details and the 
spunk of his tongue. At the end of the letter, I was pleased to 
find he had a new phone number, and ready to be swept into 
our dark world again. 

The line was garbled as I made the call instantly, clearing as 
clouds moving past the sun as he said, “Hello, my good friend, 
Kenneth.” 

We caught up in person a week later, my need to see him 
bordering on mania. I knew I was driven by grief, by trying to 
shrug off the burdensome shackles, but also knew nobody but 
him would understand, in our way and as much as we could 
understand, the circumstances surrounding Alicia’s death. We 
talked for hours, finally dovetailing into Lorraine Blackthorne’s 
alleged alternative translation of Vernielli’s Vox Terrae. 

“I’ll never be able to reconcile within my battered brain 
what Alicia had written in her suicide note. The thought of her 
taking her life amid the contradictory statement about finding 
the key to eternal life, all tied into Blackthorne, breeds confus-
ing, conflicting thoughts in my head.” 

“Why, my friend?” Ivan said a queer look in his eyes.
“I thought it would be obvious, Ivan. I’ll never know why 

she… left me. I’ll never know what she found out. Whatever 
knowledge of so-called eternal life she professed in that note to 
find out.” Speaking the words again made my heart ache, my 
palms sweat. 

“In that case, I thought it would be obvious what our path 
should be,” he said, a torch lighting within his eyes, the queer 
look brightening. 
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My brain scrambled for meaning when the obvious 
slammed into me with famished lion ferocity. Yet I hadn’t 
even thought of Blackthorne beyond words on a page, as a 
human being. Still alive… 

“When you mentioned the note, and Blackthorne, I had my 
daughter do some research online. It took her a couple weeks 
and she asked me never again to give her such a mentally 
strenuous task”—he laughed at this, probably imagining how 
hard if not impossible it would have been without a computer, 
even though he did not use them, hence, his now exhausted 
assistant— “but, my friend, I have an address.” 

He reached into the pocket of his light brown tweed jack-
et, looking every bit the college professor, though no college 
would want taught what he knew, and pulled out a slip of 
paper. 

“Her address?” I said. Of course it was, but my ignorance 
since Alicia’s death, my lack of focus, had left me handicapped, 
until now. 

“I suggest we head up north tomorrow morning, Kenneth. A 
few hours from here and we should be knocking on her door—” 

“—and finding out whatever we need to find out. And per-
haps finding a reason behind Alicia seeing fit to take her life.” 

Whether I believed anything of consequence would come 
of the trip and speaking to Blackthorne was beside the point. 
My life had a purpose again. I should have done this many 
months ago. I glanced at my watch and was stunned to note 
today was the one-year anniversary of her death. I mentally 
harangued myself for the time wasted. 

The morning was cold and misty, just as every good 
mid-November morning should be. We drove northeast, 
weaving out of Forestville toward I-5, then winding through 
a labyrinthine patchwork of small roads, many barely fit for 
travel—pot-holed pavement, if any pavement at all—before 
ending up in a place called Dry Creek, population 32. That 
seemed a generous guestimate, what with a lone gas station/
grocery outlet on one side of the road, and a closed restaurant 
on the other side, a place called Skunks. 
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Google Maps and MapQuest had directed us to Dry Creek, 
though both were unspecific as to the exact location of the 
street upon which Blackthorne lived. Odd. 

Houses, what we could see from the road, looked sparse 
and quite spaced apart. While I filled the gas tank at Molly’s 
Quik Fix, Ivan went inside to pay for gas and get a couple 
bottles of water and possibly something to eat, depending on 
what they had besides junk food. When he came back to the 
car, the look on his face was priceless, rather aloof. 

My voice smacked of a southern drawl as I dragged a quote 
out from a forgotten movie or book: “I expect the locals don’t 
take too kindly to strangers.” 

“That obvious, eh?” He leaned in close, lowered his voice 
and said, “The proprietor of this esteemed establishment, 
Molly Crinkle, according to the crayon-scribble on her name 
tag, was less than forthright in divulging any information; 
less than forthright in assisting us in our search for Lorraine 
Blackthorne. I had to turn on the charm, which under the cir-
cumstances was Oscar worthy, before breaking through her 
icy demeanor.” His face contorted into something related to a 
smile, but still on the subdued side. “Blackthorne lives about 
five miles east of here, edge of the town’s meager limit. That’s 
where Long Spike Road can be found.” 

He handed me a bottle of water and a pre-made, cello-
phane-wrapped turkey sandwich on wheat. I opened it as he 
had already dug into his sandwich, tossed the soggy lettuce 
into a black steel garbage can stained with drips and sticky or-
ange and brown splotches of discarded soda that didn’t quite 
make it to the opening. Crumbled cans gathered around the 
base, dead aluminum soldiers. I swiftly downed the sandwich, 
more as necessary fuel than any taste treat. 

“After she opened up a bit, she alleged Blackthorne’s a 
witch, “somefin eeevol.” Said Blackthorne’s rarely seen in 
public. Said others have told her there’s always weird sounds 
and weird lights up at her place, though she doesn’t know 
for sure because there’s no way you’d get her anywhere near 
Blackthorne’s house. She divulged the directions as we already 
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had an address and said we’re a couple of “cuckoo birds” for 
wanting anything to do with her.” 

We looked at each other, smothering cautious smiles until 
we were strapped in the car and on our way. 

Almost there. 
The sign for Long Spike Road sat crookedly atop a steel 

pole that looked as though it had met more than one vehi-
cle in its day, mangled with yellow, red, black, and blue paint 
streaking it. We turned left and immediately the road turned 
to dirt, with barely any markings to make one believe it was 
a road at all. Grooves that sank into the hard dirt were the 
only indication of direction, perhaps signs a postman had tra-
versed here within the last week or so. Though in towns like 
this, most residents utilized post office boxes, probably some-
thing to be found under Crinkle’s care. 

The road-weary Audi I owned rocked and rolled along be-
fore we finally caught eye of her house, a sprawling wooden 
atrocity, seeming unfinished, yet coated in moss and obvious-
ly quite old. What we saw defied common sense, though. The 
center seemed aged, perhaps something a hundred-and-fifty, 
even two-hundred years old, log upon log held together by cob-
webs, moss, and prayers. Branching out from the core, what 
looked to be new additions jutted forth, sloppily constructed, 
yet these new wings and what-nots—extensions inspired by 
whim and not much more; I was reminded of the Winchester 
Mystery House, where doors opened to walls and stairs led to 
dead ends—looked to be made of a mix of the original wood as 
well as newer wood. As if these extensions were begun more 
recently, yet abandoned. 

Why abandoned? Perhaps it was still in progress right 
now… 

The engine ticked and idled, my foot on the brake for lon-
ger than necessary. 

A dim light awoke in one of the large front windows, be-
hind thin mauve curtains. A shadow loomed there, before va-
cating its post. 

“Shall we?” Ivan said, reading my mind. 
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“We shall,” I said, though neither of us exited the car with 
much enthusiasm. 

As we slowly made way to the porch, nothing decorating it 
with what one might think of as personality, Ivan said, “The 
architecture is obscene,” without elaborating…as if it really 
needed elaborating. He only confirmed my previous obser-
vations. No matter our interests in occult matters, I sensed 
the chill of unease had snuggled comfortably into both our 
psyches. My belly grumbled, grumpy from the recently digest-
ed sub-par sandwich, while also letting me know it wasn’t en-
joying whatever might lay in wait beyond that dark oak door. 

Worse yet, when we both stepped onto the splintered 
porch, eyeing our path with forlorn caution as creaks and oth-
er wooden protestations scrambled for purchase in our ears, I 
noticed insects carousing beneath the wood, between the slats. 
Oily black carapaces engaged in fluid locomotion, perhaps the 
architects of the obtuse extensions. The wind intensified with 
bustling urgency, hot as Hell’s exhaled breath. 

Before either Ivan or I raised a fist to knock on the door, 
it swung open amid squeals and groans of disapproval…and 
there she was: Lorraine Blackthorne. 

“Welcome. We’ve been expecting you,” she said, her mouth 
barely moving, the red lipstick smeared obscenely, a crust-
ed, waxy sheen portending beauty, yet more a crimson slash. 
The rosy blush that tendered the illusion of life beneath gray 
cheeks resembled rusted puddles where tears had died—or 
dry creeks, so appropriate here—though one sensed this per-
son had never experienced true sorrow or misery. Perhaps 
madness, though. She was too artificial, her look in line with 
that of Bette Davis in the old movie, What Ever Happened to 
Baby Jane?, the ageing movie star feebly holding on to her 
youth while the years ate her soul. 

In her youth, the few photos of Lorraine Blackthorne re-
vealed a porcelain beauty, a regal carriage. That was many, 
many years ago and as with the architecture of this obscene 
building, her appearance left the impression one or the oth-
er was the direct psychological response to…one or the other. 



John Claude Smith

209

Whichever one was the dominant force—the building or this…
being—seemed negligible. She was as misshapen as it was. My 
eyes wandered over her, unable to court courtesy. 

She wore a filthy muumuu, a fleshy pink color that bare-
ly disguised the sloping, drooping anatomy beneath, rather 
bringing it into clarity, the materiel thin as parchment. Her 
skin sagged loosely, yet I’d say loosely over her skeleton if it 
seemed it was draped over a skeleton. It just kind of hung 
there, ugly, liver spots or some related blemish suggesting to-
pographies of continents on unexplored worlds. She wasn’t 
large, yet the skin didn’t conform to any of the normal tenden-
cies of human flesh. It was more like drab clothing, something 
in need of a tailor, perhaps one named Dr. Frankenstein. 

Her neck bloated and deflated as she breathed, frog-like 
before the turkey ripples took over, while her upper arms were 
lumpy as cottage cheese, her fingers wiry and lacking distinct 
bends for joints. To go along with the impression of her skin 
as something worn for the sake of rare company, her bare feet 
peeking out from beneath the greasy hem of the muumuu had 
more in relation to gourds than five toes, an arch, heel, and 
regular foot shape. They were lumpy and wide—wax collect-
ing at the bottom of a candle. 

The fact her mouth did not even twitch while speaking 
only magnified the wrongness in abundance here. 

The stench of her sweat was something meaty, fresh as a 
slaughterhouse full of cow’s lowing, their protests met with 
various methods of sadism, and death; and dirt, as if the dead 
animal had been given a shallow grave and not been stripped 
of everything for consumption. Hence, the slaughter one for 
pleasure and not practicality, for food. The musty air that ac-
companied it suggested housecleaning was not something on 
Blackthorne’s agenda since, perhaps, forever. 

Her alternative translation of Vernielli’s work had been 
published by a small European press in the early 1940s. That 
was over seventy years ago. The few photos had been taken in 
the late 1920s, according to records. She was allegedly in her 
late 20s at the time. Adding up the years, she had to be well 
over one-hundred years old at this time. 
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Something scuttled along the baseboards. A large rat, it 
seemed, or a fat, lazy cat. 

“Come in,” she said, the vilest invitation I could imagine. 
She moved backward, slid backward, in ways that mocked 
what one would qualify as walking. Glancing down at her feet 
again, I wasn’t sure if they were touching the hardwood floor 
or if she was hovering above it. 

“Miss Blackthorne—” 
“Mrs. Blackthorne, my dear man,” she said as we stepped 

into the dim, candlelit entranceway. I wondered what could 
love this repugnant creature. I wondered if her husband was 
around and an appalling thought of what he might look like 
made me queasy. 

“Mrs. Blackthorne,” Ivan corrected himself, his voice crack-
ing as a frozen windshield bathed in sudden morning sunlight. 

“We don’t mean to disturb you, but we have reason to believe 
you might have vital information we are seeking. We’ve only a 
few questions—”

“About the girl, yes, yes…” She waved her long fingers, yes, 
yes, get on with it, boys. That she might even have known of 
Alicia did not skim over the skin of improbability. We were 
in a different realm here. Yet I was not pleased with her 
indifference. 

“Woman. She was a woman. Her name was Alicia and I 
loved her.” I felt my trepidation deteriorate, flaking as dan-
druff or dead skin and brushed off my shoulders. 

“A woman only by your standards. By your understand-
ing of time. A child to we who live under different systems 
of awareness.” Systems of awareness? Her phrasing made no 
sense to me. Though she may be mad, I could not discard it as 
madness, for her interests dove-tailed directly into ours, only 
more refined. Sense was not a part of the blueprint here. We 
three knew and understood broader vistas of light and dark, 
of reality. She made me nervous, though. Her knowledge so 
much greater than mine. 

Ivan let out a feather-light, “Oh my,” and the room tilted, 
the earth momentarily off its axis. I heard dishes crash in the 
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direction of what must have been the kitchen. A bulky candle 
holder slid along the top of a long-legged table of indecipher-
able wood, perhaps even metal. Blackthorne casually caught 
it before it tumbled to the floor, as if this was a common oc-
currence here. As Ivan toppled into me, I steadied myself and 
pushed him upright again. The look in his eyes was one of awe 
as limned in dread. 

I thought of the house still taking shape, unfinished. 
“You okay, my friend?” Ivan didn’t immediately answer, 

his focus still elsewhere, in her direction but I gathered he 
was not seeing her… 

“Never better,” he said, eyes glazed, no signs of Ivan 
Sangkor’s spry light glimmering within them. I stood him up 
and he slumped to the wall, leaning hard, yet still standing. 

I had no time to waste. 
I put my trembling hand on his shoulder, feigning strength, 

trying to comfort him, and said, “I need to know what she 
knows, Ivan.” I nodded toward the human blotch that was 
Lorraine Blackthorne and followed up, with haste: “I need 
to know what overcame my love, Alicia. To wrap my brain 
around the definitive exegeses of her suicide note, references 
to Blackthorne and eternal life and even making the choice to 
leave me.” 

He knew this already, of course. I was saying it more to 
steady myself. 

With sinister, bamboo under the fingernails efficiency, 
Blackthorne said, “How sweet. He does this for love, Ivan,” 
and smiled, lips barely parting as usual, but what I saw cur-
dled all thought. A whisper of raw meat ribbed in soft white 
fat, but no teeth on guard. A mass of maggots exited there, or 
were they exiting her nostrils? The room wavered, or was it 
my mind? 

She shrugged her shoulders and faded back a step into a 
hallway. I saw night in her eyes; endless. 

I closed my eyes, a moment of peace, perhaps sanity—if 
sanity was still a participant here. 

Ivan pulled out of his trance-like state, back to this reality 
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or whatever it actually was, and said, “I must insist, Kenneth. 
There’s nothing to be gleaned here of worth. Only malevolent 
things, mysteries better left—” 

“Oh, Ivan. Ivan. You’ve explored for longer than he has. 
You should welcome finally being in position to attain the 
greatest knowledge, instead of succumbing to your human 
frailties and being a scaredy-cat.” She meowed after saying 
this, scratchy, as if about to expunge a hairball. 

I felt like I was walking underwater. Yet, despite the world 
gone sideways, I allowed that part of me that once loved with 
all I am to hinder my good sense. 

Ivan laughed, a distant, lunatic thing, far, far away from this 
room and the person I knew. The wide-eyed and fear-stained 
smears that were his large pupils only served to complicate 
my own trepidation. I turned from him, faced Blackthorne 
and said, “I need to know what you know…” 

“Of course you do,” Blackthorne said, as if I’d plucked a 
sticky thread of the spider’s web, the intonation signifying my 
defeat. She knew she had me as she turned, more so rotated, 
shuffling down a long hallway toward a room with a closed 
door, though harsh light bled from the jambs and the too 
wide opening at the bottom, moving with nebulous mutability. 
When she opened the door, the light was blinding. 

Her slouching silhouette remained shadowy as she en-
tered the room, when a light to rival that of the midday sun 
should have brought brutal clarity to her cumbersome figure, 
face, and perhaps even intentions. The more I witnessed here, 
the more I wanted to forget. I even questioned what exactly 
she was, a preposterous internal query. She was a sickly old 
woman, alone for perhaps decades, sunk into the stink of exis-
tence, waiting for the end. Or simply waiting for guests… 

“Please, Kenneth. We’ve reached the end of this journey. 
Our destination attained, but the knowledge she posits to in-
dulge our curiosity is not something we need to know.” Ivan 
spouted this warning in a monotone cadence I’d never heard 
from him. His eyes indicated no change from mere minutes 
ago: he wasn’t really here. Yet something within still punched 
through. “Alicia is dead and gone—” 
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“But what if what I know can open doors to communication 
with her, gentlemen?” 

“Poppycock,” Ivan blurted, completely shoving his fear 
aside, if only for a moment, before his composure went limp. 

It was the last time I truly saw Ivan. What remained was 
simply a sketch… 

Blackthorne sniggered as she continued her measured 
trek, her dark cast impenetrable as she disappeared into that 
room that was more a furnace.

“If there’s contact to be had, I must speak to her. I need 
to know how. I need to know what you know. I need to know 
the alternative translation.” My words and resignation were 
as a spade digging deep into sodden, tear-saturated soil. Tears 
spilled from my eyes as I followed her toward that furnace. 
Ivan remained behind, already lost. My sanity was slipping as 
well, my stubborn need to know the kindling to add to what-
ever fury raged in that furnace Hell she had stepped into, and 
I was about to follow.

The necessity of this journey wore me down, whittled the 
bark off the thin branch, though not with the goal of sharpen-
ing my perceptions. No, attrition was the goal, shedding the 
outer shell, shedding to reveal that which lived beneath until 
all that remained was nothing more than memory; then dust. 

At the doorway, I stopped. Candles everywhere, colors 
richer than ever imagined—pure white heart wrapped in melt-
ing blue glass that rippled in the hemorrhaging crimson sun 
that devoured the room. Blackthorne stood front and center, a 
dark blemish, details left to my imagination. Not a good thing 
under the circumstances. 

“Language is not simply spoken.” A buzzing—flies hovering 
over a carcass. “You think your race dictates the rules of this 
world, of everything? You think you are even the dominant 
species of this planet? There are many layers. You don’t even 
know how to cross between them, as my race does, and we are 
low on the totem pole of this planet’s residents. Language is 
not simply spoken as you understand it. It is experienced in 
many different ways. 
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“Would you like me to show you the alternative translation 
that Alicia knows so intimately, Kenneth?” 

I nodded weakly, the words beyond my tongue, defeated. 
But I needed to know. 

The searing light flickered, then darkness… 
A rusted wrought-iron gate yawned, as if opening. Metal 

squealed in delight. The house tilted again, tottered precari-
ously, yet I was glued to the floor. Nailed. 

[flicker]—I watched her unfold herself…a gelatinous quiv-
er…the muumuu at her feet…she reached over the top of her 
head…I heard tearing as she pulled—[flicker]—her face split…
the skin thin as a whisper…the split dissected her torso re-
vealing a mass of inconceivable viscera and soil turbulent as 
the ocean on a stormy night—[flicker]—exoskeletons shim-
mered in the ghost light from within…worms weaved death 
tales into her arteries or tales of occult meanderings I could 
not imagine…she laughed a sound like bacon frying though 
much louder and with direction—[flicker]—darkness filled 
me…rose up within me…strangling every molecule of me in 
a loving embrace—[flicker]—I saw Ivan at what would be 
her breast though there was nothing remotely human about 
whatever she was…his eyes wide with terror and disgust…his 
lips stained with the burnt sienna coating of her being…the 
coating squirming crawling up and into his nostrils…into his 
eyes…he screamed—[flicker]—there was no way out of this 
for him…perhaps for me as well—[flicker]—from a place that 
might have been her mouth…glistening…writhing with mag-
gots / This is the gift of knowing what I know / Of knowing 
too much for the average puny minds of you human beings—
[flicker]—a breath taken…then the trap door swung open— 

Descent into oblivion, flushed through contorted pipes 
into the black recesses of madness and mayhem, and the sub-
tle variations therein. The flickering candlelight wavered be-
fore being snuffed out by a brilliant, piercing flash. Ghosts of 
vision disintegrated into darkness, thick and foreboding. My 
racing blood scampered like found cockroaches, scraping my 
eardrums with the urgent rhythm of panic. Adjustment was 
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slow. I felt pressure expand within me, dense, suffocating… 
“Can you feel it, my boy? What joy!” 
The first sign of space and depth—a lumbering movement, 

but not Blackthorne, at least—alerted me: I was not alone. A 
rippling bluish hue throbbed menacingly to my left. I stum-
bled away, swift in my decision to avoid any confrontation 
with this anomalous thing. Something abrasive and wiry up-
ended me, its flesh prickly, as if made of cactus, its strength 
unyielding. I was rendered immobile, detained for whatever 
treachery it wished to perpetrate on me. My scream was muf-
fled; in the vast silence, even the muted, clipped bleats were 
deafening. 

There was nothing I could do but experience this. How this 
related to the alternative translation or anything of Alicia’s 
death and claims of eternal life was outside my knowledge, yet 
I knew that knowledge was within range within this oppres-
sive, straitjacket darkness prison. 

“Are you listening?” Slithering like a snake, the voice was 
a mocking plagiarism of language. The words bounded all 
around me, almost as assaultive as the raucous, hammer on 
steel laughter that followed. Evidence of many here, in this 
heinous place; or possibly a trick of the dark. Wide-eyed and 
blind, my ears followed the laughter as it glanced off sharp 
angles, was swallowed into pockets of void, only to be belched 
out more penetratingly potent, reverberating endlessly like a 
pinball with no escape route. 

The blue hue shifted, a crackle like squashed tin. I knew 
this more from the sound and the heat emanating from its di-
rection than from the actual movement witnessed. The hairs 
on my body withered as fire to ash. The blue hue was the only 
variation in the vast darkness. The color bled at the edges, a 
gawking wound attempting to heal itself. It was a tricky, illu-
sory guise. The movement was followed by an onslaught of 
putrid odors: burning plastic, boiling dreams indicative of 
surrendering to life’s suffering, the heady fragrance of Hell’s 
roses, and more impossible suggestions. I would have vomit-
ed in lieu of this odious sensory overload if not for the rigid 
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embrace held by my undefined captor. I was almost thankful 
for this. 

“You want secrets, knowledge, alternative translations, 
we bring you truth. Listen up, my boy. Listen up.” The voice 
hissed from behind me. A voice that had nothing to do with 
Lorraine Blackthorne’s. And this had nothing to do with mere-
ly listening. 

The blue hue shifted again, this time noticeably closer to 
me. Its fluid metallic sheen made clearer to my aching eyes 
as it defied the known restrictions of the metal it emulated. It 
was alive, though, its movement displaying kinetic compre-
hension, the way it weaved and circled around, predator to 
unworthy prey. 

Something cool traced my face. I felt as though it was leav-
ing a mark, tattooing me. Perhaps this was how I would gath-
er understanding, by reading these tattoos. It continued over 
my whole body, though, the fabrics I wore unable to impede 
progress as the sensation was felt along pathways that defined 
muscles, tendons, bones, organs, veins—everything that con-
stituted my corporeal being. 

This was part of my understanding, it seemed. 
There were many of these unknown devices now, tracing 

the rituals of their own design. It did not hurt. It was rather 
soothing. 

A voice, smooth as the flat surface of polished metal it pro-
jected from—the voice of the blue hued thing—massaged my 
brain. “Now, illumination shall be yours…” 

It was almost joyous, ecstatic beyond comprehension, and 
then, a prick in my belly, thread pulled through the eye of the 
needle… 

…and I was unraveled. 
I did not die from shock or sink into unconsciousness as 

my skin peeled and ribbons of flesh and bone, blood and sinew, 
slapped moistly to the cold floor. The pain defied description, 
but I will try. It was as if every iota of me, every molecule used 
in the construction of Kenneth Corra, if these components 
could express the depth of pain they felt—I felt—the scream 
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would rupture the earth. Or possibly the universe. I writhed 
in chaotic agony, an obscenity of humanity. The image of man 
was a distant memory to the mess that covered the floor. To 
me. 

Yet still, I was so very alive. Butchered, yet alive: hamburg-
er in the vertiginous pit. I watched and felt and squirmed and 
listened, my eyes unable to shut, for there were no lids to cover 
them. Hell’s voyeur or whatever this place was. Like perverse 
slugs I crawled, cleanly sliced bones and nerves and meat agi-
tated by the presence of filth and memories of defilement cor-
roding the cold floor. The killing floor. Nerves naked, pain the 
cognizant diary of my existence. It blurred the thoughts until 
the sensation itself was all I knew. 

I heard through every tenuous strand, tissue, membrane, 
tidbit of me unaccustomed to hearing as hundreds, thou-
sands of tiny tapping feet tap-danced around me with agitated 
glee, and needle-sharp pincers plucked at me—she loves me, 
she loves me not—threading sutures made of sizzling saliva 
through the jigsaw devastation that was me. 

All the king’s horses and all the king’s men… 
It was experience Blackthorne and her inhuman cohorts 

accorded me. Though I had no understanding of what I was 
experiencing besides the purest distillation of agony any hu-
man might ever have experienced, I knew with my newly born 
self, this was the only path to the alternative translation. 

Because as the insect surgeons completed their meticulous 
reconstruction of me, I opened my eyes and saw her: Alicia. 

Shoved over the edge of one extreme, new avenues re-
vealed themselves down the opposite end of the spectrum that 
were always beyond thought or even consideration. 

But there she was, trembling violently, body a wet rag 
being twisted and squeezed, sweat pouring out of pores that 
gasped furiously—I heard them! I heard them! 

I also heard her voice, weary, beaten. “How could you take 
so long, Kenny? Time was of the essence. You had one year 
to find me, to get in touch with Blackthorne and get the alter-
native translation you are experiencing now or to simply take 
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the appropriate step and kill yourself…”—hideous laughter 
from beyond my present location: Blackthorne— “One year, 
Kenneth. And you are mere hours late, but hours in my pres-
ent state of existence…” 

“No,” I screamed, reaching for her. Her body was roughly 
pulled away from my grasp. Blood pooled in her eyes. 

“You knew what we were dealing with. Matters beyond hu-
man understanding. I found eternal life, but it has a—” 

Before she could complete her statement, her abdomen 
inverted as if slugged by an invisible fist. Her throat swelled 
as she gagged on her words first, then a crimson tapestry of 
organs and splintered bones. 

She was turned inside out. 
I could only gasp, impotent to help her. 
“What she was getting at,” Blackthorne said, just her voice, 

no sign of the creature, “was that, though eternal life, by mere 
definition, extends beyond all parameters of time, the window 
for attaining a positive aspect of this goal, for willing to un-
dertake the transformative process and become one with your 
significant other—a mandatory step within a more… satisfy-
ing eternal existence, as outlined in my alternative translation 
of Vernielli’s Vox Terrae—is only open for a spare moment in 
context to the limitless vistas defined as eternity.” 

Too stunned to respond, to question, to cry or scream 
or move as I watched more tortures performed on Alicia’s 
body and, I’m sure, every spark of her being, I listened as 
Blackthorne outlined my love’s predicament, and my failings. 

“The moment comes down to one of Earth’s orbits around 
the sun. After which, if two as one are not united, well…” 

I watched as Alicia’s flesh rolled backward and organs 
and splintered to shards bones and everything from within 
were shoved back into Alicia’s mouth, clogging her throat, but 
shoved all the way down within her again. She said, “I entered 
alone, knowing your weakness, knowing our love and my loss 
at the very least would lead you to kill yourself… and in that 
final act of despair, we would be reunited in this realm, where 
a handful have ever made it—” 
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“A handful of humans,” the unseen Blackthorne said. “Many 
of our kind exist in this place”—did she even know where she 
was? — “immersed in carnal delights the magnitude humans 
could never imagine.” 

The thought of Blackthorne engaged in anything of that 
nature would have caused me to recoil if not for Alicia’s scorn 
as it cut through my obliterated consciousness. 

“I thought you loved me. I thought you would understand. 
I thought your weakness would lead you to me. I thought eter-
nal life was what we would have.” 

Then she wailed as the skin was yanked off her body and 
insects of a species I had never seen before covered the bloody 
remains. I watched them swarm as one over her. I watched 
them devour her and immediately regurgitate what they’d 
eaten, coating their pink bodies with the stew of her being 
and somehow reshaping their mass into a semblance of her 
former self. I watched the mucus-matted orifice where her 
mouth should be as it peeled open.

Her scream caused my bones to vibrate, on the verge of 
shattering… 

Blackthorne laughed with such cruel delight. 
“You should also understand, my boy, the cycle your…love 

is trapped in is now her eternal prison. Every second engulfed 
in horrors beyond compare. A part of the machinery of eterni-
ty others pray to, in a way. She will always be, yet endless per-
mutations await as all species of this planet require their own 
translations. All of the millions and millions of species, from 
every dimension. All beings are gifted with the opportunity to 
exist forever. Those who fail become a part of another species’ 
success as their ecstasies vary quite differently from the mea-
ger notion of pleasure as humans know it. All…” 

Alicia’s flesh began to boil as cilia like rat’s tails punctured 
the bubbling, whipping about, and her scream again, some-
thing of profound experience, deafened me to anything else 
Blackthorne would say. To all wayward thoughts. To my own 
breathing and sanity. 

I screamed in return, the lid uncapped on my silence, 
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sound now a part of my repertoire again, and blacked out. 
I awakened on the floor in the entranceway to Blackthorne’s 

hideous abode. She was nowhere to be found. 
For this I was thankful. 
Ivan was nowhere to be found, either. 
For this I was not. I hobbled to my feet and made way out 

the door, down the porch, and to my car. Without looking 
back. 

The alternative translation was a path to eternal life. A 
path with a fork. To the left, eternal bliss… after the body has 
been altered by the torturous experience as dictated by the 
translation. To the right, eternal torment and nothing more. 

At the crossroads, I had faltered. 
My thoughts centered on Alicia, my love, as I stared at the 

odometer and cranked the engine. She had found the gift of 
eternal life, but I had transformed it into a curse. In return, 
her hatred at my inadequacies had bestowed on me the gift of 
guilt that would hound me forever. 

Or at least as long as I breathed on this earth. 
On this earth… and perhaps beyond… 
I turned the steering wheel and drove away.
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The Johnny Depp 
Thing 

rika Jonkers heard the mosquito buzz first, the alpha-
bet stuck at zzzzz, before she watched it land on the 
back of her boyfriend, Ransom’s, sweaty left hand. 

Watched it a beat, two, three, as it punctured his flesh, before 
he smacked it to smithereens with his palm. He glanced at the 
smudge of blood and insect debris and smiled. 

She turned away, and in the turning, the audio reception 
shifted from the buzz and smack to something outside her 
apartment door she couldn’t quite make out. Something mov-
ing around or being dragged.

Erika looked back up at Ransom, distracted by his throaty 
expression of satisfaction, and hoped he was done with her. 
She slowly raised her thin fingers to her cheek to rub out the 
sting, only to have him raise his filthy palm at her. She flinched, 
set her hand back onto the hardwood floor she’d just landed 
on, and waited for more violence. 

Ransom only snarled at her, caught in that limbo land of 
dysfunction where the bliss of the heroin high hindered the 
possibility of sex. He stood naked, with half an erection feebly 
attempting to prop up and point at her, his always circling 
temper his only line of fire when the habit brought him down, 
down, down, and Erika’s most persistent efforts couldn’t coax 
him up, up, up any more than half mast. He blamed her for 
his failure. Blamed her with an open palm and the red imprint 
that singed her cheek. 

E
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As bad as it was, he’d end up sleeping it off and fucking her 
later, which she wouldn’t really mind. Erika once told the guy 
who worked at the methadone clinic she thought of Ransom’s 
violent nature as foreplay. He told her she needed to get out or, 
at the very least, get to the battered women’s center next door. 

Instead, Erika mulled over escape routes but knew that 
was useless. This was her apartment. This was his dumping 
ground. He’d taken much of her stuff already. If she left he’d 
claim it all was his and fuck you! 

She sighed, and the passage of air was matched in inflec-
tion by the sounds from outside her door. As if whatever those 
sounds were, they came from something that could hear into 
her apartment.

Erika shoved her curiosity aside. She didn’t know what she 
wanted anymore. Forty-five rising up like a cobra about to spit 
venom and leave her swaggering to a too early grave if she 
didn’t figure out what she wanted for real, damnit. She was no 
spring chicken. 

She thought again about getting up and leaving, but knew 
he’d find her and, again, this was her apartment. Didn’t want 
to lose all her stuff to this fucker. Her boyfriend, lover, and 
bane of her existence. She thought about at the very least get-
ting to the bathroom as she wanted to rinse the salty tang of 
his dirty cock from her mouth. At least it didn’t taste like pussy. 
Sometimes it did, but he told her it was her imagination, he 
loved only her. She figured she was just being paranoid. 

That’s when she heard the sound again. Canting her head 
toward the door, she heard a harsh noise, like sandpaper rub-
bing wood with real intensity. She found it kinda odd because 
the hallway was carpeted, so if something was being dragged, 
this shouldn’t really be what it would sound like… 

A couple years back, when Erika first moved into the apart-
ment, she’d spent the first two months wondering about the 
weird sounds from the apartment above hers. Dragging in a 
way, but heavy and on wheels. She’d spent one long weekend 
stoned out of her gourd listening and listening, heard voices 
like crows cawing, but language she couldn’t understand. The 
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words, when clustered together, made no sense: “It breeds 
the pure stuff, sentient darkness, centered here,” “expanding 
fields of inception, physical persuasion through telepathic 
channels,” and like-minded fragments. 

The following week the sounds stopped. Not even foot-
steps to signal anybody was up there. Her landlord, Miss 
Crumb, she of the white hair tinted blue and contacts the too 
rich color of jade, informed her the cops had taken Mr. Bonell 
and his associates away because they were running a meth lab 
up there and “we’re lucky he didn’t blow this place to kingdom 
come.” 

Erika wondered if that was why the ceiling in her apart-
ment looked sticky like tar back then. She glanced up. It still 
did. 

The dragging continued, and she knew there were no 
wheels on what was being dragged back and forth outside her 
door.

What the hell was going on?
What was really going on was she really wanted her hit of 

TC.
Erika had heard from Tommy this new batch of hero-

in, called TC, short for “Triple Crown,” had real kick. “Horse 
cut with fentanyl to purify, then with some super synthetic 
psychotropic shit manufactured in South Africa to enhance. 
Hallucinations and all. Something new added to the mix. 
Hence, baby, the triple cut, Triple Crown winning “horse.” 

She hadn’t noticed any hallucinations, though she won-
dered if hallucinations worked in the ears, tapping into all 
senses and what the fuck was that dragging sound?

Erika scrunched down and put her right eye near the floor, 
peering out of the slit at the bottom of the door. She couldn’t 
make anything out but a nondescript shape moving slow-
ly, being dragged back and forth, occasionally stopping. She 
heard all this, but no voices. No footsteps. No nothing but the 
dragging. 

She sat up, back pressed against the wall again. While 
caught in her distracting thoughts, Ransom had apparently 
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dropped like a sack of shit on the recliner and immediately hit 
the snooze button. He looked so adorable when he slept like 
this, kinda sprawled across the recliner, every limb askew. He 
also had an erection perking up nice and tall. Erika wondered 
if she should just go over and suck him off, wake him up right. 
Shove her inadequacies aside.

Her wandering gaze settled on the table. The candle had 
burned down about halfway. A spoon, baggie of TC, and spike 
rested next to it. Now that’s what she really wanted, damnit. 
Jam it and slam it. She’d taken diet pills with Marilyn earlier 
that day, to amp up and get through her shift at the record 
store. That kept her on edge and pumping away with custom-
ers and busywork. Perhaps her fix would lull her into dream-
land and away from the chaos of the real world.

Erika had had a bit of TC earlier, the tail end of what was 
left of Ransom’s hit, but the remains of the diet pills would rule 
her veins until she got her full-on fix. She’d taken the spike 
from Ransom as he lazed in temporary narcotic catatonia, saw 
there was some left—a rarity, so perhaps Tommy’s claim that 
this new stuff had kick was valid—and jammed the needle into 
her arm. Even the tracery dregs kicked hard as the world went 
fluffy and feathers tickled her brain and body into a kinda 
floating numbness for a few seconds that felt like lifetimes. 

But before she could get a real fix, Ransom’s vacation in 
La-La Land passed and he got all manly and sex-crazed even 
though she knew his ability to function on the shit was nil. He 
always did this, like TC made him feel like Superman, but he 
was only super lame. It magnified his worst traits. As if they 
really needed magnifying.

A scratching sound at the door made her jump, even if it 
was only on her bony rump. 

“The hell is that?” Erika said, lowering herself so she could 
see who was at the door. As she did, she sensed a slight sucking 
sensation, as if somebody had placed the nozzle of a weak vac-
uum cleaner there. She heard nothing, so that was obviously 
not the case. 

Erika glanced up at her apartment, at Ransom all twisted 
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like a human pretzel, and thought how she hasn’t had a func-
tioning vacuum cleaner for going on two years. Amid the mess, 
nobody would notice anyway.

She lowered her face back to the slit beneath the door again. 
Erika cringed and said, “Ew,” as she noticed something odd 
and puckered there. Fleshy, too. Though all wrinkled. Had 
Miss Crumb stumbled and fallen and was now just crawling 
around like a slug back and forth through the hallway? 

She sat back up, not wanting to know. 
Ransom mumbled something in his sleep and farted. 
“Pig,” Erika said, not loud enough for him to hear. Not 

wanting to wake him up. “You’re just a fucking pig,” she spat, 
still with the volume tamped down low. 

“He certainly is,” a voice said. A chill frolicked through her 
body. Her naked nipples  scrunched up hard and sharp as 
large thumbtacks.

Erika spun back to the voice and said, “Who’s there?”
“Somebody who agrees your boyfriend is a pig.” 
The voice was soothing. Erika felt instantly at ease, the in-

tonations caressing the right trenches along the hemispheres 
of her brain. She actually thought this as well, that the hemi-
spheres of her brain were being caressed and it was kind of 
weird and kind of sexy, her hyper-sensitivity on high. She 
smirked, the thought reminding her of the band Rush and 
how an ex-boyfriend used to play their progressive shit with 
those damned tortured cat vocals all the time. His favorite re-
cord by them was called Hemispheres. She like the naked guy 
on the cover, but the noise barfed out by the band made her 
head hurt. No wonder she dropped that guy like a bad habit. 
What was his name?

“I think you’re cute.”
“You think I’m cute?” Erika asked, eyes lit as twin rising 

suns as she rubbed her cheek, hoping it hadn’t bruised. She 
hadn’t been called cute in a long time. Bitch, sure. That was 
common, part of the rude slang she’d experienced in her many 
relationships with musicians. But cute? 

“Cute as a button,” the voice said. 
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Was that good? Cute as a button? If the voice had said she 
was cute as Angelina Jolie, maybe even Brody Dalle back in 
her Distillers days, sure. Though she wasn’t called Dalle back 
then, was she? Even Courtney Love. A button? 

“Yes, it’s very good,” the voice confirmed. 
Had she said that out loud? Where was her head? Where 

was her head at all times? Yeah, locked into bullshit relation-
ships with bullshit punk rockers and wannabe punk rockers, 
and where was her head? A song from Fight Club rose up on 
her mind’s stereo, asking the same question: “Where is my 
head?” Brad Pitt was hot in that movie. A real man. Fists and 
fury. Hot. 

Though Erika’s favorite, Most Wanted Sex Fantasy Stud? 
Sweet Johnny Depp. Oh, she squirmed, pressed her thighs to-
gether. Felt her panties moisten at the thought. 

The shuffling sound drew her attention from the disorder 
of thoughts. 

Erika leaned down, angled her eye, but still could not see 
anything that made sense. Sure, the possibility of an eye or 
two or…three? Were there three? That odd, lipless mouth. 
Was it a mouth? 

Erika took a deep breath. “We don’t even know each other.” 
Or perhaps they did, but she wasn’t sure. “Just tell me your 
name, maybe we do.” 

“I’m whoever you want me to be. Some people say I look 
like Brad Pitt—”

“No way!” Erika scrunched down lower, trying to see if a 
Brad Pitt look-alike was on the other side of the only door to 
her apartment and she hadn’t even invited him in yet. 

The voice only said, “Way.” 
“If you looked like Brad Pitt, you’d already have a girlfriend, 

for sure. Don’t shovel this kinda shit at me.”
A sound that made Erika think the person outside her 

door was wearing an ear-to-ear smile slid comfortably into 
her ears and massaged her brain. More happy hemisphere stuff. 
She could somehow sense this sound, this smile. She knew 
this guy was all talk and no Brad Pitt look-alike, though. He 
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probably looked like Mr. Hempster from the other end of the 
hall, or Cory what’s-his-name from work. Christ, what a cou-
ple of prime-time pieces of bloated petrified ugly they both were.

“You’re right, I was just shoveling it,” the voice said, and 
Erika had to wonder about phrasing and how the voice was 
kinda connected to her thoughts, so they had that.

“Most people actually say I look more like Johnny Depp.”
“Fucking no way, dude. No way!”
“Way.”
“No way! Johnny Depp?”
“Yes, dude. Johnny Depp.” 
This was all weirding Erika out. Brad Pitt, sure, hot, but 

c’mon, Johnny Depp? Even if her pathetic love life veered to-
ward bad boy punks, Johnny Depp was seriously the hottest 
man ever to live.

“And like I said, I think you’re way cute.” 
Signed, sealed, delivered, she was ready to rock his world, 

but how? Ransom was slumped lifeless on her recliner. She 
hadn’t had a chance to look in the bathroom mirror, to see if 
he’d left a bruise again. Erika remembered the only joke she 
ever heard Ransom tell, as if it was a badge of his ignorance: 

“What do you tell a woman who has two black eyes? Nothing 
you ain’t already told her once already” and high-fiving ev-
ery skinhead and mohawk and even the likes of Bethany, she 
of the Old English Eat the Rich tattoo right above her large 
boobs, and if Erika was a lezzie, man, she’d go to town on 
those bodacious ta-tas and…

Stop! Focus. 
Erika thought about how she did it for work. Even on 

whatever her latest boyfriend’s drug-of-the-month was, she 
could hide the tell-tale signs and focus. That’s the way, focus 
like she was at work. Hide herself and only wear the facade of 
Erika Jonkers. She giggled, then reined in the giggle. Time to 
get serious. Three, two, one, and—

“Johnny Depp?” 
“In the flesh. Well, kinda, y’know? But they all say, hey, 

Depp-man, when they see me.”
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“So you really do look like Johnny Depp?” Erika asked one 
more time, for triple, hell, quadruple no lie confirmation. 

“Spittin’ image. And Johnny wants to be your new boy-
friend. Johnny wants a kiss.”

“You want to be my—Oh. Oh! What the…” 
Erika quickly turned to Ransom, noted she hadn’t awak-

ened him with her squeals, then turned back to the door. 
Glistening moistly and sliding up from the slit at the bot-

tom of the door was what looked like a tongue. She gathered 
it was about as thick as her skinny wrists, but considering 
what it was, that was pretty damn impressive. And freaky. It 
stopped about twelve inches from the floor, the tip tapping 
the wood left and right. 

“I want a kiss,” the voice said from the other side of the 
door. Johnny Depp’s voice. Johnny Depp. 

Erika had never read in any gossip rags or read on the 
Hollywood Sleaze Underground site she frequented online 
about Johnny Depp’s super long tongue. She even wondered 
how he could talk if his tongue was hanging out like that. 

“I can’t… I mean…” 
She didn’t know what to say as she watched the tongue 

tap, tap, tapping, as if looking for that kiss she wasn’t sure she 
was up to. She couldn’t even picture putting that thing in her 
mouth.

Erika remembered way back when she was a teenager 
and digging KISS before she got good taste and moved on to 
punk and hardcore, fantasizing about Gene Simmons’ flicking 
tongue while she masturbated.

Christ, imagine what Johnny Depp’s super long tongue 
would feel like? Especially since it’s attached to him! 

Erika also remembered reading on the Hollywood Sleaze 
Underground site that Simmons had had a cow’s tongue or 
donkey’s tongue sewn on to the end of his, like an extension. 
Like she sometimes added to her short black Betty Boop do. 
Hair Extensions. She figured Johnny Depp had to have done 
this, too. No way this was real.

“All real, dude,” the voice said. 
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Again with the cool mental connection. As if their thoughts 
were already making love. 

But Erika hesitated. “I…need to see you first. See if you’re 
really Johnny Depp. I mean if you really look like Johnny 
Depp.” She giggled, hand to her mouth. What a dingbat she 
could be. As if it really was Johnny Depp sitting on the other 
side of her apartment door. 

Her happiness crumbled as she realized she was stalling. 
Derailed again by Ransom’s presence not twelve feet away 
from her. What was she going to do? Johnny Depp wanted to 
be her new boyfriend. Johnny hot-as-fuck Depp. 

Christ, he even sounded like Johnny Depp. 
Erika groaned unhappily when she glanced down and the 

tongue was gone. She hit the door, not hard. A gentle remind-
er of her failure. Again. What if Johnny Depp had left?

She knotted her brow, faded out then faded back. Oh my, 
the diet pills had finally run their course. Why did she let every 
damn boyfriend drag her into their drug habits and bring her 
down like this? Actually, this hiccuping blip in her conscious-
ness was her fault, not Ransom’s, though if not for the TC, she 
wouldn’t have needed the diet pills. So, yeah, all his fault. Jerk. 

Erika felt herself start to fade for good, but now was not 
the time. She needed those Clockwork Orange eye prong 
things, toothpicks, more diet pills, a gallon of coffee, damnit. 
She wanted to have her brain back. Fucking probably left it in 
the bathroom, the bedroom. It certainly didn’t feel like it was 
here. Her head nodded against the wall. She couldn’t sleep 
now. She had Johnny Depp at the door. At least she hoped he 
was still there. But she had Ransom on the recliner.

No, Ransom was standing above her. He nudged her head 
with his knee. 

“Who you talkin’ to?”
Erika’s eyes sparkled wide, circling back to the apartment 

and her new boyfriend.
“Johnny Depp.”
“What the fuck you talkin’ about?”
What could Erika say? Johnny Depp wanted to be her new 
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boyfriend, but she still had the old boyfriend to deal with.
“I can deal with him,” Johnny Depp said, from behind the 

closed door. 
Erika smiled, a wobbly crease across her face, just like her 

head. Wobbly. Everything seemed wobbly.
“What’s he talkin’ about?” Ransom said. “Who the fuck are 

you?”
“I’m Erika’s new boyfriend.”
Ransom pounded the door. Once. Twice. 
Oh, hell. What was she to do? The cat was out of the bag. She 

was moving on. Or was she setting up Johnny Depp to be beaten 
within an inch of his death by Ransom amid his always immi-
nent rage? Erika snapped back like a yo-yo into the clenched fist 
of reality. 

Ransom stepped back from the door, eyed the chain lock 
and deadbolt while tugging on his semi-erect cock. “I gotta piss,” 
he said. “I get back here, I want this fucker gone. You know what 
I’ll do to him otherwise. You know what I’ll do to you.”

His breath was hot. Dragon’s breath. Nasty. They’d had 
Mickey Ds earlier. She could still smell the rancid fillet of fish 
on his breath. Double nasty.

Ransom turned and stomped off toward the bathroom. 
Erika couldn’t let her new boyfriend meet her old boyfriend. 

It wouldn’t end well—
“For him. It won’t end well for him.”
Again, had she said that out loud? They really were connect-

ed. She and Johnny Depp. 
She heard Ransom tinkling the urine-yellow stained ivories. 

Heard him grunt, too. Perhaps he was taking a dump, which 
would give her more time to send Johnny Depp to his safety. 
But Johnny Depp said it wouldn’t be good for Ransom if they 
tangled. Implied it, at least. 

“You seen Ransom before? You know he’s a crazy screw loose 
cannon.” 

“I’m a crazy screw loose cannon, too,” Johnny Depp, who 
really wasn’t the Johnny Depp (was he?), said. Erika wondered 
if her new boyfriend who looked like Johnny Depp was bigger 
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than Johnny Depp, who she’d read was not too big. She won-
dered if her new boyfriend actually could take down Ransom. 

“I’m a hurricane, dude. I’ll devour Ransom’s soul.”
Erika heard the toilet flush. 
“When he gets back, send him out here. Let me deal with 

him so we can be together. I love you!”
Johnny Depp loved her, Erika Jonkers? She swooned, as 

much as a woman sitting in her frayed pink panties on the 
dirty carpeted floor of an overstuffed apartment could swoon. 
She put her hand to the door, a slow caress. 

Ransom loomed above her and said, “Still talkin’ to a dead 
man, bitch?” She watched him slide the chain out of the met-
al holder and turn the deadbolt, white knuckle squeezing the 
door knob. Before he opened the door, he said, “As usual, it’s 
your fuckin’ fault. This fucker’s beatin’ will be on your head—”

“No, Ransom…” 
Erika grabbed his naked calf. Laughter purred loudly from 

the other side of the door. Ransom shook her off, but her grip 
had already loosened. Perhaps Johnny Depp knew what he 
was getting into and was ready.

Ransom swung the door open so hard she thought it would 
rattle off its hinges. She raised her palms to block it. She heard 
him say, “Holy shit,” and then there was an abrupt sucking 
sound, or dragging and sucking sound, she couldn’t be sure. 
She could only listen, and what she heard defied any descrip-
tion she could come up with. 

She dug horror movies. This felt like a sound from a horror 
movie. But she couldn’t be sure. She wasn’t sure if she wanted 
to be sure. 

Nonetheless, she got up on her hands and knees, listening. 
She heard more curious sounds that stirred the acid in her 
belly. After those sounds settled, she heard Ransom’s voice. 
Kinda.

“W-What?” Erika said. 
He sounded far away, like at the opposite end of a tunnel. 

No, more muffled, like talking through fog. She really had no 
idea what talking through fog would sound like, but this is 
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what she imagined it would sound like. Muffled. Foggy. 
He said something else Erika couldn’t understand. 
“Now, now. I don’t need you, yet,” Johnny Depp said in 

response to whatever Ransom had said. Erika could swear 
Ransom was screaming, but wouldn’t that be so much louder? 

“What’s going on, Johnny?” 
“Nothing to worry your lovely little head over, dude,” he 

said. “Time to come out here and give me a kiss.” 
Erika moved closer to the door, afraid to circle around, 

but not sure why she was afraid. If Johnny Depp had things 
under control, this was definitely in her favor. 

Why was she hesitant?
“C’mon, dude. Don’t keep Johnny waiting.” 
Erika stood up and peeked around the door. It was dark 

out there. Apparently, at some point after Ransom opened 
the door, all the lights in the hallway had gone out. She’d 
seen shadows beneath the door before, but now it was all 
shadow.

She stepped into the hallway. 
“Johnny?” 
“Just a second, dude.” 
Why was he calling her dude? Did he really know who 

she was? Did he know her name was Erika Jonkers? Did it 
matter? Perhaps it was, like, a pet name. 

Erika heard another muffled sound, but not a vocal muf-
fled sound. As if Johnny Depp or Ransom were punching a 
pillow. Immediately after that, she heard another sound, this 
one vocal. Ransom again. 

“What’s going on?” she said, before another voice dis-
tracted her. Perhaps it was the need for sleep, TC, maybe just 
a little so she could think right, that distracted her. 

No, there was another voice. Miss Crumb? 
Erika strolled down the dark hall, noticing as she did how 

a mysterious illumination radiated from her. It was as if she 
had glow-in-the-dark skin. It was the only reason she could 
see anything. 

Miss Crumb came into view after Erika walked what felt 
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like the whole length of the hallway. Even farther. Miss Crumb 
was dressed in some kind of old lady pajamas. A bunch of dif-
ferent colored cats stared out at her from the thick fabric. But 
not Miss Crumb. She stared up and over Erika’s shoulder, at 
what should have been the ceiling behind her. 

“Miss Crumb, what’s going on? We having a power outage?”
Miss Crumb only smiled dumbly, like she was on some-

thing. Had she gotten a fix of TC? Something stronger? Erika 
wanted some of whatever it was. 

“You okay, Miss Crumb?” 
Without looking at Erika, Miss Crumb said, “It’s wonder-

ful, isn’t it? He’s wonderful, don’t you think?” 
Erika turned and looked behind her. There was only 

darkness. 
“Who?”
“Cary. Cary Grant. He’s my new boyfriend.” 
“I don’t see anybody, Miss Crumb. No Cary whoever.” 
“He’s right there—yes, yes, I love you, too, Cary. I love you, 

too!” 
Miss Crumb clapped her arthritic hands together like a 

teenager who had succumbed to her first schoolgirl crush. 
Erika turned and peered as hard as she could into the dark-
ness, but she didn’t see anybody. No Cary whoever. No noth-
ing but darkness. 

Erika put a hand on Miss Crumb’s shoulder. The fabric 
was soaked through. 

“Okay, Miss Crumb. Whatever you say.” 
“Yes, Cary, darling.” Still staring over Erika’s shoulder and 

into the darkness. “Whatever you want.” 
Erika started back toward her apartment, content to leave 

wacky Miss Crumb to her invisible new boyfriend. Perhaps 
they were both getting lucky tonight. 

As she slowly strolled back toward her apartment, it struck 
her the carpet was wet. Why hadn’t she noticed before? Christ, 
a blackout and pipes bursting? Had Miss Crumb tried to fix 
the pipes? Is that why she was soaked, too? Perhaps she’d 
bumped her head while trying to fix them. That might explain 
her kinda loopy present state. 



The Johnny Depp Thing

234

Erika just wanted to sleep and wake up to everything back 
to normal. Even if normal always skipped hand in hand with 
chaos.

No, what she wanted was her new boyfriend, Johnny Depp, 
to sweep her off her feet so she could forget this shoebox 
shithole. 

A noise to Erika’s right stopped her dead in her tracks. 
What now? 

“Erika. Honey, help me.” The sound was muffled but not as 
muffled as before. As if the fog had lifted. It was Ransom. 

Couldn’t he just go away?
Erika wondered if Johnny Depp, who had become very 

quiet, really had taken care of the Ransom issue. 
“I don’t want to hear you anymore,” she said, her thoughts 

given expression. 
“Please, Erika. Honey.” 
She turned to her right, to where a wall should be. To 

where the apartment across the hall should be. Maybe that’s 
why Ransom’s voice sounded muffled, he was in another 
apartment. That would make sense. In the dense darkness, 
Erika was compelled to reach up with her left hand, to feel for 
the wall. As she stepped forward, one, two, three steps, there 
was nothing. No wall.

How could that be? 
She kept moving toward the sounds Ransom was making. 

Sobbing sounds. She couldn’t imagine Ransom sobbing, but 
that’s what it sounded like. 

Back there, where Erika had left Miss Crumb and her in-
visible new boyfriend, Cary whoever, she heard Miss Crumb 
laugh sharply, then moan loudly. As if she was having an old 
lady orgasm and, damn, that Cary guy must be rubbing all the 
right places. Moments later, Miss Crumb fell silent. The si-
lence compressed the rest of the sounds for a couple seconds, 
even Ransom’s sobbing. 

Erika suddenly felt very alone. 
She kept walking and her squishy footsteps made her ears 

kinda twitch, but at least her hearing was coming back. Like 
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when she was a kid and her family would drive through the 
hills by Santa Cruz to visit her aunt and her ears would pop 
because of the pressure. 

Something was coming into view.
“Oh, my,” Erika said, taking in her ex-boyfriend, Ransom, 

as he struggled in what looked like one of those bubbles you’d 
blow through a plastic wand. 

“Get me outta here, honey,” he said, eyes wide with some-
thing Erika recognized as fear. 

“Quit calling me honey and…what the hell are you in?” She 
was tempted to reach out, but the possibility of touching the 
smooth, transparent skin of the bubble made her stomach roil. 

“Get me the fuck outta here, goddamnit, you bitch. Get me 
outta here before I—”

“Before you what?” Johnny Depp said. Finally back, but 
not in the flesh. Erika still couldn’t see him. 

“Where are you, Johnny?” 
Ransom squirmed, pushing himself away from the direc-

tion from which Johnny Depp’s voice had projected. The bub-
ble moved, rolled and tumbled like a balloon, not like a ball. 

Erika’s breath caught as Johnny Depp finally stepped 
out of the darkness. Or, at least, stepped into her field of 
illumination. 

He smiled, and it was both playful and dirty. She felt her 
heartbeat quicken. 

“Here I am,” he said. Her new boyfriend, Johnny Depp, 
said. 

Ransom screamed again, but she barely heard him. 
“Where were you? What’s going on?” 
“I was helping Miss Crumb.” He moved closer. She could 

smell him…and it was a rather unpleasant smell. Kinda like 
mold, but if this was what Johnny Depp smelled like, she 
could get used to it. Oh, yes, she really could. 

Erika’s peripheral vision took note that Ransom was 
still bouncing like a balloon and the balloon was shrinking. 
Ransom was shrinking.

She knew this didn’t really make sense. People don’t 
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shrink, unless you’re like Brad Pitt in that other movie he did. 
The one about the old man baby that grows backward and be-
comes a baby baby and even with the thought, Brad Pitt and 
his hotness faded, just like Ransom was fading. 

As Erika regained wet foothold in the darkness, she said, “I 
thought Cary whoever was helping Miss Crumb.” 

“Yes,” Johnny Depp said, close enough to touch now. “We 
were helping her.” 

A whispering jag of jealousy slinked through Erika’s brain, 
but then Johnny Depp put his hand on her bicep. 

“Oh,” Erika said, rather loudly. The pleasure was immea-
surable. She almost lost her balance. 

“You are a sensitive one, aren’t you, dude?” 
Erika felt the pleasure subside, a wave ebbing within her. 

His touch now just causing her skin to tingle. A damn good 
tingle, but not a crippling wow like her whole body was one 
big clit. 

Erika caught her breath again. 
Ransom said something she couldn’t make out. Didn’t 

want to make out. She was trapped in Johnny Depp’s eyes, 
but her ex-asshole-boyfriend was distracting her. 

“Go ahead,” Johnny Depp said. 
Erika tilted her head, thought she saw something wiggle 

in Johnny Depp’s eyes, then turned and kicked the shrinking 
balloon like ball that was Ransom. He bounded into the dark-
ness beyond, where he would be of no bother to her anymore. 

She had a flashing moment of guilt, but why? Ransom had 
been a waste of time just like all the rest of the mediocre ex-
cuses for men in her life. 

She had a real man, now. 
No, Erika wasn’t stupid. It was rather obvious this Johnny 

Depp wasn’t the real Johnny Depp. Wasn’t human, most 
probably. 

Erika wasn’t sure what she had. 
“You have me, Erika,” Johnny Depp said. Calling her Erika 

for the first time. He did know who she was. 
Well, it knew who she was.
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“No. I am not an it. You know who I am.” Johnny Depp 
took her in his arms. Her whole body came alive. Her skin 
ached for more. 

“But…I know you’re not, you’re something else.” Erika re-
mained stiff, not hugging him as his body seemed to cling and 
slowly spread out over hers. 

“Don’t be afraid, Erika.”
Erika gasped as something slick and tantalizing slithered 

over the lip of her panties and down the shaved pathway 
over her mound, ever so slightly teasing her throbbing clit. It 
felt like the tongue she’d seen at her door. That long, slick, 
scrumptious, scary snake of a tongue. She closed her eyes, on 
edge and left to linger there. 

Worry struggled for purchase, but she shoved it away. The 
possibilities here were tantalizing.

“Now, can I get that kiss?” 
“But your tongue…your tongue, it’s down there.” 
Erika opened her eyes. Johnny Depp’s face was up here. 

How could his tongue be down there?
She never, most definitely never, read on the Hollywood 

Sleaze Underground site that Johnny Depp had two (or 
more?) tongues, or that Johnny Depp, her new boyfriend, was 
not even human. You’d think they’d get that much right. 

Erika tried to push away, perplexed. 
Johnny Depp held tight. 
“What have you got to lose, Erika?” he said. 
Really. What did she have to lose? Her new boyfriend, 

Johnny Depp, wasn’t human. Okay, with the promise of how 
he was making her feel teetering closer, did it really matter? 
Men had failed her up to now. What’s that slogan at the meet-
ings about insanity and repeating the same thing over and 
over and expecting changes, a different outcome? 

Did it really matter? 
“I love you, Erika Jonkers,” Johhny Depp said, the Johnny 

Depp thing said, as Erika stared into his…into its—no—into 
his beautiful, perfect face. Illusion or not.

Did it really matter? 
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All men had failed her. Perhaps it took something not hu-
man to really treat her right. 

Erika Jonkers knew what mattered. 
“I love you, too, Johnny Depp!” 
And they kissed…
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The Land Lord
he smell hit me first, sewage in its most offensive form. 
Many smells were shaken and stirred within the abhor-
rent cocktail, the only one to distinguish itself amidst the 

aromatic, nostril hair singeing medley, something akin to what 
an assemblage of the unclean would emit. As if all of the home-
less in this battered down town had engaged in a mass orgy of 
filth and disease most profound. 

“Jesus, Reggie, how can you lean over the edge and take a big 
whiff without fainting?” I said, hand to my mouth, wishing I had 
a gas mask. 

Regina, my girlfriend of nine months—and fiancée for the 
last month—turned toward me, dimples digging deep to both 
sides of her wily smile. “Why don’t you come up and see me 
some time?” she said, in her best Mae West, while winking at me 
seductively. I whistled a wolf’s call. “Or at least come over and 
join me, you hunk-a-hunk-a burning love.” Her Elvis Presley 
was no better than her Mae West, but at least it distracted me 
from the fetid odors…for a second or three. 

“The only way you can get me any closer to that stench is if 
you nail me to a cross and prop me up within the muck.”

Regina mulled over responses, finally settling on, “In that 
case, can you go back to the apartment and get me a hammer and 
nails, honey?” the last word accompanied by a pout that made 
me consider following through. We both laughed, but then she 
said, “Come on over and join me on the edge.” The edge being 
the bridge, barely a bridge, overlooking a wide concrete drain-
age ditch. She put her hand out. I couldn’t resist. Sometimes 
one puts up with more than deemed reasonable out of love. 

T
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As I approached her, the smells took on another downright 
nasty trait. I realized it was as if the first smell had birthed the 
second smell, the orgy a direct response to the sewage. As if 
all that had been discarded—trash; hope—radiated as a living 
thing. It was so oppressive, this urban forest of the soiled, I 
thought it might take a machete to cut through it. My eyes 
joined my nostrils, watering in protest. 

It was just another signpost pointing out the deterioration 
of this town I was only now getting to know. It was well on its 
way toward total collapse. 

As I took her hand, I peered below, where graffiti decorat-
ed the walls of the concrete drainage ditch that curled beyond 
my view in one direction, and directly underneath us in the 
other. A black and soulless graffiti, as if the town itself had 
decided to decorate its hardened flesh and this was all it could 
muster. 

Those walls made me think of a reality I did not want to 
acknowledge, as if the mere formation of those scribbles por-
tended dark, enigmatic strategies on the brink of fulfillment. 

I was fascinated, as all about the underbelly of the world 
fascinated me, but I felt myself shudder. A chill galloped 
through my body, despite the sun’s burning eye staring down 
on me. 

Not exactly. 
I looked up at the sky where a bright circle glowed behind 

the overcast pallor, but the sun itself never burned through 
the clouds that hung limply as a discarded summer dress on a 
clothesline over the town. 

A gull stood listlessly in the thin stream of grubby brown 
water and litter that coursed into the culvert, the tunnel that 
wound beneath us. I watched it as it struggled through the in-
distinguishable muck, attempting to move about, garbage col-
lecting at the sloshy banks. Much like the smells, there was no 
distinction in any of it. I leaned forward and traced the path of 
the stream as it trickled weakly into the tunnel. I imagined the 
debris would clump together in the dark, damp place, birthing 
an obscene creature that slurped up the dirty water and refuse, 
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never satiated, always hungry, wanting more. 
This place really set the tracks for the right brain creativity 

train to chug along, though not to places it normally would 
stop. Horror? A creature created from filth? I shook my head, 
hoping these perverse thoughts would disperse, never to tra-
verse in my head again. 

“Can’t you smell that?” I shook my head and, I’m sure, 
looked at her rather quizzically. 

“It’s not that bad—”
“It’s rancid, like rotten meat now, as well as the smells of 

the unclean, and the smells of raw sewage. You can’t tell me 
it’s not making your nostril hairs recoil in protest.”

“It’s a little funky, yeah.” But she seemed more used to it. 
Perhaps her many years living in in this town had desensitized 
her to the repulsive smells that now had the acid in my stom-
ach churning. 

“James Brown is funky. Sly Stone is funky. Parliament is 
Funkadelic.” I grinned. “This doesn’t have that same groove, 
babe.” I put my hand on her lower back. Her shirt was moist 
with sweat. “You can’t tell me this is one of the featured attrac-
tions meant to draw tourists to this wayward town, can you?” 
I was joking, but neither of us laughed.

Her joy simmered. I watched as she stared out beyond the 
drainage ditch, not really looking at the black spattered scrib-
bles on the walls, just zoning and looking out beyond it all. 

After a few minutes more, anxious to vacate this lit-
ter-strewn balcony and move on to something less repellant 
(but possibly not much less; the town itself was steeped in 
disrepair), I noticed the water collate with intent around the 
gull’s thin legs. Without struggle, the gull toppled and fell and 
was swept into the toothless maw of the tunnel beneath us. 
Sure to satisfy the creature I’d created that lived there. 

I tugged Regina away from her roost. Hanging around 
above this concrete wasteland was strange and unsettling in 
ways that made walking away in haste imperative. 

~
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After five straight years without a vacation, I decided to take 
the summer off, with Regina joining me, of course. Until we 
hooked up, I would usually volunteer to work because that 
was the rhythm of my life. When one was alone, work sadly 
became one’s life, period. At the last minute, she was sum-
moned back to teach summer school because a fellow teacher 
was called away with an emergency. At her insistence, I decid-
ed to stick to my vacation plans anyway and settle into writing 
that first novel, every creative writing teacher’s onus. 

We’d been together for only nine months, having con-
nected at a school district function. I moved into her shoebox 
two-bedroom apartment a month ago. She approached the re-
lationship with a sense of urgency veering on desperation, but 
I was remiss to curtail her desires as I was smitten. My better 
instincts would be to step back, take my time. But since we got 
along so well from the get-go, it made sense. And neither one 
of us qualified as a proverbial spring chicken. 

She’d spent her whole life in this gray town, while I’d lived 
most recently in a neighboring town, one that was the com-
plete opposite of this place. A town that teemed with life, full 
of exotic restaurants and busy shopping centers. Maybe more 
generic, but definitely a better proposition than living here. 
But she was here, and she would say, “You’ll get used to it after 
a while,” as if there really was something to get used to. 

I moved in with her so we could save money, and her place 
was cheaper, I had to admit. She relaxed, that sense of urgen-
cy put at ease by the serious step we’d taken. I would have 
thought having asked her to marry me would have done this, 
but it didn’t until I moved in. I figured I could deal with this 
town for a while, after which, when we got married, we’d move 
as far from here as possible.

The town had an aura of disuse, of something corrupt 
within its borders. Now that I was taking the time off, Regina 
insisted I take up some kind of health regime— “At least get 
out there and walk the town, maybe something will strike you 
as interesting for the so-called novel you want to write” —she 
would playfully smirk—“or at least, get your heart pumping.” 
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I said something about the prostitutes who strolled along the 
main street, they might get my heart pumping. She smiled 
cattily, curled her fingers into claws, and jabbed them into my 
stomach. “Whatever it takes, tubby.”

She was right. Though I was taking a complete break from 
the rigors of work, reading a lot for pleasure as opposed to 
from the curriculum, as well as finally attempting to write the 
gritty great American novel, I knew I might just veg out, grow 
fat and happy, a paramount example of the lure of couch po-
tatoism. I figured it would be good, walking being baby steps 
toward being healthier, but wandering around this town was 
something of an adventure I’d never imagined, now that I’d 
gotten to know it a wee bit. 

There was a lot that disturbed me. You’d think with my 
predilection toward fiction that dug into dirt level takes on life, 
I’d eat this up. But being this close to the reality of that kind 
of life, as well as reminding me of years ago when I’d almost 
slipped into its grips, I simply found it discomfiting, though I 
did start to take notes. 

The homeless here were legion. They meandered as if they 
owned the place. Though I did not see any shopping carts 
overflowing with a homeless person’s material dreads—the 
evidence of a life once stable, or a collection of oddities, tell-
tale signs of a mind succumbing to schizophrenia or some re-
lated mental meltdown—they were everywhere. 

Along with this, and perhaps reason for their multitude, 
every nook and cranny within town promised some sort of 
deviant exhibition. From drug trafficking—I’d been stopped a 
handful of times over the first two weeks of walking, my goal 
just to make it the mile or so to a coffee shop in a nondescript 
shopping center—to the significant number of prostitutes, 
most with distraught, heat-blasted features and no discern-
ible shape. There were even some roaming around as if lost as 
I took my walk early in the morning. I expected many more 
came out as night shadowed this dismal place and perhaps 
assisted in concealing their ragged souls.
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The mentally deficient were the most disquieting, down-
right ominous element. Sure, some of the homeless exhibited 
the idiosyncrasies indicative of a short-circuiting brain, but 
there was evidence that those suffering from some mental 
glitch were as often not destitute. I watched as a man in a 
dark suit paced in circles talking to himself and/or imaginary 
friends as if that circular space was a too small cage. 

Furthermore, I observed obsessive compulsive displays as 
they kicked into high gear, making my body twitch in protest. 
One incident involved a woman in a crisp beige blouse and 
matching skirt who kept kicking out here right leg, as if she 
were trying to elude the grasp of an invisible pursuer. Yet I 
knew from the contorted look on her face, something within 
had ceased to function normally. I visually followed her as she 
ducked into a shadowy space behind an office building within 
a vacant car lot, her leg still kicking out, her glance back my 
way one to freeze the marrow. It was if she’d gone feral. There 
was nothing remotely human there.

Some of these displays unspooled out across dark gray as-
phalt as the residents moseyed by in brand new or beat-up old 
autos. The disintegration of one’s mental faculties held no pref-
erences as to social status, as noted with the man in the dark 
suit and woman dressed sharply as opposed to the obviously 
homeless. I would watch as those in vehicles pounded steer-
ing wheels as they drove, drumming with mad anti-rhythmic 
intensity. Battering because they had to, they were driven to, 
not out of any musical inspiration I could imagine. It was also 
as if these drivers were also trapped in too small cages, like 
the man in the dark suit—like many I have seen here—never 
able to drive beyond the borders. I saw many of these same 
vehicles manned by the same mentally broken drivers repeat-
edly over the short period I’d been here. 

An air of unease permeated it all, as if the town invited 
the unstable, dysfunctional sorts. As if the burnished, grimy 
charms infected all who lived here. Those who chose to live 
here, and those who were made to stay here because of some 
force that disallowed their leaving. 
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I had a vague impression that this might be why Regina 
wanted to stay here, as if she could not leave if she wanted to, 
which, of course, was a ridiculous assumption. She had free 
will. They all had free will. 

Some people sank no matter what.
I knew it was just my mind running with the wayward 

thoughts for the first time in years, which one would, again, 
think was a great place to be since I wanted to write that nov-
el. But I almost wished I was working through the summer, 
something to distract me from what I felt I was finding out 
about the town, however unformed these initial impressions 
might be. 

“I’ve been here my whole life. It hasn’t corrupted me, has 
it?”

I’d brought these perceptions to Regina’s attention, but 
she played it off as she always played off any real conversation 
about living in this town.

“Well, you have your quirks…”
“And you have a belly. You sure you’re walking? I mean, 

I don’t want to marry Jabba the Hut when the time comes.” 
She’d swiftly swept the question under the rug, where all the 
important issues went to die. 

I wasn’t in the mood to push right now, so I let it go as 
I massaged my belly, bloated it out and mumbled quite the-
atrically something about bringing me a feast, Princess Leia. 
Regina jumped on me, deflating my belly and kissing me, say-
ing, “I got your feast, Jabba,” as she took off her sweater, and 
the rest of the evening was spent trying to work off as much of 
my belly as possible.

After she left for work the following morning, I pulled my 
aching bones out of bed and stretched a little, before setting 
out to see more of the strange town.

The details were becoming clearer, though this did not 
put me at ease. The smells and sights, sure, but now my focus 
aligned to the town itself. All the buildings were crammed to-
gether, exhibiting slipshod construction. All the roofs seemed 
crooked, like they were from some evil fairy tale, crooked hats 
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and crooked smiles, black-window eyes, black widow eyes, 
sinister… 

We lived on the outskirts, in the residential area. The 
houses and a couple of apartment complexes, ours being one 
of them, were a little less crowded, not shoulder to shoulder, 
but also less finished, which seemed odd. The buildings in the 
town proper seemed in disarray, yet there was completeness 
to their absurd construction. As if the blueprint was designed 
by M.C. Escher and brought to fruition in wood, brick, stucco, 
and concrete, by blindfolded monkeys armed with hammers, 
nails, and spit. 

As I walked down one of the two main streets in the center 
of town, full of antique shops, a time-warped pharmacy with 
a fresh ice creamery (or so it claimed as I’d yet to step inside 
to confirm), a few cafes and diners, and a couple of bars (one 
tavern, one saloon), I wandered over to one of the windows, 
to peek inside, wondering what the decor would look like. The 
establishment was a closed down Hof Brau. There was no in-
dication of the restaurant it had formerly been. The walls be-
hind the window were off-white, in need of paint. That’s when 
it hit me my assumption they were “off-white” was wrong. 
They were more blank than any specific color. Devoid of color. 
Devoid of the memory of color… 

My impressions were all out of sorts.
I thought I felt something crawl along the collar of my shirt 

and slapped my hand against the back of my neck. 
Ripped, colored wires sprang out of holes where sockets 

used to reside. They seemed more like some kind of decora-
tion, like plastic plants, than anything that brought energy to 
the place when it used to hum with life. Cracked and broken 
tiles were stacked as a mountain range of disrepair along one 
side of the mostly vacant space. Metal pipes jutted out of the 
chipped concrete floor beneath the vanquished tiles, like peri-
scopes rising out of Hell’s fiery pit.

I leaned back and read the printing etched onto the glass 
of the front door, white paint flaking off, and realized that the 
few other times I had passed by I had assumed it was too early 
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for it to be open, but now, upon closer inspection, it was obvi-
ously out of business. 

Oddest of all, amidst the architectural clutter, as I pressed 
my hand against the glass, the glass cracked and spider-webbed 
from the mere pressure of my fingers. The shock of the crack-
ing had me realizing this was, obviously, not of the norm, thin 
and brittle. I took a few steps backward and noticed there were 
tiny cracks like craters everywhere. Pock marks representative 
of where insects may have landed—impossible, but what could 
have created them? 

I wondered how many more buildings were of this same 
shoddy construction. 

As I checked a café, a pizza place, and a Christian Science 
reading room, none of these had any indication that they were 
still in operation any more, either. The windows were also of 
the same brittle glass. The wood of the door to the pizza place—
no name for the place besides a generic “Pizza” sign—shredded 
beneath my fingers. Turned to sawdust. To say I was perplexed 
was putting it lightly. 

Across the street, I could see a bunch of old tables and 
chairs and paintings in front of the antique shop’s windows 
and could also see chairs and such in the cafe adjacent to it, but 
on this side of the street, the west side of the street—same side 
as our apartment, though a good mile from our apartment—all 
of the businesses seemed done for, gone. And left to decay. 

At the intersection of the two main streets—both called 
Main Street, though each was tagged with different directional 
designations: NS and EW—I crossed in front of a grizzled old 
man who peered at me from behind the wheel of a beat-up, 
snorting and clanking yellow VW. He was angry, as if my pres-
ence had stalled his progress. I smiled, not sure why—alleviat-
ing my own discomfort? He continued to stare straight ahead, 
not following me. I expect it wasn’t really me who set him on 
edge. My perceptions were being skewed by my dislike of the 
town. 

I’m pretty sure I’d seen him before, but never close up like 
now.
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As I headed for the coffee shop I had made my destination 
on these walks, I passed by two homeless men adorned in the 
latest in well-worn fabric filth—it was as if they had lived a life-
time in their soiled, densely layered clothing. I steered myself to 
the left side of the sidewalk, avoiding them. 

Their smells reminded me of the bridge.
Ahead of me, an utterly nondescript man, his face bland, as 

if scrubbed clean of personality, yelled across the street, “Hey, 
Jimmy. Jimmy! You better be at the next meeting. You better 
be there.”

From behind me, one of those who I had just passed by 
joined in.

“Yeah, Jimmy. You don’t want to piss it off. It won’t give you 
what you want if you don’t make the meetings—”

“And you know you want it, Jimmy. You want it bad, Jimmy,” 
said the man in front of me. I glanced across the street to see 
this meeting missing Jimmy. He didn’t seem to be homeless, so 
I wondered as to his connection to the two who had passed me. 
Though, in thinking this, I wondered as to the connection be-
tween the two obviously homeless men, the blank slate in front 
of me, and Jimmy, who simply seemed in a hurry. His stride 
was one with purpose. Not like these others.

“Hey, bud. Got…anything?”
I stopped, miffed by Blank Slate’s question and, more so, the 

up-close perusal of his face. There was nothing there. I’m sure 
I stared overly long before saying, “Anything? Anything what?”

“Ha, fuck it, it don’t matter. You can’t have anything I want. 
Not me,” he laughed and casually walked past me. His laughter 
was that of a dying toad. Even as his face contorted to accom-
modate the laugh, it seemed more malleable than engraved with 
lines indicating age or, again, personality. Putty waiting to be 
molded. 

Freak, I thought. Man, these locals were quite a mess. The 
residents here took the cake and spread their own special brand 
of insanity over it. 

I also wondered about the meeting of which they had spo-
ken. It made me think of a union for the homeless, in which 
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they paid their dues with crushed cans and smoked out cig-
arette butts. It made me think that somehow this town and 
these people might work their way into the novel still taking 
shape in my head. 

I turned from my dim appraisal of the weird goings 
on and almost bumped into a large woman in a dress that 
seemed more like curtains draped over her shoulders, who 
waddled across the sidewalk, back and forth, her eyes cha-
meleon-like in their disconnected perusal of who-knows-
what. I felt something rise in my gorge and was glad I’d not 
eaten anything yet.

I eavesdropped as she talked to herself. “Gotta-make-
the-meeting…gotta-get-some—what about Jimmy? What if 
he messes up again? Don’t-matter-it’s-his-loss-not-mine…I-
know-what-I-need-and-only-it-can-fill-me-with-what-I-
need… It’s better if he shows up, though…better for all…” On 
and on she mumbled and whispered and continued to wad-
dle without noticing I was standing in front of her, having 
stopped, ready to slip around her girth. She looked up at me, 
her eyes focused for an instant, and said, “It feeds the hole 
inside, mister. It fills it up.”

“Excuse me,” I said, but her eyes took to spinning wildly 
and I had to look away, it was so disorientating. 

She started on her way, again with the vocal stream: 
“Gotta-get-there-on-time-to-make-sure-to-get-enough-
there’s-never-enough…”

I continued on my way, not sure of what to make of any 
of this. Not sure if I really wanted to make any sense of this 
town. 

~

Regina decided to walk with me the following Saturday. She 
looked particularly fit in her turquoise shorts and snug dark 
blue baby-T. 

“Sexy! But it’s overcast, you might need more than that.” 
With the statement, I realized I was being redundant: it was 
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always overcast. There was more blue in her clothing than I’d 
ever seen in the sky here. 

“But it’s warm. Toasty. Let’s go.”
She grabbed my hand and led me outside. She was right. 

Two distinct qualities about the weather here had become 
clear to me. It was always that odd white overcast, and it was 
always warm, bordering on humid; sticky. It looked as though 
it should be cooler, it always looked as though it should be 
cooler, but once I got outside, I inevitably ended up wishing I 
had left the windbreaker I wore at the apartment. 

Regina steered our conversation toward the town, as if she 
was very interested in my insights so far. 

“Are you getting a feel for it now, this town?”
“I suppose you could put it that way. I mean, you know 

I’m incorporating something about it, the homeless and the 
generally undefined yet obviously out-of-kilter ambience into 
what I’m writing. That sense of decay I mentioned about some 
of the buildings here.”

“That’s why I’m asking. What are you incorporating? 
What’s triggering the most distinct influence?”

“Influence? That seems a bit much. Not so much influence. 
It just warrants mulling over in my head.” 

“Sure,” she said, as if she really—yeah, you betcha—be-
lieved me. 

I’d never really noticed, but the houses along the street 
flanking our apartment complex seemed, despite their less 
slip-shod construction, to be directly related to the buildings 
in the heart of the town. There was an obvious connection I 
hadn’t gauged before. There was something amiss about the 
architecture or, at least, about the finished product. I wanted 
to walk up to them and press my fingertips to the windows to 
see if they cracked. I knew I would do that to the windows in 
the apartment. 

With this thought, I wondered about the vagaries of 
influence.

Regina glanced at me, her face lighting up as we approached 
the bridge, but I pulled her away and gave her a loving hug 
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that was more an excuse to keep walking. I’m sure she sensed 
this, but I didn’t really care. Just passing by the drainage ditch, 
I had to pinch my nostrils shut. It was particularly pungent to-
day, as if it had grown hair and come to life. It smelled like an 
animal, though still cut with its usual hodgepodge of revolting 
yet indeterminate smells. 

She shrugged her shoulders and said, “I suppose, it’s best 
you get to explore my town without my influence.” 

Her town? The phrasing seemed funny to me. Regina had 
quirks I was still finding out about most every day, especially 
since I’d been living with her. Secrets. We all have secrets; I 
didn’t expect hers were anything major. That’s why, since ev-
erything else about her so enamored me, I rolled with the re-
lationship and did not chip too hard into the few little spaces 
she kept to herself. But here, as we moved beyond the bridge 
and toward Main St. EW, I took the chisel firmly in my hand.

“What kind of vibe do you get from this bridge, the drain-
age ditch, the tunnel, all of it? What can you tell me about it?” 

“I think we should head back and climb down there and…
explore.”

“That’s the vibe? That’s what you can tell me about it?” 
Then, pressing harder, pinching a nerve between chewed-
on fingernails: “Haven’t you already explored down there? I 
mean, you’ve been here your whole life. Don’t you already 
know what’s to be found there?” 

I knew Regina had a kind of comfort zone connection to 
this town, from what I had seen so far. I hoped more and 
more, even with the initiation of a novel that seemed to entail 
much of this ugly place’s personality in its creation, to take her 
out of her dismal comfort zone, shake her from this familiar-
ity, and move on to some place that at least had an illusion of 
beauty. 

This town didn’t even put up a front. It was ugly. It did not 
hide this fact. Flaunted it quite freely, actually. 

I waited for a response, but realized halfway to our coffee 
shop destination, before we hit the center of town, there was 
none to be had. Her silence was answer enough.
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When we made it to the coffee shop, she immediately shook 
out of her aloof mood. She was talking to everybody. 

“Hey, Cheryl, Mark.” A couple in the corner of the cof-
fee shop, sitting on a ratty couch of indiscriminate dark color, 
smiled at her, albeit meekly. They both seemed fine until I scru-
tinized deeper. Their clothes were nice, but not clean. Mark’s 
features would be considered roughly handsome if not for an 
odd tick making his mouth seem to sneer constantly. Cheryl’s 
eyes lacked something I could not make out. 

“Dolores, how are you doing?”
The never smiling woman behind the counter—weighty jowls 

and mousy brown hair—seemed to brighten for the slimmest of 
seconds. Perhaps brighten is an inappropriate word. She merely 
seemed more alive than her usual disinterested in the world self. 
As if living was a burden.

“’Gina.” She turned to me, an expression I would almost call 
understanding if I had a clue to what she was really thinking. 

“He with you?”
“Yes. Dolores, this is Jeff, my fiancé. Dolores has been run-

ning this shop for—how long now, dear?”
“Long enough.”
“Dolores’ daughter, Cassandra, was my best friend in high 

school.” Regina turned her attention back to Dolores and said, 
“So how is Cassie these days?”

There was a frozen moment that surged through the coffee 
shop. I’d swear everyone silently acknowledged this, though I 
could not fathom how or why, it was simply the stretching of 
a rubber band to the point of snapping. Mark stared at us, the 
tick playing havoc with his upper lip. Cheryl’s eyes registered…
nothing, and I realized the sense of something lacking I had felt 
was more so the woman, not just the eyes. 

It’s as if she was barely there. 
Not unlike Blank Slate…
It was as if the asking of this question and an answer of 

substance were already known between these two, between 
all except me, and this situation, here—something intangible 
I could not put my finger on, yet I could sense because it was 
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undeniable—was not the forum in which it would ever be spo-
ken aloud. 

“What will you have?” The gruff exterior Dolores always 
wore came back in full force. 

“You know what I will have, don’t you, dear?” Regina rested 
her head on my shoulder and said, “And what do you usually 
have here, honey?” holding on to my arm, the secret, unspo-
ken joust being bandied about between Regina and Dolores 
put on hold. I had no idea what was really up but figured there 
was some bad blood here and it was surprising me how much 
Regina seemed to enjoy this catty, though subdued, tit-for-tat.

And, of course, Regina knew what I drank, which only 
heightened this observation. 

We got our drinks and left; I was glad for this. The tension 
between them could be cut with a butter knife, but I figured 
they’d each derive more pleasure using a scalpel.

“What was that all about?”
“What?” Regina’s mood from earlier was long gone. She 

seemed downright giddy. 
“You know what I mean. Don’t play dumb with me.” Regina 

feigned shock as she thumped my bicep with her fist. “You 
and Dolores. Seems you two are probably not the best of ac-
quaintances. Am I correct?”

“Ah, yes, Mr. Perception. We are not what you would qual-
ify as the best of acquaintances.” She sipped eagerly. The re-
cycled cardboard cup of black coffee heating my hand was still 
too hot for me to even attempt to taste.

“You can’t just let it go at that. Give me the sordid details.” 
“Well”—she seemed pleased to get this out— “Cassie, my 

best friend from high school, she ended up going bad.” She 
shook her head; that was not correct. “No. Not going bad, but 
for some there are boundaries that, when crossed, they can 
never come back to themselves. Cassie crossed those bound-
aries and never came back.”

“What is that supposed to mean, Miss Ambiguity? What 
“boundaries” did she cross?” 

“Let’s just say, some of us—the weaker of us”—her smile 
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defined disdain, a brash superiority, and made me uncom-
fortable— “are more susceptible to falling all the way when 
something is introduced into our lives that might bring us 
pleasure or—”

“You’re talking drugs, right?” 
Regina paused and considered this option. “Sure. Drugs. 

Drug-like, at least. Not exactly drugs…” All emotion flushed 
from her eyes, her face had gone pale. She was mentally some-
where else. She blinked and was back to herself. I was again 
made uncomfortable, yet for completely different reasons. 

“From what you’ve told me, you dabbled a bit when you were a 
teenager. That and alcohol. Same as me. Cassie dabbled with 
me and, well, she became addicted in ways that hijacked her 
life.”

She took my hand and another drink, me only now able to 
sip the hot liquid.

“Her mother likes to blame me for Cassie’s condition. It’s 
not like we had a choice.”

“Of course you had a choice, we all do. At that age, maybe 
we are more apt to try things that we can look back on later 
and shake our heads at the idiocy of what we had done. The 
fragile willpower or misguided temptations of youth. But it’s 
all part of life’s experiences.”

“Yes, life’s experiences, that’s a good way to put it. Cassie 
is just experiencing her addiction in a way that has disabled 
the person she was and left her…” Regina left the sentence un-
finished, the whole conversation spotted with unclear state-
ments as her focus drifted toward the patchwork park at the 
corner of Main St. EW and Main St. NS. Its postcard beauty 
was so out of place. But that beauty was always smudged by 
the homeless who made the tiny collection of grass, trees and 
benches, seem as dirty as the rest of this place. 

I noticed some of the homeless I had grown accustomed 
to seeing over there, as well as Jimmy. They were ranting 
at Jimmy, some shoving him, some just yelling, but noth-
ing of what they said was clear from our distance. It made as 
much sense as the gulls squawking from atop the lamp posts 
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or swooping down to collect discarded fast-food wrappers. 
Picking at the dregs of a taco or burger.

Regina stared, a peculiar look in her eyes. I was seeing so 
many different sides of her today, not all of them appealing. 
I needed to catalogue these for future reference, hoping I’d 
never see most of them again. 

I realized with the thought, no matter the love I felt for her, 
we’d moved quite fast and perhaps we needed to slow down. 
It wasn’t cold feet, Regina was amazing, and I truly want-
ed a life with her. Perhaps we’d reached that point in many 
relationships where the façade of who a person is begins to 
crack. Where reality upends fantasy. Happily Ever After? 
Pipedreams for those who live with their eyes closed. 

“That’s some of the homeless I’ve seen over the last few 
weeks. The one they are circling is Jimmy.” I took a sip, the 
warmth good, though quite bitter. I had a flashing thought 
that if Regina has spent her whole life here, maybe she would 
actually know some of the homeless, perhaps even before they 
were homeless, much as she knew Dolores and Cassie.

“Any friends there?”
Her lip curled at the corner, a dimple punching through. 

I’d almost say there was something wicked in her look.
“They are all my friends,” she said, still staring at them. 

One of them paused and, even from this distance, he seemed 
to look directly at us. 

“All of them?” I said, but Regina had already started down 
the sidewalk and on her way back to the apartment. I felt I 
was grasping at greased straws. We would have to come back 
to this, for sure.

As we left the center of town our conversation again sim-
mered to silence until the bridge loomed near. As if on cue, 
Regina lit up with the adventurer’s inclination.

“C’mon, Jeff. Let’s take a gander into the tunnel.”
I pinched my nostrils and feigned gagging. I thought I was 

amusing, but Regina did not smile.
I realized I’d only peered down over one side of the bridge. 

I walked to the other side and was surprised to see a rather 
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motley parking lot thrown together over the tunnel. Probably 
why I’d never even thought of looking over the other side—
there was none—my peripheral vision already registering it a 
useless endeavor. 

The pavement was tossed over the top as a blanket haphaz-
ardly pulled over cold legs and arms, four chilly limbs fighting 
for cover, but here the lot was rendered unusable by massive 
sink holes, pot holes, and general disrepair. Less a parking 
lot and more like whoever constructed it was trying to hide 
something.

“Freakin’ strange, eh?” I turned to Regina. I could read 
nothing in her expression, but it was not as if it was a blank ex-
pression (thankfully…). Much like this asphalt jumble, it was 
haphazardly covering something as well. 

“You all right? What’s up?”
She didn’t answer me, only stared at the wispy strands of 

steam rising from a few of the pot holes which had to be real 
holes, actually. Not just damage to the surface but belched out 
from the darkness of the tunnel buried beneath us. She licked 
her lips.

“Let’s get back to the apartment, get some lunch,” I said, my 
hand on her shoulder. There was a flicker of spite as crossed 
with relief in her expression, but then she said, “Sure. Lunch.” 
But there was no happiness in the stating, more so, resignation. 

I was at a loss. 
She had her quirks, I’ll give her that much. We all have our 

secrets… 

~

I was walking in town, again, walking along the central strip, 
just walking and not seeing an end to the street—it seemed 
to go on beyond any presumed horizon. I kept walking down 
the same street because there were no exits. Main St. EW 
that bisected this one was not within my view as I searched 
in front of and behind myself. I had no idea which direction I 
was headed. 
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The street was bereft of people. Not even the always pres-
ent homeless were anywhere to be found. 

I felt my discomfort swell, awakened by the circumstances. 
I felt the street sway, liquid as an ocean wave.
I felt my adrenaline hitch up a few notches. 
Then, with a shock of sudden movement, the buildings 

rippled, much as the wave I’d felt beneath me. Bodies stacked 
upon bodies disengaged from the margins between the build-
ings like fluid, flesh waterfalls, pouring down from shoulder 
to shoulder like some Russian gymnasts or theatrics worthy 
of Cirque du Soleil. It was as if they were always there—they 
lived there—and now, they were awake. People dropped down 
from as high as two stories up, landing with nary a care—no 
fear; no breaking of bones—and they all went on their way as 
if this was a natural occurrence. As if this surreal exhibition 
was their reality and I had to deal with it or move on. 

But they did not want me to move on, this much was for 
sure. As the bodies continued to topple from their perches 
upon high, they multiplied exponentially upon the sidewalk, 
crowding all around me. I was caught in their tide. They swept 
me along, leading me down the familiar main street that bi-
sected this one—finally in view—surging in the direction of 
the apartment or, perhaps, the bridge…

It felt like the bridge.
I heard the sounds of blood racing furiously in my ears as 

I opened my eyes, my heart pounding, sweat beading on my 
flesh. To complicate my emotional turmoil, I heard Regina on 
the phone, somewhere in the darkness. My brain registered it 
was too early in the morning. 

I followed her voice as it teased me through the short hall-
way and to the front room, as if I was a yo-yo being brought 
back to the open fist of reality, only to have it clench around 
me, suffocating all thought. The oppression from the dream 
still lingered. When I made the front room, Regina was hang-
ing up the cordless phone. She turned to me bleary-eyed. 

“Who was that?”
“My…Aunt Jennie.” She paused, as if shaping the thought 
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on the spot. “She’s sick. I need to go and help with…anything.” 
There was a trace of the oblique conversation with Blank Slate: 

“Got…anything?”
“Aunt Jennie? Anything?” I was groggy, the dream more viv-

id than reality. Not allowing me to peek between phantom fin-
gers into a world I was on shaky ground with, anyway. 

She had never mentioned an Aunt Jennie, had never said 
much of anything about her family.

Regina just looked at me with eyes that revealed absolutely 
nothing. She’d had moments where she seemed to look right 
through me before, but this one, it was looking into me, as if she 
could see into my soul or at least my heart as it slowly settled 
into a regular rhythm. It wasn’t like Blank Slate, or even Cheryl 
from the coffee shop, but it was related, a first cousin. Perhaps 
a niece. A half-sister… 

“Shall I get some luggage packed?” I was prepared to help 
however I could.

Regina’s look shifted to worry. “No, no, Jeff. I can deal with 
this. I’ll just have to call the school and they’ll have to get a re-
placement.” With every word, there seemed insufficient founda-
tion, as if everything she was saying was off the cuff, improvised.

“Please, Regina. Let me help. There must be something I can 
do.”

“No worry. I’ll deal with this. I should just be a few…a few 
days. You…you stay here, enjoy your summer vacation, see the 
town—for your novel. Yes, for your novel. Don’t worry about 
me.”

“But this…” 
But really, there was nothing to say. I had no knowledge of 

any of her family and it might be awkward to show up out of the 
blue and say—Hi, I’m the future husband—amidst some kind of 
health crisis. 

“Just get out there and see it all, Jeff.”
Her insistence on my knowing the town was most distress-

ing under the circumstances, especially on the heels of the 
dream I’d just awakened from. I was a bit thrown, not sure how 
to follow up.
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She moved toward me and hugged me—a hug that seemed 
disconnected from the act; an alien interpretation of a hug. 
She normally gave the best hugs I had ever experienced, but 
this thing, this was wrong. Strangers bumping into each other 
on the way to somewhere else. I suppose the news had thrown 
her, but in just over ten months now, I had heard nothing of 
family, so I did not think her family was a close-knit one. 

I still did not think they were close. 
Something about this whole episode rubbed me wrong.

“Yes, Jeff. Get out there, see it all. It’s time to see it all”—
sideways glance at the cordless phone, maybe she was feeling 
the hurt of a relative’s pain— “now that you have the novel 
rolling, as you say.” She sounded like a recording of a record-
ing of a recording, attrition sculpting every word.

I did not feel much like writing. I did not feel much like 
exploring this town. I did not feel much like staying here. But 
that seemed like what the next few days would entail.

~

After at least helping Regina get her things together and driv-
ing to the airport two towns away, the wait at the airport was 
minimal. I was surprised by the swiftness in which she was 
able to obtain a seat on the next flight to Fresno, where her 
aunt lived. 

Where she said her aunt lived. 
(I had to stop thinking like this…)
It seemed almost too easy. In our hurry, she had left a bot-

tle of Dramamine in the car. By the time I retrieved it, she had 
the ticket in tow. I was gone for maybe ten minutes, and she 
had a ticket already. Even with most lines twenty people deep. 
Airports did not work this efficiently.

An hour later, she boarded her plane for lift off. Another 
disconnected hug followed. She waved, a slight thing, like a 
baby bird with a broken wing or perhaps without even the 
knowledge as to how to use the wing. I left before her plane 
lifted off, so discombobulated I just needed to be away from…
everything. 
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Especially the town we lived in. 
I stayed away from the apartment for hours, seeing two 

movies and eating an early dinner. By the time I made it to the 
apartment, dusk had added its depressing tint to the town, to 
the day. A depressing tint that shadowed the always overcast 
brightness that never seemed to leave this town, except when 
night darkened the heavens. I had just spent many hours 
away from here. Sure, some of the hours had passed in the 
dark confines of a movie theater, but most of them were spent 
out where the clouds seemed less intrusive, and even mid-day 
only a sparse few cumulus stragglers nipped at the edges of 
my vision. But that was in the town I formerly lived in. Now 
that I was back here, the clouds were prevalent.

The apartment was as oppressive as my morning dream. 
I should have just read a book and gone to sleep, or at least 
tried to sleep. But a part of me I’d like to have permanently 
removed itched for something more from the day, so I got my 
butt out the door and started walking.

My thoughts lingered with the day’s events, my eyes trac-
ing the cracked sidewalk of the main street in town, past the 
cramped buildings, past the restaurants and bars and closed 
businesses. 

I bumped hard into a wiry woman, lean arms held up 
defensively.

“Excuse me, I’m so sorry.” I eyed her face, a gaunt, leathery 
countenance framed in ratty black hair knotted in shoulder 
length dreadlocks. Or was it simply clumped together out or 
negligence?

Her demeanor relaxed—and then she dropped her guard 
and hugged me with more effort than Regina had shown at 
any point today.

“Excuse me,” I said again, trying to push myself away from 
her.

“No big deal, dude.” She seemed to emit a crackling energy. 
I figured she was on something, some drug. “Chill. How will 
you handle it at the meeting if you don’t just chill?” She nod-
ded her head to a rhythm only she could hear.
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“I’m sorry, I don’t…” I had no idea what she was talking 
about, but something in me perked up at her remark. The 
meeting? Her destitute appearance made me think of my re-
cent vague allusions to some mysterious meeting of the home-
less. I’m sure my appearance did not coincide with anyone’s 
perception of homeless—though I had seen well-dressed peo-
ple spazzing out within the boundaries of the town—but if she 
was hinting she thought I was a part of the meeting, there was 
no reason not to dig for answers.

“Yeah, yeah, when is the meeting?”
“What are you, new to this? Tomorrow, y’know?! You are 

new, aren’t you? Have I seen you there before?” Her smile 
dimmed, as if suddenly realizing I knew absolutely nothing 
about the meeting. 

I didn’t let this deter me. I put out my hand, took hers in a 
firm grip, and said, “Yeah, I’m Jeff. Remember?” 

I saw it pass behind her pupils, some kind of oblique cog-
nizance, as if something was taking form in her thoughts. Not 
unlike Regina this morning. 

Not unlike somebody receiving the information from 
somewhere far away, transmitted from somewhere else, not 
from within. She was just a receiver. Listening…

She pulled me close to her. I could smell alcohol on her 
breath but, beyond that, I could smell the familiar smells of 
this town as it clung to her skin. 

“Hello, Jeff,” she whispered. “My name is Cassie. We don’t 
know each other.” Her smiled broadened again, wide with 
contempt. Her mouth was a chasm cut into her face, distin-
guished by rot. Her teeth and gums were black with grime and, 
I’m sure, disease. “You don’t know anything about the meet-
ing or anything about this town…yet.” She laughed, a cough-
ing hiccup, dust swirling out of a vent. “But on your current 
path, you’re getting a feel for it. You just need to follow up on 
what you’re feeling inside.” 

“Cassie. Cassandra? Your mother works at the coffee shop, 
right?” 

Her grip loosened; the tables had turned. I did know who 
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she was, even if I didn’t know about the meeting. Perhaps I 
could get some real information from her. 

But then she shifted them back, the tables toppling with 
her next statement.

“Regina says ‘Hurry up, Jeff.’ She’s in need of a taste, Jeff. 
She thinks she has restraint, as if she can coordinate what 
she needs—that which is a part of her—with a life outside of…
this town.” That laughter again, claws shredding a hole into 
a wooden door. “My mother hates Regina because she and I 
used to hang together, and we were introduced to the meet-
ings at the same time. I like” —a flicker of the void, pure emp-
tiness as I’d never imagined—“I need the meetings more than 
she does, though she cannot deny the necessity of the meet-
ings to her very existence, which is less singular and more a 
part of the whole, of our hive existence, so to speak. She may 
be selfish, but she knows the truth. One for all and all for the 
land lord.”

I had no idea what she was talking about. This need for 
the meetings, this hive existence, some enigmatic landlord 
who must run the meetings. Perhaps this landlord was the 
Almighty supplier of whatever drugs were common here and 
destroying this place. Was this information that would make 
sense after I discussed it with Regina when she was back? I 
felt Cassie’s grip tighten as she noticed my anxiety. I wanted 
out, I wanted away. What she was saying defied logic in some 
way I could not understand. Regina knew this person years 
ago. How could this person express a knowledge of us now? 
How could she know anything about me? Small town gossip 
be damned! 

“I don’t put up any fronts, though.” Her tone turned mo-
notonous, a single discordant note held too long, starting to 
deteriorate. “The town is all I need. I don’t need to fake it and 
act like I care about anything beyond the town and the meet-
ings, like Regina and my mother, and others in denial. Our 
most intense joy and pleasure abounds during the meetings. 
Regina’s most intense joy and pleasure abounds at the meet-
ings. She needs you to join to intensify her experience, though 
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anybody, any person, would do for the rest of us. The more 
the merrier.” Her smile was switchblade lethal. “She tries to 
hold on to some semblance of love. The only love I know is the 
love of the land lord.” 

She yanked her hand from mine and brushed past me, 
roughly bumping into me but definitely on her way. Her look 
leeched the spirit from me, but I had to know.

“You cannot know anything about what Regina wants. You 
cannot know—”

She laughed at me again—rusted nails shaken in a tin can—
shaking a finger side to side beside her head—no no no!

“Oh, you have so much to learn, Jeff.” She spat out my 
name as if it were something raw and squiggly, unwelcome. 

“Any trouble, Cassie?” Blank Slate yelled from his street-
bound roost, snuggled between the rust red brick walls of two 
of the closed down businesses.

“No, everything is fine. Just fine.” She turned and smiled 
again. The wound that was her smile bled black rivers that 
filled the cracks of her lips. She licked the lips, her tongue in 
league with the rest of her mouth, black and bloated. 

As she stood there, she seemed to melt ever so slightly, los-
ing grasp of what little humanity she still exhibited. It remind-
ed me of an old friend, Frank Marsh, who had occasional drug 
addictions that ended up taking over his life. 

I remembered going to pick him up for a concert, but when 
I got to his apartment, as I entered, the smell of his addiction 
obliterated every other smell. The look on his face was much 
as Cassie’s right now, as if he were melting. He’d succumbed 
to his addictions again, heroin this time. 

I remember being frustrated by this, still dealing with the 
aftermath of my own alcohol addiction, telling him off and 
him telling me it was only this once, as he always told me it 
was “only this once,” time and time again. As I left, he was 
pressing the needle into his arm, not even able to wait until I 
was gone. “Just let me get this and I’ll be ready,” and me not 
seeing him for two years afterward. 

Two years that hurt—he was a good friend. I had called 
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a week later, and his phone was disconnected. I went by his 
place and it was empty. I only hoped the best for him. What 
more could I do?

Then I saw him along the side of a freeway underpass, two 
years later. A madman yelling at the cars as they sped by, look-
ing as if he had lived on the streets since the day I left. Looking 
as if he had not shaved or showered since that day. 

I’d pulled up alongside him. 
He screamed and told me to be on my way, cussing me 

out, calling me an alien, “one of them that isn’t human.” 
Completely out of his mind. 

When I got out I called to him by name. He stopped ev-
erything, laughed and, as with Cassie here, gave me a big 
hug. I felt so dirty from his hug that I knew I would toss away 
the clothes I was wearing, and spend a long evening under a 
scorching shower, hoping to scald his essence from my flesh 
and memory.

“Just once, eh, Frank? Just once again and you are out here, 
yelling at cars and smelling like shit. Christ, Frank…”

“Ah, but it is just once, my friend. It’s just once and it goes 
on forever,” he said, and tossed a rock at a passing car.

There was nothing I could do. Frank was a lunatic and 
would never fully come back, so I left. 

I stared into Cassie’s glazed, chipped glass eyes. The pupils 
were black, but not in relation to the rotting condition of her 
mouth. The black in her pupils was more like that of coals 
awaiting the flame. Awaiting something not here to light them, 
bring them to life. She started on her way, her stride strong, 
her destination hers and hers alone. Well, probably not even 
hers if what I sensed was correct. 

I turned toward Blank Slate. He tipped an imaginary hat 
and slipped into the shadows between rundown buildings. I 
walked across the street and said, “Hey,” wanting answers or 
at least something (what could he really answer that would 
make any sense to me?), but the thin space was empty, unoc-
cupied, and it seemed impossible a man could fit within it.

My first inclination was to get back to the apartment, call 
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Regina, and tell her of my day exploring—I’m sure that would 
make her happy. Happy? I knew that was not my intention. I 
wanted to ask her questions, pry the lid off her evasion and get 
some real answers. I wanted to let her know that, no, I was not 
keen on any more of what this town presented. It was beyond 
repair, and its seamy disposition was not something I need-
ed to know better. We needed to move. It was imperative we 
moved. It did not matter to me how rude it would sound. Our 
relationship, still young, depended on it. 

But then I thought of Cassie’s mother Dolores at the coffee 
shop, and maybe some questions could be answered there.

The sky shambled toward darkness—slow, methodical—
caressing the fractured geometry. 

The coffee shop was closed. My frustration and confusion 
grew palpable. I checked the business hours stenciled on the 
glass door in bright green paint, and they should have been 
open for at least another half hour.

I left, agitation knitting my brow and the thoughts beneath 
it. My pace was laced with a “don’t-fuck-with-me” attitude. It 
was something nurtured during concerts with Frank when 
we were teenagers as we barged through compressed, sweaty 
bodies to the front, to the stage. Head down then, head down 
now. Not wanting to acknowledge any more of this town. I 
just wanted to get to the apartment. I just needed to get to the 
apartment. 

I needed to talk to Regina.
Within a few buildings of the corner of our street, the ripe, 

cloying smells from the drainage ditch behind them seeped 
into my head with profound potency and throttled my prog-
ress. I slowed, gearing up to gather the strength to cross over 
the bridge and simply plow on by, but then I saw a man pacing 
in the shadows alongside the closed down auto repair place at 
the corner. It was Jimmy. 

I told myself “no,” but couldn’t resist. From what I had 
seen, Jimmy had to know something.

“Jimmy,” I said, approaching him.
He paced back and forth. Every goddamn person in this 

town paced back and forth.



The Land Lord

266

“Jimmy,” I said again.
“You don’t know me…don’t know me. You need to go now. 

Leave now. Your only chance…only chance.” His voice was 
scratchy—a needle dipping into the scarred grooves of old 
vinyl—the cadence fractured, the echoed repetition a hoarse 
whisper. He reminded me of the waddling woman from days 
ago, though not as set in stone. “Only once. It only takes once, 
and you’re trapped. Only once. Leave now before it’s too late.” 
He finally looked up at me, all he had said more an external 
expression of an internal battle than directly to me, then said: 

“It’s too late.”
“What’s too late, Jimmy?” I thought about the way he 

seemed, not fully a member of the weird group mentality that 
plagued so many of the homeless and even, to some extent, 
those who simply lived in this town. Yet teetering on the brink. 
Dipping in and out. Getting his feet wet, yet from what I had 
seen from him around town, not diving in. “What are you try-
ing to avoid?”

His focus was skittish, his perusal skipping everywhere but 
at me, repeatedly pausing as he took in the bridge or, more 
precisely, the tunnel beneath the bridge.

“I could not help myself…couldn’t help…myself. So fucked.” 
He issued the last word between clenched teeth and glowered. 

“What couldn’t you help?” He seemed somewhere else, his 
thoughts leading him to places of which he would rather steer 
clear, but as with my thoughts toward Regina right now, be-
cause of her old friend Cassie’s oblique statements, I was in no 
mood to dilly-dally. I needed answers.

“Jimmy!” 
He stopped, still somewhere else, but trying to pull out of 

that somewhere else, it seemed. 
“Look. It hasn’t got you yet…not yet. You got a chance. Take 

it and run. Run. Run far away from here.”
“What is “it?”” Seemed logical, this preposterous ques-

tion, yet I knew it promoted a lunacy I did not really want to 
comprehend.

All he did as a response was look toward the tunnel.
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That was answer enough, yet there was no way I was going 
down there…yet. I felt now that I might have to eventually…
or ditch this town and Regina. But I loved her, I wanted a life 
with her. The conflict made my chest ache. 

My assumption that he might not be a completely hooked 
into the weird group mentality of the town might be correct, 
but he was crazy as a singing alligator.

Right now, though, it was dark, and I was unprepared. But 
it seemed as if the forces around me—the homeless here, the 
people in general here, the town in some metaphysical or psy-
chological or just fantastical way I could not understand; even 
Regina, for crissakes—were pointing me in the direction of the 
tunnel. Its attractions, though fouled, also intrigued in a way I 
couldn’t truthfully validate, yet I felt it to my core. 

When I was a teenager, I’d had my first taste of alcohol 
and drugs, and stumbled hard. Some of this was with Frank, 
but most of it, particularly the alcohol, was a social exercise, 
dousing brain cells on a daily basis. It ruled my life for many 
years. I still have no idea how I’d graduated college. Most of 
my memories of that time were clipped, fragmented snapshots 
of waking up at friend’s apartments, laughing about whatever 
predicament had gotten me there, and having another drink 
for breakfast. At some point I realized the road I was on was 
paved with empty beer, gin and Jack Daniels bottles, and 
this would lead to nothing constructive. I spent most of my 
twenties battling the demons, occasionally slipping, but never 
too hard. I was an alcoholic, but at this point, at thirty-five, I 
hadn’t had a drink in six years. 

The tunnel hit me in a way that made me question my so-
briety. It made me want something I could not control. Not 
drink, but something mysterious that percolated inside me 
and wanted, at the very least, a taste. The foul smells that had 
initially repulsed me, now simmered as something in need of 
exploration. As if I should have explored it with Regina when 
she so insisted. The sensation I was getting now, about that 
dark place, felt like the mental itch that would lead to inebria-
tion, and another lost week. Or lost life. 
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I also understood the cryptic meeting (or meetings, really) 
everyone was alluding to were held in that tunnel, and one 
was scheduled tomorrow. 

I left Jimmy to waltz with his demons. The apartment—
never home, it would never qualify as home, not here, in this 
miserable town—was near, just a few minutes’ walk down the 
street. A phone call might help alleviate the worm that squig-
gled in my head, coiled tight around my thoughts. 

I slammed the door behind me as I stepped into the dark 
cavern of the apartment, bee-lined to the bedroom, and pulled 
my cell phone from the charger, noting she’d not called me 
upon arrival in Fresno. I immediately rolled through my con-
tacts, finding hers, and pressed “send.”

After it rang through three times, a click as if she had an-
swered was followed by dull murmurs and electronic stat-
ic sounding squishy, compressed, and very odd. It was as if 
somebody was trying to talk with a mouthful of tacks that 
drew blood from the tongue and etched enamel as well.

“Regina?” 
The sounds continued, but there was a definite pause that 

reminded me of breathing, but not human breathing. More 
like something assimilating human breathing.

“Regina, you there?”
The sounds grew quite animated, spitting and hacking and 

gurgling, but nothing that approached language. At least, not 
a language I knew.

I hung up and went to the front room, my computer desk, 
and the cordless phone. I redialed her number, paused while 
it rang and, after four rings, the click again, the same unset-
tling sounds. 

I didn’t even say Regina’s name as I set the cordless phone 
in its cradle.

I did not want to listen to those sounds any longer. 
“Jesus, buddy, what’s going on?” I said aloud, questioning 

myself, the shadows in the apartment—the refrigerator, the 
sofa—anything; everything. I hoped by some chance Regina 
would call back, realizing she’d perhaps let her battery run 
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out, or, if not, just to let me know she had made it to Fresno 
without any mishaps. But she should have been there hours 
ago. I leaned toward worry, but that was not my way and, any-
way, with the way she’d acted earlier, no phone call did not 
surprise me. 

I turned on all the lights, the television as well, anything 
as distraction—visually keeping the dark at bay, aurally filling 
the silence with noise—and settled into the recliner. After a 
while of remote-control relays, I noticed my head nodding, but 
did not push to get up and go to bed. The empty bed seemed 
uninviting. I would let myself fall asleep in the recliner and 
deal with the headache that too many bright lights would in-
spire in the morning. Call Regina again in the morning…sleep 
now…sleep…

I awakened to the now familiar olfactory stimuli—the 
smell of the towns’ inhabitants; the smell of the tunnel—but 
my eyes remained shut. The scrunched lids distorted every-
thing, creating a chiaroscuro map of an unknown world. One 
not to explore, just like the tunnel.

I felt many fingers clawing at me. I felt as if they were con-
taminating me, as if their mere touch brought a disease in-
herent to this town. The fingers felt like fat spiders scuttling 
over my flesh. I could not brush them off—my arms were limp 
and lifeless: overcooked noodles. Magritte painted pictures in 
my head of hands like birds, no arms, no bodies, just hands, 
flying, floating.

I tried to speak but my throat constricted, beating the 
words back down the choking gullet. The sensation made me 
feel as if Death were near and He had me in His grips. 

Then, dream motivation in full-on mental takeover, I was 
outside, the wind battering my naked flesh, the fingers having 
lifted me—a writhing, callused magic carpet woven from the 
free-flowing phalanges, but there can be no magic in this de-
mented spectacle. 

They were taking me somewhere.
My head lolled to the right, unable to stop its tumble. I 

thought it might land on the sidewalk, crack like Humpty 
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Dumpty, spilling snot and saliva and blood and yolk, sure, 
yolk, between the cracks there, breaking many mothers’ backs. 
Cracks everywhere, everywhere cracked, like this cracked 
worldview. And my mind. 

But my head did not tumble down to thump and crack on 
the sidewalk. It was still attached to my neck, so not every-
thing had veered into the surreal.

The houses we passed were dark, no lights beaming from 
within. It was night, and everybody was asleep, but that 
thought was abolished by what I saw when I looked closer. 
The slits along every curtain were occupied. I saw the glimmer 
of many eyes as the stars or the full moon’s glare reflected off 
the eyes of these accomplices to the hands, the fingers. 

Down the street we went, past more houses, more haunted 
eyes, toward the bridge and, of course, the tunnel, the stench 
repellent, and irresistible: it would have me.

It. 
I didn’t want it but as with alcohol those many years ago 

and still nipping at my willpower, there was no resistance, no 
battle to be waged. 

They held me over the edge of the bridge and I sensed the 
motion as it flowed through me. I was aloft, suddenly unsup-
ported, levitating but, no, not levitating, falling, falling fast 
and yet there was nothing I could do to deter my descent.

With a soft impact, I was again taken by hands—I could 
feel their many centipede-like fingers, tickling, pinching, leav-
ing tiny welts.

They took me into the tunnel, a slimy sheen staining the 
walls—an impression more than substantiation: I could bare-
ly see anything in this darkness, but the sheen shimmered, so 
light from somewhere beyond was present. 

The potency of the smell sank its teeth into my nostrils, my 
tongue, defiling it all with its merciless presence. 

I saw something. Some thing. A quivering mass wrapped in 
a sour milk membrane, no description, no shape to describe it, 
yet very much the corporeal manifestation of the town (or per-
haps the town was the concrete manifestation of this thing?). 
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It was as if God had hacked up something phlegmy and wrig-
gling at the back of His throat and spat it onto the earth and, 
so disgusted, buried it here, in this tunnel, where it should not 
be alive. Nothing this obscene should be alive. 

The creature convulsed as if queasy, as if sick, yet I knew 
this was how it expressed joy. I knew too much and had to 
wonder how I knew any of this. It convulsed again, as if it was 
going to vomit, even if no mouth was apparent, yet I knew this 
was the creature’s way of welcoming my trespass. But it was 
more than a trespass that was in motion.

The hands tilted me to a standing position, and I stood, 
though shaky; somehow my legs able to do this much. 

Naked bodies surged around me, joining the hands in 
pushing me toward the creature. Some of the bodies retained 
human shape, while others seemed malleable and melting—
melting horizontally toward the creature. My god, what 
strange magnetism could break down a human being at the 
cellular level such as the creature was doing? 

The ocean of bodies flowed toward this thing and slid into 
it, no creases, no openings, just into it, and moans of ecstasy 
emitted from the throats of all who touched it. 

And the creature, in its own perverted way, groaned as 
a response: a sound like thick wire being plucked, reverber-
ant and voluminous. Amplified bass guitar rumble. A sound 
drenched in obscurity and history. 

The bodies flowed in and out of the thing, those that 
stepped out smoothing the slime over their bodies, pleasuring 
themselves with the filth that clung to their flesh; the slime, 
grimy and gummy, coated all of them. This orgy is as in my 
original thoughts about this place. This orgy, of which I was 
about to reluctantly immerse myself. 

I turned to leave, but there was no leaving. 
I turned to leave, yet a part of me that whirred merrily 

along the rails of defeat within wanted to know more, my de-
fenses deflated. My own personal demons insisted on know-
ing more. 

I screamed as I touched it, ecstasy flowering, attaining 
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a magnitude never conceived, and spreading like a wildfire 
across my flesh, into my mouth, my ears, every orifice invad-
ed by this thing, this pure visceral rush, invasion, surrender. 
I ejaculated as well, but the pleasure derived from this more 
familiar manner was nothing like what touching the creature 
inspired. I could only imagine what it would be like to feel 
this all the time, to experience this incapacitating euphoria 
all the time. I wanted it, I wanted more of it. I needed more of 
it. Nothing else mattered, but then I realized what I was suc-
cumbing to, and struggled to regain control.

A cavernous groan swelled, trimmed in a keening, hawk-
like screech that shaped it into words: “It’s about time, Jeff.” 

Followed by a giddy exclamation point, a woman whose 
throaty utterances sounded both relieved and excited: Regina. 

I gasped, my breath quick, my eyelids flickering open for 
real and met with the razer-sharp strike of light like a blow 
forcing them shut again. Slowly they re-opened. I took in the 
familiar surroundings—the apartment, television still blaring, 
lights coating my eyes like acid, my breath hitched and cough-
ing now, sweat glistening as if snails had left their trails all 
over my skin—yet there was nothing familiar about how I felt. 
The dream was obviously warping my observations.

My erection was an embarrassment, a treason that I did 
not know how to consider; an impossible reaction.

When Regina got back, I knew we would leave. She would 
have no say about it. We had to leave.

But now….
Despite the early hour and the nightmare that had awak-

ened me, I felt compelled to leave the apartment, to walk the 
streets. (Why? Why go out there?) I convinced myself I had to 
see if the mysteries of the town flourished or slept as well, but 
mostly I just wanted out of the stifling apartment. 

As I made my way down the street, nearing the vacant 
building that used to house an auto repair business, next to 
that bridge and the damnable tunnel beneath it, I saw Jimmy. 
He was still pacing. I assumed he’d been there all night.

“What’s going on in this town, Jimmy?”
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Nothing. He did not even glance up to acknowledge my 
presence. His lips were moving but he made no sounds.

“Jimmy!”
He paused, head down, though his eyes peeked in my 

direction. 
“I need answers, about this town, the meetings—”
“It’s like an addiction.”
He recommenced with his pacing, back and forth. I grabbed 

him by the shoulder.
“Explain, damn it! What do you mean, it’s like an addic-

tion? What’s like an addiction?” 
“Once you’ve had a taste…you can’t leave. Might want to, 

but you can’t.”
“What are you talking about? Drugs? Is this all about 

drugs?”
He laughed. He actually shook his head and laughed.
“It’s an addiction you can never shake. Might be able to 

live with it—hell, many here have chosen to make it the sole 
purpose of their existence, but many others persevere, think 
there might be a way out someday. Others persevere but un-
derstand escape is not in the cards. Others, like me…” 

I stared at him as he searched for the words, his cadences 
crisp, his focus narrowing; no repetition driving him now. 

“In reality, one just needs to adjust, I guess. To let go. To 
give in,” he said, amused, as if this epiphany meant the world 
to him.

Despite the more tranquil impressions he exuded, I felt 
my anger rise. “Christ, I should have known not to expect 
any real answers from a man in league with the vagrants, the 
homeless—

“Homeless? You think these people are homeless? They all 
live in the town. They’re all essential parts of the town. Like 
organs, or maybe blood. They flow through the town and the 
town thrives.” He glared up at me, eyes steely, features rigid. 

“I own a shop like this one down the road, auto repair.” His 
focus altered, he continued: “I bought it a year ago, the rent 
was good and cheap. I had employees, the whole deal. But I 
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was only open for about six months, lost my employees, lost 
myself as well.”

I looked deep into his eyes. He was here with me right now, 
not mentally somewhere else. He’d even stopped his pacing. I 
knew he was telling the truth. His take on the truth, at least.

“What do you mean you lost yourself?”
“I’ve been living in the building since my business closed 

down. Couldn’t afford two rents so I kept the business place, 
hoping to reopen but…it doesn’t care.”

“It?”
“I slipped, heard about it, checked it out, and now… I need it 

but don’t want to give in to it, can you understand?”
“It?”
He instantly switched into paranoia overload, looking every-

where, over his shoulder, over mine, a long trespass to the tun-
nel. Somebody’s listening…

“The land lord,” he whispered.
“A landlord?” The landlord again? 
“No. Not a landlord, but the land lord. A different entity than 

a landlord.” He split my one word into two, an ax to the trunk of 
a tree. I was at a loss. “Completely different.” 

His whisper circled, then, swooped down as an owl snatch-
ing its prey. His tone changed—mutated—the chilled serenity of 
the whisper ground to gruel and devoured by his Mad Hatter 
alternate-ego. “Fucking stupid, trying to resist it now that I’ve 
had a taste. You’re feelin’ it, too, I can sense it in you. You should 
join us.” His smile grew wide, then crumbled under the weight 
of something I could not imagine. “No, you should leave, now… 
Leave now!”

He was a crazy person, homeless or not. Making no real sense. 
“You should come to the meeting tonight. It would make it so 

much better, the more the merrier—no, no, no…” The more the 
merrier, exactly what Cassie had said. He clutched at my jacket, 
pulling me toward him, the smell like worms digging into the 
dirt of my flesh. “Leave now. You are too close, and it wants you 
and I want you and we all want you to join us, it’s so much better. 
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The more the merrier,” he giggled. “Have you had the dreams 
yet?”

Conflicted, his face a tsunami of confusion, he released 
his grip, turned, and sprinted behind the building. I followed, 
only to see him climb a chain link fence and run swifter than I 
would imagine he could.

What the Hell was that? And why should I question any-
thing here anymore? But mostly: How could he know about 
the dreams? 

Back to the street I shook my head, sifting the mélange 
of nonsensical thoughts through a sieve, thrown by the mad-
ness of his words. All of this because he had a drug problem 
or problems with some enigmatic landlord? No, land lord, “a 
different entity.” Pure and polished, his madness. I hoped I 
would never slip as much as he had, but I knew with Regina, 
we would push through the rough times together, there for 
each other.

What kind of fickle lie was this? I had to face the truth 
and remember Regina’s quirky asides and attitude the last 
couple days—face the facts, Jeff: she’s flaunted her quirky 
asides and attitude the whole relationship; don’t candy coat 
it because you love her—before the family emergency and her 
abrupt leaving. I hoped she was okay but also knew we had 
some talking to do and, most of all, we had to get away from 
this town posthaste.

Dawn was still at least an hour away. I made way to the 
center of town to see what more I could find. A glutton for 
punishment; a fool.

Desolation was a fat mole burrowing into my thoughts. My 
thoughts, an annex to the desolation that embraced the town 
as it slept. There was no sign of anybody anywhere. This did 
not bring relief. One would think the homeless would be hud-
dled in doorways, wrapped in too much clothing and discard-
ed blankets, staying warm though the temperature was mod-
erate. But that’s a perception coddled by the fact I had spent 
hours in an apartment, warm even though I’d slept on the 
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recliner and without a blanket, not by one that having slept 
on the streets might encourage. 

What about what Jimmy had said about those I presumed 
were homeless? “They’re all essential parts of the town. Like 
organs, or maybe blood. They flow through the town and the 
town thrives.”

A car crawled by, lurching as a metal tortoise. It was a car 
I had seen before, many times, the person behind the wheel 
a whirling dervish of excess movement, OCD in rampant re-
wind, (rinse and) repeat mode. I had no idea how he could 
drive in this condition. 

He could have been any of the people I had seen here, so 
many of them run together, smeared as one decrepit being, 
creature; or simply a smudge. I had the sudden impression 
that this person, like so many others, never left the town—
could never leave this town—caught in the network of streets. 
Caught in the body of the town. Trapped.

I walked up and down the two Main streets and saw no 
signs of life besides that one car—twice. Absolutely no signs 
of anything. Not even the sound of birds. No stray cats (and 
this negligent town seemed like the perfect breeding ground 
for stray cats); no people, not even a morning jogger, if that 
inspiration arose in any of the denizens of this dreary town. A 
doubtful proposition, I’m sure.

That’s when I saw something undulate between two build-
ings. The space itself, a wrinkle of movement. Something else 
blinked along the curvature of an empty doorway, which was 
no longer empty. 

As the shadows lost their grip on the corners and narrow 
alleys and even the slim spaces between buildings, bodies 
emerged from the urban landscape, as if they had been there 
all along. 

They’re all essential parts of the town. Like organs, or 
maybe blood.

The town was waking up, just as I’d dreamed it would. 
“Good morning, Jeff.” The voice was familiar. Blank Slate. 
I would play their game.



John Claude Smith

277

I extended my hand, smiled, “Good morning.” Nodding my 
head in search of a name. Wondering how he knew mine.

“It’s not time for that,” Blank Slate said. He did not take my 
hand, but his smile portended something devious.

I did not want to break, wanted to hold onto my composure 
and get some answers, but something about that look—maybe 
my short night’s sleep, maybe my inability to talk to Regina last 
night, maybe the sheer weight of this wretched town as it pushed 
down on me with all its might— whittled at any resolve or plans 
of action I had strategized during my walk. 

As if I had a plan of action.
“Look. I’m tired of games, buddy. I’m tired of all of this. I’ve 

been walking this town for weeks now, getting to know it, and I 
don’t want to know it, and yet somehow you all seem to know me. 
Might be because you know Regina or maybe it’s gossip-travels-
fast-in-a-small-town bullshit and everybody’s business is every-
body else’s business, but I don’t have to like the way it makes me 
feel—”

“Then it’s time you took the next step. Come to the meeting 
tonight, it will take care of all your concerns.”

“Who gives a fuck about some goddamn meeting? No town 
meeting is going to change the way I think about this place.” 

“Be in the tunnel tonight, and all your concerns will be allevi-
ated.” I was right about the tunnel being home to the meetings. 

“It will show you the way.” 
The inexplicable “It” again, hinting at some ratfuck landlord, 

land lord—whatever. Or perhaps some religious lunacy, which 
“It will show you the way” made me think. Was that what was 
going on here? Was this whole town brainwashed into follow-
ing some Jim Jones-type fuck who distributed drugs instead of 
Kool-Aid to keep his followers in check?

“You all act as though there’s something in that tunnel, this “It” 
you speak of. Your loathsome land lord. You’re all just a bunch of 
drug addicts and crazy, mentally out-in-left-field kooks. Cultists, 
for all I know.” I trembled, the weariness of it all too much.

“Really, you should listen. Especially since it’s what Regina 
needs you to do, anyway.”
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“What the fuck do you all know about what Regina wants? 
When she gets back, I guarantee we will be making our way 
out of this town, as far as possible.”

“Not possible for her. She’s a part of it.” Like organs, or 
maybe blood. “You will be a part of it as well, once you re-
alize that it’s the only way that you and Regina can truly be 
together.”

I shook my head again, almost a constant shake now: “We 
love each other. We…” But what was I doing arguing about my 
personal affairs with this person who would not even reveal 
his name to me? What was I even persevering with any more 
conversation with this nutjob anyway? 

I started on my way, no more time to be wasted talking to 
lunatics.

“Really, Jeff. It’s inevitable that you meet it, might as well 
make it tonight.” I did not turn around, stalwart in my stride.

“We need you to make it to the meeting tonight!” Blank 
Slate said.

“There is Regina and I and we will be leaving. There is all 
of you and your problems or, yeah, maybe your big, bad land 
lord—”

“Yes, the land lord wants to meet you tonight. We insist.”
“Fuck! Aren’t you paying attention? I’m not staying here. 

We are not staying here. We are not going to be meeting some 
mysterious fucking land lord—”

“Regina knows it well; she knows the land lord well.”
His smugness infuriated me. Frustration like shrapnel, 

embedded within, the body rejecting it.
“We will not be meeting some fucking land lord in a fuck-

ing tunnel who is—what? —like the conscience of this town or 
some such inanity?” 

All I wanted was to be was gone so far from here I would 
never remember this town. Bury it without a marker.

Blank Slate continued to follow me, still talking: “You’re 
way off on that thinking, Jeff. The land lord does not have any-
thing to do with conscience. It’s more like pure nature. That 
which resides in nature has no conscience.”
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I glanced back at him as the distance between us decreased, 
but before he got too close, I was running away. Past more of 
his homeless or at least street-bound brethren.

A few minutes passed, and I ceased my sprint, pulling hard 
on the reins, my breath hitching as I tried to catch it. I leaned 
against the door to one of the many empty businesses. When I 
went to prop myself back up to a fully standing position, grab-
bing the door handle for support, the door swung open with 
an abrupt jerk. I fell into the entrance, the smell taking hold 
of me—the smell from beneath the bridge, from the tunnel. 
The smell of the town, really. The smell swarming as a nest of 
hornets.

It was so overwhelming, not just attacking my nostrils but 
every gasping pore as well, I passed out.

I don’t know how long I was out, but I was rudely awakened 
by something thick and warm clogging my mouth. I gagged 
as the smell continued to besiege me along with this squishy 
thing. My eyes, the lashes crusted from who-knows-what, 
peeled open to take in Cassie as she kissed me, her tongue 
tasting as expected, like filth, decay. 

I tried to push her away, my fingers sinking into her mot-
tled, naked flesh after breaking through a layer of crust that 
coated her, easily and without restriction: no bones seemed to 
form her foundation. Her hug from before had felt odd; this, 
this was wrong. 

My gorge rose and filled our mouths, such a hideous, re-
volting melding. My esophagus, streaked with the heat and 
acidic sludge, burned as she sucked on my vile discharge, the 
act inspiring more for her to feast on, but also providing me 
with the impetus to shove her away.

And she laughed, slurping up the hot mess, as if this was 
a meal she would savor. I vomited again, all over the torn-up 
tile between us. I buckled a few more times and emptied my-
self, my guts.

I pushed her away and scrambled to my feet as I stum-
bled out the door. A glance back amidst the dodgy light played 
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tricks on my eyes. I swear something pulsed out of her shoul-
der, a meaty bulging thing that sprouted fingers. Then an-
other, along her spine. Another, from her sagging left bosom. 
Hands sprouting everywhere, fingers awakened from the 
spontaneously mutating stumps, like spiders put on alert by 
the plucked gossamer thread of my waning sanity. 

None of this could be real. 
The delirious, cawing crow echo of her laughter followed 

me as I turned and ran, begging the burgeoning night to blot 
away the horrid image. And with the onset of darkness, the 
realization that so much time had been lost. 

I wondered if I had fractured my skull in my initial fall 
through those doors, trying to reason how time had slipped so 
out of sync. But there was no pain, no swelling. 

I ran hard, my legs burning when I made the corner and 
our street. I leaned forward, out of breath, heart pounding a 
rapid rhythm, threatening to explode from my chest—perhaps 
a merciful response under the circumstances.

After a few minutes, I stood up, sweat cooling my skin, and 
took a deep breath. It was not a cleansing breath. The stench 
filled me. Anticipation tingled at the tip of every nerve ending. 
My best plan was to get to the apartment, lock the door, and 
wait until Regina called or got back and take her from this 
place. This town. 

I put my best plan over there, out of view, so I could not 
see it. Like I used to do when I was drinking heavily. Anything 
of importance was always shoved to one side. Out of view. 
Usually forgotten, in the long run. 

I was not surprised to see a lone figure head toward the 
metal rungs of the drainage ditch. Jimmy. As he started his 
descent, he looked in my direction and said, “It’s time, Jeff. 
Everybody is waiting for us.” Even from this distance I could 
see the look on his face was the definition of somber. 

I walked toward the rungs. I knew what I had to do, be-
fore I headed to the apartment, to lock the door and wait for 
Regina. I had to go down there and see for myself. 

I had to meet the land lord. 
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Then…then I could leave. 
I climbed down, the rungs cold to the touch. 
I turned toward the tunnel. There was no sign of Jimmy, 

or anyone else. I thought perhaps I would see some of the 
townsfolk if they were all set to attend the meeting. 

I wondered if there would be hot coffee and donuts at the 
meeting. I knew otherwise. Not down here. Such bland treats 
were not needed in order to draw people to this meeting. I 
knew as much. 

I knew a lot for not knowing what I was doing here. 
But I also knew I had to do this, meet the land lord, see 

what this meeting was about…so I could satisfy my curiosity, 
that’s all. Afterward, I would head back to the apartment and 
wait for Regina. That’s all. 

And leave. We would leave. 
I had to admit, the tunnel reminded me of the weird 

dream, what with the luminescence practically surging out 
to greet me. At least there was some light. I was thankful for 
this much, though on second thought, considering what I had 
dreamed…

That’s when I saw shadows grow long before diminishing 
into the body of a figure walking toward me as I walked to-
ward it.

“No,” I said aloud, realizing who the figure was. Regina. 
She was naked. 
Her skin glistened, glazed with some unknown viscous 

substance. 
“Hello, Jeff,” she said, as she stopped at the entrance to 

the tunnel. 
“How can you be here? I left you at the airport. Why are 

you here, Reggie?” I realized in the stating, my questions 
were perfunctory, expected. Unnecessary. 

It did not matter why she was here. She did not answer. 
She extended her hand and said, “Come.” 

I reached for her, then pulled back. 
“After I meet the land lord, we need to leave. You know we 

need to leave.” 
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She tilted her head and said, “Sure. We will leave.” 
When I touched her hand, I reacted as if I’d touched a hot 

stove, jerking it away from her. It wasn’t because it was hot 
and burned. It was because an overwhelming jolt of incompre-
hensible pleasure swelled within me, throughout my body. I 
shuddered as the sensation disintegrated. 

As I rubbed the viscous substance between my fingers, 
goosebumps trampled my skin. 

“Come with me, baby,” Regina said. I admired her naked 
body, a body that aroused me often, yet here, now, it was not 
responsible for what I was feeling. This substance was. This 
substance I knew had something to do with the land lord. 

“Of course,” I said, as I pulled my shirt over my head. “But 
you know we’re leaving after I meet the land lord. You know 
this, right?” 

Regina smiled, but there was nothing behind the smile. A 
mask. She said, “Yes, I know,” her words delivered as if scripted. 

Her fingers twitched in my direction. 
“And you know that I love you, right?”
“Yes.” She sighed. “I know you love me. I love you, too.” She 

sighed again, the words rushed. “I just wish you would have 
come around sooner. I love you, but it doesn’t really matter 
now. I thought…” 

“Of course it matters,” I said. Words without foundation in 
this reconfiguration of reality. 

“I thought I could have a life outside of this town, and the 
land lord, but…” Tears welled in her eyes, then seemed to be 
somehow reabsorbed, never falling. 

I kicked off my shoes and slipped out of my pants and 
underwear. 

“But we can. We’ll leave after the meeting.” I smiled. 
“Of course we will,” she said, her features hardening again. 

“Of course we will.” 
I was so glad we were together as we always were meant to 

be. 
“It’s so much better with you here,” she said. 
“The more the merrier,” I said. 
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Her smile in response was not a mask. 
“Come now. Please,” she said, as if anxious. Ready. 
“But it’s only…it’s only this once. I only want to meet the 

land lord, then we will…we will leave.” 
“Only this once,” Regina said. “Then we will leave.” 
“Only this once,” I said. It was good to know we had reached 

a mutual understanding. I was happy she concurred, our goals 
aligned. 

Regina nodded her head, taking my fingers in hers, and 
squeezed my hand. I felt that quiver again but didn’t fight it. 
She pulled with real intent, probably wanting this done so we 
could get the hell away from this dreadful town, and on to a 
life of our own.

With this agreed upon, we stepped into the tunnel, finally 
on our way to meet the land lord.
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