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FEATURED ARTIST:STACY SCHONHARDT

In this volumd would like tantroduce you to Stacy Schonhardt, a vidisthaho works primarily in

acrylics and oil paint, photography, and ceramic sculpture. She graduated from the University of Minnesota,
Duluth with a BFA in studio art and art history, as well as a BA in philosophy, and has shown in venues
ranging from gkdries to local cafés to scieficgon/fantasy conventions.

Since 1999, sidived and created in Seattle, WA, and continues to show her work in local venues as well as
various magazine and film projects. Her art can also be seen emlinesttcyschonhardt.com

For the cover artwork | hagelected the photograph titfond Put It Dowrd from the serie€ircles and
Square®ther photographs from this series appear within the pages ahéaavHdéStacy had to say
about her work within this series:

oThese photos are primarily close ups of different mixed drinksifimral nightclub. They are not
retouched in any way. | am fascinated by the way light plays on melting ice. Sometimes itreeems to fo
almostidentifiable shapes, other times it simply creates rich, abstract coldrgelfptamned, it can only be
enjoyed and even then, only for a few minutes bef@rgone


http://www.stacyschonhardt.com/

SPECIAL FEATURES

SAM VERRALL

THE BOOTH WAS DARKand cool, a welcomespite from the heat. Carli mumbled a greeting to the
fat man behind the glass and took a seat at one of the microphones. She checked her watch, her phone, her
watch again, and cursed under her breath.

She turned to the glasks this thing recording®@tnot recording, righd?

The fat man shook his heallot yetd he said, the glass almost audible in his voice.

She cursed again and checked her phone. Guys like that were behind the scenes of everything in the
industry. Pudgy, balding dwarves who Btmie catering and leered at the girls between scenes. This one was
worse than that; he reminded her of Donny. Sof@yinc with the sea green syallith the cupboards of
honey birch.

0Shé& coming in nowhe said. She repressed a shudder at theafchiad/oice.

A minute later, Nina burst into the room and launched into a breathlessafdbeumtovie that just
changed her lifsome arthouse cryfest with a bunch of hip, underfed NorwégiarisHillb she said,
almost smilingdooking positilg radiantAre the mansions of heaven really safull?

The fat man lifted a cup of coffee and drained half in a singléRa®idy when yare ladie8.

* k% %

OHi. I&n Carli Hill. Yo@de listening to the audio commentaryTtoe Thorn Roém.

oYoude suppsed to tell them who you pligaried

00h, uh, | play Helena in the mo#gie.

0ANd ldn Nina Prescott and | play a terriitel®

oYou are a terrible bitch.

0ANd tha® Aaron Sharpville playing John LaVay, choppisgn@ slags withmachetéhere wes
lots of knives out on set. George Lucas gives you fitaddgoxer shortand Marc Pierce géte knives
out. Had you donewuchhorror before@

ONo, neverMy brothersvere big fans thougég it was always on in our hodse.

ol love horror. 1& likepunk or Motorhead or something. That kind of stupietlsstfuction that comes
with having #ad ignore you in the canteBpeaking of totty, here canimseph Waltefsdams, who yail
be seeing more of later. | have a good Joe story actudllgll Wen out drinking and he was sitting around
with this broom pole that @iefound, and there was this infefdlichelle | think she was cafiednd she
walked up to hirtike,0l@n a naughty girl, | could do with a span&iAgd she bent over, but instead of
tapping her lightly, he lost it and jfiattendtkr like a pancake. It was the funniest ti@ingeken in agés.

00h my godWas she okay?

0l think so. | dofi know. At least it was appropriate to the genre. You know when youdjlsbican
away@

OJesuimeani® f unndg , but é

0ANd here | am, looking like a drag queen, watching the buxom Carli Hill move gracefully around the set
like the mad old bag | am. The contrast, as ever, is aggpalling.

oSorry Nina

oThats L.A for you. Tie vegan nibbles, thartrade wine, the stink pbuth like a pall in every corner.
Youde not worth the shit | eat Blake Liv&ly!

oIt really tough.

0The painsof the processre nothing compared ttee tectonic shudder of gossip. Speaking digyou
about to go method @imost carving off my eyebréw.

oToo sharp for a prop knite.

oToo shar@



0But you kept going!

0Blood shed is blood bild.was lost at sea and there it must rerdlaitil. Jamie turns up with his magic
sewing kit

oPoor Jamié.

OHe was a lovely guy,@ogd guy. You know they had to identify him by his teeth?

oJesus. Should we be talking aboutthis?

olt& a document. We can talk alzoutthingVe can talk about creepy Doiny.

00h god, creepy Donny. He was like, this techhebjutst had the weirdestgh. ike he was always
close by

oThis horrilbe leering grin, like somebody chunked pifiata of Jack Nicholson, and if you broke it,
burning birds and spiders witindystripe legs would tumble onto the ffoor

oYesb

ol thought he was quite fit aatlyo

o0Shut upd

ol heard he had peepholes in all the Allgte footage, that sort of thing. He was always rubbing his
legs on sdi.

oYouse so wrahg.

0So this is me with my wonky nose, reading a book that we had to nick from a library&Aod, here
lookingfuckingot, about to have some fun with young Joseph. Is this the bit where they had to hypnotise
youd

oNo, thafs later. They had to hypnotise me because the fire in the houséivitasqgseakinme out.
Reallpad memories.

oThey hado hypnotise the girl ddandymaBecause of the begs.

oHere we g6 with Joeé

oLook at those tits! Was it fun getting your tits outXi€reegracking pair.

olt was very weird and, um, a little unnecessary?

owdll see them again laer.

ol dond thinks o &

0ANnd now haunted Joe has to spoil it all by askiifigd/ou

oWhafs the worst thing yéte ever doné?

oWhafs the worst thing yéte ever done? What about you Garli?

ol dondf 6

OWas it the woman from schaol?

ol dondfi when did | tell you thai?

o0Somemore girls lining up for a bit of J@&wehopper. No, you did, you told me in makeherelwas a
womanyouwould followback from schooBhe was big and compact, wrapped in winter coats, wisiter hat
whatever the weathétair all around her mouth, litkeisted wireYou found her repulsive didn/ou? Go
onod

0é Wewould follow her all the wapmeand throw stones.

0All the power wordRetard. Fredit of weirdd.

0She never said anything abod@t it.

O0There was nothing she could do to stmp Youd walkto the shops by thewimming poolhat cut
grass smell in the andjustknowlust knowhow much youeally hated helrthink it gave you quite a
thrill. Do you remembes?

oThis is weird.

oYou told us when they put you under love. You tolddfaik when we took ydaack to your dressing
roomo

oWwho did you tel&?

00h, this is my big scene with John. Originally this was supposed to take platz it e filnfi 6

oNina,who digouelld

00h. Just Donny.

oDonny®



oDo you want me to tefbu the worst thing | ever did? blike thisd

oNinail 6

OWe took him to the lake. It was still warm. That dry heat that rides the wind through the mountains. |
dond think he knew what was happeniepple in film never astheright questions, anceither do people
in real lifeThey accrue over timggnd you think? fiese massive hallucinatiorfeyrake on lives of their
owno

oéwhat di6d he do?

OFi rst he tied him up with electrical tagle. And
seen all sorts of stories. Horror stories, monster stories, stories about love, storiediabouh@inever
seen the story of the body. Imagine if you could know every inch of the body like you knew the guts of all
those glittering scenes. Oticse, every good story has a sequel. After the body tivesoul, and after the
soul Carfi 6

* k%

0Stopo
Carli stared across the booth, willing the moment to stretch out and not slip into didé¢haexto you
wantd
Nina shruggedhe looked asaglial as ever, her features suggesting an attempt at collagen classicism.
oTheyde going to make you one of them, my peatock.
ol dondf 6
OProbably before your time. But then, so much of me is before my time now. Swept away in the tornado.
The movie seerddo have stopped. The fat man was grinning. His eyes seemed almost black behind the
glass.
Nina exploded into laughtéBloody hell, you should see your éace!
She chuckled for some time, rubbing her hands together as though wiping sometBimg emiaged
Carli, distantly, of her naughty, boozy aunt up in Chand@iemy godj she said, over and ovah god.
Too goodd
Jamie had likedatiing her arountte said she wamischievous.
Carli stared at the desk. She felt&inand, surprisingly pexful, as it surfed the inside of her thigh. It
was strangshe thought, how little she resembled her former self, onlgadlblaserous handsmindingof
her lesshanamaranthine origins.
oLet® go over againsaid NinaoLet® talk about second acteu caifi take the word of a drunken
crackup. Wdl open a bottle of wine and get a bit cosy and you can tell me why you setghe fire
She smiled as she tapped the micropladne. who it was that had baurno

* k% k%

Sam Verrall #srelatively neitewrho hdmen published beftae iHorizonsandViurky Depths



THE OPIUM EATER

JOHN S.BARKER

THERE WAS A MAN many years ago, not very old, perhaps only thirty at the time, who logged in the
forests of New Brunswick. Most of the trees he felleddmbowrriver to St. John, where they were pulped
and made into paper.

In 1875, he received an urgent message that his wife, a young woman, perhaps-ibmége teetiisy
time, had delivered a child with diffidultieir thirdi and he took his leave bEtlogging camp without
pay to head into town. It took him almost an entire day to get there.

When he arrived at the hospital in search of his young wife, a nurse escorted him to the maternity ward,
where his wife, sitting up in bed, nursed their newtmmsneight days old. As he walked toward her, it
occurred to him that his other children were most likely in the care of@isistéeback at his house,
which was a simple, small building on a simple, small plot of land just on the outskirtsnd ttentoy It
had been a bit of land that he had inherited from his father, who had inherited from his father, who had
come to St. John during the war of 1812, from America. He was proud of his Loyalist heritage, and while not
wealthy in the least, hetaarly thanked his father, who had passed only the year before, for his inheritance.

His eldest child, a daughter, was only five years old at the time he walked down thertadepiig}
ward toward his wife, in bed. His youngest, which is to sagethdnose position was now changed to
middle, was merely two and a half, and also a girl. Both girls had his features, or so he imagined when he
looked at them. Both had blue eyes, with something of an Irish twinkle in them, and nearly white hair. Both
hadexpansive, endearing smiles. Both were happy, contented children, with almost none of the rivalries one
often sees between siblings. They had few toys between them, and only the most essential clothes, but
together, they acted as if they had everytheggtiuld ever want.

As he neared his wifdbedside, he began to shake his fists and scream obscenities, hurling them at his
wife and his new baby. Three nurses on the ward ran to him, but he pushed them away. He wrenched his
child from its moth& armsand shook it violently. It screamed in terror, then pain, and then died. It had
also been a girl.

He lunged at his wife, and tried to throttle her with his bare hands. He nearly succeeded in killing her as
well, had two orderlies not arrived, who, withaiti®f the nurses, managed to restrain him at last.

Amid this turmaoil, his wife, hysterical with the loss of her infant, her breast exposed, her milk seeping
from her, climbed from her bed, collapsed onto the floor, on her hands and knees, and sitawlsideo
her dead newborn, hands alternately pressed to her face, and opened, reaching out, hoping for some miracle
that would restore everything she, hrathat one instantost

Less than two days latee man, who had come to his senses while tugiody of the police, suddenly
understood what it was he had dand at night, in his cell, took his belt and hanged himself until he, too,
was dead.

Something within the woman had been extinguished with the death of that child. Some flicker of hope
had sputtered, faded, and also passed away, and she was left alone, and penniless, with her two children.
Now about that time, Agnes Bliz&rdoung Womes Christian Association, which she had opened in St.

John only a handful of years before, had hednd efomaf situation, and organized some visits to her,
bringing her a few necessities. After a short while, the woman began attending the meetings, and took a good
deal of comfort in the Psalms of the Bible, which Agnes read to the unmarried women.

Herespirits lifted, the woman arranged for her sister to take the eldest of the daughters into her own
home while the younger she gave up for adoplomn.unencumbered, she worked testablish a life for
herself. She sold her hushi@nmloperty, giving Hahe income to her sist&husband, took up a bed in a
rooming house for single women, and began doing good works herself.

It was during this time that she came across a volume of essays by Thomas De Quincey, and she was
particularly taken witthe Spash Military Nuwhich she read so often she learned nearly by heart. She was



capable of quoting long passages of it to anyone who might be interested. This feat brought her eventually to
the attention of a man who happened to have known De Quingajojust his death. This particular man,

by now more than seventy years old, introduced her to some of De@®atheeworks, including the

work he is today most remembereddonfessions of an Opium Eater

But while theConfessiseemed somewhawidry to her, his essays shone, and drew her in. She was
uneducated, except for the most basic elements of reading and arithmetic, but De Quincey, for her, described
the world in its truest depiction: bleak, and perverse. In a way, she became De @uiticthe pwint of
imagining she suffered neuralgia, as De Quincey had, and for which she, like De Quincy, was prescribed
laudanum.

Together, she and her elderly companion traveled to England, where they took up residenda in a house
London,near BernerStreet. They resided there untiléiderlycompanion died about ten years later. By
that time the woman was thifitye, and again left penniless. She turned to begging on the street, reciting De
Quincey essays from memory, especially her favbe®@anish Military Ny this entertainment, she
managed a regular enough income to keep herself in supply of laudanum. But it was not long before she had
fallen into the company of prostitutes, and took up residence with them in a brothel.

Her sister, 8t living in New Brunswick, had no notion of any of this, and for nearly a dozen years had,
with her husband, raised the eldest daughter as their own, even calling her their own, even giving her their
surname. This daughter, by that time seventeen,omas&nGrace Cyr.

Grace barely remembered she had had any mother other than her aunt, had no memory of a father other
than her uncle, but remembered clearly her younger sister. At night, Grace would pray for all those families
who had suffered tragic loss®r motherless children, and for lost siblings, especially for her sister, whom
she called Margie, but whose real name was Marguerite.

About three months later, Grace, through her aunt, received word that her mother had died in England,
and so Graceeéling suddenly brittle, took it upon herself to go to London to settle any affairs of her
mothef that might be outstanding.

She booked passage on a schooner that departed St. John in June of 1887, and the crossing took twenty
eight days. At first, shadbeen happily excited to be on the ship, but the seas were very rough, and the
winds often uncooperative, and within two weeks she often felt ill, and was largely unable to eat.

The captain of the vessel, Jonathan Smith, was as attentive to hispasdemgers to his cargo, and
understood the difficulties presented to a young woman traveling without companionship or guardians.
Another couple on the vessel, returning to England from Maine, took Grace into their care, and the young
wife, Elizabeth Rehaw, could not have been more than a year or two older than Grace. This put Grace
remarkably at ease, so thatfinal week of the voyage uplifted her spirits, and nearly made her forget
altogether the reason for her trip.

Being young and inexperiencedid® had not made arrangements for a place to stay in London, and her
aunt and uncle had not really prepared her for that city. How could they? There neapleeatiise in the
worldlike London, and certainly nothing remotely approximating itrifirttiid experience.

The Renshaws invited her to stay with them, and she accepted their invitation with immense gratitude.
They were wetlff, and owned a manor, staffed by a butler, a cook, and two maids. Their generosity
astounded Grace, and she stayttdthem for two months, expressing her thanks in any ways Elizabeth
would allow her. She set out to make a sampler for them, in embroidery, and spent hours with Elizabeth
during the day, engaged in this activity. Elizabeth introduced her to sewrdltaedywo women read to
each other, practiced music together, and attended church services. Grace became almost sister to Elizabeth.

After some time, Elizabéhusband, William, inquired as to the affairs to which Grace had yet to attend,
and she comrksed her tremendous fear of engaging in this activity. William offered to have inquiries made on
her behalf, and it was not long after that that they all came to understand the situation into v@hich Grace
mother had descended, and Gialeemility gaveay to humiliation.

Kindly, Elizabeth consented to attend with her. Together, they went to the brothel. To their surprise, the
women were sympathetic to G@dess, informed her of where her mother had been buried, and gave to
her the few belongings heotimer had managed to preserve over the years. These included her wedding ring,
a Psalter, a locket, a few letters, and a volume of essays by Thomas De Quincey. It was the address on one of
the letters that had led the prostitutes to contact the New Bikinslatives.



Among the letters was a clipping from a newspaper which told of the terrible deed of her father, and of
his death. Reading it brought a weight upon her heart like she had never felt before.

One of letters was still sealed in an envelopenahdas writtergTo my daughteés Grace clung to it,
and to all the things they gave to her. She felt as if her heart were on fire, as if it were beyond her ability to
bear much more. She might nearly have fainted had Elizabeth not made herhdi¢ ftaefore heading
back to her home.

That evening, after dinner, with Elizabeth beside her, she summoned what bit of courage she had, and
opened that envelope, withdrew the parchment from it, and unfolded it. Surprisingly, she found@er mother
hand tobe elegant, graceful, refined. But the letter was not pristine. Her mother must have carried it with her
for years, may even have transferred it from envelepediope to envelopmay have read it and read it
again, a hundred times over, decitdisgnd it, then to keep it, over and over.

In part, this is what the letter said:

oDo not believe the wicked tongues that strike against your father, for judgment belongs to God, and not
to those who encircle you with their hateful lies. Be mindful, myataughthose in whom you place your
trust. There may be deceit in their smiles. There are those who would claim your father was a mad man, but
this is fantasy. He lacked a son, and the baby, your sister, was weak, and would not have lived for very long,
for if she had, we should all have come to an even worse fate. Think clearly on this point, because, while it
does not relieve him of responsibility for those things he did, it releases him from any guilt. His soul must
suffer the punishment of God, ratkiesn His grace; yet it is God alone who can release him from what he
suffered on this earth, and | have prayed what seems an eternity already for his salvation. And yet, | am not
blameless, and you must not think me so. This heart of mine that beatsisvigthipty breast echoes the
hollow cry of my lost child. This has been my burden. You must never embrace a love so strong, should you
ever come across it. It is merciless in its hunger, and inexhaustible id its need.

Grace folded the letter, returnetbitts envelope, and turned her attention to the locket, which she then
opened. On one side was a portrait of her mother, which must have been executed when she was as young as
Grace was at that moment. On the other side was a portrait of her fathédeeyesl sparkling, much like
her own. Braided around them both was a tight circle of three locks of hair, each a slightly different shade.
She could recognize her own hair in one lock, and that of Margie in the other. StetHircewas the
infant hair of the sister she had never known.

Grace took these things, and put them away. As the weeks passed, she came to terms as best she could
with the idea of who her mother might have been. She visited her grave many times, and Elizabeth and
William purchaed a proper marker for it, in her name, with dates inscribed, and the Ghjuitémdp,

Mothelb. On one visit, while contemplating those two simple wordsjtslgarm breath near her, and
distinctly heard in her emwomafs voicebarelya whisperdDaughters must perish by generations.

She stayed with William and Elizabeth Renshaw through the winter, and in April of the following year,
booked passage on a schooner, when the Arctic ice was receding and it was safe to travel back to St. John. In
the yars after, she called upon the Renshaws only once more, to aid in her attempts to locate her younger
sister. In time, she found her, living as the adopted daughter of a logger in British Columbia. When she was
twentyfive, Grace married a salesman, antdedt@me a mother, and understood some of what her mother
had written her. But it was not until her own daughter was grown, and the World War had come and gone,
that Grace went to meet her younger sister in British Columbia, in hopes that she, todensigmtdnvho
her mother had been.

In the end, understanding eluded her.

fi Marguerite, 1940

* k k%

John S. Barker has been a freelance editor, a conttilngs@anddar\tériters Quartefh98884) and a

technical writer. His A®&IECTORY(Anarchy Books), is available through Amazon and The Robot Trading
Company. His short fiction has appeared in several magazines. He plays piano and AigyweBsils ia Delta, BC.
brickswithotstraw.blogspot.coor look for himkateboolandlwitter.
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http://facebook.com/writer.john.stephen.barker
http://twitter.com/@bricksnostraw

Dreaming of Purgatory




INFESTATION

THOMAS KEARNES

FOUR MONTHS, NO SHAMERN that. Barton hadinintended to fall once more into its vicious and
familiar embrac&Vhen he clutched the tiny bag, however, no sacrifice seemed too great and no punishment
too severdde was on the tricky side of forty, his liver near collapse, his amutheenage son distant as a
star. Every line of crushed crystals barreling through the clipped straw brought him closer to the life
otherwise only possible after death. Four mdntlosshame, no shame at all. Goof and Sister Pussy, eyes
sparkling like cog at the bottom of a well, sat across the coffee table from Bartdh.fidgefs massaged
the shaved wonder between her thighs.

oVince told me what people were sa§i@gpf saidoAbout you and me. Little faggot flashbacks,chuh?

Barton laughed so fafuilly the dope fled his nose in a gooey mass.

oDond waste the shitGoof said.

oYou know not to mention that nad@8arton replied.

OMy brother is a bit of a Dope Na&zsister Pussy said, affecting the faux Southern twang of doomed
Tennessee Williarheroines. She held Bai@ogaze, smiling like she knew secrets she planned to tell. The
girl had been a surprise. Earlier that evening, Goof threw open the door and bounded into the motel room,
wrapped Barton in his bony arms. It Viiasttil Barton freetiimself from Goof that he noticed the
unannounced guest. He recognized her from a photo glimpsed @&b&dside during their stint at rehab.
Plain, pudgy, eager, a tongue both skilled and lacking in prudence. Moments before, as she sucked his cock
while Goof watched naked from the bed, Barton realized he had no qualms throwing down with siblings.
They belong in a sideshow, Vince might say. Sister Pussy @nd Gidadind a boy. No, a girl and a man.
Vince was nowhere near the obscure motel betweas &all Fort Worth. If he were, Barton had no doubt
he would wink and chuckle, finally vindicated.

Barton felt his groin stir despite ejaculating in Siste@ussygh moments ago. Whether his desire had
surfaced for her or Goof remained a questionaididding for Barton to articulate.

OWho the fuck is Vincé8he asked.

Goof groaned, took the short straw from Bamb&Mmould you or shoulddfe asked.

Barton grimaced, his head sinkifitpat freak taken up enough airtid®espite the sneer in hime,
he smiled and shook his head like a father teaching an infant to speak. During rehab, Vince liked to call
Barton his big brother; now Vince didrmall him at all.

oBarton, oh Bartoh,Goof declared as if Barton gazed down from a tolMeke me fedike areal
mano

OFuck youd

O0That was some funny shit.

OMaybe for you.

Goof snorted a line. His teeth were beige, crumbling like a sand castle at high tide. Barton paused in
amazement l@let Goof kiss him more than once, more than twice.

OThat skimy bastard was so fucking smitt&gof said.

Sister Pussy gasped, clapped her hands over herdodtitking way!

OHe thought | was a fag like hirBarton said, drumming his fingernails upon the table, eyeirdy Goof
last line, not caring if Goof metd, knowing Goof wouldrcare.

0They oughta put all those cocksuckers in a cage and tos®tteekegid.

Barton managed a hathile, glanced away from his guests. Héwasnwhich one to approach next.

The dope had sparked his desire, asayalid. The decision between Goof and Sister Pussy might reveal
something to them; it might reveal something to him.

Sister Pussy started her share, snorts echoing down her throat as if she were slurping@aazeBarton
drifted toward Goof only to sfys charged look, the corners of his mouth creeping upward. At rehab,



Barton often teased Goof about letting him fuck Barton up the ass. Of course, it was all in jest. @hey weren
like Vince, a train wreck of bent wrists and wet consonant soundslllimjast until Goof arrived. It was

all in jest until Goof suggested they tweak, knowing just a couple of lines compelled Barton to squat down on
any erection.

Four monthsio shame in that.

Barton lied to the ménthe women, to® about what kept him beotver strange tables in strange
rooms, straw or dollar bill jammed up his nostril. lt@vhsensex, the absurd duration or indescribable
euphoria before climax. What lured Barton into the synthetic degradation was how it allowed him to revisit
without pan the moments in his past that haunted and shamed him. It was the comfort a mother offers after
a fathe® beating, but it was the only comfort he knew.

If Goof or Sister Pussy heard the knock outside, they gave no sign. Barton wanted to whisger a warnin
but he saw the siblings grinning like two vultures deciding to share a corpse. Another knock. Sister Pussy
drew Goof into a kiss, the two consuming one another, snatches of teeth and tongue flitting into view.
Bartor& head fell back, his eyes closedydudy following. The knocks grew louder, closer together. So
much was possi bl eé

OHey, big brother, you about to crash?

Barton came to, sitting in front of the apartment he shared with Goof at Serenity Hills, the rehab that
promised salvation but ofteroduced stale resentment. It was another roiling summer in Houston, the air
fetid and moist like horse feces. The courtyard teemed with patients too anxious to stay indoors, too
exhausted to move once outside. Barton had killed many hours on his bé&ima, lmuishitting, imagining
the crystal meth awaiting him, hating those fantasies and himself for having them.

oDid | come at a bad time?

Christ, it waghatnight. The last days of July, a week before®iicdday. H& coyly hinted to Barton,
neve within earshot of anyone, tha@ihask for his birthday present when Barton least expected it. Barton
blamed himself for the awkward familiarity Vince expected each conversation. @lbecouleh not to an
enemi face. He slapped the raised haxaded at the terrible joke, smirked and nodded when an absent
friend was ridiculédBarton was a politician without a platform.

Barton smiled and slid across the bench. The slats dug into his thighs. Vince ignored the plentiful room
Barton had allowed hisat close enough to graze Basttinigh. The crickets serenaded them, two men
with more in common than one dared hope and the other dared admit.

OFive more daysVince said.

oTill what®

Vince slapped Bart@shoulderoMy birthday, you monumental shit

Not wanting to, Barton rubbed the spot Vince had pedgett you to remind mé.

oThats why &n hered

oWhen you gonna tell me what the fuck you @want?

oDond worryp Vince saiddlt wond cost you any food stanis.

olde already bought you a cadddamburger Helpdy.

Vince cackled, head snapped back and jaw dropped wide like the villainess from a Disney feature. Barton
observed him, curious how such disparate elements coexisted: the lanky, compact frame; the thick dark hair
spiked atop his headyigg him the appearance of deranged shrubbery; the jeans hacked at the shin, a bizarre
riff on Capri pants. Vin@blatantly feminine gestures and affectations, however, silenced whatever desire
Barton might have felt for him, how these traits compmisexiotic sort of allure. The animation drained
from Vinceés facedl&e grown weary of Hamburger Helper.

Bartor® breath escalat&®o what do you wagt?

O0Therd@ something | should tell you.

His throat went dnowWhat®

0ldn such a fucking fodlVincepitched forward, as if to vomit.

oDude, yode nofi what is it®

0l @n surprised you hav@guessed.

0Sit the fuck up. | c@irunderstand yodi.

He rose to face Barton, eyes bright with mal@afalling for you, Bartod.



No, no, no. Anything but this.

Barton was popular among the addicts, the nutjobs, the incompetent therapists. With a laugh and a
handshake, fiedisarmed the whole roster of patients and staff. Alas, his admirers believed him largely
heterosexual, if not exclusively so. Only Vince kneWwdt extent Barton deviated from traditional carnal
behavior. Deviafit surely Vince knew the word. Barton felt drained of power, anticipatiriy Words of
devotion. He looked away, spied a large cockroach scuttling toward the ledge. He crifhgtbeljmepart
Too bad Goof wagihnearby with a flegoled slipper or rolled newspaper.

oVince, n not sure what to say.

ol dn just grateful yde not laughing.

oYou must think@n an asshole.

ol think you have secreisips parted and breath shallowncé gazed at him.

Barton recalled a random moment from his last visit to the Dallas bathhouse. Not the one with shaven,
muscled Caucasians drifting through dim hallways, grimly appraising one another, but the one two blocks
south where gay men of colongregated and cornered any white boy who dared enter. In a room tucked
at the far end of a hall, the Latino moaning after his orgasm ordered Barton to lick his semen from the
concrete floor. He did as instructed. He was grateful, a beaten dog whodesapgstars indoors. Not
even his primary therapist at Serenity Hills knew about that night, only a smatteringpeftiakddn
cyberspace, their names and faces unmissed as the semen sliding d@whr8atton

OWe all have secrét8arton said.

oYou told me a fetw

0And no one else knovids?

Vince shook his head, flashed the tfinger Boy Scout pledge of integrity.

ol trust you, kidd Barton wrinkled his nose, a telltale sign he was lying. He discovered, however, the
words felt true once spok@&hwant you to trust me naihe said.

Vince nodded. The cockroach Barton last glimpsed at the ledge zipped to the window sill. Barton wished
to return indoors before more pests arrived.

oYou know @n sick, Vince. We all are.

ol know thatd

oBut do yowndestanevhat it meang?

OWe both like to tweak. \fe talked about it when you firsh

oBuddy, | haveihfucked anyone sober since 1990. | @valshenough to buy cigarettes. Youddaant
me sleeping next to you when morning comes. Beliéve me.

Vince grhbed Barto® shoulder®We can help each otlteBoon after meeting him, Barton realized
Vincds oplayfub combat masked an urge for actual violence.&/@as shone with fervor.

OMaybe a vyear O8artondiddkhow avimere todooké

OWhatd

OHopefully, wé | be differentt peopl e. Maybe thené

oYou want me to forget y@wince brought his hands to his lap, legs crossed at the ankle. Like a girl,
Barton thought. Like a goddamn girl.

ola@ never forget you, kdd.

OAre you swearing off men comelgd

Bartor® pulse quickened with relief. Vince had unwittingly offered Barton a way to refuse him without
resorting to ridicul®None of us should be hooking up right riow.

Vince nodded.

oWdil relapse togethér.

Vince nodded.

0Our friendship would hthe shitte

Vince nodded.

& know how mu c lbBagon felt acpeckling sanbation tipén his shoulder. He felt a cluster
of them.dls something crawling on me?

oHold still6 Vince swatted at the cockroach, giving him another excuse ttohit Ba bug leapt from
his shoulder, landing on the balcony, oblivious to the attempt on its life.



oJesus, that fuck&bigd Barton shuddered.

Vince managed a flimsy snilkheres still the matter of my birthday.

ORemind me the day befdre.

olt wond cost a cert.

OHmm, od&k ay e

olt& not what you thin&.

Bartor& leg shook like a paint mixer. Once you put a price on a man, decisions become easy. The two
men had been speaking a while, so Barton scanned the courtyard for any neighbors notorings for start
rumors. No one seemed to notice them sitting closely like lovers.

0Goodg Barton saiddYou caid ask for anything sexdal.

old@ wait till yo@e wearing a towel and a smile, wandering thé halls.

Vince laughed at his joke; Barton did not. Vince asenphimself and offered a pained soilearest
big brother, would you please kiss me on my birthday?

Barton stared through him, jaw hovering and unsure where to land. So simple a wish from so vulnerable a
soufi when was the last time Barton bent ovethfat alone? But Vince diloomplete the equation, not
remotely. No one would blame him for doing what he must.

ol dond think it% a good ide&.

0A Kiss isfi sexuaf

OWhat is it, therd?

ol knew yoid@ shoot me dowa.

0lt& not you, not at al.

Vincerose from the bench, pushed his hands through hié&iaiost curfewh

oVincentd Barton whispered, reaching out, not expecting Vince to take his hand.

And then, what Barton feared: the teafsu@e doing me a favor, you know. Everyone knows rehab
romances never wokk.

Barton swept past Vince and blocked hisoStay. 3l get some smokes. Thieyight insidé.He
stepped toward the door. A squishing sound followed a sharp\taakthe helt®Barton lifted his loafer
to discover the thrashed r@nms of a pest impossible to identify.

0Slay the dragon, big brotldérince laughed. Barton had no choice; he laughed, too.

Barton swiped Go@f pack of Camels from the nightstand. He studied his roommate, absurdly grateful
Goof would never learn howrBa broke a poor faggbtheart. One cigarette and the night would end. He
crossed the room, opened the door but went no farther.

Vince slept on the bench, grunting softly as if making love. Surely d@dippeéd into dreams in less
than a minute. fitated he had to wake Vince, Barton reached for his shoulder. He drew back, however,
seconds before it landed on the cockroach creeping u@ Yieae

oMotherfucked Barton shouted.

Vincds eyes snapped open.

oDude, Kill ith Barton criedolt& rightthere! 1&1 6

OWhat the hell are you talking abdut?

oKill it! 1t& fucking filthyd

Bartor® guest jumped to his feet, inspected his clothes, the bench. No bugs anywhere. Barton panted like
a sprinter crossing the finish. Vince observed him with a W&y smi

OPoor big brother. That was cldse.

Barton collapsed onto the benglhcari handle that shit.

OWherdi you get the smokés?

olnside. | told you | had sonje.

oYou meammyapartment?

ONo, mined

oYour apartment is in the next buildingnce said,mokeddlt& on the second flodr.

Confused, Barton checked the @aoumber. The brass numerals read 115; Barton and Goof lived in
206. He backed away, convinced Vince was in on it, ignorant asiid wigit be. Goof called Barfsn
name from thealr end of the courtyard. Not responding, Barton dashed upstairs and never looked back.



Before room 206, Vince sat waiting, legs crossed at the®itkldsft before | could finigh.

oHow the fuck did you do thatPhe words shot out like jets from aaspr

ol had a dream about you, big broth¥ince rose, minus all the naked need Barton had associated with
him since they met. He approached Barton with the certainty of the masked killer in a haltrasaflmy
birthday, and you didrkiss me He gazed at Barton. His voice sounded hollow and smooth, like a customer
service greetinglsnd that an awful dreadPle wrapped his arms around Barébim so glad | woke ujp.

Their kiss transpired like an assassination, the target besieged befgrdaspetinVince forced his
tongue inside Bart@mouth, the ménteeth clicking like tap shoes against marble, hands frantic. Barton
preferred kissing men over women; he lacked the insight to speculate why. His eyes clenched shut, his breath
caught. Theris no moment more heartbreaking than the end of a kiss.

oTook you long enough, fucléer.

Barton broke away from Vince and found Goof standing in the doorway of room 206. Shirtless, his
slender chest caught the amber light from the streetlamp. Shakingye#aed over his shoulder and
discovered that only the motel parking lot, its chipped asphalt and fading yellow lines, lay behind him. His
eyes bugged with amazement.

oYoude been gone a whole housoof saidoTherds a smoke shop five minutes dovenitiierstaté.

0Sorryd He didrid know who deserved an apology.

OBaby, | need it up the asSijster Pussy cried, indifferent to other guests in other rooms. Goof yanked
Barton into the room, leaving him no chance to note the numerals posted on theaddad lived with
him in room 206, and now Goof waited in a room facing the interstate. The door slammed shut. Goof
nibbled Barto@ ear, a gesture more menacing than affectionate, then strolled past. Goof smacked Sister
Pussg bare ass. She bent owerliathroom counter. She wore her greasy blonde hair in pigtails; Barton
knew she meant to please Goof, not him.

Again the canned Southern acaidear Bart, caiyou seedn dying for a madMer lewd wink and
small jiggling breasts stirred Barton thighr guaranty of victory. There was no risk, no possibility of
rejection. This was pussy for pussies.

Goof held an IPhone in front of him. His rotten teeth emerged like a submarine from fasodaaa.
Bartor® unease ticked higher; it was @addpe and his party. Barton had paid for the room, but he felt
naive calling it his. After tweffitye years, he knew the rules and restrictions of this subculture; he knew
them like his moth@&r face.

OMy ass might close up tight without some real dickomd Sister Pussy said.

0Gimme one more lir@Barton stumbled toward the coffee table.

oChill out a bity Goof advised. A cheetah tattoo stretched vertically down his side, the beast dashing for
his armpit, undulated when he yawned, fists aimed ailittjeg@Vanna give sister girl a booty buinp?

ol guess

OAfter you seed her a&§oof said, eyebrows jacked like he planned to blow her housél dicgm,
one for youd

OThis is bullshifl Sister Pussy crig#tuck me, prontd!

Goof shrugged, rolledsheyes. He patted Bai@®shoulderdHouse rules: Gotta keep the bitch happy.

Barton ignored Goof as he snapped shots of Barton penetrating Sisieagsiddyring Bartdn
absence, Goof or his sister had cranked the heat to full blast. Barttikesaveay in junior high gym class.
Each thrust of his cock roused louder, more piercing screams.@&ajidrHe couldhstop. She called
him Billy. It didid matter.

He couldi@d understand why the flashb@adkthai® what one would caffiiabruptlyceased before he
and Vince parted, both devastated, one quietly and one with tragic fanfare. A#teo¥xfassion, the two
shared a cigarette. They chatted about therapists, the sob stories doled out during group. No cockroaches
lurked, just a chorud crickets and an army of stray cats roaming the courtyard. Vince promised never again
to ask for a kiss, fumbling the words. B&tbaart drummed so loudly, he pulled Vince against him hoping
for silence. They embraced like parents grateful thelaotid in a firem@narms. As the seconds passed,

a damp sensation fell upon Badhroat, his stubble scratching Vihceeek. A kidsso simple, so
essential. Without hesitation, Barton kissed &itceat. His guest moaned so softly, Bartorbétigtved
he, himself, had made the sound. Giving Vince comfort made Barton feel wibfibrgdieen that feeling.



His lips lingered until Vince pulled away, surprising Barton. Anyon&evbetdhat he would conclude
their unwise but unavoidable eader.

OWele friends, Vincé.

OWill you miss me whefirl gone@

oldl never telb

OWe all have secrets, big brother.

Vince vanished from the rehab a week later. His generous disability check proved too tempting. Goof
claimed he saw him leaping over timepbe® iron fence in the dead of night. No one informed Barton of
his fate; he made no inquiries. He basked in@/amberation like a coed sunbathing beneath an overcast
skyi the rays never emerge, but skin burns gold Gyeahaly.

oYou damn near woreynass oub,Sister Pussy declared. Goof caught Barge and began to stroke
himself, his other hand capturing still shots of this passionless moment.

oDond stop nowg Goof ordered.

oYou bisexual boys know all the trickbe said.

To dodge her litanyf filth, Barton resumed fucking her. Sister Pussy moaned and shook and hollered and
declared her ass belonged to BiflyBirton, Goof reminded her. Barton began his final assault. The first
thrust slammed her head against the edge of the bathradear.cBoe sterilized plastic cups tumbled from
the surface. Barton diinotice the streaks of blood smeared across the éedtge. Sister Pussy coughed
and gagged.

The dozen cockroaches she vomited dropped to the carpet without ceremony. Tmeynéllifrs like
show upon a manger. Not until dozens more bugs skittered and crawled across the room did Barton shriek
and yank his cock from her ass.

OWhat the fucldshe cried.

oJesu$,Goof saidpdid you get this room at a group réte?

Barton leapt upn the bed, curled into the fetal position as he did whenever alone for the night. This was
guite often. The moments crawled, parasites feasting on his fears and regrets. Perhaps if the creatures found
what they wanted, thiygo away. Findhdhey wanted

oStomp the fuckeisSister Pussy cried.

olt& kinda furg her brother added.

They clomped and screamed like an-gitedance troupe. For them, the joys gleaned during sex
differed not one bit from those gained during destruction. This epiphamp ¢itepta toothache: Barton
was not like them.

Vincent, Barton thought. Vince would know what to do. He gaped like a crashatLthévamateur
exterminatordNo matter where or how hard they stomped, the bugs would not filieking
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IN FLAGRANTE DELICTO

LARA DONNELLY

lovers have always discussed
desire in terms of delectation
this is no different

thin sweat salts your collarbones
each ear tastes umami
where lingual apex touches tunneled skin

on heavy purple tongues of beef
my father called that part the shivers
you do

ecstasy and pain are often paired
cabernet and raw red meat
yielding makes you sweeter

veal is sweeter

never having struggled

seven pounds of pressure

pulls away a human ear

blood runs in the gore grooves of your throat
pooling thumbprint of your clavicle

swollen lips like escargot satiliek
cliche to say your testicles are oysters
instead apricots

soft skin furred and giving way

until it splits

basted red netted

by the cleckered

white linoleum

I hold your wrist as if to kiss
your fineboned hands

crunch and | feel infamous
caught with fingers in my mouth
a woman eating ortolan
uncovered
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The Madness In Crowds




DEAR AGNES

STAR SPIDER

May 4, 1923
Cairo, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

This place is made of dust and scorching sunlight. It has a violent sort of beauty you would find most
unnerving. | am sorry you and Father did not approve of my coming here alone, but it lag somet
simply had to do. | hope one day yduhe able to understand that.

| arrived three days ago in Alexandria by way of the Mediterranean sea. | then took the train to Cairo
where | have been-ceoperating after my taxing journey. | habveen hex long, but | already feel as
though | should have drunk my fill from the glittering waters of the sea while | had the chance.

As | write this | am sitting on my balcony overlooking the Great Pyramids. In the glow of twilight it seems
as though the land made of gold. The Sphinx is watching me from a distance, his enigmatic smile suggestive
of something | caihquite fathom. Oh Agnes! | am certain you are reading this and thinking | have gone
utterly mad. You are thinking | shoddhave been allowedlave and perhaps even considering scolding
Father for allowing me to go. He codlthave stopped me. Please rest assured though, dear sister, | am quite
well.

| have secured a reliable guide to the city and | will be visiting the museum tomorrow.

All my love,
Rosemary

* k% %

May 5, 1923
Cairo, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

| visited the museum today with my guide, a quick and cheerful man who insists | call him Uncle Ahmed.
How | wish you had decided to accompany me Agnes! The artifacts here are so ahstgstdbatdathing
within me. It is not just the inanimate artifacts drawing me in either, it is the people too. As we walked to the
museum through the bustling square we came upon a rabble of women. They were covered in shadowy
cotton from head to toe atigeir dark eyes peered at me with such interest. They surrounded me for a
moment, not threateningly, but softly. They whispered with voices so slight they might as well have been a
faint breeze. They touched my hair, my face, my clothes and then disiettge@/hen they left | felt
different somehow. | déirknow how to explain it entirely Agnes, but | feel changed by my time here already.

| wish | was staying in Cairo long enough to receive your responses to my letters. You were always the
clever oné\gnes and | am sure you would have so many pearls of wisdom to impart as | make my way
through this perplexing land.

Send my regards to Father.

All my love,
Rosemary

* k%



May 9, 1923
Cairo, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

After my journey to the museum, | found effyguite exhausted. It must be the immense heat of this
place, it can be most oppressive. | finally managed to rouse myself today to visit the Great Pyramids with
Uncle Ahmed. | find his company quite diverting and was soon back &paithef my adenture.

If I could sum up the power and the presence of the Great Pyramids in one word Agnes, it would be;
awesome. Uncle Ahmed insisted we take camels into the desert, he said it was simply the way it was done. |
acquiesced only after many assuraraethéhlumbering beasts were safe and docile. Riding a camel is
nothing like riding a horse, | assure you. First there is the task of getting onto the creature, which is positively
strenuous, and then there is the swaying that is akin to being omthese®alj unstable craft. Through all
the trials though | must admit | was excited, | felt like | was a queen of old being escorted to a monument
built in my honor. The camel master was quite alluring, with eyes of a pale brown the likes of which | have
never seen. | think he caught me staring at his fascinating eyes Agnes, afibéérmadrdistracted by the
Great Pyramids rising in the distance it could have been quite uncomfortable.

| should tell you | found relief from the overwhelming healéovery first time in the haunting tunnels
and chambers beneath the Pyramid of Khufu. Uncle Ahmed led me around proudly, as though it were his
very own home and it was absolutely still in there. What an awesome experience it was Agnes, walking in
ancienfootsteps. There were many chambers, but in the ®gbhamber is where | spent the most time. |
lingered there for hours. The silence and a getdagtranquility enveloped me. | could imagine myself
resting forever in a place like that Agnes. Howbrat must sound! Forgive me.

Affection to Father.

All my love,
Rosemary

* k% %

May 11, 1923
Nile River, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

You and Father will be pleased to know Uncle Ahmed has agreed to stay with me for the duration of my
journey. | have grown quitind of his giant smile and pleasing mannerisms. | @dulagine Egypt
without him. Before you think anything salacious, you should know that Uncle Ahmed is older than Father
and has been perfectly distanced in his attentions.

| am writing this from # deck of my felucca, a small sailing boat that Uncle Ahmed insisted carry us at
least a short way down the Nile. You would think it an undignified way to travel, no doubt, but | find it quite
delightful. It is far more peaceful than the noisy steam Fraatshere | can see the strange almost
prehistoric looking landscape of the Nile. | can, if | so desire, run my fingers through the water. Perhaps | will
do so and gather a few drops on my fingertips, then | can let some fall onto the paper andesehthis pie
remarkable country home to you my dear.

We will be in Helwan before sundown and from there we shall board a nivig§izediship to Luxor
to visit the Valley of the Kings where Uncle Ahmed tells me there is an archeology team kard at wor

A kiss to Father.

All my love,
Rosemary

* k%



May 16, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

We arrived in Luxor last night after a leisurely trip down the Nile. It was not as noisy as | had feared and |
found myself in good company with a British coupla éwdly group from Germany. Uncle Ahmed has
found me a comfortable room overlooking the river and | am quite content here.

I miss you my dear sister and | find myself wishing on a fairly consistent basis that you had come with me.
Do you recall the advieires we used to have together? When it was just you and me in the emerald forests
of our youth, exploring rock and root together? | valued your good sense then and | am sure you kept me
from a great deal of mischief that | would have regretted later.

Whydid you not accompany me?

All my love,
Rosemary

* k% %

May 20, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dearest Agnes,

I had an absolutely inspiring adventure today. Uncle Ahmed took me to the Valley of the Kings and
introduced me to a young man by the name of Allen Saundeis a part of the archeological team
responsible for excavating the site. It was a barren place, but compelling as there are so many tombs that have
been discovered! Mr. Saunders gave me the pleasure of a special tour and | found his compgany to be ver
soothing. He is a dashing man, with ek@sed complexion and a passion for his work. He told me he could
spend his life in this valley and | understood him on a levelildxgubtted. There is something about the
place that draws me and keeps nre.fhiee mystery of it all perhaps.

You must think me a fool for all this talk of tombs and mystery. | have decided to stay in Luxor for an
extended duration and | will enclose my address so you can send me correspondence. Tell me of life back
home, of theyreen fields and spring rains.

Kisses for Father.

All my love,
Rosemary

* % %

May 21, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

| returned to the Valley of the Kings again today and was pleased to monopolize the time of Mr. Saunders
when he wadhninvolved in higluties. | am finding his presence extremely absorbing and | am quite taken by
the amount of information he has to divulge about our surroundings. He talks of ancient royalty as though he
was there when they were buried. | will be going back to thaisiteragrrow and perhaps | will undertake
some explorations of my own.

Tell me Agnes, do you see much of Marcus Grace these days? | have to confess | believed him to be quite
smitten with you. | am sure if you were here now you would think it a fooidio #wven suggest, but he
has a lovely temperament and hisdpg#ted nature would do you a world of good.



A hug to Father.

All my love,
Rosemary

* k%

May 22, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

| was left to my own devices today in the Valley of tigsKuncle Ahmed stayed in Luxor for the day
and Mr. Saunders was quite distracted, so | allowed myself the opportunity to wander freely. Of course | had
Mr. Saunde@permission, so please dahink | was rampaging around like a mad woman.

| explored lhe tombs and marveled at all the intricate and highly complex hieroglyphs that are to be found
absolutely everywhere. What dedication it must have taken to carve so faithfully. It made me wonder about
the lengths people will go to for what they belieWe imose dark and dusty tombs | thought of all the
battles fought and all the struggling that we have done to get ourselves to this nelaeek#tble i@n
Agnes? | look at all that has come before and | wonder what lies ahead.

| was wandering blfsdly in a particularly quiet tunnel when | heard an unusual sound from the depths.
Being ever curious (and having been provided with an electric torch by the lovely Mr. Saunders) | followed
the sound deeper and deeper until | came to a chamber. It walgkaaither chambers | had seen with
symbols crawling across the walls in orderly rows. It smelled of a certain kind of must that | have only
encountered in Egypt. Perhaps it is the fragrance of the mummified remains of royalty or maybe it is just the
aroma of hidden earth and stone. Whatever it is, | find it quite intoxicating and | stood, admiring the
hieroglyphs for a great length of time. The strange sound had dissipated and | quite forgot about it, being
completely absorbed in my stud the ancierdrrangements.

It was then that | did something most unusual, dear Agnes. | cannot say why | did it, but | would ask you
not to tell Father, lest he grow worried about my state of mind. As | stood in that mysterious place, soaking in
the feeling of the cbohamber, | switched off my torch and lay down on the ground in the darkness. Are
you laughing now? Or perhaps you are growing concerned? It would be like you to do so, but | can only do
my best to assure you of my clear state of mind. Pledds®ddamed dear sister.

The darkness was penetrating and | opened myself up to it. | felt silly at first, and almost convinced myself
to get up, but something kept me down. | Wasared and you shouldpe either Agnes, | was calm as
Balsam Lake on a winsBeday. | imagined myself a Queen of old, buried in honor and mourned by
thousands. | pressed my palms to the cool ground and | felt the dust beneath my fingertips. Then the noise
returned. In the dark (for some reason) | heard it more clearly. It s@awhef hoofbeats! Like a hundred
horses riding off to war. The sound passed over me and | held my biitsatieafdst point | swear | could
feel it, it was like drums in my chest and it caused a great welling of anxiety, which quickly turngdd to an awf
sort of anger. A strange, primal feeling. | was beginning to get frightened then so | turned on my torch, rose
quickly, dusted myself off and made my way back into the glaring daylight.

| felt flushed when | emerged and was lucky enough to meet withuviders who escorted me back to
my little room in Luxor where | am sitting now, enjoying the view from my window.

See what trouble | get up to without you dear sister?

If | decided to stay for longer here would you join me?

Affection to Father.

All my love,
Rosemary

* k%



May 23, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

I could have used your good sense last night. For the first time since arriving in this alien land | felt truly
afraid. That is to say | felt afraid at first and then horribly, desperatelipw@tricam getting ahead of myself,
allow me to explain from the beginning.

This country isilike our quaint little town Agnes, there are different rules here. Uncle Ahmed has
explained them and | was sure | understood, but for some reason lastesigktlito ignore his warnings
and break the rules. You see there is an unofficial curfew for women where | currently reside. Uncle Ahmed
says i@ for our safety. Women should not travel on certain roads at night, especially alone. This mostly holds
truefor the back alley streets and hidden markets, which have a labyrinthian quality. | have accepted this rule
easily enough since my arrival here, but last night | justidoeistill. The pounding of the hooves | had
heard in the tomb was haunting me lgpaced my tiny room becoming increasingly agitated until | thought
I might burst. Do you know how it is to want to break free Agnes? Of coursedddadocould you?
You are ever stoic and perfectly balanced, always doing as you are told. Whh&nyovay felt, like |
wanted to break free, so | grabbed my headscarf (which | have been wearing regularly to blend in) and burst
from the confines of my room.

Out on the street | breathed deeply of the fresh Nile air and found myself somew lahposedc |
walked swiftly down along the river and back through the streets around my hotel. What sights | saw Agnes!
The men gather on the streets here, talking and mingling, smoking bubbling sheehas (a sort of water filtered
tobacco pipe) and drinkingffee as black as charcoal. Small boys pull carts and carry baskets here laden with
all manner of items ranging from the mundane to the gruesome. | saw a boy of no more than five pulling a
barrow containing a large, severed cow head. Its sightless Slacitcobgel me as | passed. It @lidisturb
me though Agnes, not like it would have done you. You and your delicate sensibilities, so soft and fragile.

| hadrii been walking long when | came upon a group of men, around my age. They were gathered
togethearound a fountain, laughing and roughhousing. They spotted me almost instantly and the group
when silent. One man stepped forward, he had dark eyes and smiled a wicked smile. As | watched him move
towards me, my heart began to race. At first he triedak ispArabic, but | shook my head and he switched
to English. A surprising amount of men know basic Englist¥leershoufilbe heriee told melt& not safe
he said. My heart was picking up pace and the sound of the hoofbeats resurfacethuthitadreost
drowned out his words. | looked into his eyes and felt an anger then that was undeniable. Next | said
something | am embarrassed to wird a queen in this laotl him,perhaps it is you who should ndt be here
felt flushed with &ury | had never before experienced and in my@regd | saw an image of the &an
head on the cart that small boy had been pulling. | saw his severed head there on that cart, his dead eyes
watching me and it felt good to imagine. What do you thinktakgnes? At that moment, when | was lost
in my thoughts, he grabbed my arm and held fast. | came to my senses then. | let out a small scream and
twisted my arm to break free. He seemed surprised by my reaction and let go long enough for me to make my
esape. | lifted my skirts and ran.

| am so glad now of all the time we spent running in the forests and fields together Agnes, because
otherwise | might not have been writing you this letter. | ran for my life and the group of men gave chase.
They chased nibrough the streets of Luxor and all the way back to my hotel. | ran up the winding staircase
feeling as though | had a pack of hounds nipping at my heels. Down the hall they chased me and happily for
me, Uncle Ahmed was both in his room (next to midedwake. He heard the ruckus and came out to
investigate, immediately calling the chase to an end and sending my pursuers back from whence they came.

As soon as the horde had disappeared down the stairs, the sound of pounding hooves flooded back and |
wern from abject quivering fear to burning wrath. | was furious at the men for chasing me, disgusted with my
fearful reaction and enraged at the world for the injustice. | quickly thanked Uncle Ahmed and retreated to
my room where | proceeded to violently ametlentingly assault anything | could get my hands on. Nothing
was immune, bedsheets, clothes, even my trunk wound up in tatters and | had nearly exhausted myself when
Uncle Ahmed slipped into my room (I had forgotten to lock the door) with a boithe oMM diddé speak,



I merely collapsed on the floor and he uncorked the bottle. He brought it to my lips and | suckled at it like a
baby drinking moth&r milk before falling asleep in a pile of shredded clothing.

| awoke on the floor this morning wélghastly headache and my first thoughts drifted to you. What
would you think if you were to see me like this? | imagined your clear eyes taking in the scene and offering
nothing but condescendijugigmentWho are you to judge me though, Agnes dearp®gduathink
youdie perfect, with your precise ways and your muted mannerisms, but | know the truth. In a world like this,
nobody can be perfect.

Rosemary

* k%

May 24, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

You must think me in the thralls of madness andildemy that it is a possibility. | feel different than |
used to. My thoughts these days turn quickly monstrous and you would consider me quite vile if | were to
reveal the fantasies | have been allowing myself of late. | know you and Father mughlvecsigkand |
am sure there is a letter on the way demanding my immediate retdrexpdonl will be coming home
anytime soon though.

| walked through the markets today and visited the perfumery. Oh how you would have loved it Agnes!
Small, fraghl glass bottles lined the walls and each scent allowed access to a unique world. Sandalwood and
neroli, frankincense and lotus, | must have spent half the day in the shop coating myself in the inebriating
fragrances. | bought so many bottles fidarow vhere to put them all! Perhaps | will ship some back to
you, if you could handle something so exotic?

All my love,
Rosemary

* k% %

May 28, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

| got your first letter today, at long last. | received it indeed, but as | stared ylour perfect
handwriting, so small and soft, | grew so disgusted with it that | ran to the Nile and watched the unopened
letter sail away. | felt better then and returned to my room, satisfied. | am certain whatever you had to tell me
was unimportargnyway.

Mr. Saunders came to visit me last night. He had heard through the grapevine that | was almost attacked
by that rowdy mob and wanted to come check in on me. | let him into my rooms and we sat chatting in a
very civilized manner. It was all glatesly really, but overwhelmingly and ludicrously stodgy. Here | was, in
this wild and untamed land having a most ordinary conversation.

It was hot, so | unbuttoned my blouse (one button only) and fanned my face. We were drinking cold tea
with mint leaveand for some reason | couldstopfocusingon the dainty manner in which he held his cup.

He held it as though it were a butterfly or the petal of a flower. Suddenly enraged, | slammed my cup down
on the table, so hard that the weak little thing gavandacrashed to the ground bringing my teacup with it.

Then, out of nowhere and for no reason | could fathom the man apologized. He apologized for my actions
and it upset me so completely that it was all | could do to contain myself. It was suahthipgdolibe

enraged by, but there it was. | paced around the room like a caged animal and he could do nothing but watch
me. Then, of course, further violence ensued.



Luckily for me Agnes, | had moved all of my perfume and clothing into UnclesAtaomedor the time
being so there was little left for me to destroy. | had, however, managed to tear apart my mattress, the
clothing | was wearing and | was eyeing my guest (who was watching me with an expression of dumb terror
on his face) when Uncle Ahmeddi in with an armful of wine bottles and proceeded te m&snto an
inebriated stupor.

All'l recall beyond that is the shocked face of Mr. Saunders and the words of my caretaker and friend
Uncle Ahmedif you value your life you will stay awispfrom t

Rosemary
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June 1, 1923
Luxor, Egypt

Dear Agnes,

| got my first taste of blood yesterday and | am not sure what will become of me. | revolve between short
moments of lucidity and long bouts of uncontrollable anger now, with the regef spgit either in the
throws of fitful sleep or being plied with wine by Uncle Ahmed. Tld@enaLici that | doé despise when the
rage takes me and the hooves of war pound in my heart. | loathe the sunshine and the river, the desert and the
people alhround. | cafistand the delicacy or pomp of it all and yet the primitive brutality and attitudes sicken me
just as much. | suspect Uncle Ahmed knows something and | could murder him for not telling me, but perhaps |
would hate him just as much for rémgahe truth. Either way, in my moments of clarity, | am vividly aware that
he is my only friend.

Did you get my shipment of perfume dear, precious Agnes? | think you will adore the blue lotus.

| carh go anywhere now without Uncle Ahmed walking shagow. Butiin sure you know what tfalike
dond you sister? | was your shadow for so long. Not that that | could ever hope to em@aiafrgd.that
none of your goodness rubbed off on me. No sweet Agnes, | am but a sinful, wicked credhiseiagtic
land of sand and gold.

| throw all your letters in the river. | havezad a single one. | @dolerate the thought of your bitter
judgmentsYou should know by now that your-ggliteous perfection makes my skin crawl. In all ofldestv
fantasies | dream of the ways in which | would punish you for your very existence if you were here with me.

| was at my little writing desk yesterday afternoon, wearing my nightgown despite the daylight. I had all my
perfumes laid out before maitine and | was breathing them in. Uncle Ahmed had been reluctant to let me have
them back, but | had insisted. So there | was, drowning in the fragrances and | thought of you. | thought of you
dabbing the perfume on your tiny, pale wrists and | dddenit. | flung the bottles at the wall and watched the
liquid seep onto the ground. | grabbed the shards (still slick with sweet scents) and began to rub them on my skin. |
rubbed and rubbed until my skin was torn to shreds and the brown and yedldwids tmixed together with
my blood. It looked like river mud then and soon | could no longer stand. But still | rubbed the perfume on my
body and | screamed your name Agnes. | called you violent and horrible names until Uncle Ahmed, my only friend
in this land and the next, came to save me and feed me soothing wine from his endlessly flowing bottles.

When | awoke this morning | was bandaged and Uncle Ahmed was attending tdwernDdear Agnes,
| didnd feel any pain. He said that in my drunksa shad drawn the enclosed hieroglyphs with my blood. He
took them to Mr. Saunders to be translated and my young archeologist gave him one word to bring back to me.
Love. Perhaps it was a message for you, dear Agnes?

A single kiss to Father.

All my love
Rosemary

* k%



June 29, 1923
Luxor, Egypt
Case: 28743902

Dear Miss Agnes Kelley,

We regret to inform you that your sister, Miss Rosemary Kelley, has been reported as missing by Mr.
Ahmed Mubarak as of June 19th, 1923. He has provided us with agammatidn as possible on her
disappearance, but he believes her to be quite sick and even possibly dangerous. We are working hard to try
and locate her and any help you could give us would be undoubtably valuable. If you have heard from, or
seen Miss Keljan the last ten days please inform us as soon as possible via telegram through the ministry of
communications telegraphs department. Details enclosed.

Sincerely,
Mr. Mohammad Fayed
Director of Foreign Relations

* k* k%

Star Spider is a magic realispeenlative fiction writer from Toronto where she lives and works with her awesome
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COLLECTIONS

DAVID ELSENSOHN

WHEN | MEET HER she is driving mostly west.

I@n seated on a gas station curb, wincing at freshly dispensed Coke passing cracked lips and regretting my
decsion to hike the thirty miles between adedid desert towilwearied of and some other dot on the
map. To my distant right and left rise mountains drained of color and will, tinted only by the shadows of
clouds; the air rarely moves, but when ititlteses the form of dust devils that blunder through the scrub
brush until they get confused and die. | have somehow strayed off the main artery that pumps across the
American Southwest.

She is filling up a massive Chevrolet pickup from the late feid&@dswhite with a green stripe under its
coat of dust. Standing with arms akimbo, she is bony afiddedgwith strong shoulders and a
newsworthy pair of buttocks, a disinterested Valkyrie who spies no fallen warriors in the landscape. Her hair
is darkcopper, chopped and unstyled. A cigarette juts from thin lips.

I normally shy from striking up conversatio@s. hitchhiked a little, asked locals for directions, had
discussions on creaking buses, but speaking to strange women is not listedahskijisgpiin a writer,
not a talkgi yet | am drawn intensely to her, and the prospect of walking farther is agonizing. | try my luck,
hoping my visible notepad and pencils render me suitably harmless.

OHey, this is somethin@lInever ask except thahldesperate, but do you think maybe | can hitch a ride?
| can help pay for gas.dond expect a positive response, sifiteden her lope inside, sift through a plump
roll of bills, and hand sixty to the dtjatyed derelict behind the register.

oldn gping to California,l add.

Going to make it in Hollywimodizcent is odd, nearly emotionless, but vaguely western. Dark eyes of
indeterminate ancestry stare levelly from under@losd curtain.

OHa, no. An editor friend hired me to write a cooptgories for next yaaranthology. Sd@h going to
live at my sistér place. A laglitch attempt to assemble some kind of environment to waiteinckly
scribble down a reminder to lookdgstditchd and see if its origin dates back to whiank it does. | do
that a lot, write things down; otherwise they become mental aches that grow far more ominously, naggingly
important than they should, simply because they were forgotten.

In a hurry to get whebe leaded?

ONot reallyd

She tilts helnead in a confident coratong gesture.

A regular Salvatore Paradise. Clear off the shit on the passenger seat and get in.

| extend a hand after brushing it on my jeans, which is not terribly useful because they are powdered with
desert, but | do it anyywaecausedta pleasantly symbolic erasure dkaives before greeting someone.
OHi. I@n Byron. Like the Lord.

Her grip is firm but cautious, as if measuring my ability not to combust on contact.

Call me Magdalena.

* % %

It is a boxy old truck withkdg nose, no sense of humor, and alonig stick shift, bent and angled like a
rusted lightning bolt, and despite its hetat lack of shocks | decide riding in it is heavenly compared to
hiking. The truck cab is hot but nothing like the stingingssppneof being outside in the desert sun. She
drives with casual purpose, snapping the occasional cigarette from the yellow pack in her shirt pocket to her
thin lips. We flash by fields of scrub and cacti standing like a patient mob, and pass offeadis tfist
roads that lead to cracked arroyos and nowhere.

OHow about you? Traveling to somewliere?

Not to. At.



| take it to mean she left something behind her. Theéif@nd| write this down because | think it
sounds godil is a place to increase th&tatice from, instead of a place to decrease the distance to. | look at
the smooth shifting of a catlike thigh muscle as she switches to a higher gear.

oYeah, me too, | guess. Too old and ashamed to stay with my parents, too young and socially inept to get
a typical job and live by paycheck. So | am seizing my opportunity to uproot myselféand write.

My father kicked me out a long time ago.

* k%

She agrees to let me ride west with her, taking me along with one proviso: if she ever goes off someplace
by herslf, that | never ask her where. | could wait for her to return, or not.

I wonder but do not pry. Maybe she likes to screw truck drivers for money. Mayreastdict, scoring
heroin behind corrugated shacks, but | never see any track marks orheteatidare nice, almost too
nice, gleaming like a ser@rshe seems proud, unapologetic, dangerous.

After that initial exchange, we @@peak much, at least not the small talk people seed the air with so they
dond collapse in terror from the weligifi reality. She seems to like the fact that@ thdk overmuch.din
one of those folks who can wait a hundred miles for the next sentence, preferring to watch the world
stretching by then diving into my notepad to write something down. She pagfersdhnthe radio, which
she rarely turns on but which always seems to play western rock when she does. Sometimes she lets the knob
sit in the irdbetween places, letting the airwaves communicate their vastness. | see it as deconstruction, or
postmodernim, or something | dd@recall from my classes.

What do you write?

OHorror taleg) | say, chewing on a peno@r when | can be arsed to do research, magazine articles. If |
didnd need to sleeil write all dag.

* k% %

The first place we sleep is theaBise Motel, far from the highway and unaware of its own irony. It
cannot be called kitschy, for kitsch requires a sort of brash enthusiasm; the motel is too old and defeated for
that. She pays for the room. Possessed by a remnangofyrgediantry,dffer to sleep in the truck, but
she snortst reeks bad enough as it isfaineezsu

Her paying for rooms becomes a tradition while | travel with her. Anathieh | quickly establighis
that | shower first, because she takes showers witlobtheikmed hard to the left until the bathroom
wallpaper starts to sag from the heat. When she emerges in a billowing haze, | avert my eyes politely,
pretending | dofisee her pointed, accusatory nipples. Her aggressively short hair is as stralgtings it is
the day, and she lets it dry, rivulets darting down her deeply tanned back. While she pulls on a fresh pair of
jeans | stash the little complimentary bottles in my pack.

There is one bed. | pick its left side and lie rigid and narrow, teet¢him@dge. | ddhwant to assume.
Brown curtains bloom and fold incessantly above the droning air conditioner unit. She is watching a western
with the sound low when | drift off, and is absent when | flutter awake.

Weather doedirseem to bother her. Had &aell yesterday afternoon and the sun wiblam her, now
cold as hell in the morning and she saunters into the lobby in short sleeves, wiping dirty hands from the
truck® cantankerous engine. | am storing away a meager selection of scramblddkeyegsamidacon;
the alleged coffee is hot but drinkable only with a generous overapplication of sugar packets.

O0Used to different seasons, huhshiver in my ragged, useless windbreaker.

Yeah, different layers.

* k%

Magdalena has a talent for findirggures in the most desperate of places: a pewter belt buckle from a
roadside stand; a mean pair of turquoise boots in her size (seven and a half) at the bottom of a sale barrel; a
pre-1930s gold wristwatch from under a pawn&lsgpatched glass counre is relentless, digging
deeper, swerving suddenly into parking lots, knowing that what she seeks is somewhéerdared.
always secis says while browsing through a trading post outside of a town consisting only of a gas station
and a drig-through restaurartomething to unddvisras she draws forth a bear fetish pendant, carved of



intensely red jasper, which she haggles down to-fiverdgllars.

She leaves right after that, telling me to relax for a few hours. She takesngehdeysek.

I spend the afternoon on a bench outside the trading post, leafing through booklets and local papers,
tracing streets on maps, writing in my notebook. A story begins in my head, a scene really, of a clever thief
who sells his soul for the lghito relive his life as often as he wants, but | know @ g@anywhere. |
watch trucks pass in rectangular explosions of sound. When she gets back she nods, buys a root beer, and we
leave. Drugunning, | think. Guns.

* k%

We wind through red deteountry, on roads stark and disused. She sticks to her unfiltered cigarettes but
doesi@ mind my rolling joints on the flat dashboard of the pickup and wreathing myself in smoke while |
read amusing travel guides or local anecdotes, adding my owahaitorentary. She says she likes how
my thoughts taste.

OAll right, | didr@i know ther& a Las Vegas in New Mexico.

East of Santa Fe. They did a scEasyirRidéhere.

| shrug. @ heard of the movie but remember only flashes of sunglas$es\du®l flag blazing from
helmets and motorcycle gas tanks. Peopl@nsay bld soul buiih still young as far as experiences go.
OTherés a San Antonio in New Mexico, too, looks like. Where Conrad Hilton was bora, it says.

We may pass through tleexgolé of good bars if you like green chile cheeseburgers.

| read on, and pick out factual snippets. Ghost towns have classifications, ranging from barren site to
semighost to a historic community (San Antonio is aglensi). A serabandoned site chave a resident
or two.

ol dond want to be that resident. Or maybe | db.dtunique kind of loney.

A ghost town is a ghost town because something was alive and booming, once. It has a romanticism
associated with its past life, unlike the tiny ogtpost passes on the highway, unknown points that never
were: evedying gas stations and greasy spoons, peeling steel shacks still serving some manner of fuel, to
vehicles or people. Nothing was ever big in such places, except addictions and depressions.

OWhat is there to do out in these parts of the world, besides drink, fuck and regret? Kdll, | guess.

There are other places, really desolate places) thanytwanddn

ol guess. Butthseermsor e desol at eé b e c auiseders anthmothingnenesopeopl e
it, and years later th@&eome graffiti on an abandoned wall, and a tin can, or rusty car chassis, and scrub. As
if life made an attempt, and failed. Bhsadder to me than true wasteland.

0Speaking of sad, some prieskiled Saturday| read.0Albert P. Sullivan, retired, Cathedral of the
Sacred Heart, stil]l said the occasional Mas s, bel
the roof of his onstory house. Body was found tangled in the fadldar|aneck badly brokéftven out
here the news format had the same rhyfiinoyed with the idea of becoming a journalist once, but | want
to write, not cramp my words in a-fulitified column, and | never cared for the whole concept of having to
begruesome to sell. Stories should appeal by immersing the reader in a dismaying situation, a personal terror,
not a pessimistic, expectant, masturbatory voyeurism. | tell mysela thiéfierence.

* % %

Even when nardarand hotels rear their square hetsrefuses them, searching out remote, anguished
accommodationgith fauxNavajo patterns on the bedcovers. But there are televisions, always televisions, and before |
shower she strips away her jeans, pushes me down on the bed and sits astitterserashi bray guileless car
commercials and real estate offerings. Ignorant of the reason behind my luck, | can but try to keep up, pretending to be
experienced and passionate; | have no idea whether | give her pleasure or not. She moves hatulddgbe|dim
she is a wildcat, for that suggests a release of control, a temporary loss of self, and she is never anything but calmly
intense.

She showers, while | smoke one of her short, brutal cigarettes and stare at carpet colored aloropigting ch
green. | blow out a grey wreath, watching it struggle. It is not agé#étesemplaces have in common, but decay.

* k%



In a somewhat populous town we sit in a real vinyl booth. | eat a surprisingly good stacked enchilada with
egg and a relatory red sauce. She takes a divide and conquer policy with a green chile cheeseburger, upon
which sh& shaken an absurd amount of salt and pepper. We discuss religion, which gets her quickly on a
roll. She claims cultures fail once their gods beconpéacent.

Then barbarians come, with crueler gods, to destroy and renew. The Hebrew war deity stops driving his arm
Lazy faith. Nonbelievers are judged with a disapproving shake of the head. Vague pity, instead of burnings and
piles of rocks crushing ribcages.

00kay, so not so many make with the hellfire. Those that do, well, you leave them alone in their little
white churches. One guy with bad hair shouts, everyone else nods their heads and clutches their pearls. You
try to outvoe them during electiogs.

And in the meantime the rest of you pray to a white baby on hay who likes gifts, who loves you and carries y
when y@e sad. You buy sculptures of him playing soccer with the kids

OFine, but is@ it supposed to hibat way? Wiee savage, then we grow up. Wdidaed the harsh gods
any more. Somedaydviigure it out enough so that, | ddknow, the world is bettered. Everyone equal.

Find enough answers so gods@&needed to explain them. We héweachedt iyetd

And you w@rBefore you get there, outsiders will get here, the ones whose lives are shit, with their god who d
and your comfortable, complacent civilization gets raped and erased. You show me arfiyivyspalim history where |
the next booth | can see the wihiggred ire of an elderly lady who cannot help but overhear. The clinks of
her cup on her saucer are loud and judgmental, until Magdalena casually twists her head over to look at her
with dark eyebrows lowered, #imel old lady decides that her crossword has greater importance.

olt& slow going, historically. But the more humans learn, the less that will happen. The way | figure it, no
one goes and examines all the scriptuhesBible, the Qan, the Tanakh, them, Buddhist Suttas,

t heéé

The Vedas, The Daodejing, Thahtasags, sardonically.

oDianetics, whatever, and decidbis, one makes the most sense to @megding with this ondgNo, it
inversely proportional. The harder you believe, the feoker ymdve read. The more you learn, the less you
need divine mandate.

Hm, she says, and finishes off her burger in one irrefutable bite. She licks grease from long, dark fingers.
You can go explore downtown for a while. | need to look up some things.

oldl be done in no time. Downtown poduinkgrin when | say it.

She slithers up from the booth to her full height, and takes up fheebillogioduriicomes from the
Algonquin. From the Nipmuc dialect.dtheeagsu sink indRimethat in yowotes.do.

That evening she finds a hotel with a sign so decrepit that only tide’evdailcan be deciphered; there
is nothing green within acres. | shower, she showers, she turns on the television, she kisses me carnivorously.
She always runs hotyem | am inside her | can feel her body heat, almost painfully. When | go down on her
I blow on her as if to cool her off, and she laughs at that.

* % %

Sixty miles from a gas station, she swerves into a gravel lot and strides oy catsinofferig soft
serve ice cream and native jewelry, kachina dolls and pottery. She roots through a crate of branding irons and
horseshoes, coming up with a bolo tie, its clasp an iron ovoid set with a gleaming obsidian stone. She pays
twelve dollars for it. | grabe dag paper and a periodical of real estate offerings, and we resume the road.

OFor sale, abandoned store. Running water. Good idéaghan the columnéDid you know they sell
decommissioned missile bases as underground homes? | think ibigee Hhey, decided not to go with the
mass annihilation, we traded for an industrially desigried loft.

To the left of an ad for livestock auction, | read of a service due to be held for Father Gerald Derning.
Found murdered. He had been a resident fgrtlorde years, having been transferred from west Texas;
survived by his wife and son. A grisly scene had unfolded in his kitchen: he had been torn apart as if by
animals. Authorities are on the search for wolves in the area.

oWow. I like a grim TV drantda

Wall stop somewhere nicerdloaigays, smoking. | realize that while she smokes incessantly, and | could
swear | hear the occasional rasp of a steel lighter, | have never seen her actually light a cigarette.



I glance over at the wheel and lockkepa baby deer. Magdatemégarette thrusts between the index
and middle fingers of her left hand, in her blasé Dean Martin draw. The pads of her fingers are stained. Her
nails are short, each one rimmed with crimson. Magdalena does not paist 8ke et the vapor explore
inside her, then releases it, her arm going back to rest on the open sill. The smoke flees out into the desert air.
The corner of the paper quivers in my hand, and | clear my throat. The facility of the human mind to
create aasal associations, invent patterns and similarities;dstaldished. Like our baahdforth about
world religion and the way people think. It can be nothing. All the time she opens the hood of the truck to
cajole its insides into greater effors tirty work. That is why her nails are stained.
| put it away in my head and read of Saturday theater classes offered for schoolchildren.

* k%

The hotel is@ nice by any means, but down one glum hallway an ice machine is discovered chuckling to
itself;l crunch cubes while she takes an actual bath. The bottom six inches of every wall are carpeted; my eyes
trace the black line along their root, where vacuums could never reach, an eterndagcehager
divergence of floor and rfbdor.

| have to peand | knock. She dodsanswer.

I go back to crunching cubes and changing channels, and get up again when the pressure becomes
distracting, and | knock. | go in.

Her clothes are piled on the toilet seat. The tub is filled just shy of slopping dedretges. She lies
under, peaceful, the water swirling around her exposed knees; her eyes are closed. | gaze down at her. A drop
strains away from the rusted faucet to strike above her, spreading into her watery ceiling. A commercial plays
in the other@om, then another. There is no sound in here but the breathless silence of liquid.

oMagdalen&?

I wait, stupid and without solutions. A full seven minutes go by on my watch. | fidget, leave, chew at my
nails, come back, then panic, yelling her name thheuglater.

Her eyes snap open. They are angry, piercing, not freshly awakened, hilttzeseit $hkced to change
the channel.

* k% %

OAre you a vampiréPventure, as we speed down a highway with three digits on its signs. | feel
ridiculous, but@espent the last few dozen miles trying to hold my breath like a zen diver, &getl can
past seventy seconds.

Dorii be stupi8he waves a hand out the window and lets the sun play over it.

* k% %

I crunch back across gravel with a bag full of snackeemend a local newspaper. | have a weakness
for jerky, the flat leathery kind which threatens to loosen teeth when | tear at it, and | use it for a salve for my
nerves; | press it against the roof of my mouth with my tongue, savoring explosi¥eéppks and sour
teriyaki tang. | walk around the back of the truck, where she stands aloof, snapping a dead cigarette away to
bounce onto the dust.

oldve got itH

| can hear you about to sayi isalpdtn

OAre you an angel? Like an afietg

I am not sire how | end up on my stomach behind the truck, the bag of groceries under me. One of the
cans of beer has burst and is hissing like an angry viper. In retrospect | think she backhanded me; at least the
eggplant bruises on the left side of my face seaatdh her knuckles, when | examine it later in a mirror.
She follows it up with the toe of a turquoise boot in my stomach that will make it hurt to urinate for a few
days, and which lifts me off the dirt to bounce off the tailgate.

She picks me up with@hand, tosses me in the truck bed like a duffel bag, and drives forty miles with
me coughing and crying and banging against the steel sides and trying not to vomit, until we stop at a
McDonalds and she lets me clean up and buys me a Coke. We siten, @edrshe quietly tells me, and
her eyes are black and dead and serious.



Her name is not Magdalena.

Her real name would parch throats and crack teeth.

But even that is not her original name. Her original name was like the others: trickling overdhe tong
heart like crisp mountain waters, a joy of sound.

She is an outcast, raised with the other outcasts in a place fraught with the politics of cruel nobility; where she
lives the air is thick with ash instead of with the name, breathing the naméhesingine. Here, in this in
between place | and every human on the planet knows, the air is thin and lifeless, air for the souled, air for those
who dord know better, so she chooses not to breathe it. It reminds her of the Level of Drowned, where voices
gasp and clutch in rivers of blood and feces and boiling pitch.

She runs errands. She used to punish gimewmte it down in my notepédbut her task is expanded.
Things are different now. Our world is not what it was. Tired and complacent. She eisggatibn of the
devout, the taste of desirous fury held in check. Once, that balanced out the arrogance of those assigned to be
taken by her, and now there is only the arrogance, spread here like a virus.

Are you hungry?

An inane question, but she deeshave humor like that. | look at my hands.

Dorii go palsied on me now,@ystihgbing west for another seventy miles or so, then finding a room.

| get into the boxy old truck, and she drives.

0So is it a vengeance thing, or a justice thiihg@us job® | wince against being hit again, or killed, torn apart
as if by animals.

Job, duty. Despite all your Faustian lit@&atoreotingact with the emieyest wtlowed to do shit. Although there
are concepts like payment agel exchan

| think about the fact that she has always paid for everything, and taken nothing.

oo s your employeré? | méan. Are you one of the bat

Your syllables grow smaller by the mile. Godilwewi.likeltesFInot this boss or theatheSomebody came up
with an idea that their gdokdienved, so you ended up with this unanswerable question of how evil can exist. The Epic
trilemma.

0So is all a matter of perceptidn.

And confusion about whether imperfectiobeaindnewibcaigod or not. The whole refusal to even entertain the idea is
pandashit.

oThey should have taken a note from the Greeks. Their gods were all sortsbof fallible.

She takes a drag from her cigarette in response. | look at her angular falzmlanidimerin the aged bench
seat, and try to imagine wings sprouting from bony shoulders, or horns budding from beodatxrbsir.

OWow. So much to think abaut.

Are you going to worship me?

ONo, I guess not. | mean, | want to make you hapmawue that qualifies as worship, but | @alsmning
to leave homemade casseroles and jars of hot peppers on an altar @ anything.

She angles her mouth in a silership is for those who think they can&inainge a god

0Can | write a story abotisomeday? Fictidn.

No names.

oldl use Magdalena. You didell me the other ones anyway.

* % %

| am at a hotel; night is come with cool air and stillness, erasing the dim glow from the tops of the mountains.
Lanterns jutting from the wall next tohedgor glare out into the darkness. She is gone again, having left dust
clouds and a gravelly scrape in her wake, and will return. | expect to pick up a paper in a day or two, and read of it.
| stand outside, smoking and letting it scour my lungs, gazngpdhe landscape. | am unnerved suddenly
by how ancient this country seems, sparse and uncaring, how it swallows up what lives on it. | wonder who else
wanders its darker places, collecting, removing blots from the canvas. | have a feelindkhoanwigyetich
judgment is made.
| am still standing outside when the truck crackles to a stop, and we walk in together. She showers, and the
steam seeps from underneath the door. The television, its sound muted, displays episodes of a horror series from
the fifties; a monstrous shadow looms along a wall, and a woman gathers her arms to her head, screaming. She



does not think to run.

Magdalena emerges, naked, and stands erect before the clouded mirror. She never looks at her image, never
admires or evaluateever leans in to examine nose hairs or a blemish or a bent eyelash. Some of the water runs
down her in stripes, some of it lifts gently away from her skin, evaporating, or perhaps wanting badly to get away,
to no longer be in contact.

0So é wh a fookdike? Real?

You ddnwant to see.@éauwot supposed to see. Those who see it have done sorethanggsdragddatiahtbagh
the gates over broken bone shards to be buried in Vaitarna, the River of Pus and Filth.

OMaybe il inspre me to write horra.

She shrugs; it makes no difference to her.

She lets the world slide to the left, and shows mél $elemverything at once. A blink, a shudder of a
fluorescent bulb, a humming@rdingbeat, and it is enough to clench my bstiigtk because my body
suddenly wants to shit itself empty so it can flee, except that neither of my legs would work anyway, like the hollow
resignation of a man too close to the slow birth of a mushroom cloud, too close, knowing that the bow wave will
hit and there is no use in flight. She shows me, and | know that only God could allow such distortion of physical
form. There are teeth, and feet, and genitals, and something rippling like fish flakes, and weeping holes where
something organic and pulsinguith live, and everything is long and undulating and howling and could reach out
and collect me wherever | go in the world.

I am not sure if | scream or whimper, or merely look, but she snaps reality back into its socket and looks down
at me.

You shoul@ sehat the Host lookslikdaughs.

* k *

| dond speak for a day or two, but | @deave, either. | think my brain is trying to make something of it,
taking its own damaged parts and examining them with great interest, as if burying itsaifsinvih@deent
having to accept such heavy, looming truth.

She kills another old man just east of the Arizona border.

We have sex once or twice, | am not sure how; probably | disconnect that fevered, knotted nightmare vision
from her lanky, rugged, dmoy chick form with the turquoise boots. She feels the same as she always does. | read
the same papers, glossing over the news, and crack the same jokes. We eat burgers and fries and tacos and deep
fried things.

| can never again watch her as she eatghth&/e sit across from each other and | fill the air with earnest
silence; if I look at her my guts quiver, and | can hear the clicking of mandibles and a distant, cosmic sucking
sound.

We part after Califoriavelcome sign with the golden poppied, &ade for some reason. | sit down on the
curb outside the gas station, slurping at a-nagcted soda and tapping my pencil against the spiraling wire of my
notebook, unable to summarize my thoughts.

* % %

Dammit. | am alive, and should be grateful. alame, living where the western coast shrugs off the water,
and | cannot write of it. It keeps sliding back, buckling under itself like the tide.

| cannot, in fact, write at all. | keep my notepad at hand and do not open it, and | absorb everything with
eyes, ears, nose and skin. It aggravates me still. My sister moved out months ago and left me here to stay;
sometimes she helps with the rent although | do not ask. Perhaps she has hope for my future.

So, | sweep up a little, keep places clean for monegt anitle, and drink a lot, and smoke unfiltered
cigarettes, and watch sunsets designed but then forgotten by Heaven, but | do not sleep

* k k%
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The Drowned Sorrow




DARK LAKE

ANDREW HOGAN

IT® BEEN MORE THAN fifty yearsince &e been to Dark Lake. Some of the features on the shore
have changed, and the water level is lower due to a recent drought. The water is colder than | expected. |
hope my wetsuit can keep memwvanoughWith the passage of so much titeggvea hard time figuring
out exactly where Marv set out the witchlrsstim out to the area where | think we plétcéidhing spear
in hand, and dive down about twenty feet.

My mind is clear and alerteevthough last night | drank more than my fair share of beer during the
celebrations commemoratihg inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places of the Forest Service
Guard Station at Olallie Laker whichl am one of only two surviving mengefthe Civilian
Conservation Corps for the state of Oregbo worked orits constructiomluring the summers of 1933 and
1934. Itwas a small crowd, angilashappy to have an excuse to get back into the mouattinsigh |
kept the real purpose of wigit to myself, informing no one about my intention to explore the bottom of
Dark LakeAttached to my belt in a leather pouch is the throwing star that had fallen from Heirf Jonkins
neck.This will be my last chance to solve the mystery of how itugnithede so many years ago

If I @n going to find anything on this tank of air, | have to go deeper, even ttaudéel the cold
seeping through my wetsuliidive down another ten feet and swim a large circle around thbendaa
brief flash ofight. | dive toward it. The witch net lies below, igpw

* k% %

When Ifirst showed up at the Forest Service Office in Idanha in May of 1933, the district rainger didn
know what to do with me. | slept in the tool siredinight, until the ranger had ¢had his supervisor up in
Sandy and was told to make use of me somehow. Next morning when | got back from breakfast the ranger
was sitting at his desk with a mangy guy wearing a scraggly beard, maybe forty years old.

0Ah,6 the ranger saidHergs the commnist they sent me. Take him with you. He can dig the grave in
case Herb didinmake it out of there in tinge.

| wasri exactly sure what a communist was, but | knew i@ wasd. My family needed the $25 a month
that would be sent to them from the $8@uld earn in thei@lianConservatiorCorps so | ignored the
insult.

oldn hoping Herb got over to the Warm Springs Indian Reservation before the big &titverraitger
said.

OHerb didrii like Indians muctthe mangy beard saiBesides, he wallhave sent a telegram long
before nowd

* % %

Next day | was riding up to Olallie Butte with mangy Marv Butterfield, the forest service handyman, to fix
up the cabin with the new money President Roosevelt was sending the states to help out witkidime Depres
Waeil stocked up on extra blankets because it was an awfully cold spring, following a hellacious winter. Even
now in the first week of May we were bundled up like it was March.

OEver seen a dead body, &id?

oYes, sir. My Grandpa Louis died of an atseutast year, | saw him laid out at the funeral ome.

ONo, | mean a dead body tdteen left outside, maybe the wolves or the bears have got at it?

ONothing like that, sif.

oWell, le hope it doedincome to that. Not a pretty sight.

Back on theaast in Brookings, it had been pretty much your typical cold and overcast winter, but up here
in the Cascades, tfighad lots of snow, starting with a major blizzard late September that closed all the trails
to the forest fire lookout cabin on OlallietBuHerbert Jonkins, the fire lookout, l&been heard from
since before the blizzard when the ranger sent him a message by carrier pigeon to get out.



Loaded down with our extra supplies, we struggled across the Breitenbush River, which was running high
because of all the snow +oft We camped next to Breitenbush Lake around three in the afternoon. Marv
left me to set up our camp and took his fishing pole down to the lake. Within an hour he was back with half a
dozencutthroattrout for supper. He coekl the trout up along with some cowboyfpad biscuits. | slept
like a baby on a full stomach.

Next morning we started up the trail to Olallie Butte. By the time we reached Spoon Lake, we felt a cold
breeze coming down the trail.

o0Somethin@ wrong) Marv said.

We crossed over a ridge and saw the west slope of Olallie Butte. It was covered with snow all the way
down to the shore of Olallie Lake. When we reached the south shore of Olallie Lake, we found it was still
frozen. Marv knew of a small pondte east above the rim of Dark Lake that was fed by hot springs, so we
would have water for the animals and for cooking.

ol&e been out here every spring for the last twenty years, hunting, logging, or lately working for the Forest
Servic& Marv saidol&e never seen snow like this, not even ba&8.ihook how & all on one side.

Marv was right. On the east slope of Olallie Butte, where the old volcano had collapsed into its cone,
there were patches of snow, but quite a bit of bare rock. Onstistope, the trees were buried half way up
their trunks as though hit by a giant snowball.

OWell have to try to get up to the cabin on the east §idgey saidolt& a lot more rugged, but | dbon
know as the west slope is going to melt off beforeséiuthe top looks pretty snowed in asavell.

We made our base camp by the hot springs pond. Marv decided we should explore the east slope trail
before we tried to take any gear up to the top.

owdll try and find Herb Jonkins before starting work onitéookout cabin.

Marv gave me instructions about setting up the base camp. He was going over to the fishing resort on
Olallie Lake to pick up any local gossip that might be helpful to us.

olf 1an lucky, | wofl be back until tomorro@he said.

| wasri sure what being lucky meant, a meal, a bed, maybe some companionship. Marv handed me a rifle.

OEver killed a beashe said.

oNo.6

oWhat kind of hunting have you dane?

ONone, my father is a fisherman.

oWell, the bears might be hungry around here leeafait the snowfall keeping the spring plants down.
They might come looking for food, like the mules, for ingidviaer got down on all fourd/Vhatever you
do, dorii shoot at the head. The bullet will just ricochet off and make him rilddll euand then eat the
mules. Shoot right hedélarv pointed to the area behind his shoulder ldiddes yodl hit something
important. If he rears up on his back legs, shoot him right in the middle of the chest.

0Okay, @l do my besb.

OAfter you got theamp set up, yda@lbetter go down to Dark Lake and do some target practice. Try
some ducks or a beaver. Somethingtheitving. The bear wstand still for yoa.

ORighto 1@ never been out in the woods overnight by myletiever seen a bear, @t@dong the
shore from my fathé@rfishing boat. | tried not to look too scared.

0ldl see you later tonight, or maybe tomorrovinifuckyd

Maybe | was the one who needed to be lucky.

* k%

Dark Lake was just over the ridge from our hot springs Tamfake sat down about three hundred feet
below our camp, inside an old volcano. The lava was visible on the walls surrounding the lake.

The lake was frozen and covered with snow except for an area just off the northern shore & had Marv
rifle. | tooka few practice shots at some tree trunks, but the recoil was murder on my shoulder. | was
flinching every time | squeezed the trigger. | tried lying down in the snow and packing some snow between
my shoulder and the rifle butt. That helped, and my aaitilat better. | had the chance to shoot a couple
of rabbits. | could filet a salmon in under three minutes, but | had no idea about how to skin a rabbit, so |
aimed just behind for target practice.



After a supper of beans and biscuits, | laid outithedds under our Army surplus tent and lined them
with the extra wool blankets. | had the rifle perched next to the bed roll. M@mehadad by the time the
sun set, so | assumedihgotten lucky. So far, | was too.

Sometime after midnight | wolge to the mules whimpering. | grabbed the rifle and the flashlight. The
moon had been out, but a cloud soon covered it. | started €iyiFighing Grouatithe top of my voice,
remembering that it was never a good idea to surprise a bea® Witkimg for food:0Well, light comes early,
it® early in the dé&yfour@ock andive on ur wayé.

Fifteen minutes of serenading the owls and | dbfifglre out what was bothering the mules. Maybe
they were just hungry, there vilasich grass bause of the snow cover. On the way back to the camp, |
noticed a faint glow coming from Dark Lake. | walked over to the rim, the rifle hammer cocked. A pinkish
light oozed out of the ice on the north end where the snow had been blown away.

When fishing wh my father at night, ileseen lots of glowing algae. | understood it only occurred in salt
water, but | guessed | was wrong. It bothered me that the glow was steady and only in one spot. Ocean water
had to be disturbed to cause the algae to glow. dtagbekind of underground stream was creating
constant turbulence.

Next morning, | made breakfast, and still no Marv. | went to the lake where | had seen thdijglowing. |
thought the snow had been cleared from this area of the lake by the wind, butildbseé ébhad been
melted. The ice itself was clearer than | expected, looking like-frbaehrevernight, perhaps several
times. In the center of this area a small projection reflected in the sunlight. | bent down to touch it; my finger
started to keed. The object was some kind of razor blade. Blood ran down the side of the blade into the ice,
which began to melt. There was something underneath me, a dark figure, possibly a person. Could it be Herb
Jonkins? The shape seemed too small. Jonkinehatkberibed to me as a big guy, over six foot, husky. |
went back to the camp to get the ax.

I@ been raised in a fishing town, so | W&sm good with an ax, and the ice was very hard. | worked for
over an hour without making much progress. It waly mean and | was getting hungry. | heard a gunshot.
Marv was standing on the rim in the direction of our camp, waving his arms. It looked like he was calling to
me, but | could@ hear him. | went back to camp.

oWhat the hell were you doia@Parv said.

ol found something in the ice. | thought it might be Jonkins. | was trying to gét it out.

oDid you check to see if the ice was thick enough to support you? You could fracture a piece and have it
separate under you. You should never do something lite ylwatr own, and you should have been tied to
a lifeline in case of a fractare.

Marv turned and marched back to the camp. | was in trouble. After a silent lunch, Mamagsaighu
to cut down some of these Pacific silver firs. They need to becatfoot tall. Cut off all the branches and
the tops so the pole ti@teft is about 8 foot long. Then haul them down to the lakeshore where you were
cutting the holé.

OWhat are we going to do with thérh8aid.

0Just do what y@e told, or # send ya back to the ranggrofficed

| cut the trees down, trimmed them up like Marv told me. Marv was assembling a pile of @gplings he
from the swampy area in the cove on the north end of the lake. Hailethae back near the figure
under the ice.dropped the fir poles in the snow on the edge of the cleared ice. He immediately sent me off
for more poles. From the rim | could se@ had the poles out as the spokes of a large wheel right over the
spot whered found the metal razor. The saplingse laid out to connect the spokes together.

Except for barking out a few orders, that @ightpper was silent as well. | woke up after midnight and
made my way toward the latrine. On the way back | circled around by the rim. The north end of the lake
glowed beneath the ice.

oLost your way back to the teénk?arv saidoOr are you sleep walking?

ONo, | was just wondering about the ligghsaid.0We see light in the ocean water when the algae are
disturbed, but@& bluegreen and it only lasts fofeav seconds until the algae calms down@gain.

olt& not algaéMarv saidoDark Lake was a side vent of the old Olallie Butte volcano. It filled with water
once the volcano went dormant, but the light of the hot lava still shines up through ¢he water.

oHow could the lake be frozen if the water was in contact with the hot lava@Wobeltlke the pond



we are using for watér?

OHey, n no geologistdh just telling you what somebody told me. Get back to sl@pguaiea lot of
work to do tomorrovd

Next morning, after another silent breakfast, Marv had me cut and trim eight medium size willow trees,
for the outer wheel, | was guessing, since he kept his plans to himself.

After 1@ finished with the willow poles, Marv saRide over to the resahd get me two hundred feet
of the medium size rope, like we use to tie up the bundles on the mu@wdrddhe thick stuff. If
Marjorie gives you any lip, tell h&ratforest service emergency d@incbime back and requisition it if | have
t0.6

As | walked back up the rim of Dark Lake, | could see Marv laying out what looked like a net. Each fir
spoke would have a network of saplings running around the wheel. The willow saplings were attached to the
ends of the poles, holding them togethemiheel. The rope | was sent to retrieve would hold the wheel
together over the figure in the ice.

When | arrived at the resort in the afternoon, a teenage girl sweeping out one of the cabins near the
Olallie Lake told me to look for Marjorie in the stane. Store was adhaped building, with the entrance
through a large porch at the bottom of the T. The steps to the porch were made from river rock, the railings
of branches and small logs with the bark removed. Inside the floor boards creaked undéhenstdeet
smelled of pine and cedar.

OMarjorie® | said.

0Speaking.

oMarv sent me over. We need a couple of hundred feet of pack lashin§ eopé.dt an emergenty,
said.

0Ah, the chinaman witéhVarjorie said.

oWitchd

oWhat? You didinsedt in Dark Lake? The Indians have been having conniption fits about it af winter.

OYeah, | saw the glow at nightsaid.ol figured it was some kind of freshwater algae. Sond@ething
trapped in the ice, but | datell what it i€

ol went over there month ago when the snow melted off the north side of the lake. It was an overcast
day, so | coulditell much about what was down there.

oDid you find a piece of metal sticking up through the sriaaf.

ONope, but the Indians claim the@ameltingaround the witch. So maybe&lgot a knife in her hands
and it getting closer to the surface what with the mélting.

Marjorie turned around and went back into a store room. She came out carrying four rolls of the lashing
rope, two on each arm. Shedwththem to me, but | could only carry two at a time.

oldl put them on Mai® Forest Service account. Anything@lse?

oThats all he said to me, whichdsnuch¢ | said.

OHe probably worries yditthink hés a superstitious fool, but he got the Irgltaragree to help find
Herb® body once I got the witch lassoéd.

O0Theyie sure h dead?l said.

0The Indians say the chinaman witch killed him, not the storm. Who knows? It was such a freak of a
storm. Nobody around hé&eever seen anything likerhe snow came down like a blanket. Peg Murphy had
a horse trapped out in her meadow not a quarter mile from her stable. Siigebtddnbefore the snow
got too deep to walk in. Damn horse froze to death in sight of the stable. | mean peopieverse
couple of hours dragging the snow off their roofs with the snowrakes.

OMaybe Jonkins stayed in the cabin during the storm? He could have gone down the east slope of the butte,
and from there over to Warm Spriagjsaid.

OMaybe, but | doubt iHe@l have showed up by néwWlarjorie saidThe Indians seem to know where he is,
but woridi go up there until the witch is taken care of. So get to work on your witch net so we cardfind Herb.

Marv had supper ready when | got back to camp with thétadgénim what Marjorie had told me.

0Crazy Indian superstitiomyas all he would say.

* k%



The next day we finished the witch net. My final task was to find medium size boulders that Marv
attached to ends of each of the eight spokes with basketeheomeathe rope. We gathered up our tools
and packed them on the mules. By the time we reached the rim, the wind had come up out of the southeast.
The wind grew stronger and warmer all afternoon. We had to move our camp away from the hot springs
pond intoa depression a hundred yards away to keep the tent from being blown away.

After supper Marv pulled a bottle of whiskey out of his saddléldagse wée deserving a little
vacation tomorrow,he said, pouring some whiskey into my empty coffee/¢ep take tomorrow off, our
day of resb.

| wasrii going to argue. We both got good and hammered afidvdikle up until three in the morning
when our tent went airborne. We grabbed it and rolled it up. The wind was howling, liutddvasie
wentback to sleep out in the open. We dieven buckle up our bedrolls it was so warm.

Just after dawn, Marv kicked o@et upo

OWhafs wrong8

OWede got to get the tent set up again, and try to find a sheltered spot for thé animals.

| looked east. A rsaive wall cloud was headed toward us. | could see the lightning in the distance, but it
was too far away to hear. | secured the tent with extra stakes and tie lines. | moved fallen logs inside the tent
to get our bedrolls and gear off the ground in ¢dkmding. Marv found a crevice not too far from camp
that would be protected somewhat from a storm coming out of the east. He tied the horses and mules to a
large boulder. It was already raining by the time he got back to the tent.

* k% %

The storm was disaster. The tent was blown down repeatedly. Marv and | were soaked; fortunately it
was a warm rain. The mules and horses got spooked by the incessant lightning and broke loose. When the
rain finally stopped the afternoon of the next day, Marv and ¢ lchdioe but to hike over to the resort for
shelter and to hire horses to find our own animals.

The route w@ been taking to the resort going north was blocked by a torrent of water rushing out of
Olallie into Long Lake. We trudged along the southem ch@lallie Lake until we reached Mill Creek, the
normal drainage for Olallie Lake. The spillway of the Mill Creek Dam that maintained the water level of
Olallie Lake was completely clogged with uprooted trees and other debris.

The warm rain had meltéee snow cover on Olallie Butte. Rivers rushed down the butte into Olallie
Lake, carving out deep ravines and carrying down boulders, trees and other vegetation. From the western
shore we could see that cabins 5 and 6 at the resort had been swept@vwagnowas floating about
thirty yards from shore. Cabins 4 and 7 were surrounded by water and appeared to be listing. All of the boat
docks were under water, and all but one of the fishing boats had sunk. We reached the resort just after dark.
Marjoriegave us a nice meal. She put me up in cabin 1 that was safe from flooding; Marv got lucky again.

Over the next couple days, we managed to recover both horses and one of the mules and set up our camp
again. The rain and the warm weather had a dramatioreffex snow pack, which, according to Marv, was
now about normal for millay. The Forest Service sent in a couple of teams of mules to clear away the
debris from the Mill Creek spillway. After a week, Olallie Lake returned to its normal level, BeDark L
was at least thirty feet higher than it had been before the storm. All of the ice had melted, and our witch net
had disappeared below its opaque surface. That night | detoured back from the latrine to the rim of the lake,
but the glow was gone.

We gotready for a trip up the mountain, and the next day a couple of Indians showed up from the
reservation to help with the search for Herb Jonkins. One was a chief and the other a shaman, both from the
Paiute tribe, the smallest of the three tribes on #reatsen.

After a couple of hours riding, the Paiute chief stopped, looked at the shamanphadksaidr there,
in front of the hemlock.

Since | was the most junior in the party, | got off my horse and started shoveling away the snow. After a
whilel got tired of shoveling, Marv looked at the chief, whodaida little to your righitl hit something
almost immediately, a boot.

Marv noted the location of H&lbody on the map @ebrought. With a box camerdihieorrowed
from Marjorie he took seral pictures of He@corpse after | got it uncovered. Then we wrapped Herb up



in a tarp and loaded him onto the mule.
We had a hard time getting Herb down the mountain. The corpse was still frozen d@nlolecthettin
very securely to the mule. Adheved out, parts of Heéstbody would relax, and then the corpse would slip
off the mule. By the time he arrived at the resort, Herb was getting pretty flexible. Marv found a local rancher
with a pickup, and they took Herb down to the district i@raéce in Idanha, where he was shipped off to
Salem for autopsy.
When we found Herb, he had a pointed metal disk sticking out of hisatheragraved Chinese
throwing star, butssnewhere on the way down the mountain &ewxck defrosted enough fawifall out.
Before Marv left with the body, he sent me back up the mountain to timewiag starlt wasid a big
deal, since he had some good photos of it indHeebk, but he thought the Sheriff would want it for his
investigation.
The investigain took a while to complete, since Herb was murdered in a part of a national forest that
was claimed by the Warm Springs reservation and located in Jefferson County, but the murder was reported
in Marion County by the district ranger. Everything evergaa#igrted out a year later. Since Herb was a
federal employee killed while working on federal land, the FBI took jurisdiction and determined that Herb
had been murdered by person or persons unknowri ttdok keeping the engraviedowing stat found
along the trail made any difference in the outcome of th@lsagewere never any suspects.

* k% %

The Pacific silver firs | trimmed out for Marv more than fifty years ago light up like eight foot fluorescent
tubes, blue, green. The witch is trappeedth the net, her eyes glowing red, her teeth sparkled gunmetal
gray in the dim sunlight. She raises her arm through the net, another throwing star in her hands, silver,
shimmering. She screaoigi par) and flicks her wrist. The disk floats towardl @menot afraid, &
moving too slowly. | catch the disk in the tines of my spear. It has the same engraving as the one from Herb
Jonkinéneck.

A fish, a black and white fish, big, like the white sharks that got tangled in my fishing nets and had to be
killed, swims past me. How could a shark have gotten into this lake? There were no seals or sea lions to eat
here. The shark slides past me. | stab at it with my spear. The shark swims away but then turns like a
boomerang and bites me in the back. Thé&gairiul. &n sinking. My right afnparalyzed, so is my left leg.

The shark disappears into the murk. Bide the taste of me. | struggle to stay afi@agétting very tired.
I hit bottom. Only a faint gray light shines above @hest just aninute and then swim back to the surface
of Dark LakeAs soon as the witch lets go of my leg

* k% % %
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DANDY DARLING

CATE ENGLEHART

You and | should have been

Laudanum drinkers

Dragon chasers

Opium den lazing on tea stained brocade
Nodding in an aura of antique irgation
Hazy veil descending like a caul

Reborn into an artificial paradise

You and | should have been

Kept poets

Court laureates

Bound by quills and parchment

Inking pretty words

Love letter confections for powdered ladies
To devour ravenously

Like crene pastilles from satin boxes

You and | should have been

Preening peacocks

Dandy dilettantes

Attending cultured salons

Cavorting with whores and courtesans
Dragging lace cuffs through fine feasts

Red wine spilling from your knife wound mouth

But, boundn blood, a decadent cliche

The suicide pact

Just staving off your final inevitable histrionic
Would you have held me to my word?

Mostly | just wanted to watch you dance and swoon
Conspire and gossip

Leave off your death mania for a while

| held your atteion for moment, didi|?

More than the cold grey world could

Better suited for greater times, you and |

If we wished to court Le Morte

We should have been

Buried alive in silks and excess

Choked by the cloying perfumes of moral decay
Raucous and drunken

Dis-eased by our own wantonness

Spinning, staggering

Giddy to the last into a pau@egrave

* k k%



Cate Englehart shysrite from visions, or to purge my obsessions, or to exorcise my ghosts. | want to crystallize t
moments so | can visitghiamTais way | never lose these loves, | always remember these passions, whether they
tore me ap@Xisit her dtttp://confessheretic.blogspot.com/



http://confessheretic.blogspot.com/

Q
(@]
@©
[%)]
(]
©
(a
—
o
<
(]
4
o
>
oM




THE SYNTHESIZER TOWER

IAN KAPPOS

EXPOSITION

| fell in love once, after my father fell from the Synthesizer Tower. His falling went like this:

He was already thirty feet high before anyone noticed.

OThis is not a spectadék shouted at the gathering crowd below.

Everyor knew it was.

My dad was a pianist and until recently he had found pretty steady work as one. Up until recently, he
hadril been staying up all night, poised over his baby grand piano with a snifter of scotch. Up until recently,
his wife hadi@ been hidindpis razors.

| knew my dad could hear the grumble from the onlookers. The widickitkexd up yet, but it would
soon.

old@ make ithhe assured us.

I had never seen someone try to scale the Synthesizer Tower, but | had heard of those who had tried. No
one ever made it.

A few weeks ago my dad had gone to the curator of a venue at which he usually performed, ready to
prepare for his set. The curator had told him something @kesorry, Thor, but the@ejust no business for
this kind of thing anymorBeople do@ come here for music anymore, Thor, they come here to drink and be
merry. They get music all the time. The Synthesizer Tower takes caréo&tirag, Thon

This was, absolutely, a spectacle.

My dad looked down at us. His fingers grippedutcropping of plastic, his feet horned into slight
alcoves in the analog edifice. Tufts of wire and circuitry confused his ascent. The Tower soared above him.

My mom and | were wedged in the cluster of spectators. She was crying. My sister wasketiome
into bed for the night. | wanted to say something.

My dad started up agadhis is not a spéco

And then he slipped. The wind did the rest.

* k% %

My falling went like this:

She came into my work a few weeks after my&adeath. Her hair wasvy and brown as chestnuts.
Her smile was wide. It seemed like she had too many teeth for her mouth. Her namefinlafe@liia
that out later.

oldl just have the garden salad, pi@abke,saibExtra Caesar, please. And four coffees.

Franz Schubest Piano Sonata Number 21 #id@ Major was playing. | hated that composition.

o6 and f oudlechoed dfter & gtall, plugging at the register.

OFor my bandnatesj she addedh not sure why.

| nodded. | didfi want to look at her. There wasa behind her. The keys on the register were like little
teeth with numbers on them. They stretched outward, as if througbye fishs. | had to look back up at
her to readjust my focus.

0Do you play musiéahe asked. She was still smiling.

ONo,6 | said. | gave her change to her, careful not to brush her fingers with mine.

0l guess you ddmeed td) she saidwhen you have a face like that.

There was nothing | could think to say to that. |@iged to. She told me her address and the numbers
bit into my memory like little teeth.

* k%

The Synthesizer Tower went like this:
No one knew when the Synthesizer Tower came about because everyone came about after the Synthesizer



Tower. In its corded roots we built our homes and our businesses. Omitemietchimes and jingles we
based our school bells and our shift changes.

I remember one night, when Olivia and | sat atop the shingles of a roof after an hour of traversing the
roofs of the neighborhood, we looked up at the Synthesizer Tower anab@likdde Man in the
Synthesizer Tower.

ol hear he caihgrow a beardshe told mebHe® permanently cleashaven, and none of his hair ever
goes gray. What about you?

| was staring wistfully at the Tower, which stood like a massive beaver tdiéahdyedf houses.
Circuitry sputtered reds and greens in the moat of refuse around its base.

oDo | get gray haié? said.0l dond think sod

oNo, Dylan¢ she said, maybe a little impatiedthat do you know about how he looks? The &an?

00h, | dorii knowg | said.0ol&e heard the same as you. Also the opposite.

ol hear he loves to play what he plays. All the same p@diée. playing them for the first time, every
time he plays orée.

ol wish | felt the same about hearing tidem.

OHe® supposed tearn a new chord every day, even though heidaagrihem. A new chord every
day. Do you know how many chords there are, Bylan?

oNo.6

ONo one really doés.

The wind picked up a bit, and carried with it a clattering of notes. It must have beeai the taur,
or a quarter after. | should have known by now.

oDo you know what that i§®livia asked.

oDebuss§ Preludes Book Twid, said. Multicolored lights glittered at ranfdasn maybe synchronized
with the notes, but they were coming too fast éotankeep tra¢k across the black stretch of Tower.

oLet® fucko she said.

00kayo

A gust nuzzled past, bearing down on us an endless amalgamation of displaced noise.

* k% %

DEVELOPMENT

At home things werdrgoing very well. My mothgignedo my sisterer dinner.

olt®& okay, hopeshe was sayiml hings will be back to norn@al soon

| didnd@ know what she meant by that. My sister nodded mutely a@gdididanything in response.
Instead she shuffled her food with the end of her fork, reconfigunitige candlelight. We hdidoeen
able to pay the electric bill this month. | was working overtime, but we were having some issu@s with Dad
insurance benefits. Some red tape stuff that@ dititerstand and that | di@ithink Mom understood
much,either.

OHow that girl yolie seeing@om asked me. My sister read N&dips intently. They both looked at
me, awaiting my response.

0Shé& okayj | said, and shoveled a bite of food into my mouth and tried to swallow it, though my throat
was very dnfhe Synthesizer Tower shone through the dining room window, fractals of colors occasionally
magnifying through beads of moisture on the glass.

ol hear she plays musibjom said.

OWherdi you hear thad?

Mom cleared her throat and picked at her foodidtéy signed something at me, very quickly. | asked
her to repeat her maotion.

Doril leave ushe saidorii make a spectacle

* k%

| sat in Olivi& room and watched her undress. She was beautiful. She was like a drop of milk, frozen in
the air, stret@d just before impact.
She asked méDo you want to hear somethitag?



| didn@ answer right away. | was still fully clothed, sitting on her bedi Waidinto say what | wanted to
say.

OWhy is it you ddihsay muclixshe asked as she sat down at lyboked. She stretched her fingers,
perfect little icicles, nimble through the cold.

ol dond knowo

She began to play. | didknow what it was; it was no compositi@reler heard. It was nice at first,
until she reached the bridge, dispelling notebraakneck pace, and then | doubled over, fell off the bed,
clutching my stomach, then my face.

She stoppedWhat is it@

ol dond know¢ | moaned.

I could hear her looking at me. She did not get up from her piano bench.

After a while, she sai@¥our fathe the one that jumped from the Tower a few weeks agd,hedsn

oYes¢ | said. | didd raise my head to look at her.

old@ stop playing,she said.

ONo0,6 | insisted, but not very forcefulbk e e p é

She didii continue. | know she knew | was tHahk

ol wond play the pian6she said. She got up, walked over to me, knelt down, placed fiegieislen
my back, stroked. They were hot through my shirt. My pain, whatever it itesylbsided, but at least she
gave me something else to focysattention onol can play another instrument, if you dike.

00kayo¢ | said.

She got up and | heard her fumble through equipment. | kept my eyes closed. The windows were shut and
the air inside was stagnant.

* k% %

My mom took up another job. | dilaskwhat it was. She was out late.

During my time off from work | stayed at the apartment to watch my sister. Olivia wanted to come over
on these nights, but | told her no. Said it wdiitdna good idea. Mom had gotten rid of m{Eqgadno,
anyway. So, Olavsaid. So, just not a good idea, | told her.

My sister and | sat at the dinner table. | slid some potatoes and string beans onto her plate. It was dark
inside, but we had laid about more candles. Instead of paying the electric bill, Mom had bqajhbh new
curtains for the dining room window. There was still just the slightest impression of thdigtuaer
through the fabiric.

| sat down and waited for my sister to start eating. She was drawing something.

OWhat are you drawinigi?asked.

She did nbsee my lips. Her head was inches from the paper. An arsenal of colored pencils sat beside her.
| tapped her shoulder, lightly. She looked up at me.

OWhat are you dra®bihgigned.

She shrugged. | scooted my chair closer to her and lifted a candisegieper. On it, amateurishly
drawn giraffes consorted on a checkered floor. They were outlined in orange and filled in with black spots.
Their necks were charcoal, though, as if they had wedged their heads through Chinese finger traps. Across the
charcal necks glittered spots of neon greens, reds, blues.

oDo you like my ceilatse asked me.

| swallowed a coppery knot in my throat. | was grateful, for once, that @hedadto hear my voice.

O0The§e nigiel said. | scooted my chair back.

Music bgan outside. | got up.

OWant some?elaasked.

She shrugged.

| went into the kitchen and filled the teakettle with water and set it on the stove. | waited for the steam to
rise.

* k%

OThat must be so craaWlivia was sayingto not heaanything



| didnd appreciate her flippancy. | thought of my dad, suddenly, trying to teach my sister a chord on the
piano. She was so delighted. She felt the vibrations, she had told him.
0She wants to heat,told her.oMy mom was a singer for my @aehsemblespmetimes. She wants to
hear her moi@ voice. | do@think tha crazy. | think thét sad
Olivia shrugged. My trachea locked up at her reaction and fi¢birkrof anything to say.
Relationships have this way of turning all your brick walls to mud.
She must have seen the frustration in my eyes or something because she immediately changed the subject.
ol have something for ydshe said.
I looked at her.
She went to her dresser and from a drawer she extracted a small mechanical monkeyt thegkind tha
two cymbals together at the flip of a switch. She handed it meeds batterigsshe told medl thought
if you dorii like it, maybe your sister will. But maybe it will remind you of me Gwiggmé She smiled,
but it looked more likegrimace.
| said,0Gone®
oMy band has a gigshe saidlt& out of town. @ be out of town for a few days. It takes a little while to
get ther&
Olivia grabbed my hand. It was so hot | thought my skin would evaporate at its touch.
OWill you miss mézhe asked.
oDond be crazy,| told her. | gripped the monkey in my other hand. The cymbals scraped together.

* k% %

Mom got home late one night, very drunk. | was up, sitting at the dinner tab@bebkadible to sleep.
| was examining one of my si&tdoodles. | couldmyuite tell what was happening in it, but it looked like
smoke burling above a bicycle helmet, or maybe a boot.

OWhat are you doing hedefly mother spat at me. She wore a dress, which was wrinkled and bunched in
places. She usedainly wear dresses to [@agderformances.

ol couldri sleep

oDond you have work tomorro@?

oYeso

oThen what the fuck are you doing up, Dylan? Huh? What the fuckis this?

She grabbed the toy monkey from the table. She stared at it, her mouth datdatimgniacal smile.

With one vicious tug, she ripped the cymbals from the nBgkasp and threw them to the floor.

| hushed hemPlease, S@esleeping.

0She cafhear me, Dylan! Or have you forgottenddheking deaf? She @drear me. Sheud heeeaaar
meeeke

| looked down at my sis&drawing. The smoke blurred.

My mother began to siritrangers in the night, exchanging glances, wondering in the night, what were the ct
wél be sharing love before the night was thrguighydsmragdisinvas so inviting, something in your eyes was so
excitirig Dylan, what the fuck are you doing?

| stood in the kitchen doorwaydn going to make teéa.

oYoudie going to bed.

00kay, Moo | kept my head low as | passed her on the way to my roo

0Something in my heart told me | mustdave you

* k%

Olivia arrived back in town a couple days later. She called me. Can we meet, she asked. Yes, | said.
We met on the roof of a derelict apartment building. It was not that far from my apartmegt buildi
arrived before she did. Olivia swayed as she pulled herself over the ladder. The floor of the reof was hard
packed with gravel and cigarette butts. Olivia was very pale, paler than usual.
oDylang she breathed, and she fell into my arms. We steeddha while, in silence, holding each
other. Then she saiiDylan, it was amazidg.
We sat down and propped ourselves up against a ventilation shaft. Our view was not of the Synthesizer



Tower, which stood behind us, but of the trickling of buildiagj$ethaway, deep into fog. Olivia began to
talk, very excitedly.

oTherés a whole market out there, Dydeshe told medPeople out there, out th&reut there, they
dond see music, hear music the way we do, the way | d@.Krebom about you, maybeey see it the way
y ou én o, G@tThegeg diffdrent Theljkeit, Dylan, they like it, they likgymusic. Here, everydse
S 0 é s t a&dldBlg onescan tell good from bad. They@lonk now anyt hi ngenelByut out si
Therds fire. Here hterés none of thab.

Her chest rose and fell very fast. Puffs of gray bulleted from her mouth. | thought of the mutilated toy
monkey on the floor of my apartment, cut off, excised.

| said,0Youde leaving, aréryou6 It wasrii much of a question.

oComewith meg she said.

| didnd@ say anything. She gripped my hand. | chdehit through the cold.

0Come with me. | know you dblike the music, but maybe you will out there. Everégthiiffgrent out
there, maybe ydluchange. Maybe it will changa.yCome with me. Just come with me, péease.

oMy mom, my sister, need éiesaid.0l card, Olivia. Bn sorry. | ca#6

She looked at me, her eyes darting from one of my eyes to the otherdSkemidn be examining me
so much as filling the timetiveen words with movement.

Finally, she saidk-uck you, Dylan.She got up.

| remained where | was, my hand frozen in the position she had left it, clutching invisible fingers. The
ground in front of me lit up with a shadow of red, and then diffusealliqgted green.

0Stay) | whispered.

0Goodbyea) she said.

She whistled on her way down the ladder.

* k% %

I got home that night and my mom widrunk. She didhmention anything about her behavior a
couple nights prior and neither did I. She wore savgatand watched my sister read the subtitles on the
TV. The power, | noticed, had been turned back on. | nodded to my mom and she nodded back.

My sister didié notice me. Her colored pencils were nowhere in sight. Neither was the monkey.

A cold dinnerwaited me on the table. | went to the kitchen to prepare some tea. Peeking out from the
doorway, | watched the television. A man was on it, interviewing a band against a backdrop of bright
watercolors. The sound was off.

ol dond understand these shadwsy mother said to mél dond need to see these people. They mean
nothing to mea

As if on cue, my sister grabbed the remote and tapped a few buttons. An image of dancing people in
animal costumes stuttered onto the screen.

| went back into the kitchen atudned the burner on.

OMake some for méty mom called.

00kay9 | said.

* % %

RECAPITULATION

My sister started school and my mom found a better job. | stayed at home a lot. Drawings began to accrue
on the refrigerator, drawings of trees and houses gadlthe Synthesizer Tower, and the Man inside it,
played on.

I ended up quitting my job at the café. | cduktand the people. Still, | got lonely.

When | got particularly lonely, | started to watch pornography. One day, while browsing the internet, |
came across a video that made my fingers go very cold.

It was Olivia. She was totally naked save for a necklace of piano keys that drooped between her breasts.
She lay across a leather sofa. In the background sat a gutted baby grand piano. A man $teqd behi
gripping the hammend of a wire that was once presumably connected to a piano key. He whipped the wire
across her back, viciously. She may have been in orgasm, but | saw the wetness on her cheeks. Her mouth



was a black hole totally bereft oftmy little teeth. Long, glistening lines of red surfaced across her back
with each lash. The video was very long.

| exited the webpage and went for a long walk. | stuck to the ground, avoided rooftops. Over the ensuing
days | went for many walks.

* k%

Rumors began to circulate through town. | heard them at the café, at which | had resumed my barista
position. | heard some kids talking about it.

6 Thought she was gunna signée

6 Guess &heediddmhéte fine printé

0é Wh & tadine printdanyway?

06l nbo kndwé

6 Anywa®, uphéeéehere nbw. Should weé?

The kids departed. They were young and i diobmd like they knew what they were talking about. |
didnd fully understand what they were talking about, really. But | knew where they were going.

A woman was waiting on me. She repeated herself very slowly andlssai®ly wanted a double
shofi 6

oSorry9 | said, and withdrew from the register. | left the counter, parted the afternoon crowd and
emerged onto the street. | walked. Then | brokeiijag. The Synthesizer Tower grew as | pumped my legs
across the sidewalk, across the streets, across intersectiors. Bztliapi@ No. 4 in F Minor began to play.

It did not sound right.

A crowd had already gathered, as was to be expected. Sométsmeassma group of kids contributed
their fervent whispers to the cacophony. The massive ring of forsaken, outdated equipment around the
bottom of the Tower flickered and glinted in alternating colorsdlldidw how anyone could make it
through that bstacle course to begin the climb upward. fididow how my dad did it.

She was pretty high up, but not high enough that | dx@dognize her. Her chestnut hair was matted
but coming loose in the wind. She was white like bird shit against thialigdagtof the Synthesizer
Tower.

Please dompen your mdutiought.Please ddet me éee

oYoude not specid Olivia said, the void between her lips leaking the words, hollow, stale. She may have
drooled. Her eyes di@liseem to lock on tagone in particular.

Then she looked down. | dbknow if she saw me. Notes tumbled through the air. She stretched a foot
outward, but not to a foothold. Then she stretched the other foot outward.

She did not whistle on her way down. The wind did thagifor

* k% k%

lan Kapp@sshort fiction has appeared in numerous periodicals, while his occasional fitwefiction has appeared in
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THE LAUGHTER OF DEAD CHILDREN

JAMES FREDERICK LEAE

The trauma that gheshildren endure

when crossing, while becoming phantoms,
scrapes away their innocence,

like shit from the heel ofrard boot.

The meat, the substance is torn off

but a residue of purity remains,

a greasy smear of hope that dims

their translucent skins, their glimmering souls.

This hint of aspiration, ont@man,

harmonized with new phantasmal vitality

distorts evermpromptu mirth.

Simple giggles transform to ghastly hollow tones.

This disembodied cherub choir mocks our ideals,
a hymn cribbed dm Puck: what fools, what faols

* k% k%

James Frederick Leach writes dark, speculative fiction and is todhetimbigigpdighitmare.comhich is
devoted to Midwest Snob Horror
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| CAN HEAR THE GORGONS SINGING

ADDISON CLIFT

THERE IS A CERTAIN kind of sorcery that draws its strength from theafuimsnan endeavor. As
the landscape of our aspirations crumbles around us, with a glance it preserves our regretful lives in stone for
all eternity. It is not interested in our excuses. It simply pauses, documents, then moves on.

* Kk %

Ray watched nervoyslut the window as they approadhedsunken wreckageNew OrleansDark
was falling fasto their right was the lev@® their left was soggy backdrapf trailers, empty warehouses,
and small brick homes, their porch lights just coming on

OPeope still live her&A.J. asked.

Mario saidpYepo

There was a checkpoint under the Huey Long BNdgavilians beyond. iMario showed a bogus smart
card to the black soldier with the rifle slung across his shblelg@ked his face into the van ouked
around There was something in the back, covered with. &leaghined his flashlight, right in &agyes.

OWhat you got back theée?

OSupavao,Mario said Daind worry, we woi wake the neighbogs.

The soldier laughed and waved them through.

With the bridge receding in the mirror, Mario turned off the baseball game tliegdipdoeen
listening toGinny waved the box of gas station donuts at the others, Hugdidmy takerslo one had
much appetite before a job like this.

They foughtheir way over potholes and mud&toCharlesvhich was lined with abandoned. daris
was Raj first trip into the city since they closed it off for ghdedooked around at the strange but familiar
landscapéhe grand old mansions he used to retewow just crumbling shapes in the twilidteir
windows were boarded up, their Greek columns splitting like brokerSoamethe water would take them,
too, like it had the rest of the city.

A.J. snapped him out of his revetieib true what | herd®he askedThoi s guy AtWweidts e aft er
like, Satan and black magjic?

Ray looked at him, annoyed.

ol mean, & not scared or anything, | just want to kow.

* k% %

Several days before, Jarvis Rook had called Ray out to hiddneaigkhe had alj for him at twice his
usual rateRay was surprisdtihad been a long time since he worked for Jarvis.

He drove out to the faux Italian villa near LaPHisébodyguard B\ngelo came to the do@d\ngelo
was real tall, an-baller for LSUHe took Ry back to the solarium where Jarvis and Freddie Pinto were
sitting on wicker chaifdere and there throughout the room incredibly lifelike statues peeked out between
the palm frondsThe raindrops streaking down the glass roof cast beady shadowseircfassst.

As always, there were no greetings or formal#tigss just nodded at Ray, and Ray sat down

oTell him what you told m&Jarvis said.

Freddie cleared his throdtséen Anton Westwo days agddn in my boat, on Toledano Street, lodkin
for scrapl look up, and thet® Anton poliidown Galvez in an old pirogili#e seen me, but he dibknow
who | amd He took a long drag from his cigarette, then addedpoks crazill-crazyd

Jarvis nodded at@®ngelo, and he showed Freddie Afier they were gone Ray sai2h you trust that
greasy motherfuckér?

oWhy not? He always been abol.

OHed sell his mama for twenty budks.

Jarvis leaned in close to Ralobody steals from mAnton West about to become nobddy.



OWhafil he take?

O%u ever hear of the Medusa?bd

0Say what?

0 Say ,justfird Amod West.

oln the flood? Shit.

0Go at night so you can see the squatter tights.

oHow many people | gét?

OWay | see it, this a fearan job1@n sendifa guy withguii whiteguy, A.J. Twes Heb & little weird,
but héd sool That leaves two moréou got a crew, or you want me to cover it?

ol know a guy named Mario Picblim and his girlThey lost everything in the big dBet they got a
vané

OFine Just rememberthisaind a coutesy call want Antondead.

* k%

They parked the van behind a church and got out into t@dodkagh airlt was almost full darkoily
water sloshed around their feet.

Ginny opened the back doors and threw the tarp off their two dsliaoeshelpedher unload them
Then he looked around at the others.

OMaybe i @ause | was raised Cathole saidpBut if walie gonna kill a man, | like to have a moment
of silence

He bowed his heaHis cohorts interrupted the loading of magazines and chagrdfedunds and
bowed theirs, tod@sinny lit a cigarettdhe moment lasted thirty seconds, tops.

00kay, le god

They carried their canoes down Napoleon, hitting standing water almost as soon as they were off St.
CharlesAnkle deep at first, then, itgaround Loyola Avenue, up to their kn€ke boats went in.

0Stay on your walkialkiep Ray said Andl check out every light.

They split up Marioand Ginny stayed on Napoleon; Ray and A.J. turned up FrereTisgrbatf
submerged houses weredlittiore than misshapen hulks marking theirAllaround them the dead city
screamed with liféree frogs croaked, night herons cackled, and from somewhere off in the darkness came a
sound so wild and unearthly Rayycdun 6 t i ma g i They digdwart to usa thedr flashliglbo
much for far of being seen, but with clouds blocking the meassitis dark as a gravay eyes had done
all the adjusting they were going to do, and he still led the canoe into fence posts and the tops of cars an
whatever else he would have seen just about any other night.

They turned down Amelia Stréldte water reeked of petroleutiere and there, gas bubbles rose to the
surfaceln placesthey came upon logjams of plywood and sifimgrising water was iantling the
shacks of New Orleans, one plank at a time

A banging sound caught BagttentionHe pointed his flashlighthe whole outer wall of a bungalow
was just flapping there, like loose skin.

0They call this Cottonmouth Venita,J. said.

ol know.6 Ray Kkilled the light, then peeled off his.Ski heat was maddening.

oYou ever been to the real Venice?

ONopeobd

OMe eitherThey say that ofsssunk too. But my little brother Jaime, he could talk to cottonmouths
Hedl start swaying back and fioaind chanting in some wedrsk language, and fileall come stick their
heads out of the water and watch. Aihen one day he went blind and they found a brain tumor the size of
an orangeHe died real socm f t er . I still dream about him, though

They floated across the wide, pildack expanse of Claiborne Avetiueas disorienting, like being in
outer spacdray looked both ways and saw no squiliggats anywher©nce they found the other side,
Amelia Street became Delachdike water wasegper herdexcept for the occasional tstory house, all
they saw were rooftagdome had gaping holes in th@thers were strewn about with furnitineo
gators lounged on another until the beam d&Raghlight chased them.dfe looked around @wasily
Under one of these roofs was the house where he killed his wife.



Esperanzal he word still burned his throafiter he got shot during a bank job, Jarvis stashed him in a
safe house and sent Esperanza to take care &heinvas unlike anythingihever seeishe spoke no
English, so they had to communicate with hand sigeatsade &ér laugh doing shadow playhai’ he got
better they moved intogether i n a | i ttl e shotgun house on Del acha
anyoneWhen he fand out she was planning to leave him, he shot her and buried her out in th&lswamp
one came looking for her. Raew, even back then, after Humeeduanita but before the big,ahat
everywhere, all around, waters were rising, leaving secegtarttbdpeper beneath the surface, provided
they were weighted down enough.

A squawk came over the watkidie It was MarioThey found a light on Galvézay terfourd. They
headed over.

Ray could see it from blocks away, in the front room of algilisen stiltslt flickered like candlelight,
casting a spectral reflection on the dark water.bétoiw and Ginny were sitting in their canoe across the
street, swatting at mosquitoes.

Ray brought his boat in beside thimone dared shine a flashtigr speak above a whisper.

Ray studied the house and laid out his @l#erés about three steps above the water, then the porch
Now either thas Anton or it aidi, but we aié surprisino one once we step on that old po8hme and
A.Jdl go p the front; you two wait around baldn gonna knockf someone answerd just say@n
lookindfor my friend, and vé@kroll. If no one answers, we kick it dowou do the sam&ot it?Letd god

Mario and Ginny rowed around the house, a8ygagethey couliRay watched the wavering light for any
sign of activity Yodi think they know vie here@A.J. askedRay told him to shut the fuck up.

When he was sure Mario was in place, they paddled over and tied their boat to the frbay steps
climbed up on the porchi creaked even worse than Ray thoMylih his right hand covering his Beretta,
he knocked, then stepped to the.ditiey waitedNot a sound came from withide knocked again.

oWillie? Cousin, you in thedday called, tryirtg sound guilelesStill nothing.

He nodded to A.Both men readied their fireariRay took a step back, then slammed his foot into the
middle of the dooit gave way like wet cardbaardey took cover on each side of the doorframe, and
when no gunsits came, Ray entered, first ducking behind a corner, then into the main room with A.J. right
behind himHe heard Mario coming in the back.

The room held a filthy mattress, a blanket, some food wrappers and fish bones, a bucket being used as a
latrine, ad two lit candleS'he heat was oppressive, the stench even @bitsand piss and fish and mold
A.J. cried out in disguBtario came through the other door and immediately pulled his shirt up over his
nose Only Ginny didd seem bothered by it.

0Seach the housé Ray said Sodneone was just hére.

Mario and Ginny headed toward the bedroBag went into the kitchen and cast his light arttumds
dank and reeked of mildelie ceiling was caving in, and the peeling linoleum tiles came looss tvaerev
steppedSome kind of thick brown liquid was dripping from above, making a purplish hole in the floor.

Ray tucked his gun into his bek was about to say something to A.J. when Ginny started yelling from
the other room.

They ran into the halbinny was kneeling before an open closet tmide was a black girl, maybe
twelve or thirteen years old, maybe seven or eight months p&igmavdas covered with sw&idl
pressed herself into the corner, trying to escape@sieaghing hand.

0ldn not gonna hurt yod,Ginny said Aré you hungry? Can we get you some é&lo® looked at
Mario Gadout to the boat and get her some féod.

oBut wdse gonna be out here all night.

O0Then @l let you have some of mine, fatso, just bring her somé food.

Mario left Ginny coaxed the girl out of the closet and over to her matihédxsse baby is G&inny
asked, but the girl didlmnswer |s i your pap& baby@The way she stiffened her body indicated it was.

OHow come you shit in a bucket when ydutgowhole flood to usé?.J. blurtedRay wanted to shoot
him.

But the girl spoke for the first tim@heéres things that come out at nightit on the wateiGhostsd

* k%



They left the girl with two sandwiches, a bag of pretzels, and, much&diagion, an entire gack
of Royal Crown Cola.

They split up again almost wordles&hy and A.J. rowed back the way they came, then turned onto
either Eden or Elba, Ray wésure So many street signs were gone.

The wind was picking L\Yith it cane the smell of something burnidgd something else, tdm
eerie, discordant wail, undulating and. faim¢ minute it was there, the next it \iaRay pricked up his
ears, trying to place it.

OHey, Ray A.J. said.

OWhato

OWhy do you think Jarvisgels out herés?

oTo find Anton6

oYeah, but why us? Wedexactly his Aeam| only worked for him one other tim#nd | heard you
was a junkié.

OWas) Ray stressed.

OWell e been thinkiBabout it See, | believe in black magic,whdteveAnton stole, | think it has
some kind of power think Jarvis sent us here as a test, to find out if Anton knows how télas#orid
want to send his real crew till he knows wi@tipeagainst.

oYou aird beirbpaid to thinkd

OMaybe | aid, but 36

0Quiet You hear that?That sound again, floating across the night.

OHear what®

oListené

About a second later A.J. seidiond hear nothitd

oListen harded.

oJust, what is t?

olt sounds liké " It sounded like sindindpn't know what it soundiked

As they rowed down Fourth Street, the weird;gitghed vibrato only got louder, at least t@Rzsars
Finally he said)@n calling Mario.

He fished the walktalkie off the floor of the boaiMario, you heariithis®

Nothing.

OMario, whergou at? Are you hearing this soand?

Still no responseéle and Ginny should have been somewhere near Napgdbwithin range
Lightning flashed overhe#&ar that brief, pale instant, the submerged city looked like a mauRaleum
ground his teeth.

oWedle going after thedhe said once the thunder subsided.

A.J. protested that dark forces were clearly at work, but started rowingTéeyevayas a gust of wind,
and the singing came aghinmistakable this time.

00kay, now | hear @A.J. said | dond like it, but | hear i.

Despite the heat, Ray felt célé put his shirt back obeft on Dorgenois, then across Toled&te®
remembered what the girl had sHitre are things out on the water.

It took him a minute to realize that A.J. was th@dlge oars and they were slowing down.

ORay, loola

He directed his light to where A.J. was poirfimgre was a canoe, about twenty yards Bavayled in a
tree It was Mari® canodt was emptyMarid® canoe was twenty yards away and it was empty.

Not knowing what was out there in the darkness, Rdiyvaian to yellSo he called to Mario in the
loudest whisper he could.

As if in answer, that higditched tremolo drifted toward them again

OTake us over theéRay said Real slové.

A.J. starid to paddleRay kept his flashlight fixed on the boat as they approdehmashed the
branches out of the way and gave it a quick inspéictvasri tied up It haddrifted against the treed
gottencaughtAll of their supplies were still on bgantluding a .4%inny& gun.

0The walkidalkie thera®A.J. askedRay lookedt wasri.



OWhat are we gonna @o?

oJust go slowRay said |@&eep my eyes peeteldghtning flashed above them, illuminating
cadaverous houses and skeletal Trkes it all went dark again

ORay®

OWhat®

oDond turn aroundd

Ray started to turn.

o mean it Ray! @gmou fucking turn arodihe! fear in A.& voice was so intense that Ray froze.

OWhats goirdon back there, A.J.? Talk todne.

oJaime®@A.J& voice was soft, bewilder@then there was a splash.

Ray spun around.J. was gonkle crawled back to the stern and shined his light over thEhside
water was still churning wheré@Hallenin, but it was so murky leeuldrd see six inches belove thurface.

Jaimehe thoughtThat was his brottisrlittle brother, who died.

Ray plunged his armsTine lightning flashed, but he still codldae anything belof®ain began to fall
The water, which had felt hot and filmy all night, was sudd&hhje grasped around beneath the surface,
finding nothingHe had to be down theié couldri be more than five or six feet pee had to béhere.

Then he found hinThank Chrishe thought, anplulled A.J. came up easiBut when Ray yanked an
arm out of the water, it wasA.J& arm The body that surfaced wa#hJ& bodyAnd the face he looked
upon wasi A.J& face.

It was Esperanza

All night long, with no city lights, no stars, and no moon, Ray tho@gbéée lost in the most cplate
darkness possiblée was wrong.

* k% %

When he woke, Ray was lying naked on his back on a damp. idettaess were cuffed over his head
to the wrought iron bars of the bed frame.

He looked around the dim roofthe nearest wall was moldered fratewdamag&trange symbols had
been sprapainted across it.

Lightning flashed, illuminating two statues against the oth&tatals of A.J. and GinBgefore Ray
could even consider how weird this wasmeagainOnly this time he knew these arérstatuesit
actuallywashem Theyd been turned to stond/ithout knowing why, this suddenly made perfect sense to
him.

There was a strange play of light and shadow coming from the nedtndaomat awfusinging
whoeveror whatever was doing iasvright through the open door, just out of sight.

Then he heard Mario screamii®jéasélhe cried Pl@éasé&od dondl!o

Another voice, which Ray identified as Anton ®/estidpDid Jarvis send ya?

oYesb Mario yelled Yedb

Ray pulled at his cuffehe bed frame was old and rukly thought maybe he could get fidge only
trick was doing it without making too much noise.

Anton shrieked)Jarvis Rook isgead mail dead mamJarvis Rook!

Lightning flashed agalRay waited a few secondsntpulled hard, timing it to the thunderclde
crossbar snapped away from the mainframe and he shtisftgends were still cuffed, but at least now he
could get some use out of them.

He rolled onto the flooHis every instinct screamed to. lustead, he went over to the doorway and
looked into the next room.

Mario was standing naked against theHisthrms were chained through metaldamyhe floor He
pulled and pulled, but all that got him was more chain.

There was a naked black womardstgropposite hinshe was blindfoldeder body was covered with
sores, and her hair was a nest of wrigglindraglsealized it was the eels that were making the sound he
took for singingAs they writhed together, their bodies made a frenzied ghinatik

And Anton West was there, also nakledwas fully eredtle had a snake in his hands and he was
chanting under his breaHte held the snake up to Mario and it struck, biting him right below the nipple



Mario screamedénton cackled like a demdie held it out again, and it bit him in the belly.

Then he went over to the womgie whispered in her ear, and she laughed.

ol will, 6 she said.

Anton pulled down the blindfald@he piercing tremolo of the eels increased in intensity, becoming almost
unbeaable The woman locked her eyes on Maiarid® eyes locked baékay could tell he wanted to look
away but couldin

Then, as Ray watched, Ma@rlmody began to stiffes dry choking sound rose from his thrét fell
back against the wall and sthtteturn grayHis eyes and nose hletlils arms and legs fought, then found
their final poseMario, now, would outlast them all.

Ray had seen enougfte didri know the way out, so he took a crazed leap out the window, crashing
through the glass and larglin the foul water beloWe sank to the bottom, where he briefly lay stunned,
before struggling to his knelesom there he pushed upward, seeking the surface, for what felt like an
eternity As he rose, a thought struck him with teft@too de&fi!drown with these cuifstaillast,
stretching to his toes, his upturned face broke through and he hungrily gulped thét epes @ouring
rain He saw the house, looming above Biaffurous light and maniacal shrieking came through the
smahed window

Ray turned and flailed desperately away through théHilwodly means of breathing was to jump,
break the surface, and try to fill his lungs before coming dowrHaghiought he heard Anton rowing
after him The pollution burned hiseyand stung his cuts, but he kept gbleecifully, he soon found he
could keep his head above watken, his neckhen his chest

As the sun came up a patrol found him, lying on his back in thdemiklmuck a few blocks shy of St.
Charles, so eahsted he couldrstand or form sentenc&ghen they asked him about the handcuffs, he
mumbled something about it being a sex thing, and they believetekitook him to the station, where
they gave him some clothes, got his cuffs off, and treatetshiten they threw him in the holding tank
where he fell asleep in the corner, then woke up screaming an hdtelaext day they let him go
without charging him.

* k% %

Ray went straight. He found a legit job on a garbage truck, mostly wodqoglidd-EMAowns that
had sprung up alongl0. He bought a house off Airline Highway in Sorrdtweas a modular home,
standing by itself among the Chinese tallbwas nice enough, but it was so close to the bayou that if he
went into the kitcheat night and turned on the light, the cockroaches would scatter.

He never went into the ruins of the city aggime developers builhauveadlew Orleans, a
Disneyesque replica, outside of Shreveyaiobdy moved ther&ventually it, too, was abanddn

Ray often thought of Esperangaery summer when the floods came, the bayou would rise and spill
over its banks, and every year the flood line would come closer and closer to Gisehsnséering night
he was sitting out on his small back patiaiting mosquitoes and nervously watching the water, which had
crept within twenty fedtittle ripples charged quietly across the surface, like a tiny tide cddsrtgeard
something on the winHie listened.

Singing The sound he heard was singing.

* % % %

Addison Clitfiction has appeared or is forti®loockdatenWicked Seasorsndrhe Future Fireamong
other places.Though he grew up near where this story takesthiaGxdaa houtitaissnof Vermont



RED RIVER ROAD

CANTH? DECIDED

WALTER DOLE DIDN@ HAVE much to do in the way of packing. He disassembled his hibachi and
put it into the cargo container on top of his camper. He kicked the blocks out from around the tires of the
camper and hooked it to the hitch on the batksganel van.

Walt had died once before. Seeing the gates of death had convinced him, among other things, that there
was little point in owning more than he could drag on a trailer hitch. He put a hopeful few hundred dollars in
an envelope at the traifgark office in expectation that he may want his lot back, if the mythical Jason Rhode
or Red River didikill him.

Planning two months in advance was the closest thing to optimism the world ever got out of Walter Dole.
The glass was never more full tven Walt made a plan based upon the péfrb@e still alive in two
monthsd

Follow the Yellow brick Rhode. Which one is more mythical? RhétieRrenRedrRiaboit Rhode.

There could be (had been) books written about the guy, but therdtias barest of records at all about

the place called Red River. Only those photos, and the knowledge thafittzefialcecation baffled

everyone who should know better. He had just as good a chance at landing in Oz. Maybe he would have to
find atornado.

Hed seen the photos: a cyborg left tied to a post, stripped of identity by the elements far more efficiently
than being merged with machine had ever done, a gutted skeleton. The long bones had been shot through
with little holes, each a few milliters across. The femurs were peppered with occlusions, and the metal
parts themselves had strange extrusions, as if the solid state cybernetics had been somehow convinced to
depart from their design and grow new, extraneous tongues and tendrils. of matter

Could the place be found by someone who wanted to find it? Had these poor bastards found it? They had
not, at any rate, returned to the Army or the other technocratic institutions that had sent them.

Walter Dole went to Needles and filled his gas ti#tmkhe expectation of not being able to do so again
until he was retreating from this snipe hunt victorious or, most probably, otherwise. He had a short
conversation with a man with poor enough eyesight not to take offense at his disfiguremen& That man
name was Johnson, although everyone called him Johnny. Walter listened on impassively while Johnny talked.
He used to be a farmer. He told Walter to lock his dodikhbie a red Ford stolen right out from under his
nose a few years back. Never didtfiatitruck.

Johnny was also kind enough to tell Walt that there used to be a big irrigation project, ba@k in the 50
and®03, aiming to turn the red desert out here green. Told him how, for a brief period, it had, and how he
owned this here gas statiatk then, too, selling fuel, candy bars, ice, and RC cola with his wife, Roberta, to
the thirsty farmers who had come to try their luck growing corn in sand. Told him how, while the Red River
project had been up and running, @heycceeded. Thé@tdea about a hundred thousand acres sown and
harvested for a decade or so.

oYou know where | can find the town of Red River, or if angithefgof it® Walt finally asked the man
point blank, when he realized that his cataracts prevented more tharideatifyang the scar where his
ear used to be. He difitrust his fellow men down here not to identify him if the authorities came to
guestion. His size was enough of a giveawags Wdade was a whisper for his stature.

Johnson just stared throughresrly seven foot tall, four hundred pound form as Walt spoke, and even
though hél not actually seen their surroundings for almost seven years, he pointed out the ghost of a gravel
road that led off for that accursed place, Red River. Walt thankeadhymnént back to his truck, and
drove off.

* k%

Johnson turned away, belly turning over with memory.



oYou know where | can find Re@l River?

Damn right he did.

Manny Parsons had come out here to Red River from the San Joaquin valley with his wsfmalhd two
kids in the spring @&9. He made friends with Johnson and his wife, and the two couples had had a regular
bridge night at the Needles VFW.

Mannys house had been situated in what was then the middle of the Red River effa@thaitichhe
nicehouse out there among the rolling fields of green corn. They had been happy out there, and his two kids
had grown up almost as fast as the corn they ran and played in among the rows.

Johnny remembered them. Twina boy and a girl like night and day. Séhnieir momnm& womb,
they were born only seconds apart, the boy dark haired, dark eyed, the girl a red head with cheeks full of
freckles and bright green eyes. Their momma was a redhead, pretty enough to make Johnson think about
things it wasih Christia to think about another marwife.

Now that his own wife was dead from cancer and him gone blind from the cataracts the harsh desert sun
had given him, he allowed himself sometimes still to think about@Weifeythe way she held her cards in
hands to elegant to be a farm v&feBut he never did think about her for long, because wheé hbedid
remembered the rest of it.

The summer of 1962.

All the talk at the VFW was the locusts. @heyme at the end of the growing season, when s@mmer
scorchingheat and the Red River profgetater had brought forth unexpected hordes of six inch hoppers
that had at times darkened the skies and stripped everything b@realdm®eyhe corn down to the topsoil
along with the grass and trees, rendered the Viltdainto waste, and turned them all to desert once more.

The kids had been five, and Manny had told him how the whole lot of them had gone to beating the
things off the sides of the house and how his wife Clara had saved part of the herb ganigmyheaulli
plants and putting them into pots they kept in the living room of the two story farmhdii$eehhe
pregnant with Man@ythird by then.

The locusts had been the first hint that the Red River project was doomed to fail. The state dcientists ha
told them that wetting the soil had enabled their eggs to hatch in greater than usual numbers, and had
proscribed spraying to keep the pests down, but by the tiddhiethem that, @ been far too late, and
the whole crop o2 was a bust.

The rext year they thought they were prepared, with their tractors and sprayers ready with filled tanks of
DDT. They sprayed every inch of the planted soil, and sure enough, the lo@ustaididBut in the fall
of @3 it wasii locusts that stopped therhest. It was storms.

By then, Manny and Clara had taken to having more than a glass of beer during bridge. Jéhnson hadn
seen Clara with a flask like Manny would pull from, @ustnelled the whiskey on her breath more than
once as she sipped her gtdsSoke.

Shdil delivered a baby girl in Augudgil $aidisophie Marie Parsdios her death certificate. She took
three breaths, and died. @Hmeen a perfectly formed little girl already crowned with a shock of red hair, and
the doctors had no answarshe Parsai questions.

The Parsons wouldret them do an autopsy. Manny would talk about it with him only after several Pabst
Blue Ribbons and more than a few tips of his lacquered flask.

0l jusdcouldri let them cut into hér 6 Hed@ been holdingdr when she drew the only breaths of her life.

But Reba Marsh, a nurse at the Red River Hospital who had been the one to wash her little body and
dress her for the coffin they burned her in had shared a secret fact with Jistanyrene.

oThat little girl had autopsy scars. They did-say>f heé 6 Shdi told Irene over coffeéAnd what
they found made them do it anyw@ys.

Red River Hospital was a teaching hospital. Ifiveasrbut it was the biggest within two hundred miles,
and during the ) when the Red River project began and they were laying the irrigation groundwork,
diverting water from the Blue River to the north and bringing it 200 miles in the direction of Sierra Vista, and
on through théb0s, it supplied Red River, Three Waye Kltdek, and Spur Cross with doctors and nurses
for their hospitals and clinics.

Irene and Johnny agreed to one another thédi theyer breathe a word to Manny and Clara about what
Reba told her next.



oThey opened up that little girl and found anothey eside her. It only had one bloodshot eye and
what looked like fingers or horns sticking out of the middle of its face. It only had one arm and a sort of
flipper like lower body, and it had grown up into her chest and crushed one of her lungsniite lelad
me that when thé&ylooked at her little heart, that it had hold of it. That it had literally squeezed the life out
of that poor little babg.
In the winter of®3, Clara stopped coming to the VFW, although Manny spent more and more time there.
OHas to take care of the kkdé Manny muttered when asked after her.

* k%

ol dond think the watd right, Johnn§ He had said one night in late Apri@ef. Johnny tried to get
him to play cards with him, but Manny wodldite. He just sat theretivee Camel burning down to the
filter as he stared at the TV in the rec room thafitheyed the volume down on. Johnny managed to bring
in enough harvest that year between the storms to break even, but he knew that in light of the extra burden
that hiswife and two kids put on his means, Manny was being hounded by more than just dreams of his
dying daughter.

®2 was a total bust for him, and Manny went further into debt with the spraying he had to do, so when
the hail and winds and cold rain had takein toll on Manr® land a second time, there were phone calls
coming at dinner time as his friend was feeling the pressure of his creditors.

oManny, what do you mean?

oThe water in my wéllé The Arizona Department of Water Resources sunk wells foe aviyaih
wanted to try their hand at farming badk4n

olt got into it, and muéte rot theré His voice was dreamy, as if he were lost in thought through the
haze of the homebrew.

OWhat got in it@

0The meat, Johnrdy.

oYou mean something got in thend drowned®

Manny shook his head emphatically. The clock on wall struck elévénepnews was showing footage
from the Birmingham, Alabama race riots that had happened a couple months previous. The rec room was
empty except for the two of them. Manriytise spent cigarette in the ashtray and lit another, finishing off
the last of his Pabst before he began to speak. Johnny noticed his hands were shaking.

oNo. Noo

oWelEé how did it get in theré?

olt fell out of the sky.He was staring at the silenagas on the TV screen, a commercial for Kraft
Macaroni and Cheese. Johnny followed his gaze, but finding no connection there, he looked back at his friend
as he pulled a deep lungful off the cigarette smoke.

OHappened in FebruaryFebruary thirél and then gain on the seventh, and once more on the twenty
third. Was cold and dry, hédseen rain since Noveméejust cloudé and on the morning of the third
they was like blood, Johnny. Red clouds without any wind on the ground. Clara called me out to have a
looké she wass she was just starting to show with Sophiethemd we watched it happen the first time.
At first, we thought it was hadlmecause there was rain that started up, then we heard things hitting the
shingles. When we looked over to the rodftiadnen | noticed the blood. That was what the rain was,
Johnny, spattering Cl&rapron, just red as red could be, and evil smelling. It started out light, and then came
in buckets, and me and her come in off the step and stood on the porch andtwaicbetof the gutters,
and it was red.

Johnny could only stare at him. There was no reason whatsoever to believe that Manny was lying to him.
Hed only begun to drink heavily after Saphideath.

0The banging on the roof was awful, and we lookéddtouhe yard to see what could be making
ité sounded like stonsbut it wasi. It wasid. It was hunks of meat, Johnny. They fell in a swatch more
than four acres across and maybe ten long, took about five minutes from start to finish. And when it all le
up, it looked like the inside of a slaughterhouse. Pieces of meat, with ssamerof it looked like hog
meat. Some of it looked like beef. And someé ofGbd Almighty, Johnny | ddrknow how to say it, but it
looked like it was human skin on soifnig aght down to the haics.



Manny went on to tell him how he had picked up what he could to get the yard clear of the stuff, so that
the kids didd get into it. Manny said@eaised his voice to his wife that day, becauierstrged to come
out ard help him with the horrifying task.@eever spoken harsh to her in all their ten years of marriage,
but he did that day, telling her to keep the hell in the house. To keep théllddi],veithout talking about
how he feared that contact with théfsvould be harmful to their unborn child. The stuff was steaming hot
in the cold air, and it stayed hot for hours after it fell.

Hedl collected four wheelbarrows of fallen flesh, and when it was stacked onto itself, the heat increased to
the point of wiere it started to sizzle and pop, just like it was frying in the pan. He dumped the entire sick
mess into the burn barrel as much as he could, and when he splashed gasoline across it, the accelerant had
started the fire all by itself, and the flames laadddigh, terrible, and red like no fii@ beger seen. The
smell had driven the whole family out to his parents, who lived in Barstow.

A year after that, Clara and Manny Parsons were both dead, Clara, from cancer of the uterus that
everybody whisperdad started when Sophie was in her womb, and Manny, two weeks later from a self
inflicted gunshot to the head.

Johnny and Roberta had gone to both their funerals, and had helped to pack dpdluagidgs and
move them to Man@yparents in Californiahere he lost track of them.

By the end of the &) the@ blocked off the direct road to Red River from the highway. At that point,
the only thing the road was for was for those making their final exodus from the dead town, and when no
one came downdtny more, the road disappeared. It withered and died like the last vestiges of the organ the
artery was once attached to. Johnny had used the unpaved road to Needles to access the highway until
cataracts robbed him of his sight,

Walter Dole drove out omhat was left of that access road. Old, blind, and bent under the weight of
memory, Johnny did not listen to him go

* k% k%

Canth? Decided is a storyteller and painter whose works cover everything from the brilliant suhbeams of childht
maabre and unsettling reality of death and entropy. She hiExpegnsbotttsbotyljished in the anthdlogy,
Wicked and Wanton All Hallows E2811) by Naughty Nights Press
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