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Other Boy
 



Other Boy sits in his room criss-cross applesauce, playing with a small plastic toy on the floor. 




Two voices come up through the crack at the bottom of his closed door. 




Hard Voice snaps a whip through the air, sharp with violence. 




Soft Voice wraps around the room a warm down blanket sewn with loving hands.




Other Boy looks down at the plastic toy.




Hard Voice shoots off again, followed by stomping feet cracking gunshots across the hardwood floor.




Soft Voice reaches out with long dulcet vowels.




Other Boy stands up and reaches for the doorknob.




Hard Voice barks, a caged dog prodded with a stick.




Softer and gentler than ever, Soft Voice reaches out to hug Hard Voice.




Other Boy wraps his fingers around but does not turn the frozen doorknob. He pushes his small ear against the flat and unforgiving wood.




Other Boy listens to the voices rising.




Other Boy doesn’t comprehend, but he hears 




ANGER

BLAME 

VIOLENCE.




Goose pimples rise on Other Boy’s arms.




Other Boy squeezes the plastic toy key




Hushed, melodic whispers reach through the thick oak, entering Other Boy’s ear.




Other Boy lifts the plastic toy to his mouth. 




Quiet melodies sing on and on, pleading through the door into Other Boy’s ear.




Other Boy chews on the edge of the plastic toy.




Other Boy pushes with his index finger at the toy too large for his small mouth.







Other Boy pushes too far.







The ragged, chewed-on edges of plastic scratch at the back of Other Boy’s throat.




Breathing stops.




Other Boy hears a clicking noise from the door.




Other Boy looks up from the floor and watches the doorknob slowly turn.




So slowly it might not be moving at all.




Other Boy is on the floor.




The doorknob moves too slow.




Whiteness searches around the edges of Other Boy’s green eyes.




Whiteness finds Other Boy.




The door opens. Soft Voice is screaming. Two gentle hands slide under and lift Other Boy. 




Fingers slip and tug at the toy. 




Hard Voice shouts out in unrestrained shards of broken glass.




The unsteady hands shake and fumble with the toy, letting it fall to the floor, covered in drool and blood.




A click, and then the brief yearning whine of dial tone, interrupted by three short staccato notes.




One thin, plastic-sounding ring… 




then another…

…and another. 




A harsh click.




“Emergency. How may I assist you?”









 



* * *

 







People are in the house. Strange people all wearing dark clothes. Lots of them are crying. They smile at him and rub his head when he passes by. Some try to hug him but he wiggles away. Auntie This and Uncle That drove here from far away. Papaw and Gram won’t come. They never come anymore. Not in a really long time.

Mommy won’t get up from the couch. He brings her some chocolate chip cookies but she probably won’t eat them. A lady he doesn’t know is sitting next to her. She smells funny. Like Gram’s closet used to smell at the old house.

Daddy’s smoking. Smoking is bad for you. Hurts your breathing. Daddy keeps filling his glass from the brown bottle he keeps in the high cabinet above the fridgerator. Daddy shouts at him when he goes out to the backyard to swing. 

He is bored. No one will play with him. That stinky lady on the couch tells him no TV too. He already played with the toys in his room. He looks at the door across the hall. That’s where the good stuff is. 

He moves silent, tiptoe.

He twists at the doorknob. It turns easily in his tiny hand. He tries to stay quiet, remembering Soft Voice say, “This room is a no-no.” He sees the plastic toy on the floor in the center of the empty room. Dark stains look black in the shadows from the curtained windows. The boy picks it up and rubs some of the red smudges off on his shirt. Small fingers wrap around the toy and stuff it into his front pants pocket.

“Come on out of there, Brammy.” Soft Voice calls from the open door. 

The boy turns and smiles for Soft Voice. He runs out of the room and wraps his arms around her leg. The boy skips down the hallway, his hand still in his pants, holding the toy hard.
  

PART ONE
  

-1-

Moving In
 



You finish loading the last box of books and pictures into your new house. Your old USC sweatshirt is covered in dust and sweat and mustard spilled from your sandwich at lunch. You tried to be careful, but eating with one hand at the kitchen counter is never a safe bet for neatness. Emily and the kids are out grabbing some groceries and other essentials that didn’t manage to fit into the moving van. You walk around your new place, taking in the layout and envisioning where the couch will go. Trying to find some innocuous spot to put the hideous lamp your mother-in-law made in her ceramics class at the Jewish Home for the Aging. 

It’s a nice house, with lofty high ceilings, hardwood floors, and cabinet space along the walls of every room. That’s why Emily fell in love with the place. In addition to the kid’s school being so close, there should be less clutter with the cabinets. Finally you’ll be able to shove all the books and toys and video games out from underfoot. 

No beer in the fridge. Fuck. That would taste so good right now to wash down a pain pill. It might just help ease the back pain after all the heavy lifting is finished. After you hurt your knee in that Father’s Day touch-football game two years ago, it’s never been the same. But alas, there is no beer or soda in the fridge just yet. So you fill your hand with water from the sink, throw your head back, and away you go. 

Stretching a bit to get the kinks out, you wish you were ten years younger, moving friends out of the back of your beat-up old pickup for nothing but the promise of beer, pizza and the possibility of getting laid by some hot friend of a friend’s girlfriend who likes to watch you when you sweat. You smile at the memories and wander around the kitchen. The cabinets would look better in yellow. Hate to admit that one, but Emily had a point. You make a mental note to stop by the hardware store again tomorrow to check prices on paint. 

Turning into the hallway  toward the stairs, you notice something that you don’t think was there before. There are fifteen steps leading up to the second floor with no carpet or handrail. But the steps are wider than most, so the kids feel safe as long as they stay close to the wall. Up at the seventh step, you catch a flash as you turn past the window. It’s not on any of the other steps, so you squint and hunch down a little bit to see what it is.

It’s a lock. Strange, why would that be there? There’s no handle, or knob like there would be on a drawer. Since its open space underneath the stairs, there’s not much room to put anything, even if there was one. The only keys the real estate agent gave you were for the front door and the garage out back. Oh well. You’ll figure it out later. Emily and the boys just pulled in the drive, and you start walking  toward the kitchen door to help them unload the groceries. 

“Hey babe.” Emily smiles. “We got some pizza and a movie.” 

Jason runs past his little brother Jeremy, screaming, “Dad. Dad. Dad. We got… we got… we got that movie remember?” He drops the plastic bag, and apples roll everywhere. “We got… we got… we got… the one with swords and dragons… but it’s not too violent. I promise. I won’t get scared. I won’t.” About to correct his pronunciation, Emily shoots you that look that says, “Take it easy. He’s only seven.” So you hold your tongue. This time.

Jeremy slips on an apple and just barely holds his balance. He’s holding a half-gallon bottle of nonfat milk in his right hand and a pack of gum in the other. You can see the pride in his face that he didn’t drop either of them. He and Jason, two years his elder, have that innate sense of competition in everything. You ruffle his blonde hair, pinch his left ear, and walk out to the driveway to help grab some more bags.

“How’d they do at the store?” you ask over your shoulder. “Any meltdowns?”

“Just a small one.” You can tell Emily’s lying because she doesn’t look at you when she answers. 

“And that’s why you bought them another movie huh? Just a small one?” You pull the plastic handles off your fingers and let the four bags you brought in rest on the counter.

She takes a bottle of Rum from a paper bag, smiles and holds up a sixer of Pacific Golden, and wiggles it happily, doing a little dance. “I got Mommy and Daddy juice. Help me get these kids fed and cleaned up, and we might get to initiate the new bedroom tonight, gorgeous.” She slaps your butt as you walk back out to the car.

“Not a bad first night after all,” you say under your breath, and smile.

A few hours later, you leave the hall light on and the doors open just a crack as the kids sleep for the first night in separate rooms. Walking down the stairs, you hear the sound of a bottle being opened and Lyle Lovett’s “Here I Am” coming from the kitchen. 

You turn the corner.

“I see you found the stereo.”

Emily smiles, dancing in circles around the kitchen island  toward you. “Good song.” She hands you a beer and raises the rum and diet coke to her lips. The beer is good. The sex is better. The sleep is hard and deep with dreams of cardboard boxes, stairs and keyholes. 






* * *

 






Waking up after a week of packing boxes and lifting furniture is bad enough. The sore muscles scream and ache as you try to stretch the kinks out. Having a sixty-five-pound seven-year-old fly through the air and land knee-first into your unprotected testicles is pretty much the only thing that could make it worse. And it does. Your breath speeds from your lungs, and your stomach climbs up into your throat, looking for an escape from the pain. When the white blindness starts to subside, you can hear the sound of your wife…your best friend in the world…the person who is supposed to love you more than anything…laughing. 

“Good morning to you too,” you whimper out. “Thanks for your support…dearest love.” Hoping the sarcasm has hit its target, you pick up Jason and growl like a bear. As you wrestle him around, he laughs and smiles with his entire face. 

“Squish me, Daddy. Squish me!” Jason yells between bouts of laughter.

You throw him down on top of Emily and jump on them both. “Let’s squish MOMMY.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.” Jason squeals.

“No. No. No.” Emily barks struggling to get away. “Who wants breakfast?”

“Me me me me me me.” Jason kisses his mother and wiggles out from between the two of you. “I’ll go get Jemy.”

“If your brother is still asleep, let him be,” you say as you roll out of the bed. “Want some coffee? I think I know which box the machine is in.” Emily is heading  toward the bathroom and nods while stretching with a big yawn. 

You watch her put her hair up into a ponytail. She’s still beautiful after eleven years together. More so now that time has transformed her from a girl into a woman. The sunlight coming through the window highlights her figure through the thin pajamas. “Hooray for boobies,” you say as you head out the door to the hallway. She’s still laughing as you get to the kitchen. 

Jason and Jeremy are already in the living room playing video games. No fighting yet, but you can tell it’s coming soon. Always does. 




***





The kids finish their cereal in a flash and are back in the living room screeching in high-pitched whines over which alien was cheating. You sip your coffee and glance over to the boxes in the hall. There’s still so much to unpack. Emily grabs the kids’ bowls and brings them over to the sink to rinse them off. 

“So how do you like your new house, beautiful?” she asks, wiping her hands on a dish-towel. Slowly walking around you, she slides her fingers behind your ears and sits down on your lap. 

“Well…the scenery is good.” Pulling the collar of her nightshirt out, you look down inside. Smacking you on the back of the head, she smiles and stands up. “Did you notice that weird thing on the stairs?” You get up and dump the last of your coffee into the sink. “It looks like an old keyhole or something.”

Opening the fridge and putting the bottle of milk back on the bottom shelf, she reaches for a piece of string cheese. “Nope. Why would there be a keyhole on the stairs?”

“Dunno. And the only keys I have are for the front door and the garage.” 

“It’s an enigma wrapped in a mystery,” she says, smiling. “Ooooh, spooky time.” She rubs her hands together. “Maybe there’s a buried treasure. We could pay off the mortgage.”

You laugh half-heartedly, “The phrase is ‘a mystery wrapped in an enigma’.” Looking out the window into the backyard, you see a squirrel running across the top of the fence with something black in its mouth. “Just odd, that’s all.” 

Emily comes up and wraps her arms around you from behind. “Thanks for all your hard work Auden.” Giving a quick squeeze and a kiss on the neck, she whispers, “Let’s finish unpacking so we can get back to our lives.”

You spin around in her arms and give her a long, soft kiss. “I love you.”

“Love you too.” She smiles back.

“Yucky.” Jeremy stands in the kitchen, looking up at you. “You guys are gross.” 

“Oh really?” Emily turns to him, crouching down and reaching her arms out. “What if I kiss you… right…NOW.” Jeremy runs off screaming, and they go chasing around the living room. You smile and turn back to the sink to rinse out your cup. 

Looking back up through the window, you see the squirrel standing on its hind legs, balancing on the fence. Staring straight at you, the thing isn’t moving at all. The nose is perfectly still, not sniffing the air in quick movements like a normal squirrel. It almost looks like a statue. You cock your head a little to the right, out of curiosity, and the squirrel cocks his head at the same time. 

“Can’t be.” You raise your right hand and wave. The squirrel’s hand goes up. You wiggle your fingers. You see the small black claws moving up and down mimicking you again. “What the fuck?” 

“Daddy, you said the F-word again,” Jason tattles, and opens the fridge to look for some juice. 

“I’ll put a quarter in the swear jar later, pal. Come and look at this.” You raise your left hand, and the squirrel mirrors your movement with both hands up and wiggling the fingers on its right paw. 

“Cool.” Jason cheers, “Can we keep it?” 

Just then, the squirrel drops down to the fence and violently launches itself directly at the window. “Holy shit!” Startled, you instinctively put your arm in front of your son and push him back, knocking him into the island in the center of the kitchen. 

“Ow.” He drops his juice box onto the floor. “That hurt Dad.” He rubs the back of his head and picks up the spilled juice. Starting to cry, he sniffs, “I spilled my juice. And you said the SH word too.”

“Did you see that, Jason?” You stand on your toes to look out the window to see what happened to the strange animal. “That squirrel jumped right at us.” You start moving to the sliding door to head out into the backyard. As you reach to unlatch the handle, Jason really starts to cry.

 “Everything ok in there?” Emily calls from the living room, “What’s all the noise about?”

“Just an accident, it’s nothing to worry about.” You grab some paper towels and get down on the floor to wipe up the puddle of juice. “You okay buddy? That squirrel just freaked me out.” You kiss the top of Jason’s head and pull him in for a hug. “I don’t see any blood. You want some ice?”

The boy sniffs, “No. But now you need to put two quarters in the swear jar now. And I need another juice.”

“Okay. You can grab another one.” Wiping up the last of the spill, you throw the damp paper towel into an empty packing box. “As soon as we unpack the swear jar, there will be another fifty cents in there from potty-mouth dad.” You watch Jason grab his juice and run off toward the living room, rubbing the back of his head and adding a little extra teary drama for Mom’s attention. 

You can hear Emily comforting the little actor as you slowly move back to the sliding door. Looking out, you can’t see beneath the window from this angle. You open the door and step out into the yard. About two inches below the flower box, there is a red and brown splatter dripping down the wall to the ground. But where the wall meets the ground, it’s empty. The dead squirrel isn’t there. Instead, a line of blood runs along the grass toward the base of the avocado tree next to the house. 

The roots are large and vein-covered. Not only have they grown deep, but they rise like tentacles reaching up to the sun. A splattered line of blood climbs over the crest of the highest of these limbs and then stops. A rustling sound comes from the other side of the root, hidden from view. Your heart is pounding inside your chest now. You want to see what’s behind the tree, but not without being somewhat prepared first. Not turning away, you back up slowly to the still-unassembled shed supplies. You reach down and pick up the closest thing you can find. The two-by-four is a little unwieldy, but it will have to do for the moment.

Heading back to the tree, you notice little chunks of black, brown, and red launching into the air. The shuffling, scratching sounds get faster and louder as you approach. More of the pieces are flying farther away from the tree now. You lift the two-by-four over your head. You’re about two yards away from the root when it all goes quiet.

Everything is silent. No sound of traffic from the road. No airplanes flying overhead. You don’t even hear the kids a few houses down the street playing basketball on their driveway. You don’t move. In fact, you can’t move. You don’t hear your heartbeat and you’re not breathing. You can see the bark of the tree in perfect detail. Every crack and crevice looks like a grand canyon. The ripened avocadoes that fell from their branches are the deepest black you can imagine. The bumps along their skin are gigantic mountain ranges. You can see the feet of the ants crawling on the leaves, each step they take leaving a crater-like imprint. Their mandibles open and close, trying to lift the heavy seeds and carry them back to their colony.

“What are you doing, honey?” Emily’s voice snaps you out of your reverie and brings you back in a jolt.

“Fuck.” Your heart pounds in your throat. “You scared me.”

“Wow, Mr. Twitchy over here.” She steps out through the door into the yard. “What’s with the weaponry?” she asks, pointing to the two-by-four.

You hold your hand out to stop her. “Stay there for a sec. I need to check on something.” 

As you walk around to the other side of the tree, what you see stops you cold. The squirrel is trying to dig down in the ground between the roots. Normally you would think a squirrel would be climbing up a tree for safety, right? All over the exposed roots and surrounding grass, you see fur and skin. The body is twitching, having finally given up on escape. But the angle at which the head is resting is just not possible. It’s turned all the way around as if it were looking at its tail. The top of its head pressed against the back of the neck, bottom jaw facing up  toward the sky, with its tongue drooping out of the open mouth.

Emily walks up behind you. “Oh my God. What happened?”

You lean on the two-by-four and squat down to get a closer look. “Weirdest thing.” You see the eyes blink quickly three or four times. Then they stop. “I was at the sink and saw this squirrel up on the fence. It…it looked right at me. I know it sounds nuts, but it was mimicking me.” You look up at Emily. “Jason saw it too. Then it just jumped straight at us.” You point to the blood on the side of the house. “It missed the window, and I guess it hit the wall.”

“Ew.” She squints, looking at the trail and back to the tree.

“I’ve never seen anything like it. Looks like it broke its neck.”

“Well, yeah.” Kneeling down next to you, she picks up a fallen twig and gently pokes at the dead squirrel. “But with a broken neck, how did it get all the way over here?”

You look at your wife, “No idea. Keep the kids inside while I clean this up ok? They don’t need to see this.” She nods and walks back inside, sliding the screen door closed, while you grab the garden hose and plug it in. 

You spray off the remains from the wall with the high-pressure nozzle. It cleans off easy enough, but now you have to get rid of the body. Unfortunately, your gloves are still packed somewhere in one of the miasma of boxes that lie around the house. Grabbing a trash bag from the kitchen, you turn it inside out and slide your hand in so you don’t have to touch the thing. 

When you pick it up, it feels much heavier than it looks. There is a foreign density to the lifeless body. The head bobs around loosely, neck completely broken. How did it get all the way over here? And how did it keep moving and digging? You’re unrolling the trash bag back over your hand to cover the body when the eyes blink. You drop it and jump back instinctively. As you stare down at it, the eyes remain open. 

Slowly, impossibly, the head starts to turn. It keeps turning until those tiny black eyes are staring directly at you. Frozen to the spot, you stand there. The eyes continue staring at you. You hear the rustling and scraping sound again. But the squirrel is right in front of you and is surely dead. You force your eyes away from those tiny, round black mirrors to the bottom of the tree, and the sound stops.

You pick up the body again. This time you do it quickly and with both hands inside of the bag. You shove the bag around it and tie it tight, twice. Swiftly you head for the front gate. Fortunately the trash man hasn’t come yet. You open the first can you get to, not caring that it isn’t yours, drop the bag down, and slam the lid shut.

“Hey neighbor.” Your heart skips a beat and you look up, eyes wide in panic. “Whoa. I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Sgt. Gene Harmon.” He reaches out his right hand but backs up a pace at the same time.

You take a beat and catch your breath. “I’m sorry. It’s been a strange morning…” Brushing off your palms on your thighs, you reach back to shake hands. “I’m Auden…Quilton.” You smile. “We’re just moving in.”

Gene gives you a firm shake. “Welcome to the neighborhood.” He seems to relax a little. “I live across the street. Saw your moving truck yesterday, but figured I’d give you a little time to get your stuff together before I came by and introduced myself.” With his graying flat top and more salt than pepper beard, he could pass for a young version of Kris Kringle. “I’m Vice Principal at John Adams Elementary down the street.”

“Really? That’s great.” Your eyes follow his hand, pointing  toward the school. “My kids will be starting there in September.” 

“Well, just let me know if you guys need anything. How many kids do you have?” Gene looks  toward your house and shades his eyes from the sun.

“Two. Jason is going into third grade and Jeremy will be starting first.” You reach to put your hands in your pockets but realize you only have boxers on. “He’s excited to be going to big boy school now. You know how it is.” You head back  toward the gate. “Probably more than me. Don’t mean to be rude, but we’ve got lots to do…and…”

“No problem.” He waves and turns to head back across the street. “No problem at all. Have fun unpacking.”

About halfway up your driveway you turn back and say, “Nice to meet you. Thanks for coming by to say hello.” Gene turns back, smiling, and waves again. Before you close the gate, you realize something. “Hey, Gene.” He stops just short of his front door and turns around again. “Do you guys have any problems with squirrels around here?”

“Not that I’ve ever seen.” Scraggly white eyebrows lift up high on his forehead. “Why?”

You lean on the gate and look down at the trashcan. “No reason. Forget I asked.” You think for a second. “When we finish unpacking, why don’t you come over for a barbeque? How does tomorrow afternoon sound?”

Opening his front door, Gene waves. “Sounds great. I’ll bring my famous heart-attack corn.”






* * *

 






“Who were you talking to Daddy?” Jeremy asks as you come back into the house.

You pick him up and piggyback him on your shoulders. “That was your new Vice Principal, Mr. Harmon. He lives across the street.” You throw Jeremy down onto the ottoman, and he squeals happily. Emily is halfway up the stairs with one hand full of towels and the other carrying a box marked “Boys Bathroom Stuff.”

“Their VP lives across the street? Is that good or bad?” She calls out, not slowing down to hear the answer.

You yell up toward her, “He seemed pretty nice. I think I freaked him out though.” You pick up Jeremy and push him  toward his room to start putting his toys away. “I was throwing out that weird squirrel, and all my tattoos were showing, and, I dunno. I felt all flustered.” You start putting dishes away in the kitchen. “But I invited him over for a barbeque tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? You really think we’ll be ready for company by then?” She sounded a little pissed off at that one. She came down the stairs and turned into the kitchen. “We have so much to do. I just don’t think I’m up for hosting a party.” She grabbed another box for the boys’ rooms and headed back for the stairs.

“Come on, babe. It’s only one person. We have to eat anyway.” You pick up the kids’ plastic cups and put them on the bottom shelf. “Plus, it won’t dirty up the kitchen. I can grill up some hot dogs and patties on the grill. Gene said he would bring corn. You love corn, right?”

“Is it just him?” Her voice comes from Jason’s room. “No family? No kids?”

“Um…”

She comes down the stairs and puts her hands on her hips. “You didn’t ask, did you?” Her hands splay out in obvious frustration. “Oh, Auden. You are so bad with details." Her voice rises in pitch. “Which house does he live in? I need to go ask how many people are coming now. You are such a guy.”

“He lives across the street.” You take the last cup out of the box. “I’ll go. I know which one it is.”
  

-2-

Auden: The Key
 



The street lights are buzzing all the way down the block by the time you make it outside. They should be turning on any minute now. You’ve always hated that sound. As a kid in the summertime it signaled that playtime was over. You could be out anywhere in the neighborhood, doing pretty much anything with anyone. But as soon as that buzz started and the lights came on, every kid around knew that it was time to go home. Mom voices would begin shouting names of children, summoning them away from their whiffle ball or superhero games, calling them home for dinner. Now, in your thirties, the feeling is just as strong. And just as depressing.

Knocking on the door, you notice the antique birdfeeder hanging off the top of the porch. It doesn’t look like too many birds have been getting their grub on here anytime lately. There’s a wicker rocking chair covered in camouflaged pillows to the right of the door in front of the window, and the Christmas lights are still strung up all over the place. Just as you chuckle about the holidays in August, you hear Gene’s voice. “Hello?”

 You clear your throat. “Hi there, Gene. Uh…it’s me… Auden, from across the street?” The locks click, and Gene opens the door wide. Over his shoulder you can see an old TV with rabbit ears covered in tin foil. Every wall is covered with hundreds of military photographs and paintings of airplanes. Tables are littered with gun magazines, and survival guides line the bookshelves. 

“Hey, neighbor. What can I do you for?” He motions for you to come in. “Can I get you a beer or a cream soda? Just went to the store yesterday. I’m fully stocked.”

“No thanks. I appreciate it though.” You smile back and stick your hands in your pockets. “I made the mistake of inviting you over tomorrow without consulting with my wife, and apparently I forgot to ask you some key questions.”

“Hey, if it’s a problem, we can reschedule.” Gene holds up both hands in a gesture of surrender.

“No no no. Emily just wanted to know how many people we should expect. Will you be bringing your family?” You cringe, a little bit uncomfortable with having to ask personal questions after just meeting.

Gene waves his hands. “Naw, man. My ex-wife and I split up forever ago. Don’t have any kids.” He smiles again and leans to look over your shoulder. “It’ll be nice to see the place. No one’s lived there for a while. Actually, not since the Swindons left about seven years ago.” He stopped talking for a second and stared off into space.

“You okay?” you ask, after a moment of uncomfortable silence. “Is there anything wrong?”

“What? No, I’m all right. Might have allowed myself one too many servings of beer and pickles.” He points back to the TV tray in front of the old set playing Wheel of Fortune. “Bachelor pad food, man. There ain’t nothing like it in the world.” 

You laugh courteously and turn back down the driveway to the street. “Good then. We’ll see you tomorrow. Have a nice night.”

Up in the sky you see the red and green flashing lights from the wings of a jetliner way up there somewhere. A few wispy clouds are blocking the moon, but light still comes through. Not much need for the streetlights tonight, but they’re all lit up anyway. 

Reaching the sidewalk, you feel a sudden urge to go check the backyard. Maybe there are some more crazy squirrels around. The kitchen light is on; through the window it illuminates the avocado tree, and a few feet around it as well. It smells like a summer night, with fresh cut grass, barbeques, and down the street someone is smoking a clove cigarette. And of course the ever-present skunk scent of kids toking out, thinking that their parents have no idea what they’re doing. You can wait a little while longer for the teenage years.

Smiling to yourself, you circle around the tree. Looking down, you can just make out the scrapes and scratches made by the poor squirrel as it fought and lost in the end. You kneel down and reach out to touch the tree. Your skin presses against the bark. It feels warm and soft, like the flesh of a lover fresh after sex. At your feet you see a piece of metal just barely exposed in the torn-up dirt between the roots. You reach down and grab it. It’s in the ground too far to pull out easily, so you start digging. It doesn’t take long to free it. It’s too dark to really see what it is, but somehow you already know, don’t you? 

Picking it up and walking  toward the light, you can make out the details. It’s old and covered in flaked brown rust. No one’s made this kind of thing in over a hundred years. It has a flat circle on one end with an engraving that looks like it might have been a wave at some point, but it’s been rubbed down from years of use. There is a round shaft about an inch and a half long. It feels heavier than it looks, probably made of lead. The other end has strange teeth, two rows, angled in like a shark’s. No longer sharp, they look worn down, covered in scratch marks.






* * *

 






Opening your third beer of the night, you grab Emily’s empty glass and pour her another drink. The boys are lying down on the couch watching the same movie they watched this morning. You can pretty much recite it by heart by now, but somehow that makes it easier to tune it into white noise in the background. Emily is in the dining room putting your wedding china in the display case. She looks tired, but you’ve always liked the way her body looks in sweatpants and one of your old t-shirts. 

“Never thought I’d say this,” you say, handing her the drink you just made, “but Iron Maiden never looks this good when I wear that shirt.” 

She wipes her forehead with the back of her hand and takes the glass. “Thanks. I think I’m ready to be done for the night.” She slumps back at the head of the dining room table and leans over the edge of the chair.

“Really?” You sit down next to her. “I was trying to conserve just a tiny bit of energy.” 

Taking a drink from her glass, she folds her arms and lays her head down. “Is there ever a time when you’re not horny?”

You kiss the back of her neck and stand up, stretching. “I’m gonna go check on the boyos. See if they’re finally ready for bed.” Walking toward the living room, you say back over your shoulder, “And nope. I’m a guy. There is never a time when I’m not horny.”

Jason is snoring quietly on the couch, but Jeremy is still wide-eyed and enthralled by the fish talking to the bird talking to the lobster who is singing an off-key song about seaweed. “Hey Jer. Bedtime, kiddo.” You sit on the arm of the couch next to him and run your fingers through his curly hair. 

“No, Daddy.” The little boy tightens the quilt around him and digs deeper into the cushions of the couch. “This is the goodest part. The fishes are gonna not sink from the boat. Remember?” His eyes flick up to you quickly and then dart back to the screen in hopes of not missing anything important.

“Jeremy…you’ve seen this movie like a billion times. And Jason’s already asleep.” You move to stand between the couch and the TV.

“Please please please Daddy?” He starts to wiggle his whole body around and scrunch up his face into a mush of wrinkles. Man, this kid has got you wrapped around his little finger already. You’re going to be in a lot of trouble in a few more years. 

You throw your hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m going to bring your brother to bed, and when I get back, it’s bedtime. No more arguing, okay?”

He smiles up at you not so innocently, having secured his minor victory. “Thanks, Dad.” He turns his attention back to the brightly colored animated animals flickering around the screen. Bending down, you grab up Jason, and his limp body drapes over your shoulder. It’s amazing how big he is already. Seems like ten minutes ago you were still carrying him around everywhere in the backpack. 

Emily sits down next to Jeremy on the couch and turns to watch you carrying your son up the stairs. “Ahh…the rare and miraculous boneless child.” She blows you a kiss and wraps her arm around your youngest. He leans his head into her, and you can see him sigh. There is nothing in the world like a little kid being put to sleep by his Mommy.

As soon as you get the covers pulled up and turn for the door, Jason kicks them off with his feet and curls up into his pillow. Shaking your head, you start down the stairs to finish your beer. About halfway down, you stop. Not even realizing it, your hand has dipped into your pocket and wrapped its fingers around the strange metal key. Funny, you don’t remember putting it in there. It feels warm to the touch. Almost uncomfortably hot, actually. But you don’t let go. You don’t want to. Not sure what to do next, you feel a little dizzy. The room isn’t spinning as much as flattening out, stretching. The ceiling starts to press down while the floor rises to meet it. The stairs slowly level out into a solid stretch of wood growing darker by the second, turning from a light cedar to a dark mahogany to red, blood red. 

You feel pressure in your ears, like you’re going too deep underwater. Your eyes are hot and your vision is doubled. Your nose starts to run. Slowly at first, and then you feel the warm fluid rushing down to your upper lip. It tastes salty and metallic. Like blood. You try to raise your hand to wipe it off, but you can’t let go of the key. You don’t want to let go of the key. You need to hold onto the key. You grip it tighter. The smooth, round shaft feels good against your first three fingers. But the teeth at the end dig into your ring finger and pinky. You can feel it cutting into the skin, starting to push its way into your muscles. It feels good. You feel yourself getting excited despite the pain. You feel an erection growing. You feel it pushing against the fabric of your underwear and into the teeth of your zipper. 

This is new. This is beautiful and terrifying. You’ve never felt anything like this before. You are eleven years old in the back of your parents’ garage looking at dad’s dirty foreign magazines, seeing photos of naked people doing strange and wonderful grownup things for the first time. But the man and the woman in the scene are not posing for the cameraman. They move. Grinding their hips into each other moaning and kissing. You see him moving in and out of her. The woman looks at you from the page and winks. Her hair teased up high and tight with loads of hairspray. Powder-blue eyeshadow running with sweat, and deep streaks of blush accentuating her cheekbones. You feel your blood flowing away from your head and arms. It’s an unfamiliar river flowing faster and stronger. The damn is about to burst. The man and woman on the page start screaming, and you shout out along with them, “The Key!”

“Keep it down, Auden,” Emily whispers as she carries Jeremy past you on the stairs. “I finally got him to go to sleep.” Suddenly you can breathe again. You look around, and the high ceilings are back up where they should be. The stairs are all in place. Sweat drips down the back of your neck, and your heart races. 

Shaking, you lean against the wall. You close your eyes and go to wipe your nose with your left hand. There is nothing there, but you can still taste the blood. Then you feel the pain in your right hand. You pull it free from your pocket and open the clenched fist. The old rusty key is somehow still there, with its teeth stuck deep into your last two fingers. 

You race down  toward the bathroom, nervously glancing back up at the stairs as you turn the corner. Seeing yourself in the mirror, you look pale and shaken. Your eyes are bloodshot, and your nose looks red as if you had a cold. You turn on warm water and stick your hand under the flow to pull the key’s teeth out of your fingers and wash the dirt off. It comes out slow and painfully, but there is no blood. You grab some rubbing alcohol from the medicine cabinet just to be sure. You don’t want to risk an infection because of the dirt and rust. By the time you take the cap off and pour, there are no cuts left to clean. Your fingers have completely healed. 

Resting your weight on the counter, you look down at the water running in the sink. Not quite certain of what just happened, you splash some water on your face and look into your eyes. You try to find some explanation for it. It was so real. It couldn’t have been a hallucination, could it? You haven’t smoked any weed today. You’ve only had two and a half beers. Can’t be a flashback because you never did acid with the gang in college. You haven’t had mushrooms in fifteen years. The pot you and Emily had last week wasn’t that strong. More like ragweed made of stems and seeds anyway. 

You hear the upstairs hall light switch flick and Emily come down the stairs. “Where’d you go, babe?” she asks from the living room.

After a beat to compose yourself, you say, “Just be a minute. I’m in the bathroom.” You dry off on the towel, check yourself out in the mirror one last time, take a deep breath, and head out to your wife. She’s sitting on the couch with the remote, flipping through the cable guide. 

“What happened to you? We just got finished potty training Jeremy. Now I’ve got to worry about you?” She says as she looks down at a spreading wetness on the crotch of your pants.

“Oh shit.” Turning around to head up to your room and change. “I’ll be right back.”

As you run up the stairs the sneaking feeling that there are hands reaching out to grab you from behind creeps up your spine. You run faster. Haven’t felt that way since you were a kid when you thought monsters were real. 

You close the bedroom door and take your pants off and throw them into the hamper. Your boxer shorts are stuck to your skin and you see something all over the inside of your jeans. You peel your shorts off and it’s all over your lower stomach, thighs and penis. You switch your focus from looking down at yourself to your reflection in the full-length mirror next to the closet. You can’t understand it. But you can see it, so it must be real. You reach down to put your finger into the thick, sticky substance. It holds onto your hand, not letting you pull away to take a closer look. It’s so cold. Your fingers lose their ability to bend. Twisting your arm, it finally comes away, pulling a long black strand behind. You lean forward to take a closer look, and that’s when you hear Emily scream.
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You are in the warm tub while Emily sits on the edge, cleaning you off with a wet washcloth. The water is murky brown mixed with swirls of red spinning around as she gently wipes you down. You lay your head back and close your eyes, finally able to slow your breathing down. Emily stops, and you look at her with her head down, shaking from side to side.

“I don’t understand.” She drops the washcloth into the tub. “What the hell was that?”

Your hands touch on the edge of the tub. “I don’t know, Em. But I’ll go see a doctor first thing tomorrow, okay?” 

She takes your hand and kisses the palm. “Why were you yelling about a key?”

“What?” 

“When I was carrying Jeremy up the stairs, I thought I heard you yell something about a key.” Emily leans back and looks down at her hands. “You kinda freaked me out.”

“Me too.” You sit up in the tub, ashamed that you’ve scared your wife, but just as confused as she is. 

“And what was that stuff all over you?” She looks back into your eyes. “Did you come in your pants?” With a disgusted look on her face, she stands up to get you a towel. “I mean, I’m as kinky as the next gal, but that’s just gross, honey.”

“I don’t know what happened.” You stand up and wrap the towel around your waist. “I don’t think so. Plus, there was something else. Like dirt…or mud.” Glancing at the mirror, you can sort of make out your reflection through the steam. Then quietly you say, “And all that blood.”

Emily whispers and looks down at her feet. “Yeah.”

After a few quiet uncomfortable seconds, she wraps her arms around you and squeezes, maybe more tightly than she ever has. “It must be the stress and the exertion from the move.”

“Yeah.” You sound unconvinced. “That must be it.”






* * *

 






Sitting in the exam room at St. Michael’s Hospital, you wait for the ER doctor to finally get back to you with the test results. You flip channels on the little black-and-white television, not finding anything that can take your mind off what happened last night. The stairs, the squirrel and the key...you haven’t thought about your dad’s old dirty magazines in years. 

The curtain slides open and the doctor comes back in, looking down at your chart. “Mr. Quilton.” He scratches his barely visible beard he’s been trying to grow so he doesn’t look like a twelve year old. You want to tell him it isn’t helping, but you’d rather get the results of your tests so you can go home. “Everything seems to check out okay.” He looks up from the chart, and you breathe just a little more relaxed.

“I sense a “but” coming up here…” 

“No…no. Your urine is clean, and the x-rays all look just fine.” He sits down on the stool next to the bed, fiddling with his stethoscope. “We could run a kidney-function test, and I can refer you to an urologist, if you’d like, for a more thorough exam than I can give you here. But I really don’t think you’ll find anything out of the ordinary.” He rests the chart on his lap. “You seem perfectly healthy from what I can see.”

“Seeing a specialist will make my insurance company throw a hissy fit. No thanks.” You stand up and reach for your pants, folded on the chair next to you. “I think I’ll go home and hold down the couch for a little while.” You reach out to shake his hand. “Thanks a lot, Dr. Matheson. I appreciate your time.”

Shaking your hand, he stands up from the stool. “Just to be safe, Mr. Quilton, no heavy lifting for a week. And try not to overexert yourself.” He walks out of the stall and grabs a chart for his next patient. “Enjoy the rest of the weekend. And welcome to the neighborhood.”






* * *

 






You pull the old truck into the drive next to Emily’s new SUV and turn the engine off. The boys are running around the backyard, shouting. With both hands on the wheel, you lean your head back and close your eyes, just breathing for a minute. The windows are rolled down a bit to air out the car. The breeze feels nice on your head. It grows quiet, and you can tell the boys went back inside the house. Trees are swaying, with creaking limbs and rustling leaves.

You move your eyes in circles, watching the remnants of the bright sunlight dance around the inside of your eyelids. The wind picks up, cooling the sweat on the back of your neck. The shape of the sunlight starts to change. It starts to move. The woman from the magazine is moaning. You feel your fingers gripping the steering wheel. The man is not there with you this time. There is someone else. You know him from somewhere. She moans louder, only this time it is not a moan of passion. She is in pain. The man is laughing as blood pours out of her nose. The man looks directly at you, and his mouth moves with no sound, shaping two words. You read his lips, glad to be unable to hear his voice.

“The key.”

There is a loud knocking on the window and you jump up, hitting your head on the roof of the truck.

“Hey neighbor.” Gene is smiling down at you. “I just can’t stop sneaking up on, you can I?”

You look at your hands and pry your fingers from the hot steering wheel, knuckles still white with strain. Shaking the cobwebs from your head, you unlatch your seatbelt and try to open the door. It’s still locked. You fumble with the mechanism and finally get it open.

“Uh…Hi Gene. What’s up?” You climb out of the truck and notice he is holding a tray full of corn wrapped in foil.

Looking a bit concerned, Gene asks, “Are you alright? You don’t look so good.” He rests the tray of corn on the roof of the truck and puts his hand on your shoulder.

“I’m okay.” Your smile is a bit shaky as you nod your head. “Just been having a rough time with the move is all. I think I forgot about our barbeque though. Sorry, man. I’m usually not this flaky or creepy. Really.”

“No worries at all.” He grabs up the corn with one hand and takes your arm with the other. “Let’s get you inside. I’m sure you’ll feel better in some air conditioning. Here, let me help.”

You reach in your pocket to get your keys, but it won’t fit in the lock. Puzzled, you take a glance down and see that it’s not the house key in your hand.

“I don’t think that’s going to open the door, Auden.” Gene says. “That looks more like a key to a sunken treasure than this place.” His eyes widen as his tongue quickly darts across his lips.

“Huh. Yeah. I must have grabbed the wrong one.” Reaching back in your pocket, you find the house keys and open the door. 

Jason and Jeremy stand up on the couch, looking over, and yell in unison, “Daddy!”

“Are you Santa?” Jeremy asks.

“No.” Gene laughs gently. “I’m Gene Harmon. I live across the street. And I think I found something that belongs to you.” He bends down to look eye-to-eye with the little boy. “You’re probably going to need this, since you’re going to big boy school in a few weeks.” He puts the corn tray down, reaches into his shirt pocket and pulls out a Spongebob eraser.

“Wow.” Jeremy greedily grabs the eraser. “Cool!”

“What do you say when someone gives you a present?” Emily scolds as she walks out of the kitchen drying her hands on a towel. “You know better than that, young man.”

“Thank you for the ‘raser.” Jeremy sits down on the couch, not taking his eyes off of his new prize, turning it around and around in his hands.

Emily smiles and looks up from the boys. “Hi, I’m Emily. You must be Mr. Harmon.” She reaches out a hand.

“Please, call me Gene.” He takes her hand and kisses it. “I present a few humble corn cobs, ready for grilling, ma’am. It’s my own recipe.” 

Curtseying, Emily laughs. “Wow, a real gentleman.” She turns to you and winks. “Hey boys, you need to take some lessons from this one.” She takes the tray and heads back to the kitchen. “It’s nice to meet you, Gene. Can I get you something to drink? How about you, honey?”

She stops at the corner of the room and finally looks at you. Gene grabs your arm as you sway, your hand locked in your pocket around the key, arm stiff as a board. Emily runs back to you and put her hands on your waist.

“Auden? What did the doctor say?” Her face shows real concern. “What’s going on?”

“Maybe we should sit him down.” 

“Daddy? Are you sick?” Jeremy pulls the hand out of your pocket and protectively rubs your arm.

“Daddy’s just a little tired, guys.” Emily sits down on the coffee table in front of you. “Jason, why don’t you take your brother upstairs and show him your new Star Wars sticker book?” It’s more of an order than a suggestion, and Jason knows it.

Deciding not to risk getting into any trouble, he gives in quickly. “Come on, Jemy. Let’s go play.” He looks quickly at you, and then they both bound upstairs to Jason’s room.

Leaning back into the couch, you push out a deep lungful of air. It feels like you’ve been suffocating. You’re queasy. It’s difficult to focus your eyes on anything, but sitting down seems to slow the spinning. You open your eyes and see Emily and Gene both looking worried.

“I’m ok. The doctor thinks it’s just too much exertion from the move.” You rub your hands on the legs of your pants to get the feeling back into your fingers. “He said I should lay low for the next couple of days.”

“Did he prescribe anything? Do you need more fluids? Did you tell him about the…” She catches herself and glances over at Gene.

He picks up on the hint and stands up. “Maybe we should do the barbeque another time.” Looking down at you and smiling yet again, he says, “I didn’t realize you weren’t feeling well. I’ll just head on home.” He nods his head a few times. “It was nice meeting you, Emily. And if you need anything, please don’t hesitate to let me know.” He points over his shoulder. “I’m right over there. Actually if you’d like, I can give you my number, just in case.” 

“That would be great.” Emily heads toward the chalkboard on the wall next to the phone. Underneath Jeremy’s drawing of a motorcycle, she writes down Gene’s information with a piece of green chalk. “Thank you so much for understanding.” Walking toward the door, she places her hand on Gene’s arm. “As soon as Auden’s feeling better, we would love to have you come back again. You’re welcome anytime.”

“Feel better, my friend.” Gene waves as he opens the door. Emily gives him a quick kiss on the cheek, and he winks at her. “He’ll be fine. I’m right over there if you need me.”

With a whispered thank you, she closes the door and leans back into it. Sighing heavily, she covers her face in her hands for a few seconds, looks up, and rolls her eyes as if to say, “What next?” She doesn’t know it, but you can see everything she’s doing in the mirror above the fireplace.

“Ok mister. What the fuck?” Sitting down on the couch next to you, she puts her hand on your thigh. “Did you tell the doctor about everything that happened?”

“Of course I did. I told him about the squirrel, I told him about the dizziness and the stuff and the bath and the yadayadayada.” You wave your hands in circles in the air, which is a move that definitely does not please Emily.

 “This isn’t a fucking joke, Auden. That was scary last night.” She walks around the table and looks back down at you sternly. “It wasn’t a normal yadayadayada kind of thing. You can’t just brush it off like nothing happened.”

“I know that.” You push yourself up on the couch and hold your head in your hands. “I’m not brushing it off. I told him everything that happened. They ran a bunch of tests, and the doctor said they all came back normal.” You can hear the kids wrestling in Jason’s room. “For anything more, I need to see a specialist, and you know insurance won’t cover that right now. He didn’t think a specialist would find anything different anyway.”

Emily leans down with her hands on her knees, blowing the air out of her lungs. “I need you to not get sick right now. The kids start their new school in a few weeks. You have the new McCarthy show starting on Monday, and I have to finish studying for the bar exam next month.” She looks up, clearly starting to panic. 

“It’s only stress from the move. I promise.” You reach out and touch her leg. “The doctor told me to rest for a little while, and that’s what I’m going to do. Most of the unpacking is done, and the shed can wait for another time.” Leaning back in the couch, you give her a crooked smile, “You’ll just have to pamper me for a few days. Doctor’s orders, right?”






* * *

 






You open your eyes. It’s darker. It must be getting close to dinner time. You stretch your arms up over our head and groan at the creaks and cracks coming from your sore muscles. On the chalkboard next to the phone is Emily’s neat handwriting:




Took the kids to the mall.

Be back later with dinner.

REST...

Love, E. J. & J.




In the bathroom you splash some water on your face and use a little bit of mouthwash. On the TV, a couple of hippie scientists are trying to see if everything MacGyver did could really happen. You rummage through the fridge and can’t find anything that looks satisfying for the moment, so you take a quick swig directly from the bottle of milk. Don’t need enough to waste dirtying a cup right now. 

You head back toward the couch and stop at the bottom of the stairs. You don’t want to look, but something is turning you toward that keyhole. You blink your eyes a few times, and suddenly you’re standing on the steps with the key in your hand moving it  toward the lock. The key doesn’t feel heavy anymore. You can barely feel its weight at all. As you get closer to the lock, you can hear the moans again. That woman from the magazine is moaning as if she’s begging you to put it in. Your eyes glaze over, and the stair weaves back and forth. You fight to hold your arm back. It’s wrong. It just feels wrong. But the moans pull you. It is irresistible. The key slides in silently, a knife digging into flesh. You turn the key, but there is no click. It spins around and around in endless rotations. The more you turn, the louder she moans. The louder she moans, the more you turn. The man stares at you, mouthing silent words. You turn the key you turn the key you turn the key.

You…turn…the key. 

* * *

 






Jason jumps onto the couch, waking you with a start. Your breathing is fast and heavy, and you’re covered in sweat. Jeremy comes in the room and plops down on the floor right in front of the television. Emily is on the phone in the kitchen, talking to her sister. You try to stand up. Still in a fog, you look over at the stairs. The dream felt so real. 

You walk to the kitchen to get a glass of water. Emily waves and blows you a kiss. “No. He’s okay. The doctor thinks he’s just stressed out. Uh-huh. He’ll rest for a few days, and then I’ll put him back to work.” She sticks her tongue out at you and smiles while you fill a Superman glass from the tap. You lean into the counter and swallow. 

You try to piece it all together. The strange woman with the ‘80s Aqua Net hair and makeup and the moaning. How did you get back to the couch? It had to have been a dream. Your head is so messed up right now. Maybe the doctor was right. Just relax for a few days and you’ll feel better. You kiss your wife on the cheek and head back to the couch with the kids. 

You sit down and give Jason a high five. “What are we watching, kiddo?”

“I dunno. Some show about shark attacks or something. It’s cool because all the blood ‘n stuff.” He bounces in his seat and settles in for the next attack. “Check this one out, Dad. It’s gonna be so awesome.”

A giant great white shark leaps high into the air to catch a seal and then splashes down to enjoy its lunch. They show the gruesome spectacle in super-slow motion another ten times, just in case you missed the teeth sinking into the seal’s flesh the first nine close-ups. Jason cheers, and Jeremy pretends to hide his face. Emily rolls her eyes at the boys and heads back into the kitchen. With your arm up on the back of the couch, you feel relaxed. Emily and the kids seem happy here. You look around the beautiful new home, taking it all in like a breath of fresh air. 

You see it there. It shouldn’t be there. It can’t be there.

You stand up and head to the bottom of the stairs, examining each one carefully. Something’s just not right. Resting on the seventh step, you can see the key. Slowly, you climb up  toward it. The key is laid out in the center of the step, but the lock is no longer there. You reach down to pick it up, but your fingers go right through it. You try with your other hand. It’s like a shadow of the key, but with all the detail of the real thing. You can see the rust and the worn-down metal of the teeth. You can see the wave pattern rolling across the rounded back end.

Emily comes up behind you and stops. “What are you doing?”

“Do you see this?” You point at the key, looking back at her.

She looks down at your hand. “See what? It’s a stair.”

Frustrated, you raise your voice a little. “The key. It’s right there.” You try to grab it again, but your hand keeps passing right through it. 

“Ok, Auden. The doctor said you need rest.” She reaches out to help you stand up. “Why don’t you come back downstairs and we’ll have some dinner. Then you can take a nice long shower and I’ll rub your neck.” 

You look back at the stair and slowly stand up. “Yeah… yeah, that sounds good.” 

When you get down to the living room, Jeremy is still watching the sharks, and Emily is setting the table for dinner. Jason is standing on the couch staring right at you. Expressionless, he nods his head. Then he turns to the stairs, and quietly, you can hear him say, “Seven, Daddy. Seven.” He turns back to the television and sits down.






* * *

 






You finish singing to Jeremy. He was already asleep, but you enjoy singing to him anyway. There are only a few more years left when he’ll want you to. Making sure the fan is on for white noise, you leave the door open a sliver and head to Jason’s room.

He already has his pajamas on, but he is still putting his toys and books away. “Hey Daddy.” He picks up his favorite storybook, 1,001 Fairy Tales, and places it carefully on the left end of the top shelf. Unlike his messy little brother, Jason’s always been picky about where he puts his things. 

“Ready for bed, Jas?” Leaning against the doorframe, you watch him go through his routine. 

“I am now.” He puts the last Hot Wheel in its case and climbs into his racecar bed.

“Do you want a song or a story tonight?”

“I don’t want either one right now. I just want you to feel better.” At that, your heart melts. You sit down on the bed next to him and kiss his forehead. 

“You know, you’ve got a really good heart, buddy.” Holding your hand up, he gives you five, and then rolls over on his side and closes his eyes. “Don’t worry, Jason. I’m going to be just fine.”

Switching the light off, you stop in the doorway. “Hey Jason?”

Without rolling over he answers, “Yeah?”

“Why did you say ‘seven’ to me before? Do you remember saying that?”

He pulls the covers up over his head. After a few seconds you can hear him say, just above a whisper, “I don’t want to talk about it, Daddy. Goodnight night.”

Suddenly you feel bad for upsetting him. “Sorry, pal. I love you so much. Sleep good okay?” You close the door almost all the way and head down the hall.






* * *

 






You toss and turn for what seems like forever. Finally, all the noise and static in your head quiets down, and you fade into sleep. Everything is black. No sound, sight or scent. Floating. Full, complete nothing… a pregnant emptiness. The deepest relaxation ever. You know you are flying, but there is no wind or sense of gravity’s pull to let you know direction. Not up or down. Not front or back. Slowly and gently, there are brief caresses. First, one brushes across your cheek. Another one moves softly along the nape of your neck. Your palms feel as if they are being kissed. A wetness slides across the backs of your knees. Hours later, you feel a pressure right between your eyes. Sharp and unfriendly. Pushing harder, you struggle against the pressure holding you down. Skin cracks, and the lock breaks open between your eyes. You realize now that what crushes into your head is the key. It stabs in like a drill bit, not spinning. It doesn’t stop. It will not stop. You scream and struggle, but nothing moves when you tell it to. Your body is not responding to your commands. Trapped, a prisoner to the pain. There is nothing you can do but endure. The key rams further in, all the way to the wave-engraved hilt, and stops. It turns counterclockwise, spinning around slowly. One revolution… two revolutions… three revolutions… you feel your brain being twisted and mulched…four revolutions…you can’t scream anymore, the agony is so sharp…five revolutions… everything goes dark…six revolutions…you try to think of your family…

“Seven, Daddy, seven.” Jason’s voice jolts you awake. You leap out of bed, fighting to slow your heart and catch your breath. The sheets and your nightclothes are completely soaked with sweat. “Seven, Daddy, seven.” Jason’s voice sounds far away. He stands in the doorway, holding his hand out in the dark.

“Jason? Hey buddy, are you ok?” You shake your head to get out of the dream and start walking to your son. The clock on the night table reads 12:07.

“Seven, Daddy, seven.” Still reaching out in the darkness, he begins to back up into the hallway. 

Emily stirs and sits up, “Auden? What’s going on?”

You keep walking  toward Jason as he backs further away. “I don’t know. Jason’s sleepwalking, I think.”

“Seven, Daddy, seven.” Arm stretched out to nothing, he moves strangely backward, floating. The image of the boy blurs in the light shining up from the bottom of the stairs. 

“Hey Jason.” You clap your hands. “Wake up, pal.” Following him down the hallway, you notice he is getting closer to the stairs.

“What did he say?” Emily follows you into the hall.

“I think he’s saying ‘seven.’”

“What?”

“I have no idea. But he won’t wake up.”

“Seven, Daddy, seven.” Jason turns just before the stairs and begins backing into his room. Your heartbeat slows down a little in relief. 

“At least he won’t fall down the stairs,” you say, as Emily runs past you into Jason’s room.

“Jason.” She grabs his arms and shakes him hard. “Wake up, honey.”

“Seven, Daddy, seven.” His eyes stare blankly, with black, unfocused pupils completely dilated.

Jason sits down on his bed with his eyes stretched open. Stiff as a board, he lies back and pulls the covers up to his chin. Emily stands above him crying. Putting your arms around her from behind, you can feel her shaking. You can’t blame her. You’re scared out of your shit too. You don’t even bother trying to comfort her. 

“I’m going to throw up.” Emily pulls away and runs to the bathroom.

You head down the hall to help her and glance back at Jason. His head snaps hard to the right, and he stares directly into your eyes. 

“Seven, Daddy, seven. SEVEN DADDY SEVEN.SEVEN SEVEN SEVNSEVENSEVENSEVENSEVEN…”

You launch yourself at him, cradling him in your arms. “Jason. Wake up please. I’m right here.” You rock him back and forth. He feels cold. A stone.

“SEVENSEVENSEVENSEVENSEVENSEVEN…”

You don’t want to. The very idea of doing it brings a stabbing pain to your stomach. Your hand reaches out, swings through the air, and slaps him hard across the cheek. Immediate silence. Jason looks at you, stunned. He starts to sob, tears pouring down his face.

“Why did you hit me, Daddy?” He pushes you and recoils into the headboard. “Why did you hit me?”

Emily runs in the doorway and jumps over you to get to her child. “Shhhh, baby.” She reaches back to you with one hand and grabs your wrist. “You were having a really bad nightmare and Daddy was trying to help you.” She puts her hands on his face and looks right into his eyes. “Daddy and Mommy would never hurt you. You know that, right?”

“But he hit me in the face. I was asleep and he hit me in the face.” Bursting into uncontrollable sobs, Jason buries his face into his mother’s embrace. Feeling fear and shame beyond words, you get up from the bed. Rubbing your hands on the top of your head, you pace around the room.

“Fuck!” You slam your hand down on the top of the bookshelf, knocking the soccer-ball lamp and all of the books on the top shelf to the floor. “Just great.” You kneel down and start picking up the mess.

Jason’s words are muffled by Emily’s arms. “That’s another quarter for the swear jar, Daddy.” First a moment of silence, and then the three of you start laughing. It starts quietly, and Jason looks from you to Emily and back again. When it lets loose, it’s breath-stealing, foot-stomping, rolling-around-on-the-bed, tension-relieving hysterics.

You sit on the floor as tears roll from your eyes. Eventually you catch enough breath to say, “How about a dollar for this one, big guy?” Which just starts Jason and Emily laughing all over again. You stand up and resume putting the books back on the shelf. You leave 1,001 Fairy Tales for last, just like Jason would. 

When you finally put it on the shelf, it doesn’t hit the back and stop. It keeps going into the wall. Through the wall like it wasn’t there anymore. You pull the book back out and grab the soccer-ball lamp. Aiming it down closer, you try to take a better look. You see a dark crack where the back of the bookshelf should be. You turn to make sure Emily and Jason aren’t watching, and slowly reach your hand into the darkness. It feels moist and scratches your fingers like brittle branches on a dead tree after a cold snow thaw. It opens slightly, welcoming you inside. You feel it pulling you in deeper. Confused and frightened, you’re screaming inside to stop and back away. Roaring to pull your hand back from the dark. Still, your hand slides deeper into the black. Farther than it should be able to. Your shoulder is pressed against the spines of the children’s books lining the top shelf. How can your hand still be moving further in? The branches dig deeper into your skin. Warm blood begins to flow down your forearm. Your panic finally takes hold, and you are about to retract your hand when you feel it. 

It’s cold and soft. It must be old, very old. You can feel the dust and something squishy like mold. You move your fingers a little to the side to get a good hold. There are no more brittle branches stabbing and scratching. You pull what looks like an ancient, dust-covered book off the shelf, as if it were resting there next to Goodnight Moon the entire time. The blackened cover was probably expensive leather at one time. The faded string is still tied around the book, keeping secrets locked inside. If you were to pull the knot out, the entire thing would disintegrate. You reach down for 1,001 Fairy Tales to put it back on the shelf, but it’s not on the floor. You look around for it and it’s already tucked away on the shelf, exactly where Jason likes it.
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Auden: Not Safe
 

Jason is finally asleep. Emily sits with him on the bed, head in her lap, stroking his hair. You sit cross-legged on the floor next to the toy box, turning the old book around in your hands over and over. Afraid to open it, you run your index finger along the spine. The cracked and dry leather reminds you of Gram Aida’s skin when she was in the hospital. Emily looks at you to check in, and you nod that you’re ok. Keeping the book down in the dark, you move toward the door, motioning like you are drinking a glass of water. She nods and whispers, “Leave the light on, ok? I’m going to stay here.”

You blow a kiss and touch Jason’s shoulder, gently closing your eyes for a brief second. Emily grabs your fingers, squeezes gently, and goes back to soothing the boy’s head. Raising your hand, you show her the sign language for “I love you”, and she smiles. The pained look on both of their faces infuses every cell in your body with shame. 

Flicking the switch in the bathroom illuminates it with fluorescent light. You have to squint for a moment to let your eyes adjust. You put the book down on the shelf, and sit down on the toilet without lifting the lid. Everything plays back in your head. The vacant stare in Jason’s eyes, the hollow sound of his voice repeating, “Why did you hit me, Daddy?” You lose it. The sobs come, and your chest fights against the truckload of bricks being slammed into your stomach again and again. Your eyelids squeeze tight against the light, but somehow the tears make their way through and pour down your face. Mucous flows out of your nose and drips to your chest. Your legs quiver as your feet pound up and down on the floor uncontrollably, hands clenched in fists so tight your fingers might punch right through your palms. 

After what seems like an eternity, you finally catch your breath and regain a semblance of control. You open your eyes and lean against the shower door to your left. Hearing the shuffling of feet, you see Jeremy standing in the doorway.

“I have to pee,” he says groggily.

You wave him over and stand, lifting the lid for him. He drops his pajama pants all the way to the floor, and you have to move him a little closer to the toilet so he won’t miss the target. He weaves back and forth a little bit with his eyes still half-closed. He finishes and starts to walk away. After a step or two, he realizes his pants are still down around his ankles.

“Daddy…can you fix my pants?” He holds his arms straight up, and you kneel down to pull them up for him. “Thanks Daddy.”

“You’re welcome Jer. Do you want me to tuck you in again?” He shuffles out.

“No Daddy. I’m big now. I can go night by myself.” He leans against the wall until he gets to his door. “Goodnight night Daddy.”

“Goodnight night buddy. Sweet dreams.”

Your eyes are red, and you are covered in the remnants of crying. After a little warm water and soap, you almost feel clean. Putting the towel back on the rack, your hand reaches down for the book. Not quite sure what to do with it, you head down to the kitchen and sit down at the table with a bottle of beer. A cigarette would be so good right now, but you and Emily both quit after Gram Aida died. 

You realize what this thing feels like. Running your finger over the cover, it’s like old cancer skin. You want to pull your hand back, but you leave it there for a moment, stretching your fingers out and pressing your palm down completely. You hold your breath and lean your ear down a little bit closer. You could swear it almost feels like it’s breathing. 

No. You sit back and push the book a few inches away from you, across the table. The old rotting string wrapped around the cover is dark red. So dark it’s almost black. The knot looks like an impenetrable tangled mass. Something a drunken sailor would tie when he wanted to keep a secret safe. Or a child would tie to keep the boogeyman out. Or lock him in. 

You lift your bottle to take a sip of beer, but the cap is still on. Pushing your chair back, you grab the magnetic bottle and can opener Emily sticks on the refrigerator door. Popping open the beer, you toss the cap  toward the trashcan. You miss by a few inches but shrug your shoulders, telling yourself you’ll pick it up in a few minutes. 

The cold beer washes down your throat, and you feel like you’ve been parched for a month. Your entire body relaxes and your muscles unclench as the refreshing alcohol enters your system. After a few swallows, you put the bottle down on the table and open your eyes. You look out the window and see the black shapes of what must be trees gently swaying in the night air. It’s dark, but the streetlights around the neighborhood glow enough to give you a black-and-white view of most of the yard. You can see outlines of trees and bushes. Black painted cardboard standees floating in the blackness. 

Then you stop. You hear it, the shuffling and scratching sound. The same sound the squirrel was making behind the tree. You don’t see anything moving, but you know you can hear it. At the kitchen door, you grab the latch and flick it up to unlock it. The scratching is louder and closer now. There must be another one of those squirrels out there. You open the door and switch on the outside light.

As soon as your foot touches the concrete of the patio, the scratching stops. Now there is nothing but the sounds of traffic flowing by and your neighbor’s stereo playing an old Peter Gabriel record. “At least they have good taste in music,” you think. Shaking your head, you go back inside and close the door. You’re just freaking out from the last few days. You pick up the bottle and go to the living room. There’s nothing good on the box, even with all these channels, so you leave it on the Late Late Show and watch some plastic-surgery-ridden 59-year-old actress try to look like she’s still 23 and tell jokes that are desperately unfunny. 

Beer finished, you start thinking about having one more before going up to check on Emily and Jason. You close the fridge and open the beer. This time, you make the shot in the trash. “Yes!” You pump your arm like Michael Jordan. You pick up the bottle cap from earlier and drop it in the bin. When you walk past the table, you have to stop. Everything freezes and you almost drop your beer. Catching yourself on the back of the chair, you see it. The string is untied, lying in swirls on the table, casually splayed next to the book. 

It is an invitation. The book wants to be read. Read by you. Everything inside of you is telling you to get away. But you can’t move. Your breath comes in shudders. Your body is exhausted from being pushed so hard emotionally over the past few days. You don’t think you can fight it. 

You drop your bottle and scream “No!” as you flip the table over, knocking everything to the floor. You pick up a chair and send it flying across the room, breaking flowerpots and crashing through the window. You grab the refrigerator and, using more strength than you knew you had, rip off the door and send it crashing into the hallway. You are a hurricane. You are wild, unrestrained madness. You are a whirlwind destroying everything that you touch.

You are sitting at the table, calmly and slowly opening the cover of the book. You freeze. “What the fuck just happened?” you say to the room. When no one answers back, you actually feel relieved. The flowerpots are neatly lined up under the unbroken window. The table and chairs are all centered in the room, with the placemats and fruit bowl peacefully laid out in place. The refrigerator door is closed, and you can hear the motor of the ice machine cycling hypnotically. 

Your chest tightens, and you shove the book away from you again. As it slides across the table, it hangs onto the far edge for the briefest of seconds, and then gravity takes over and draws it down the floor. You sit still for a moment. The decision is made. Just throw the damn thing away and be done with it. You walk to the other side of the table and kneel down to pick it up. You can see something sticking out from under the front cover. It’s just a half an inch or so, but enough that you can tell it was stuffed into the book hoping to be found. You pull a little on the corner, and it does not appear to be yellowed and old like the other pages in the book. Someone put this in here relatively recently.

Gingerly, you slide the page out and let it fall. Kneeling there on the kitchen floor, sweat building up on the back of your neck, you can’t wrap your head around it. None of this makes sense. Your hands tremble, and you rub them up and down on your thighs to try to get the feeling back in your fingers. 

Should you pick it up? Do you really want to know what it is? You have the sickening feeling that you know whatever is on that paper is going to make you wish you hadn’t. But you see your hand reaching down and taking up the corner. It’s almost like you are watching yourself from another room in another house, like a voyeur peeping in through a window.

You sit back down in your chair and look at the folded piece of paper right in front of you. Your stomach hurts with a dull pain right underneath your ribcage. You hear a high-pitched ringing in your ears. There is definitely something else in the ringing. It sounds like words. Barely there, but you can hear them speaking. “You turn the key.”

You open up the page slowly, closing your eyes to protect yourself from seeing what’s really there. The paper tries to lift up at the crease on the table, and you smooth it out so it stays unfolded. You almost laugh. It’s written in red. Much too smooth to be a crayon. The letters are thick and smudged, like they were finger-painted. It’s very sloppy and hard to make out. Some of the letters were written backward. So many misspellings that whoever wrote this was probably about the same age as Jason. You take a big swig from your beer and read…




 [image: image]




You see stars and feel queasy, before it dawns on you that you stopped breathing. The kitchen spins, so you grab the edge of the table to stop from falling out of the chair. Each time your eyes look up to where the letter is resting on the placemat, they quickly dart away into space. A vain attempt to focus on anything but the child’s dust-covered warning. 

You stand to grab another beer out of the fridge, if for no other reason than to face away from the table. With head tilted back, it doesn’t take long to finish it. So you pull another one out and open it up, thinking to yourself, “If I ever needed any liquid courage…” 

Not sure if your head is spinning from the alcohol or everything else that has happened tonight, you can hear a child’s voice. “He come back.” Who will come back? What is he sorry for? “No read book.” There’s no date on the page, but the paper doesn’t look new. It’s certainly not as old as the book seems to be. 

Before you realize it, you’re down under the table, picking up the leathery volume. Weighing it in your hands, you still think you can feel it pulsing. You don’t want to throw it away anymore. You fold the note along the existing crease and place it inside the cover of the book without opening it. Walking over to the living room, you place the book on the shelf in between copies of The 2009 Songwriters Marketplace and Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.

Walking upstairs to get some sleep, you hear the child’s quiet voice in the back of your head that shudders your spine again.

“Not safe.”
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Auden: Paper Cuts
 



Sunlight whispers through the sheer white curtains that Emily put up on your first night in the house. The window is open, and you can feel the soft breeze build up from the rising Santa Ana winds over the hill. No alarm clock buzzing with the annoying voices of local-DJ morning shows to wake you. No flying-seven-year-old-ninja knee to the groin to disturb you from your rest. Turning your head to the right, you see Emily’s empty pillow. Her side of the bed still untouched. And it all comes back to you.

Sitting up, you call her name. Not shouting yet, but not quietly either. No answer. Throw the covers off and get on your feet. The hardwood floor is cold and feels a little damp. You call her name again, louder this time, with a touch of panic in your voice. No answer. Your bedroom door is open, so she should be able to hear you. The kids’ rooms are only a few yards away. Moving faster now, you head into the hallway, calling out yet again. Silence answers you. Your heart picks up its pace, and a cold line of sweat makes a trail down the center of your back.

Jeremy’s door is open. The Spider Man poster is leaning crooked to the left on the far wall. Pajama shirt almost made it into the hamper, while one leg of the pants fell in, the other draping over the side. Closet door is open, and you can see he didn’t unpack his shoes like he promised. They are still inside the box, shoved into the bottom underneath his clothes. Bed is actually made. 

“Hey!” Now at full volume, your voice cracks like a teenager’s. “Where are you guys?” 

You see that Jason’s door is closed, and real panic sets in. Racing to the door as fast as you can, you come to a stop as the floor splits into pieces. Thin slices come apart, opening before you like pages of a book. The need to find your family overpowering the impossible sight in front of you, you run over the edges of the pages. Your feet balance on the tops of flimsy pieces of paper, jumping swiftly from each one to the next. Your left foot slips over an edge. Too much momentum pushes you forward, and you fall. Your arms shoot up to grab onto a handful of pages in front of you. There is enough thickness in the bundle of paper caught between your fingers to hold your weight, but not for long. You pull yourself upward before they bend, dropping you into the darkness of the binding somewhere down below. Trying not to look down, you see letters on the page in front of you. They swim in a chaotic dance, connecting in patterns that form the words “You turn the key” over and over, the black ink thick and splattered in every direction. Paper slices into the skin of your hands. Smears of dark red drip down the side of the page as you pull yourself up to the top, collapsing with your lungs as they suck in air, stretching to their limits. Holding steady against the sway of the paper, you push to your feet. Looking down to maintain your balance, the floor beneath you has gained solidity once more. The brown rug feels cool and soft compared to the sharp, thin paper that cut into your bare feet. Running the last few yards to the door as fast as you can, you grab the knob with your left hand and pound on the door with your right. “Jason?” The circle of brass is stuck and doesn’t turn. “Emily?” Using both hands, finally you turn the knob and the door opens. Deep in the back of your head, a rational voice slowly states the obvious, that the door must be sticking because of the weather. The irrational voices start drowning him out as you see that no one is in the room.

Spun at full circle, the room is a blur. Keeping your palm pressed to the wall, you fly down the stairs two or three at a time. They stretch out below you, pulling the floor forever away. “Where the hell are you guys?” You smell a sour smoke from the kitchen and hear an old AM radio playing a cacophony of atonal voices and strings. The glass-shattering melody is not helped by the accompaniment of crackling, ear-piercing static. “Hello?” You stop at the edge of the kitchen.

Jason and Jeremy are sitting across the table from each other. Straight-backed and stiff, their heads are both cocked to the right at perfect ninety-degree angles. They are dressed in corduroy shorts with blue-and-red-striped short-sleeved shirts, knee-high white socks with red stripes at the top, and green suspenders. Jason’s straps are stretched tight over both shoulders, while Jeremy’s left suspender strap hangs down over the side of his chair. Emily stands at the stove wearing a blue dress with a white apron over it. Her hair piled high in a bouffant ‘do, she looks like something right out of a 1950s sitcom. Other than the fact that her head is locked at that same strange ninety-degree angle as the boys, that is. 

As you slowly step further into the room, she holds out the frying pan in her left hand. With a metal spatula, she lifts up the charred and blackened body of a squirrel and offers it to you. All three of their mouths open gapingly wide. You hear the cracking of bones as their skin starts to tear open, blood splattering all over the perfect, model-home kitchen. 

It comes from Jason first. The voice is guttural and dirty, drowning in mud. Like it is not moving any air to make the sound. He says, “You.”

The next word comes from Emily. “Turn.”

And finally Jeremy stands and reaches for you. “The Key.”

The boy is flying across the room at you, fingers like claws outstretched, lunging for your face, when the alarm goes off. ”Open yourself for me, and let’s play for a little while…” a deep gravelly voice sings out of tune, as you fall off the bed and jump to your feet. Emily stands in the doorway of the bathroom, toothbrush in hand.

“Everything ok?” She rustles a towel through her freshly washed hair. “Honey?”
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Auden: Let's Play For A Little While
 



The water is cold straight out of the tap, and you wipe your hand from the condensation on the glass. Hopefully three aspirin will help calm the throbbing in your temples. As if the bad dream weren’t enough, arguing with Emily for half an hour about going back to the doctor didn’t help things much. You hate to admit it, but she was right. You find the number in her book and make an appointment to see the doctor again tomorrow morning. Not only will that make her feel better, but your stomach seems to unclench some as well. Since she stormed out go for a walk with the boys, the quiet of the house has been calming. You’ll apologize when she gets home and ask her to come to the doctor’s office with you. 

Maybe give her a neck rub or something. 

Once again, nothing seems interesting to watch on TV. Switching it off, you walk over to the sliding glass door in the kitchen and look up at the sky. It’s a beautiful shade of bluish purple with a few wisps of clouds gliding slowly across the upper atmosphere. The trees are mostly still, but it looks pretty cold outside. Making up your mind, you grab your long-sleeved Led Zeppelin sweatshirt and take a seat outside on the patio. 

The last sip of your water is as cold as the first, and you circle your index finger absentmindedly at the ring of water forming around the bottom of the glass. Everything feels beautiful. The new place is coming together, and almost all of the boxes are unpacked or stacked in the garage. It’s not as cold as you thought, but the briskness of the air sends nice tingles up the hairs on your arms. Eyes closed, you breathe in deeply through your nose and exhale all the madness built up in your tense muscles. You blow out as far as you can, trying to empty every single last drop of air in your lungs. Feeling thinner now, there is a brief sharp pang just above your stomach, and you breathe back in the fresh air of the outside world.

This is a good neighborhood. This is a good backyard. This is a good house. This is good.

Everything is happening. You lean back in the wooden chair and interlock your fingers behind your head. At first you don’t notice the slow humming vibration on your leg. A small, contented smile pushes the dimples into your cheeks. Your right hand scratches at the back of your ear, maybe a fly or something. Your left leg feels like it’s been bouncing up and down for a long time now. It’s a small but rhythmic movement, like dancing. 

You see an old black-and-white movie of teenagers swaying back and forth in two parallel lines. The one on the left is all girls in poodle skirts and ponytails. On the right are the boys dressed either in sharp, shiny, skinny-tied suits or in rolled-up jeans and leather jackets over white t-shirts with packs of cigarettes stuffed in their back pockets. Every couple of seconds, the boy and the girl at the far end of the line move to each other and dance toward you, facing each other and leaning to the left, then spinning around with their backs facing each other, snapping their fingers in unison. 

“Open yourself for me and let’s play for a little while …” The music sounds warped. Like the record had been left melting in the interior of a hot car for hours before being placed back on the turntable. All the kids are mouthing the words and smiling. “Let’s play…” You sing aloud and feel your leg bounce along to the asymmetrical beat of the song. 

The first couple has danced their way to the end of the line and taken their place next to the other kids. As they sway back into place, the next couple moves to the center and grooves back and forth on their way. The record skips and repeats. “Open yourself for me and let’s play for a little while …” Moving in slow motion, the couple in the center of the line turns back to back. All of the kids still in line stop dancing. The solo couple snaps their fingers, and both lines turn to look at you. You put your hand down to stop your leg from bouncing up and down. “Open yourself for me and let’s play for a little while …” No one is dancing anymore. None of their eyes are blinking. You feel your leg stop moving, but your hand is not resting on your pants. The screen blinks in your mind, and all of the dancer’s heads are now flipped to their sides at a stiff ninety-degree angle. Their mouths black holes at the bottom of their faces, filled with the static of bad antennae reception. You feel dry skin under your fingers. The dancers’ left arms slowly rise up and point toward you. “Open yourself for me and let’s play for a little while …” 

You open your eyes. Sunspots flicker before them. Your leg isn’t bouncing anymore, but the muscles in your foot and calf feel stretched and pushed to their limit. Reaching for your water glass, you remember it is empty. Not quite ready to stand up yet, your mouth is dry. It feels like you slept for hours, yet the light hasn’t changed enough in the sky for more than a couple of minutes to have passed. Pushing your leg forward and angling your foot straight out, you stretch. You reach down to catch the book falling off of your thigh, feeling the sun-warmed leather cracked and broken against your palm. You don’t remember bringing it out here with you. You don’t even remember when you last saw it. 

It feels good in your hand. Warm. Breathing. Alive.

Not giving it a second thought, you slide your chair a little closer to the table and gently set the book down. Caressing the binding with your fingers, you trace the edge of the cover slowly from one end to the other. “This is my book,” you think. “It’s a nice afternoon for a little read.” Shrugging your shoulders, you ask yourself, “Why not?”

You smell molding leaves as the cover opens. 
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Auden: Leaving
 



The first page is devoid of words. You make out smudges of different-sized fingerprints at the edges of the page. A few are scattered around the top and the bottom, but most are along the right edge. All of them are a dark reddish-brown color. The center of the page is empty, but for a brief moment, it moves. Swirling. Drawing you down. You blink, grab the top right corner, and turn to the next page. 

Once again, you see no words. You move your fingers around the paper, trying to find out why it feels so real. It just feels so…right. A sharp stab, like a pinprick, hits the center of your finger, and you draw back quickly. No blood on your skin. No mark of any kind. You stare intently at the swirls and curves etched into the skin of your finger. They have always been there. You just never took the time to look at them so closely before. The phrase “I know it like the back of my own hand” springs to mind. But who has ever really memorized their own skin? 

Taking the corner of the page, you lift it free and gently turn it to the next. Not surprisingly, you see no words on the empty sheet. You allow your eyes to glance to the left, at the back of the previous page. You see it. But it shouldn’t be there. You just saw the same curved line a moment ago. You flip your hand over and place your finger next to its mirror on the paper. There is no denying it. The same lines and swirls in reddish brown. It doesn’t even look wet. Your fingerprint has been there for a long time. You’ve always been in there. 

Seasick and lost, you move along the path of dark curves. You feel yourself engraving into the grooves and patterns of your finger. At the same time, the ink forms letters that swim into words on the page opened before you. You don’t speak. Still, your voice etches itself into the old, decaying parchment. Suddenly there is no oxygen in the air around you. The smell of wet paper comes at you from everywhere. 

You begin to read the words on the page…




Seasick and lost, I move along the path of dark curves. I feel myself engraving into the grooves and patterns of my finger. At the same time, the ink forms letters that swim into words on the page opened before me. I don’t speak. Still, my voice etches itself into the old, decaying parchment. Suddenly there is no oxygen in the air around me. The smell of wet paper comes at me from everywhere.

I begin to read the words on the page…

I jump up from my




chair and it tumbles over the side of the deck, onto the grass. The sky is still blue…the water glass is still empty…you hold your hands over your eyes and shake your head to bring things back into reality. You think about Jason and Jeremy, how much you will miss them. You think about Emily and hope she will be okay without you. You wonder why you think these things and




realize that I am going away. I am leaving. I am crying now. I haven’t cried like this since I was a little boy. It’s an end-of-the-world kind of crying. Sucking-in-my-shuddering-bottom-lip, snot-running-down-my-nose-and-not-wiping-it-away kind of crying. I’m-afraid-of-dying crying. I don’t want to die. I think I’m dying. Is this what dying feels like? Who could tell me? Anyone who knows what it feels like is already dead. 

I am un-becoming myself. Not in the sense that I am acting in a manner that my mother would consider improper. I am becoming someone other. Not someone else, someone 




other. Not completely unpleasant, you don’t feel exactly good, but there is no pain. Not physically. It feels like you are squeezing through a crowd of people, shoving and pushing to get to the exit of a building, where you can smell smoke from the faint glow of a fire burning at the other side of the room. No panic yet, but close to the surface. The wave is about to crash, and someone has their fingers wrapped around the alarm lever. 




I can feel the page turning, moving me closer. The tide is pulling me toward a door up ahead. At least I think it’s a door. I can hear the rushing of water. Or is it the rustling of leaves? My head feels so small. I am a balloon in reverse. Something is sucking 




you out of yourself. You feel the crowd rushing faster now. Time is up. The fire brigade won’t make it in time to save everyone. You feel the floor turn soft and slippery and hear muffled




screams under my feet. But it’s only me. There is no crowd. There is no fire. I am disappearing. I am leaving.
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Emily: The Last Wind
 



Emily and the boys come in through the garage door. She sends the boys upstairs to get ready for a bath while she puts the mail down on the table in the hallway. Checking her reflection in the mirror, she bristles at three crow’s feet that have appeared next to her eyes since the last time she really looked at herself closely. Puffing her cheeks and blowing out the last wind of her youth, she turns around, looking for Auden.

She tried being understanding, but the way he acted this morning convinced her. He needs professional help. Tonight she will give Uncle Eddie a call. He’s a therapist. He’ll know what to do. They haven’t talked since the move, so there’s her excuse for the call right there. Where is Auden? The TV is off, and so are the lights in the living room. There is a little breeze coming from the kitchen, so she goes in to see if he might be making himself a sandwich.

Odd…the glass door is open and the screen is closed, but she doesn’t see him in the backyard. She walks up to the screen, and one of the patio chairs is knocked over. The door squeaks a little on its rollers as she walks out into the cool afternoon. He left his glass on the table, too? She rights the chair and picks up an old leather-covered book, and turns back to the kitchen. 

The glass goes in the sink, and she can hear the boys fighting upstairs, so she drops the heavy book onto the bookshelf next to the fireplace. Auden’s probably upstairs taking a nap. Halfway up the stairs, she stops and almost turns around. Could’ve sworn she heard his voice just then. Must have been her ears playing tricks on her.  
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Auden: The Flattening
 



I can’t see anything. 

My eyes have gone dark. 

No breeze or sound of any kind. 

I should need to breathe, but there is no air. 

No pain in my chest. 

No chest. 

Can’t feel my body. 

Emily?

Can you see me? 

Can you hear me? 

Where am I? 

What am I? 

Am I still here?
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Emily: The Ghosts of Bad Luck
 



12:03 a.m. flashes in a dull, glowing blue on the VCR. Auden is still not here, and Emily is far beyond worried now. The panic set in about half an hour ago, and she hasn’t stopped pacing from the front window to the telephone since the kids went to bed. If they were back in their old apartment, she would have a crew of at least thirty people helping her look for him by now. But they don’t know anyone here yet. 

She picks up the phone to call 911 and stops before she finishes. Hanging up the receiver, she takes a deep breath. He’s probably out for a walk trying to clear his head. The move has been pretty rough on him. He acted so strangely the last few days… maybe the fresh air will do him some good.

It’s a nice thought, but it doesn’t help her feel better. The last thing she needs is Auden having a nervous breakdown. It’s hard enough being in a new neighborhood with no friends. She needs her boat to be steady. She had better stop the rolling before they tip over and get washed out to sea.

She folds her arms on top of the fireplace bricks and exhales hard. Resting her head on her forearms, she absentmindedly begins kicking bricks with the toe of her white tennis shoe. She can hear the muffled thud of each concussion reverberate through her bones. There isn’t enough pain caused by the action to prevent her from continuing, just enough to keep her awake and aware of everything so she doesn’t fall into her own pit of worry and despair.

“Come on, Auden,” she says through clenched teeth. “Where the fuck are you?” 

Emily pushes away from the fireplace and, in doing so, knocks a few pictures off the mantel. She wants to scream in frustration, but that would only wake the kids. Every muscle in her body tightens and shakes violently for a few seconds. She grinds her teeth and whips her arms through the air, punching at the ghosts of bad luck or at inanimate objects, or because of her missing husband. 

Putting her hands to her face, she lets out a muted cry, takes a deep breath, and kneels down to pick up the fallen photographs. The first one is a small, unadorned wooden frame surrounding a picture of Jason and Jeremy riding the swings in her parents’ backyard. It was only taken a few months ago, but they look like completely different human beings now. No longer the babies they were then, swinging through the air, laughing hysterically. 

The second one is a black-and-white silhouette that Auden took of her when she was pregnant with Jeremy. She was changing into her nightgown in front of the window. The full moon hung directly behind her head like a halo, and its light illuminated the edges of her naked body, making her frame appear solid black. The image of her round belly only a few days away from giving birth made her ache to be pregnant again. Originally she hated the picture, but Auden framed it anyway. She’s glad he did.

 Lastly she picks up the picture from their wedding. The silver frame surrounds what would typically be a photo of a bride and groom holding hands and smiling as they run off toward their honeymoon through showers of rice. Since their friends are a bit eccentric, they threw buckets of water instead. Caught mid-air, just before the happy couple realizes they are about to get soaked, dozens of arches of water hover inches above their heads, about to splash down. Everyone smiles and points as Auden and Emily wave obliviously to the crowd.

She smiles at the memory and places the frame back on the top of the mantel. Luckily, the glass is still intact in all of them. She brushes some old ash off the bricks with her index finger and turns to look at the silent phone, willing it to ring. A motion on the mantle runs across the corner of her peripheral vision, and she turns back. The pictures have all changed. Jeremy and Jason are standing in front of the swings instead of riding them. The newlyweds are no longer in the rear of the photo smiling and waving, but now stand front and center in the frame. 

What captures her attention the most, however, is the silhouette. The moon is still hanging high in the window frame, but the shadow woman is no longer standing in its light. She now faces the camera and walks slowly into the center of the room. She floats out of the moonlight’s glare as her image begins to gain definition. The black drains away from her full, curved shape to reveal pale flesh. Her swollen breasts bounce gently with each step. Her fingers interlaced over her ripe belly untangle and rise up into the air.

Emily wants to close her eyes and not see this. She wants to be in bed dreaming this, nightmaring this. But this is real. It is happening, and she must keep her eyes open to see. She sees her little boys’ mouths open wide into silent Os. The newlyweds are now filling up the entire frame, opening mouths eerily stretched beyond all possibility. The silhouette has moved to the edge of the room, and all at once the five heads snap to the right, bending at an angle the human neck was never meant to. 

Emily jumps back, bumping into the coffee table, and almost loses her balance. Without taking her eyes off of the three pictures, she tries to regain her composure. She screams as a hand presses into the small of her back, pushing her forward again toward the fireplace. She fights against it, but it is so strong. 

The open mouths are moving now. The lips are staying still, but the inside of the dark cavities are filled with static. Emily hears the white noise sound of an old television tuned to a station whose signal has been disconnected. The noise is rolling at her in waves. She feels bile rising in her throat. The noise is deafening now, this hiss, the wash. 

Hidden in the lower register of the sound, she can make out words. She fights against losing consciousness. Still not able to look away, she vomits over the front of herself while the hand on her back pushes her even closer to the wall. The words resolve with clarity through the static now. They come from the pictures in front of her. They come from the hand at her back. 

She blinks and it stops. The boys are laughing and swinging once again. The water is about to fall on Auden and Emily, and the silhouette is poised in front of the full moon. Her t-shirt is clean, and her heart is pounding so hard she can see it vibrate though the fabric. 

Emily hangs down her head and cries. She lifts her hand to cover her eyes when she realizes she is holding a brown leather-covered book. At first she doesn’t recognize it, but after a moment she sees the book she found on the ground outside when she was first looking for Auden. Strange. She doesn’t remember picking it up off the mantel.

She turns around to get herself a drink, and Jason is standing on the stairs in his pajamas.

“Seven, Mommy…seven.”
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Auden: The Flattening
 



So close. 

So tight here. 

Pressure closing in from the front and back. 

Dark. 

One slim, straight line of light off in the distance. 

A musty damp smell. 

Can’t move. 

Pushing so hard, muscles should be straining, screaming. 

Nothing. 

Darkness, pressure line of light taunts with release. 

Where am I? 
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Jabez: The Wall
 



Jabez hobbled along close to the side of the river, shallow breaths fogging out from between his chapped lips. Deep down inside, he laughed at the irony. All this snow around, a thrush of water swimming past, unreachable beneath a foot of ice, and he was probably going to die of thirst. If they didn’t catch up to him first.

His leg was fractured in the crash. Every step sent knife blades of pain through the entire right side of his body. He was still able to walk. For how long remained uncertain.

Taking this route through the sharp rocks was more difficult, but much less snow meant less of a trail. They set charges in the road. They knew he was here and were most certainly searching for him. Three members of the team were ripped to pieces back there, but Sgt. Harmon could still be alive. In his condition, there’s not much chance he could hold out and stay quiet. 

If he stopped to rest now, Jabez knew he wasn’t going to be able to stand up again. A hundred yards ahead, the river took a sharp turn north. He could risk taking a look back once he made his way around. There might be some cover and hopefully a place to dig in until morning.

Cresting the turn, there were two large piles of debris and the crumbling remains of a wall with a window about four feet above the ground. No roof remained on the structure, yet the door hung in its frame, waiting to be opened for a welcome guest. White curtains closed across in the window, with little pink hand-stitched flowers casting an inappropriately happy shine over an otherwise desolate scene. 

On the other side of the window, a chair and table sat coated with thin layers of snow, adding to the surreal quality of the surroundings. This was as good a last stand as any to await his pursuers. The chair was comfortable, if not a little hard, and the table lent itself well enough to keeping his rifle steady while aiming through the broken window. 

The night was shockingly cold. Looking at the course of the river from where he sat, there didn’t seem to be any obvious traces of his trail. It was a wise choice after all. His leg hurt like a bitch, so he fished another pain pill out of his meds pack. Knowing that the sun was coming in a couple of hours, he didn’t feel any urgency in rationing. It would all be over soon, one way or the other.

Jabez took out his journal and opened it to the next blank page. It had been a while since he had been able to write on a flat surface. Mostly he rested the notebook on his thigh or kept it pressed against the inside of the HV while bouncing along unpaved roads. The dim but passable light provided by a half-moon and the steady flat table made for a nice change of pace. He would find some small bits of enjoyment in recalling the events of the past two days, even though they claimed the lives of most of the team.

He wrote down all their names, what they looked like, how their laughs sounded, even how their sweat smelled. He wrote how none of them could hold their liquor like he did. His pencil scratched out their blood in grey lead. It detailed everything he loved and hated about these men who had protected him and had become his family over the last seven long years. 

The sun appeared full circle over the mountains by the time he woke. He grabbed the rifle tighter and took a look through the scope. Stupid. Stupid stupid stupid. Lucky no one was there. All he heard was the wind and the muffled sound of river water rushing beneath the ice. 

He tried to stand and immediately fell down onto the chair. His leg was definitely fucked. It seemed like it might be passable before. But after spending a few hours sitting still in the freezing cold, it seized up. Now the throbbing was growing stronger, and he could feel things shifting around inside every time he adjusted his weight. Looking around at the ruins of the old structure, he saw a few things that might make for a good splint and possibly a crutch. Grimacing at the thought of standing, let alone walking over the rubble to get to them, he decided to wait a little while longer.

A quiet rustling sound, and the rifle was instantly aimed back through the window. The glass gave a less obstructed view than the spaces around the collapsing wall with all of the broken pipes and frayed wire. Slowing his breath and trying to quiet the howling blood in his ears, he sat silent and still. He left his fingers wrapped loosely around the rifle’s handle, ready to squeeze. Camouflaged by snow and dust, the soldier would have all but vanished into the shadows behind the wall if anyone stood more than a few yards away. 

Brown and white, the small squirrel lighted upon a mound of snow, then flashed beneath a rotting old branch fallen from a long-forgotten tree. Twitching fast, its black nose sniffed at the air, searching for food and hidden predators. The squirrel moved from the protection of the log and crawled toward Jabez’s hiding spot behind the window. 

The scope brought out beautiful patterns hidden in the small animal’s coat. The squirrel stood up on its hind legs, and Jabez made out a thin swirl of lighter tan tracing a labyrinthine maze across its belly. Jabez took his eye from the scope. He shook his head and blinked a few times. He must be exhausted, but he could swear the squirrel was looking right at him. 

Resting his eye back down to the rifle sight, he saw the tiny black eyes beaming straight back. A blast of thunder exploded off to the west, and Jabez felt his body twitch. The squirrel remained still, unfazed by the concussion. The sky opened up, and rain came pouring down so fast and so thick that it washed out everything but the end of the table in front of him. 

Jabez pulled a thin poncho out of his backpack and slid it on over the rifle and his head like a small tent. It might help provide some more camouflage, if not protection from the elements. He wiped some of the moisture from his eyes and looked back through the scope. The brown shape of the squirrel remained motionless in the downpour. A small part of him felt better to have some company. 

The squirrel lifted its right arm and appeared to be pointing straight at Jabez. Through the rain and the water dripping down the glass of the window, he couldn’t be sure at first. What stopped his heart cold was watching its tiny claws form into the shape of a small gun, cock its head to the side and pull an imaginary trigger before it disappeared back into the snow.
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Jabez: Entrance
 



The rain stopped after a few hours. Leaving the poncho over him helped Jabez feel more hidden and secure, although the fingers crawling up the back of his spine persisted. Though whoever planted the explosives that destroyed his convoy might not have found his trail, he couldn’t shake the creeping dread that something was indeed coming for him.

He needed to move. He began to mentally prepare himself for the pain and checked his remaining ammunition and supplies. He funneled the rainwater that pooled on top of his poncho into his canteen and took a small drink. He drew the cold liquid down into his throat and felt every inch of its chill slide down his esophagus to his belly. 

Using the butt of his rifle, he pushed himself to his feet. The first step wasn’t as bad as he expected. He moved forward on his good leg and quickly pushed off with the bad. The true test would come when he cleared the table and couldn’t lean on it for support anymore. The door looked like it was only three or four steps away, so he figured to try for it quickly.

Taking a deep breath, he steadied his nerve and stepped forward. Letting go of the table, he hopped on his good leg, almost falling immediately. The weight of the pack threw off his center of balance. About to go down, he lunged for the doorknob. If it was unlocked, it would have turned in his grip and he wouldn’t have been able to hold himself up. Fortunately, it remained motionless in his hand.

Fashioning a splint out of a few broken pieces of the building would take longer than he wanted. The white clouds were outlined as the sky grew dark again. He braced his back on the door and took another pain pill. He swallowed it dry and allowed his head to slump forward onto his chest. 

Sticking out from underneath the tip of his boot was a bright light. Gritting his teeth, he slid the leg to the side to get a better look. What he could see sticking up from the mud at first glance appeared to be a coin reflecting the little sunlight that broke through. It was rounded at the edge and had the rubbed-down remains of an engraving on its face. Bending over to get it would be next to impossible now that his leg was braced, so he let it be and reached for the long piece of wood he wanted to use as his crutch.

The squirrel appeared silently. Jabez didn’t notice it at first. A shadow slipped over the bricks on the ground in front of him, prodding him to look over. It sat on the chair, sniffing at the air and looking right at him again. Its claws made a scraping sound against the wood as it hopped up onto the table. 

Jabez reached for his rifle, took aim and then thought better of the situation. Gunfire would only call attention to his location if there were someone nearby. He needed something to throw instead. As he leaned down, his good leg lost traction on the slippery ground. Trying to support his weight by pushing his rifle in between the bricks at his feet, his back slid slowly down the door until he landed in the mud. 

The squirrel watched with an unchanging yet interested expression. Jabez grabbed at some loose gravel and threw it at the small animal. While most of the pebbles missed their intended target, the oddly observant rodent’s tiny hand reached out and caught the only one that came close and immediately threw it back, hitting Jabez between the eyes.

They both remained still for a time, eyes locked in a strange embrace. In all his years being a soldier, Jabez had learned quite well how to judge his enemy by their eyes. He could tell a vicious killer from a scared little boy costuming himself in a tough guy’s uniform with one glance. But these…these were eyes he had never seen before. These were the first eyes that had shown him what death actually looked like.

As if the animal sensed his fear, he watched its snout form a hellish shape resembling a twisted smile. Exposing sharp teeth too long for its head, it issued an uncharacteristically deep growl from its small body. Jabez blinked, and the squirrel’s head twisted to the right at an impossible angle that should have broken every bone in its neck. Its mouth stretched open wider still, tearing and ripping at the edges of the dark black lips. 

Jabez screamed and pushed against the door, straining hard with every muscle he could access. Looking around for an escape route in the debris, he realized that even though he sat in a virtually wide-open space, he was completely trapped. He couldn’t make it to the side of the wall with his leg in this condition. Scrambling for purchase, his hand knocked the rifle. The squirrel flew off the table, grabbed the gun, and threw it backward over its shoulder, as if it weighed no more than an acorn. 

With its head still bent over at that obscene angle, it made a noise like a child’s laughter, sending chills through Jabez’s entire body. He kicked at the squirrel with his good leg and missed. He screamed, tearing at the inside of his throat, and kicked again. This time he connected with the creature, sending it tumbling away in a hideous mass of fur and spit. 

Digging at the ground to find anything solid, his fingers scraped across something hard and sharp. He squeezed it, piercing the skin of his palm with the cold wet metal. He quickly glanced down to see if it could be used as some sort of weapon. It was an old and rusted brass key, oddly shaped, with a strange engraving. He knew the wall was broken, but if he could get himself on the other side of the door, it might give him the break he needed to create some defenses from whatever this thing was. 

His blood dripped down from the sharp edges of the key’s teeth breaking through his skin. A deep, unnatural laughter carried in the wind, from over the rubble and just beyond his line of sight. Jabez felt every vertebra rattle in his spine. He lifted the key up over his head just as the squirrel scrambled back over the loose bricks and mounds of snow. The key was slippery with blood and melting snow. He gripped it tightly and tried to slide it home into the lock without taking his eyes from his small attacker.

Rocks and jagged chunks of broken bricks hit him and the wood of the door behind him. As the squirrel ran, it picked up whatever it could and threw it at him with a fierce accuracy. A sharp stone hit his neck, causing him to choke for a moment, and he almost dropped the key. Another rock, this one quite heavy, smashed into his stomach, almost doubling him over in pain.

It was getting closer. Each impact struck with more force than the last. Welts rose and skin tore. Ribs cracked. The laughter grew deeper and louder. The ground shook. Glass in the window began to crack and split. Only a few more feet and it would be on top of him, tearing him to pieces. 

The key slid home, and the doorknob turned. 

Jabez shoved the door open and kicked out at the terror racing toward him. He missed his target but was able to pull himself across the doorway. Scrambling through, he watched the horrible black mouth filled with terrible sharp teeth launching through the air . 

The door slammed shut.

Silence. 

White. 

Everything was a pristine, warm white. 

A soft feather bed with a hand-quilted white comforter against the wall. In the center of the room, a writing desk. A blank stack of paper with seven white sharpened pencils rest on top. On the wall across from him, an ornately sculpted white frame enveloping nothing but black space. 

Completely illuminated, Jabez looked around the small room for a window or some other light source. Other than the dark void surrounded by the gilded frame, he saw nothing but the empty, painful white. So brilliant he squinted against the glare. Then he noticed the real problem. There was no door.
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Jabez: The Room
 



The second hand on his watch stopped working during the team’s ambush, so there was no way to gauge the passing of time. He spent a while tracing his hands over the walls, looking for some hidden seal or sign of a trap door. Trying to find anything that might grant him a way out. 

Even standing on the bed, the ceiling was too high to reach. He thought about sliding the desk over and putting it on top of the bed, but even that wouldn’t lift him enough. Hopping down to the floor, he took one of the pencils off the stack of empty pages and started drumming the eraser on his knuckles. It was something he always did in school when he was a kid. It calmed his nerves during a test or when he actually built up the nerve to talk to one of the cute girls in his class. 

He measured the length of the room by counting his steps. He wore size 12 boots and, stepping heel to toe, counted off ten feet from wall to wall. The room felt a lot bigger than ten by ten, and the echoes reverberating around him took a noticeably long time to come back to his ears. In this imaginary or dream room, why should the laws of physics apply?

Dragging the eraser against the wall across from the bed, his peripheral vision saw the desk moving away from him. He turned and walked back to the center of the room, coming to the surprising revelation that he no longer felt any pain in his leg. The brace he had made was gone, and he wasn’t limping anymore. His uniform was gone as well. The soft white pants were drawstring-tied at the waist, and the loose-fitting shirt hung down to just above his knees with long, flowing sleeves. Between the crazy, fucked-up squirrel and this place, he was starting to think there was a misprint on the label of his pain pills. 

Things were a bit too ass-up right now to get any real sleep, but that bed was starting to look pretty damn good. He fought against the urge to lie down and threw his pencil as hard as he could. It hit lead point first, leaving a dark grey crumble that stood out from the white background, then fell to the ground and settled perfectly into the corner where the floor met the wall.

Jabez took both hands and fiercely rubbed his fingers through his hair. With his eyes closed he started walking. Five, six, then seven steps forward. Ten, eleven, up to fifteen steps before he opened his eyes. The wall was immediately in front of his nose, but the pencil and the grey crumble it made on the surface were gone. He scanned the floor, and it was nowhere. He ran over to the bed and dropped to his knees, sure that it had rolled across the floor and ended up beneath the bed. 

He reached out his hand, searching under the bed, but found nothing but empty white space. He got up to his feet and turned around. Leaning all of his weight on the back of the chair, he all but fell over when he counted the seven perfectly sharpened pencils resting in a row on top of the stack of blank paper.



* * *

 



He didn’t know how long he slept. When his eyes opened, he hoped to find himself back home in bed with his dog Tikvah sleeping at his feet. No such luck. The achingly empty whiteness still held him prisoner. Someone was holding him here. Someone made this place. He didn’t know who, and he really didn’t care. He just wanted out. 

There seemed to be a flicker of movement from the framed blackness. A circular ripple spreading outward in this pond of dark. He approached it cautiously, not wanting to fall victim to a trap. He came at it from the side, pressing his back against the wall and inching quietly  toward the frame. Trying to get his fingernails between it and the wall, he thought he might be able to pry it loose. 

A familiar low rumble filled the room. The sound was coming from the framed dark void next to him. When he stood in front of it, the slow, curving ripple continued to flow across the black surface in a pattern he recognized. He couldn’t quite place it, but he was sure he’d seen it somewhere before. 

The rippling grew in intensity and swelled into deeper tones. The surface heaved outward as the sound of waves breaking far off in the distance rolled closer and closer. The blackness forced its way outward from the frame and stretched, like an arm reaching for the center of the room. Thin, pointing shapes grew and morphed into the semblance of a hand. The almost-fingers tightened into a fist and slammed down on the top of the desk. The wood creaked and groaned. The almost-hand picked up one of the pencils and scratched something on the first blank page. Jabez was struck still as stone and could not move to read the words. His body didn’t even shake, he was so filled with terror. The almost-fingers gently put down the pencil and reached for Jabez. He wanted to back away and run, but where could he go? Finding its way to him, the almost-hand lovingly took him by the shoulder. He was pulled to the chair and made to sit. The almost-hand walked up to his chin almost-finger by almost-finger and tilted his head down to look at the page. He recognized the words at the time, though they didn’t register in his shattered mind. The almost-hand disappeared back into the now-silent, still void, and the room held its breath.

The chair falling backward moved in slow motion. White rushed in on Jabez from everywhere, and he let it take him away. Before he faded completely, the message written to him on the page flashed across the inside of his eyelids.

“You turn the key.”
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Jabez: Writing
 



I didn’t notice it before. It’s warm in here. I still can’t stop shivering. Shaking so bad all over, I can hear my body humming. My teeth are clenched so tight the muscles in my jaw are killing me. I can’t feel my toes. No matter how hard I stomp my foot, I get nothing. 

Last night, or whatever it was, I passed out on top of the bed. I woke up with the covers neatly tucked in over me. I couldn’t kick my legs free I was wrapped in so tight. Awesome. 

I don’t think I moved while I was unconscious. At least the covers didn’t look like it anyway. It took me a minute to remember where I am. 

All this fucking white everywhere. White walls. White ceiling. White floor. Even this damn piece of paper is white. 

I don’t know why I’m writing any of this. There’s nothing else to do. 

Fuck it. 

Right? 

I thought about the guys. They sure got the better end of this shit deal, getting blown up. Or maybe I was blown up too and this is purgatory or hell or someplace like that. Guess I should have read the Bible at some point. 

What am I supposed to do here? 

The piece of paper from before kept staring at me, so I crumpled it up and threw it under the desk. I don’t want to see it anymore. I don’t want to read it or figure it out. Just give me a door or a window to climb through. 

Something. 

Anything.







































tired. if I look hard enough I try to imagine grooves wearing into the floor from my pacing. 

went to piss in the corner and nothing came out. i don’t think the room wants me to mark any territory. 

the picture hasn’t moved again. if it even really did. 

not sure if I dreamed that one or not. 

OH! when I got up before to stretch my legs the ball of paper I tossed underneath the desk was gone. 

now i feel nice and safe. 






















































F U C K  Y O U.













































screamed for a while. 

thought it would make me feel better. maybe someone would hear me. 

now my throat hurts. 

broke all the pencils and ripped up the stack of paper too. 

obviously that didn’t seem to make much difference because here I am writing again with a freshly sharpened pencil on a clean untorn piece of white paper.
















































been avoiding the frame. it’s the only distraction I have from this terrible whiteness, and I can’t bring myself to look at it again. 

who knows how fucking long I’ve been here. watch still won’t work in this shithole. 

thought about shoving a couple of these pencils into my ears. 






















































looked into the frame. 

something not white. 

felt good.






















































i’ve had it. 

fuck this shit. 

i’m done.










































well that didn’t work. 

don’t know why i’m fucking surprised by anything at this pencil point disintegrated in my hand i could feel it right on the edge of my ear and then it just crumbled away into dust gone before it hit the floor 

we wouldn’t want to mess up the whiteness, now, do we? 

betcha if I get up and walk around the desk a few times they’ll all be back in place again

























































yup




























































frame won’t stop staring at me



















































saw something

it moved

turned circles

came in waves

talked to me

think it asked for help

































reflection in frame




























static eyes
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Sgt. Harmon: Standing Stones
 



Sgt. Harmon dragged himself away from the wreckage. He hid under a pile of old rotting logs for three days, eating cockroaches and whatever other small insects came his way. Collecting rainwater in his canteen, he was able to get enough to drink. Otherwise he wouldn’t have made it until his emergency beacon was answered. 

He stayed alert, looking for anyone to come hunting for survivors from the ambush. The explosives must have been planted and forgotten about a long time ago. They were far enough out that the sound wouldn’t reach any of the small villages a few miles past the mountain range. People in this part of the world were well accustomed to seeing fires and smoke columns rising from explosions anyway. If anyone noticed this one, they wouldn’t give it more than a second glance.

Within hours of being released from the infirmary, Sgt. Harmon enlisted a group of six men and went back out to resume the search for Jabez. His superior officers warned him that going back into that territory was a fool’s errand. None of them tried to stop him after seeing the unflinching determination in his eyes.

He saw the river on his maps and felt a strong pull in his gut. It would have been a good place to attempt hiding the progress of an escape. Sgt. Harmon made sure the linkup with the satellite system was solid before splitting up the team. He sent three men downstream to the east and headed west with the remaining three. 

He stopped one hundred yards before the river took a bend to the North. The ground rolled upward into a small mound that made for a good natural source of cover. Jabez might have come this way and dug in. Using hand signals, the men spread out silently and vanished into the landscape. The melting ice cracking over the river water echoed through the air like gunshots, helping to muffle what small sounds the team did make as they moved in near-complete silence up the incline. 

Sgt. Harmon raised a hand to signal the men to hold their positions when he saw the weathered wall, standing partially upright in the ruins of an old building. Curtains floated lazily in a window that appeared to be the only thing left unbroken in the entire structure. He gestured for two of his men to move west around the wall to check for anyone lying in wait for them on the other side. 

Five long minutes later, a hand pulled the curtains apart and signaled the all clear. He walked up to the large door and pushed it open. As soon as it felt the pressure of his touch, the heavy wood split down the middle and fell to the ground in a cloud of wet snow and dust. Someone had definitely been here. He could make out the shape of a hand brushing snow from the tabletop fairly recently, and a shuffling of boot prints marked the area around the fallen door. 

Sgt. Harmon knelt down and stirred his right index finger in the snow at his feet. He was sure Jabez had been here, but for how long? Where was he now? The prints moved to the door from the table and then disappeared. The soldier barricaded himself against the door in a panic but didn’t seem to go through it. There were no traces left to determine which way he went. Looking back down at the river, he wondered.

He shaded his eyes from a bright shaft of sunlight coming through the doorframe. Stalactites of ice dripped ever-increasing flows of cold melt-water down from the trees. A freezing draft came up from the river. Chills climbed the back of his neck from a different source entirely, though. Jabez was someplace close. He could feel him. There was no intellectual way to explain the odd magnetism of connection he felt in his gut. 

A quick flash of light, and Sgt. Harmon pivoted toward a fallen log a few yards above the shoreline. Just beyond the water’s edge lay a standing of rocks. It wasn’t a pile caused by the flow of water. This was put there intentionally. Someone built it. He didn’t know how he missed it before. It couldn’t have been there when they arrived at the ruins. 

The rock pile started below the surface of the water and climbed several feet into the air. Not something easily missed. Especially by men as well trained as these.

Smooth white stones with perfectly rounded edges balanced atop one another. Not a crack or blemish anywhere. Increasing in size as the structure reached upward, they should not have been able to stand at all, let alone so completely still. With the rough water crashing into the structure at such high speeds it seemed next to impossible. He inched closer to it. There didn’t appear to be anything holding the stones together, other than the pull of gravity. 

The stone resting on top was three feet wide and at least a foot thick. It must have weighed over a hundred pounds. The rock below it was six inches smaller in diameter. Each stone progressively shrank smaller and smaller until they disappeared from view beneath the river. He counted seven stones in all. Each one as blindingly white as polished ivory, they hurt to look at.

Light shimmered from a spot at the center of the top stone. Something was reflecting the sun and shining directly into Sgt. Harmon’s eyes. By now the men had gathered behind him and were muttering nervously. He motioned for them to come forward, and they lifted him high enough to see what appeared to be a key, sitting on top of a brown leather book closed with frayed red twine loosely tied in a bow. 

The fingerless gloves he wore for a better grip on his weapons allowed his fingers to brush across the book when he grabbed for the key. His hand jerked back when the book moved. He squinted against the sharpness of the early morning’s bitter sun to focus his sight. The cracked leather rose up and down slowly, accompanied by a quiet hiss of air exhaling from between the old, yellowing edges of the pages.

Knowing that it might be important, the sergeant pushed through his fear as if running into battle and picked it up. It was much too heavy for a thing of this small size. The men began to weave back and forth at the sudden change in weight, so Sgt. Harmon jumped back down into the water. His mind raced, attempting to decipher the meaning in all of this and what, if anything, it had to do with his lost man. 

Just then, the standing stones toppled over, crashing into the oncoming waves. They flickered in and out of focus. Static crackled across their otherwise beautifully white surfaces, giving them the look of an early television’s bad reception. The men backed away and raised weapon sights to their eyes. Only after the final stone vanished into the river did Sgt. Harmon allow himself to look in the direction the guns were targeting.

He didn’t recognize the naked man on the far side of the shore. So malnourished, you could see virtually every bone in his body outlined through his flesh. The pallid white of his skin was almost translucent. The shiny long hair and matching beard looked freshly washed and dry for someone who just clawed his way out of the water. He moved, but not much, and very slowly at that. 

Sgt. Harmon reached to put the book and key into his pack, but they were no longer in his hand. Checking the water before moving to help the old man, he didn’t see either of them anywhere. Saving a life was more important than some old artifacts, no matter how mysterious their appearance. He made a mental note to have his men help find them once everything was squared away with this new long-bearded development. 

They turned the old man on his back and checked his vital signs. His eyes were clamped tight shut and he held one forearm up to cover his face. A pitiful, childlike moan issued from between his clenched teeth. He was obviously in a great deal of pain.

One of the men removed his jacket and wrapped it around the poor soul like a blanket. The white and grey camouflage jacket was too big for him. He wore it like a little boy playing dress-up in Daddy’s clothes. The bearded man tried to take a few sips of water from a canteen. His teeth chattered so violently that most of it ran out of his mouth and into his beard.

They asked him who he was and where he came from, the first of hundreds of other questions waiting to be asked. The man appeared broken, more unable than unwilling to respond. He flinched at each word. Sounds entering his ears like bullets piercing flesh. Sgt. Harmon hushed his voice, and the men followed suit. The bearded man slowly calmed down a little. 

Sgt. Harmon called in their position and requested a rescue chopper for their new patient. He decided they should head back across the river and light a small fire to help warm the man. They quickly built a makeshift stretcher from branches and jackets. Everything seemed simple enough when they lifted him. They carried him slowly and stepped gingerly around the rocks. He seemed to be doing well until halfway across the river. 

The bearded man opened his eyes, pointed directly at the wall, and began to howl. He kicked and pulled, screaming like he was being attacked by the devil himself. The stretcher twisted and broke apart from his wild thrashing and dropped him into the freezing water. The two men holding the remains of the stretcher in their hands were dragged down, along with the screeching mass of bony splashing limbs and hair, the powerful current dragging them all forty yards downstream before they could regain their footing. 

After making sure his men were safe, Sgt. Harmon sprinted down the shoreline, chasing the flailing bearded man. Shifting rocks and rotten branches strewn everywhere impeded his progress. Fortunately he was fast, and as soon as he was within reach, he dove into the water, reaching for his quarry. The man’s borrowed jacket had slipped off somewhere in the struggle with the disintegrating stretcher. The only grip Sgt. Harmon could get was when his fingers interlaced with the old man’s long beard. 

Ignoring the screams, he planted his feet into the thick mud and pulled hard to lift the old man above the waterline. He dragged him to shore, and they collapsed in a tumble of limbs, both men gasping for breath. Each sputtered up muddy water while Sgt. Harmon reached a hand beneath his back to pull out a sharp stick before it pierced its way completely between his ribs. 

Helicopter blades make a sound unlike anything else in the world. Above the combined roaring of the pounding in his head and the crashing river, an immediately recognizable thumping came echoing through the canyon walls, like a welcome friend coming to take them home. Sgt. Harmon patted the wet skin of the old man’s shoulder in a gesture intended to be comforting. He was not soothed, but instead flinched and curled into a fetal position.

The sergeant felt bad for the old man, but he knew that the medical facilities back at the base would provide far better care than they could give him out here in the field. Besides, he needed to get back to finding Jabez. 

The chopper landed in a clearing fifty yards from where the bearded man was curled up on the rocks. Sgt. Harmon waved to his crew and they jogged to his location, all of them now soaking wet and somewhat pissed off. Once the man was loaded inside, Sgt. Harmon helped to strap him down before twirling his index finger in the air, indicating the pilot was clear to take off. 

Sliding the door shut, he noticed the old man’s eyes were open. They looked at each other for the first time, and Sgt. Harmon felt a searing shock of recognition. He couldn’t breathe. He knew that face, buried under the beard and draped in scraggly white hair. As the craft lifted off the ground, he watched Jabez pound his fists on the inside of the glass, his mouth forming screams that went unheard above the roar of the engines.
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Sgt. Harmon: Night
 



Sgt. Harmon squinted through the thick bulletproof window in the hospital door. He overheard a group of doctors and nurses discussing the surprisingly healthy old man that had just been brought in from the field this morning. He was malnourished and dehydrated, but otherwise he seemed to be okay. Jabez was been missing for seven days. How could he be so old? Was it really Jabez, or did he just imagine it?

As visiting hours came to an end, he realized most of the doctors outranked him. Even if he wanted to throw his weight around to get into Jabez’s room, it wouldn’t work. Outside, the night was calm and warm. Sgt. Harmon sat down on the ground, trembling. He left his shirt unbuttoned and picked at the mud caked on the soles of his boots. 

It was ten o’clock. Close to seven hours until sunrise. The second hand on his watch slowed itself down. Time moved through a puddle of thick sap pooling at the bottom of a maple tree. Leaves lilted by in front of him. He watched every drying vein’s detail cross his view. A small beetle unfurled iridescent wings, releasing itself from gravity’s pull and floating from tree branch to hiding spot behind a pile of rocks on the ground.

Across the way, soldiers sped past in open-topped jeeps. Others went running around corners and into doorways to deliver important messages. An alarm sounded. Troops sprinted outside the borders of the camp, rifles raised into firing position. Stone and metal debris exploded in all directions, clouding the air with the thick smell of war.

Sitting. Lost in thought. Immobile. Lost in time.

Eventually the sun did rise. Eventually the doors were opened. Eventually the sergeant stood and went back inside. Still lost. 
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Sgt. Harmon: The Hospital
 



Inside the hospital was a whirlwind. Not from new wounded patients brought in from a fresh battlefield. It was chaos. Fluorescent light tubes popped and burned out in tufts of smoke, papers flew everywhere in the darkness. Nurses and doctors ran into each other in doorways, monitors howled flat-line warnings as patients pulled off leads and tore IVs from their veins. Half-unrobed, wounded soldiers shuffled their feet through hallways, leaking reddish-brown bodily fluids from every orifice, like zombies aimlessly roaming in search of some relief from their pain.

This was worse than anything witnessed on the battlefield. The young sergeant hugged the wall, slowly creeping his way through the nightmare to reach his friend. Passing a pair of open double doors, he looked inside an operating room to a group of doctors and nurses scrambling to hold down the thrashing arms and kicking legs of a screaming woman. Succeeding in strapping her down to the table, the surgeon raised his scalpel in a melodramatic gesture, displaying twisted showmanship to the raised hands and cheer-like growling of his surgical staff. White scrubs were instantly splattered in a spray of dark red as his blade opened to the outside world organs and tissue never meant to see the light of day. The pitiful screaming continued for another few moments until her head turned to the side, fixing its hollowed eyes directly on Sgt. Harmon standing petrified in the doorway. 

He sprinted off down the hallway to the room where they were keeping Jabez. Weaving between crumpled bodies on the floor and desperate hands reaching out for him, he tried not to look at anything too closely. If he kept everything a blur, he might be able to convince himself later that this was all a dream.

A slightly-built male nurse came at him with a syringe full of an unholy-looking liquid. Before the nurse could stick it through the skin of Sgt. Harmon’s neck, he punched the thrashing man in the stomach. He fell, blood spraying from his mouth, a dark stain spreading on the back of his scrub pants.

Curled up into a ball, Sgt. Harmon could see why he looked so short. Both feet were flipped ninety degrees onto their insteps. The brown calluses on the bottom of his toes were now facing outward instead of bearing his weight on the ground. The nurse attempted to stand but couldn’t reach high enough to wrap his fingers around the handrail. Covered with blood and other fluids, his grip slipped away, and with each attempt to stand, he smeared the wall with more of the viscous liquid. 

Backing away, Sgt. Harmon watched the nurse pick up the syringe. He set it in his hand to throw it like a dart. Instead, he turned the needle on himself, slowly thrusting the long thin shaft into his temple. The syringe hit home somewhere behind the man’s eye, and he started to moan. He pushed the plunger all the way, injecting the darkness deep into his skull. 

Thick black syrup crawled out from behind his eye. At first the small drop dribbled down to his top lip. Then it flowed freely from his nostrils, eyes and ears. The malignance oozed out of every place it could use as an escape. The man opened his mouth wide, screams growing louder. He took hold of his lower jaw and pulled down hard, muscles bulging out of his neck and arms. The unmistakable loud cracking sound of bones breaking reverberated down the dark hallway. His skin split in long, tattered slices, from the corners of his lips back to dark ear holes fountaining putrid gore. 

Blackness drooled out everywhere.

Sounds of gunfire bounced off the walls as soldiers entered into the madhouse. He ran faster to find Jabez’s room, turning left at this corner, pushing through a door at the end of that hallway, shoving the body of an armless dead soldier away so he could get past. He wouldn’t leave Jabez in this hell.
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Sgt. Harmon A Lovely Day Outside
 



The guard sat outside of room seven. Straight-backed, eyes front, unmoved by the chaos reigning around him. Sgt. Harmon approached the soldier from the right side. He hugged close to the wall to avoid drawing attention to himself. Sliding his feet, he stopped a few paces from the soldier. 

This morning brought with it many horrors and delusions that would most likely keep him awake for decades, but the image of the dozen syringes forming a diagonal line down the young man’s cheek and neck was almost beautiful. Elegant in execution, none of the syringes were further apart than their own width. The top one appeared to be completely full of the same dark fluid the nurse used on himself earlier. The next one injected a few micrograms into his face. A little more was pushed out of each one until the last remained, hanging empty in the bottom of the soldier’s neck. 

Whoever did this was on no mindless rampage. They were patient and took their time. The empty medicine vial coated with remnants of black liquid in the guard’s hand was clue enough. This was self-inflicted. What the hell was going on here? 

Sgt. Harmon slid himself around, giving the guard a wide berth, and moved to the door. No light shone through the window. He tried the door handle. It was unlocked. He took a deep breath and pushed it open. The chaos of the hospital completely passed this room by. Open curtains revealed a lovely day outside, and the potted plant in the corner was freshly watered and tidied up. Towels hung neatly folded over the shower door in the bathroom to his right. The bed sheets were crisply folded and tucked in tight. 

Jabez was not here. There was no trace of any patient in this room at all. Why have a guard posted outside the door of an empty room? Unleashing a tidal wave of frustration, Sgt. Harmon launched into a wild rampage. He kicked the plant over, threw the small folding tray into the wall, punched the mirror, and ripped the covers from the bed. The shredded pillow fell in pieces to the floor. Now quiet. No screaming from the hallways. Bullets exploding from their cartridges were silenced. The horrible laughing of the insane dancing and cutting ceased. 

All that remained were an old, leather-covered book tied with red twine, and a key, resting together on top of the neatly made bed, beckoning him to the center of the immaculately cleaned room. 
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Sgt. Harmon: A Beginning
 



Sgt. Harmon choked. The river woke him. Hands scratched and pulled at his clothes. He fought them at first. His head broke the surface. Burning lungs swallowed air until they almost burst. The men finally caught hold of him and dragged him to shore. The standing stones toppled over when one of the men smashed the butt end of his MK-17 into the structure. A low, resounding thump followed along with each flat disc crashing into the water.

Sgt. Harmon swiveled his head back and forth, scanning for the old Jabez. No one else remained in the canyon but his team. The medic reached for his left hand. He clutched it fiercely to his chest. Looking down, he saw blood slither out between his wet fingers. Try as he might, he could not release his grip. It took three men pulling on his forearm to pry it away from his body, revealing the brown leather book clutched in his clawed fingers. The medic was finally able to loosen his fingers as they slowly warmed in the sun. Dug in so deep, it took a pair of pliers to remove the teeth of the key from deep within his flesh.

They bandaged his hand, gave him some antibiotics, and bagged the key and brown leather book for the journey back to base. Sgt. Harmon told his men that the search was over and it was time to head back home. He knew Jabez was gone.
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Dedra: The Queen of Order
 



Dedra sat up. Careful not to wake her husband, she slipped out from beneath the warm sheets, sliding her feet into her waiting slippers before they got cold. She never needed to look for them. Like everything else in her life, they were put exactly where they needed to be. Order was Queen in this life. She needn’t bother checking her reflection in the vanity mirror, but she did anyway, as she had every morning for the last twenty years. 

Not a trace of sleep remained on her face. She adjusted the shoulders of her black robe and tied the belt in a knot, curling the soft fabric into a neat bow fit for a gift to royalty. Abram smacked his mouth and turned over. A kind and gentle man, always fun for the children. He had never measured up to the Prince she dreamed she would end up with. But it could have been much worse. 

It was a comfortable life, if not altogether happy. They paid the bills regularly, and the grass was always neatly cut. Good grades were expected of the children, and were delivered. A few behavior problems here and there, but no more than expected. Some sibling rivalry and schoolyard scrapes. When the girls hit their teen years, she didn’t expect either of them to become pregnant or anything as disreputable as that. 

Abram’s rejection from entering the service bothered her more than she thought it would. Most of her friend’s husbands had been off fighting for some time now. The “War Widows,” as they called themselves, got together for tea every Friday night. Dedra guessed it was for moral support and exchanging advice on how to raise their children alone. She didn’t really know firsthand. 

One good thing about Abram being home was the steady work. With so many other men from town gone, he was getting calls 24 hours a day for his expertise. Before the war most folks thought that a handyman ranked somewhere down close to the bottom of the totem pole. Jack-of-all-trades, master of none type of thing. But Abram was good at everything. He could fix a leaky faucet and have your air conditioning working before you got the kids out of the pool and dried off for lunch. 

Even his hobby was helpful these days. Down in the basement, his odd assortment of tools and knick-knacks were completely baffling to her. After an exhausting day of repairing broken garage door openers or replacing cracked drywall, he would tuck the girls into bed and head down into his own little world. 

Dedra never went with him. He would have welcomed her, she was certain of it. It wasn’t that she was choosing to stay away from her husband, either. The heat in that closed-off space was simply too unbearable. Even during the cold winter Abram would climb upstairs after a few hours shirtless and drenched with sweat. He always had a smile on his face, though. Maybe someday she would let him kiss her before he took his shower. It was something to work on.

She quietly closed the door to the bedroom and checked on the girls in their pink princess room, breathing in perfect synchronicity. Watching for a few more moments, the tall woman shook her head in disbelief. Where did they come from? How did she get so lucky? Dismissing the twinge of regret scratching at the back of her mind, she walked to the top of the stairs.

Their black-and-orange tabby cat, Taffy, brushed against her leg and turned down the step, ready to follow to her food bowl the way she did every morning. There was movement in the shadows below. What was down there? The doors and windows all looked closed from up here. She must have imagined it. She lowered her foot to the first step, and the cat abruptly froze in place. Her fur was not raised in warning, however, and she did not hiss. Her front paw simply held still in its position a few inches above the burgundy carpet. 

The air in the great room was still. No sound of the wind outside came through the walls. Branches ceased their constant scratching on the roof. It was as if someone or something had pressed a pause button.

A light at the bottom of the stairs radiated from an unknown source. White outlines in the shape of people formed in the air, glowing brighter. Indistinct faces remained still at first. A man, yes, definitely a man’s shape mounted the first two steps. Behind him, a slender woman with long, flowing hair. Below them on the ground floor, more shapes came into focus. Two small children stood next to each other, holding hands. By their postures, they both looked like little boys. 

The four moved like shadows in reverse. White, cloudy-outlined images, hazily sliding over the edges of framed photographs hanging on the wall. Melting over the angles of the stairs up toward her. The bright un-shadows burned her eyes. Dedra’s eyelids seemed glued open. Her muscles strained unsuccessfully to raise her arms and protect her from the searing pain. 

Dedra stifled the scream in her throat, keeping herself from falling by leaning on the wall. The inverted shadow mouths were stretched inhumanly wide. Gaping holes with no teeth or tongues were instead filled with white and grey hissing static screeching up at her. Each of the four heads slammed to the right in perfect sync, snapping their necks at an absurd angle. 

Then Dedra did scream. Eyes slammed closed, entire body tensed and bracing for the inevitable pain she anticipated. She almost tumbled down the stairs when Abram touched her shoulder. Of course there was nothing there when she opened her eyes. Of course there wasn’t. This was the real world. Order was Queen. She was only dreaming.

She allowed Abram to lead her down the stairs after he checked the house. Discovering nothing out of the Queen’s order, he made her a cup of hot chamomile tea with two spoonfuls of honey. He sat with her in silence for a time. He was a good man, really. She told him everything was okay, that he should go back to bed, and kissed him on the lips gently. 

Two hours later Dedra was still sitting at the table, absentmindedly stirring her cold cup of tea as the sky turned from black into purple, then into a momentary flash of dark blood red. In that short span of seconds, a squirrel hopped onto the fence top. The animal stood on its hind legs and appeared to stare directly into her wide-open eyes. The sun coming up behind it made it difficult to see its face. 

Dedra walked to the edge of the sink and leaned closer to the window. The squirrel pointed straight at her with an outstretched hand, snapped its head violently to the right and leaped into the air. Instinctively, she ducked and heard a loud crack from the glass. She opened the silverware drawer with shaking hands and drew out a spatula. Fumbling with the oversized wooden utensil in her clumsy fingers, she dropped it and reached back into the drawer, struggling to grab hold of a knife.

The lights came on, and her chest lurched in shock. Maria, her youngest girl, stood with one hand on the light switch. With the other she rubbed her eyes and pointed curiously to the book and key sitting in the center of the kitchen table. 
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Dedra: Opening and Closing
 



Dedra quickly slid the two strange items from the table and shoved them into a drawer next to the pantry. Making breakfast helped calm her. Reciting the recipe in her head, measuring the correct amount of milk, counting the eggs, stirring briskly for forty-five seconds in a clockwise direction, then forty-five seconds counter-clockwise. Order. It put everything in its right place. 

By the time she finished making her biscuits, both girls were in their seats, fussing with each other’s hair and talking about what they were going to do at school that day. She tensed when Abram wrapped his arms around her from behind and kissed the side of her neck warmly. He hesitated for a moment and then let go. She hoped he didn’t notice. 

Meal finished, dishes in the sink, and kids out the door for school in fifteen minutes. This just might have been a record, even for the Swindon family. Abram stood at the end of the driveway until the girls entered the gate of the little school down at the end of the street. He closed his eyes and stretched up to the brisk morning sky. He picked at a few weeds from the edge of the lawn, continuing his morning ritual, and came back in the front door. 

Dedra was already sitting at the table and motioned for him to join her when he came into the kitchen. As she walked him through the frightening happenings of her morning, Abram sat still and held his eyes steady with hers. When she finished her story, Abram remained quiet for a long time. When he eventually spoke, he suggested it might have been residual emotions from her nightmare earlier in the evening spilling over into her half-awake subconscious. 

That might have even been something she would suggest, if it weren’t for the key. She lifted the rust-covered piece of bronze from the apron in her lap and set it on the center of the table. Abram’s eyes stretched wider than she had seen in their twenty years of marriage. He looked back up into Dedra’s face and then quickly back down to the key, his expression shifting in miniscule degrees from world-weary terror to the Christmas morning surprise of a small child that only a parent could recognize.

His hand slid over the well-worn wood of the old table and stopped just next to the fantastical object. At his curious glance, Dedra gave the hint of a nod and closed her eyes. She didn’t know why she kept the book hidden away. It just felt wrong to show it to him. But the key… she knew of no one else who could decipher what the key meant, and what it might open. 

All of the equipment down in the basement, the hammers, the gloves, punches and chisels…each of them were there because he loved working with metal. Blacksmithing, casting, welding, any way he could beguile new shapes out of the unrefined alloys. He could make anything he wanted. Mostly he just made keys. Not the machine-made kind you find in a shopping mall or auto parts store. He forged his exquisite displays of workmanship by hand. They were hung on the walls of every house in the neighborhood. When politicians from all over New England found a hero who saved a cat from a burning building or an athlete who pitched a no-hitter to win the playoffs, Abram handcrafted their key to the city for them.

They were radiant. Some ornate and complex designs twisting the metal in and out like Celtic knots. Others gorgeous in their simplicity with fine lines and pure curves. Often people from nearby asked him to copy their house or car keys. They were all one of a kind and fit the user’s personality perfectly. He never charged them. He made them out of love, with love, for love. 

Abram didn’t like to think he made keys that locked things. Rather that he made keys that opened things. He thought keys could open anything and everything. When you unlocked your home to let someone in, they were welcomed into your life. They were entering your small part of the world and that was a beautiful thing. Abram’s keys opened more than just buildings and cars. Abram’s keys opened doorways to the unreachable places. 
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Dedra: At the Bottom of the Stairs
 



Giant white Xs falling from the sky. That’s what they looked like anyway. The snow floating next to the window was protected from the winds so it fell straight down. The neighboring house just beyond the bushes was not as insulated from nature’s heavy breathing, causing the flakes to descend much faster and at an angle. Watching them all come down together created the illusion of thousands of three-dimensional white Xs punched across the sky in a gentle form of Braille.

A light dusting of soft white coated the grass. Heavy snows melted a few days ago when warmer, more comfortable days arrived. The kids didn’t have to put on coats when they were out playing yesterday. But the whiteness returned for today, at least. At this point in the weather, it wasn’t enough to fully cover the short rock wall running along the property line. Branches weren’t creaking and snapping under the weight of accumulation anymore. 

Everyone in the village grew excited for spring’s arrival. They acted as if a blue sky was something out of a fairy tale. That water flowing in the reservoir without a sheet of ice covering its surface was nothing but a rumor in the back rooms of hair salons and barber shops. Winter in this part of the country wasn’t that bad. It only snowed for two months. But locals seemed to exaggerate everything around here. No matter where folks lived, they loved to complain about the weather. 

Abram wouldn’t see any of it. He put himself away like an old unused tool behind the basement door. Dedra thought about knocking but didn’t. Calling to the girls, she told them to be safe while she went inside for a little while. Two small, absentminded hands waved quickly over their unturned heads and returned to whatever dirt-covered game they were playing in the pretty little thicket of bushes.

It was time for a break. Maybe they would eat egg salad sandwiches on the sofa together, watching TV. She wouldn’t complain about the crumbs this time. She didn’t even know why it bothered her so much. It’s not like they any company ever came to the house. No family was nearby to pay a surprise visit, and the neighbors all kept a safe distance. Always polite, but never friendly. That’s just the way things were around here. She made attempts to start some friendships. Nothing ever amounted to more than tentative plans that nobody ever followed up on. 

Dedra’s life was Abram and the girls. She tried not to be overbearing and press him for too much attention, but the loneliness overwhelmed her mind sometimes. There was no defense against it. Abram was a good husband. But like most men he needed his time to do whatever it was men did when they were alone. Dedra recognized how important that was to him and let him have his space. They never argued about it. Not a syllable was uttered in frustration. But hiding away in the basement for two nights and three days? It was time to bring him back out into the world.

Her knuckles struck the yellow door five times in rapid succession. She didn’t notice the hollow resonance of the sound. A large basement made mostly from concrete should have more of an echo. Putting her ear to the door she knocked again. No response. Dedra reluctantly turned the doorknob. Unlocked, the door opened without the squeak of hinges or creaking of old wood.

Light was visible at the bottom of the stairs. A hint of cinnamon swam in the air, mixed with the familiar odors of smoke and damp mahogany. Her slippers slid softly across the tops of each stair, providing the only soundtrack to her descent. She reached the floor and turned her head both ways, looking for Abram. Maybe he was taking a nap in the shadows behind the boxes to her left? His desk sat empty, and some of his tools lay discarded on the floor. 

Racking her brain, Dedra tried to remember when she last saw him come upstairs. The red-orange glow emanating from the boiler was too dark for any real heat to be coming from there. Abram obviously wasn’t working on anything down here today. But the door was open, and his tools uncharacteristically splayed around the basement, not neatly put away. 

There were piles of papers scattered everywhere. She resisted the urge to organize the confusion. This was her husband’s space. She could do whatever she liked in the rest of the house, but Abram kept his own non-filing system. Though her spine stiffened at each page on the floor and every broken pencil, she respected him enough to not move anything.

A light crinkling sound came from under her foot, walking closer to the desk. Picking up one piece of paper wouldn’t disrupt things too much, would it? Scratches of dark gray pencil lead coalesced into a more recognizable shape as wrinkles were smoothed away. Straight edges here, a beautiful curve there. Sharp teeth extended fiercely outward from a perfect circular shape. Abram’s drawing became a perfect facsimile of the mysterious key from the other night. More than simply lead lines laid out on the page, the image hovered above the paper in all three dimensions. 

Her eyes glazed over. In that moment she forgot herself. There was a brief glimpse into the universe existing without her self. No color. No light. Empty. Hollow. Unfeeling. An uninhabited void of white. 

Dedra snapped back into awareness. Her hands tore at the paper, shredding it into small pieces. She let them go. She let the images of that terrible whiteness fall away from her. The image of the key remained burned in her mind, floating, spinning slowly in the air above her hands. She was sure that she was not at all interested in finding out what it opened.

Defiantly, she took the last few steps over to the desk. Among all the dust and clutter, soot stains and malformed metal mistakes, the top of Abram’s desk was quite clean. Other than his dirty pair of gloves, there wasn’t much Dedra could complain about. It was sitting there right on the center of the workbench. He found it. She should throw it out. The old and fraying red thread opened, welcoming all to enter the world opened on the pages. Untied now, it gently draped over the edges of the pages. 

When she looked at it the book, it moved. She knew it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. All the same, the old pages rose and fell in slow rhythm. Breathing. No. Not real. Could not be real. 

Climbing the stairs to leave, she gradually became aware of something pushing against her lower back. She scrambled up the steps two by two to get out of that dark space faster. The pressure gained strength. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end when she closed the door. Where was he? Her heart was racing, and she leaned on the door to keep from falling. She stood there and caught her breath, straightening the front of her blouse with sweaty palms.

Someone needed Abram for a job. That must be it. He went out while she and the girls were asleep is all. Yes. He would be back any time now. 

Dedra snapped her head in a stiff nod to reassure herself of the truth. She called out to the girls to come inside and get cleaned up. Then she placed a pot of water on the stove to boil. If she was going to make those sandwiches, she needed some hardboiled eggs.
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The Tattooist
 



Tied together in a tightly knit group, the small needles moved up and down in a blur. Each time the sharpened bundle went down, it pushed its way through the first layer of skin, leaving a dot of black ink that would remain etched into the dermis forever. The artist moved his hand deftly around the outline of the design. In several decades of marking people’s flesh, this was a first for him. It wasn’t the usual tribal pattern or Celtic knot. He was relieved he didn’t have to spend an hour working on some drunken sorority chick that wanted an arrow pointing down below her belly button. It wasn’t his concern if she considered it a mistake in the cruel light of morning.

This man didn’t look like a typical customer. More people were getting tattoos than ever before, which was good for business, of course. He inked doctors and lawyers right alongside athletes and musicians. He even did a life-sized gavel on a circuit court judge’s inner thigh. Not his most pleasant evening, but the old guy tipped well. Still, this particular man was unexpected. Most middle-aged men came in for their mid-life crisis tattoos trying to impress their new twenty-years-too-young, post-divorce squeezes. They always wanted lightning bolts on their loose-skinned biceps or maybe a cherry red Stratocaster with the words, “Rockin’ On.” They’d always put it somewhere that could be hidden beneath their shirt or even covered by a sport sock when they played racquetball with their boss. 

This particular man came in alone, thick, dark bags under his eyes and covered from head to toe in a strange white-tannish dust. Puffs and clouds of the stuff flew off his body every time he moved, glimmering in the shafts of sun coming down from the skylight. He removed the crumpled piece of brown paper from his shirt pocket and hesitantly slid it across the counter, his head down, making no attempt at eye contact.

Without words, the dusty man touched the black drawing with his right index finger, rolled up the sleeve on his left arm, flipped his hand over, closing his hand into a loose fist, and pressed his fingertip into the flesh directly below the second wrinkle underneath the hand. He held it there for a long time. None of the other guys were in the shop this early, so the place was empty. Silence hummed in spirals on the verge of becoming uncomfortable.

Looking at the size of the drawing and where the man wanted it done, the artist did some quick calculations in his head. The complex drawing filled with minute details would be difficult. It would take more than a few hours to do this thing right. The artist said it would be about four hundred bucks. The dusty man looked him in the eye for the first time and nodded. He pulled a battered leather wallet from his front pants pocket, opened it and placed six crisp, brand-new hundred-dollar bills in the artist’s hand.



* * *

 



Five hours later, the artist walked outside the front door and stretched his aching muscles. Silently he lit his cigarette and stared out past the arrhythmic pattern of cars driving by on Route 6. There was no story behind the design. None was needed. There were no names exchanged, nor any other conversation for that matter. The artist could tell the man was kind-spirited by his mannerisms. He sat in the chair, calm and quiet. When the needle pierced his skin for the first time, he showed no telltale flinch of a newbie getting his first tattoo. The man’s breathing was slow and steady, never faltering. 

The artist was proud of his work. Always proud to some degree, but this piece was different. It moved him. After his cigarette burned down to the filter, the artist realized he had forgotten to take a picture of the tattoo for his book. He would have framed and placed this one in a sacred spot on his wall in the shop. Thinking about the tattoo, the artist felt moistness on his cheeks. He never cried. He flicked the brown-stained nub of the cigarette to the ground and stubbed it out with the heel of his All-Star high top. 

The artist couldn’t remember the last time he cried like this. He laughed when his dad died, the son of a bitch. Walking inside, he closed the shop door and locked it behind him. His talented fingers gently traced across the glass countertop, over the piercing studs and stickers emblazoned with the shop logo. Sobbing broke through like a tidal wave, and the artist allowed himself to drown in it. This was a good sadness, a cleansing sorrow.

The artist smeared the snot from his nose onto his color-infused forearm and sat down in his work chair. When the seas finally calmed, he smiled with an unfamiliar sense of relief. He liked it. Cleaning up his supplies, he placed the used needles into the sharps disposal safe and collected the unused ink. He peeled the tape off the table and gathered up all the papers that protected from spilled ink or blood and threw them away. After setting up the workspace for his next appointment, he noticed something sitting in the center of the chair. The old man didn’t leave this here by accident. It was a gift. He left the sculpture to be found long after the man left the shop. 

The artist hung the beautiful brass key on a nail directly above his mirror. Its fine teeth came down over the frame by an inch or two, but that didn’t bother him at all. He went into the back room and, after shuffling through the boxes and crates of unused crap for a few minutes, found what he was looking for. The shabby-chic white frame stood out from other artwork on the walls. Unlike the other objects that were intended to shock and offend people, this particular item was clean. Pure.

The artist stood back and smiled. He read the words, and a lightness entered into his heart that he didn’t think existed before. He read the words over and over again. Lost in a pleasant moment of clarity and happiness that might have lasted all day if he were left to his own devices, he was awoken from his dreaming by a knock on the door. The artist read the words one last time and then turned to unlock the door and get started on his next tattoo. 

Over the years, the artist never saw anyone else pay attention to it hanging there. But he looked at the note and the key at least once a day. He read the words, and they never failed in helping him to feel at peace: “For your dreams.”
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Dedra: Labyrinth
 



Dedra heard the girls squeal when Daddy came through the front door. She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to throw the plates in her hands at his head. Instead, with delicate precision, she put both plates exactly in the center of each setting. The placemats rested parallel with the edges of the square table. The sandwiches rested already sliced in quarters on the serving tray in the middle of the table. 

She stood behind her chair in front of the sink, with her hands loosely draped over the back. Abram walked in from the hallway. Looking like an ashamed little boy, he bowed his head and stared down at the floor for a moment, then moved toward the sink followed by a puff of strange powder. She coughed. It left a thick, musty smell of old paper in the air. Dedra pulled out her chair and sat down, listening to the water clean her husband’s hands.

His lips were gentle when they pressed against the top of her head. She reached up, and they interlaced fingers just above her shoulders. His breath rustled the hair behind her ears in an old, familiar way that she had missed for a very long time. Abram squeezed her hands, removed his lips from her head, and took his seat beside her at the table.

Dedra didn’t mention the bandage on his forearm at first. In the time it took her to take just three bites of her sandwich, Abram ate one entire sandwich and started in on the next. He smiled at her and thanked her for making lunch. He apologized for being gone so long and asked that she not make any further inquiries into his whereabouts. 

She bristled at this last request, somewhat offended, and didn’t understand why he wouldn’t tell her. He asked for her patience and told her that he would show her as soon as he could. She was willing to wait a little while, but not for too long. 

Abram noticed her eyes flickering down to his bandaged wrist. He took a butter knife from the table, cut through the plastic tape, and pulled the bandage away. 

It looked so real. Dedra took his fingers and placed his left hand flat on the table. The detail was exquisite. The tattoo was entirely black, yet there were patterns that weaved in between other lines creating mazes and puzzles in all three dimensions. The longer she looked at it, the more detail she could make out. What was locked inside this?

He lifted her face by her chin and kissed her softly on the lips. Taking her head in his hands he pressed their two foreheads together and whispered, “Everything.”
  

PART THREE





Paper

A book paper (or publishing paper) is a paper designed specifically for the publication of printed books. Traditionally, book papers are off-white or low-white papers (easier to read), are opaque to minimize the show-through of text from one side of the page to the other and are (usually) made to tighter thickness specifications, particularly for case-bound books. Typically, book papers are lightweight and often specified by their caliper/substance ratios (volume basis). Volume basis allows the calculation of a book's printed pages per inch which is an important factor for the design of book jackets and the binding of the finished book. Different paper qualities are used as book paper depending on type of book. Machine-finished coated papers, wood-free uncoated papers, infinitely amorphous papers, coated fine papers and special fine papers are common paper grades.




Key

[kee] noun, plural keys, adjective, verb, keyed, key·ing.

1.a small metal instrument specially cut to fit into a lock and move its bolt thus allowing access to an item or hidden space. 2.something that affords a means of access. 3.something that secures or controls entrance to a place 4.a book, pamphlet, or other text containing the solutions or translations of material given elsewhere. 5.a pin, bolt, wedge, or other piece inserted in a hole or space to lock or hold parts of a mechanism or structure together; 6.a contrivance for grasping and turning a bolt, nut, spiritual authority, etc.




Lock

[lok]–noun

1.a device for securing a door, gate, lid, drawer, or the like in position when closed, consisting of a bolt or system of bolts propelled and withdrawn by a mechanism operated by a key, dial, etc. 2.a contrivance for fastening or securing something or someplace. 3.any device or part for stopping temporarily the motion of a mechanism. 4.complete and unchallenged control; an unbreakable hold

[lok]–verb (used with object)

1.to fasten or secure (a door, window, building, etc.) by the operation of a lock or locks.2.to shut in a place fastened by a lockor locks, as for security or restraint. 3. to join or unite firmly by interlinking or intertwining

[lok]–verb (used without object)

1.to become locked: This door locks with a key. 2.to keep apart 3. to become fastened, fixed, or interlocked: gears that lock into place.







- Wikipedia
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Dedra: Waiting
 



The skin beneath her wedding band turned red and raw. Dedra couldn’t stop herself from twisting it around and around on her finger. It started to become painful by the seventh day, and yet the compulsion would not go away. Dishes piled up in the sink to the point where flies were buzzing around the kitchen. If she had bothered to lift a saucer, she would have found an unwashed plate of weeks-old scrambled eggs underneath, swarmed with squirming maggots recoiling from the light.

Jesse and Maria remained locked away upstairs in their room. If they were eating, Dedra didn’t notice. What food remained in the refrigerator was spoiled, and the entire house was permeated with a foul cloud. Windows were lifted open, and fans tried unsuccessfully with all of their spinning plastic might to circulate the stale air outside.

Dedra sat immobile in the kitchen. Unblinking eyes stared blankly through the window above the sink at the squirrel staring right back at her from the top of the fence. She twisted the ring around and around, digging a groove into her finger’s soft skin, the squirrel’s hands mirroring her vacant motions.

Abram went down to the basement seven weeks ago. She watched him walk down the stairs into the darkness. The door was left open, and Dedra fought a powerful urge to close it, to straighten out the angles in the hallway. She didn’t close it. Instead, she moved silently down the first steps to see what Abram was doing. He always left through the basement and never came back. This time she needed to see his secret escape route, and nothing he said would stop her. 

Abram faced away from her in his chair. Hunched forward like that, he looked so very tired. He pulled something over his head on a chain from his neck and set it on top of the desk with a heavy thud. His shoulders lifted, stretching, and he let out a heavy sigh. The top drawer slid open, and Dedra thought she saw the strand of frayed red thread and cracked brown leather. 

He placed the book down in front of him. His hands were doing something out of her view. She meant to move down another step to catch a glimpse; instead she slipped and fell down the stairs. There was no handrail to grab on to, so she tumbled all the way to the hard concrete floor. It all went in slow motion for Dedra. She thought she screamed but couldn’t be sure. Abram held the old key in his hand when he turned to look at her. His expression changed in that instant from determination to shock to recognition, and finally to a knowing sadness. 

From the time her heel slid from the step to the moment her head hit the floor took all of three seconds. In those few ticks of the clock, she witnessed her husband pushing the key into the center of the binding between two open pages of the book. His hand turned the key clockwise to the right. There was no bright flash of light. No thunderous music in the background created a sense of suspense or dread. He simply went into the book. 

No, that’s not right. He didn’t go into the book. He became the book. 
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Dedra: Her Entire Life
 



When she woke up, the girls were crying. Marie found her. She screamed in fright while Jesse ran up the stairs to go find help. The bruises from her fall on the stairs made everyone assume that Abram had beaten his wife and run off. Dedra’s statements to the contrary were brushed off as the ramblings of a battered housewife trying to protect her husband and keep him out of jail. The manhunt continued for two weeks. No trail or trace of him was found anywhere, so the local sheriff called it off. They kept him on the most wanted list, but Dedra knew they would never find him where they were looking. 

Two days after the incident in the basement, Dedra woke up feeling queasy. She almost didn’t make it to the bathroom before she started throwing up. At the drugstore, the girls played in the toy aisle while she took the pregnancy test to the bathroom. Even the fluorescent light seemed surprised when the tiny blue plus sign materialized. 

The night after Abram came home with that awful tattoo, she had a strange dream. He started kissing the back of her neck the way she always liked. He whispered in her ear how much he loved her, causing a shudder of gooseflesh to rise on her arms. Rolling to face him, she opened her mouth to kiss him. She tickled him when he lifted his shirt over his head, and they laughed. Normally he didn’t like being tickled, but this time he tickled her back and pinned her hands to the bed above her head. The bright moonlight illuminated him as he reached for the bedside table. He kissed her breasts, to the sound of metal fumbling on wood. He sat up between her legs and held the key in his open palm. She couldn’t see his face in the shadows, but thought by the change in his breath that he was smiling. He offered his left hand to her and she took it. The key floated above his arm and sank slowly into the tattoo. He groaned in pain and pleasure. His eyes closed and he rocked forward, touching his forehead to her slightly rounded belly. They both accepted this event unfolding as the most natural and beautiful thing in the world. 

No other sound shared their world. The wind outside stopped. Her heart no longer beat inside of her chest. A patient world waited. She watched the skin beneath his tattoo ripple upward in a small, rolling wave. At its crest, the key stretched out to free itself from the black maze of lines. Once more it floated in the room, and Abram grasped onto it tightly. He spread her legs apart, lifted her knees high, and she closed her eyes waiting for what was to come. She had wanted this her entire life. 

When the sunlight opened Dedra’s eyes the next morning, she could still hear Abram’s voice echoing in her ears. “For your dreams.”
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The Nurse: Black Rubber Mat
 



Jesse heard the automatic doors of the emergency room slide open, and when the cold wind came through, she was glad her elbow rested on the stack of papers she was supposed to be filing. She folded the top right corner of the page so she wouldn’t lose her place and closed the book, putting it down cover-side first. This way she could be sure no one would be able to tell without looking closely that she was reading romance novels at her desk instead of working. Normally there were maybe only one or two patients during the early morning hours, so no one much cared what she did, and today was especially slow. 

The door closed on an empty waiting room. Jesse leaned forward and looked around. All she could see were the two empty brown benches and three rows with four shiny green hard plastic seats each. The Home Shopping Network played silently in the corner underneath a really awful watercolor of a sailboat tacking in semi-rough seas. She never understood why they didn’t put something nice up there. Some doctor’s wife probably painted this jumble of bland colors in an art class taken on a whim to spend his money.

She went to see who had opened the door. Her white sneaker stepped onto the black rubber mat. The double doors whooshed to the sides, and instantly a chill wind pushed her back a half-step. She wrapped her arms around her thin waist and walked into the shocking cold. She scanned the empty parking lot to the right. It was still dark, but enough light emanated from the glow blooming on the horizon to show her that no one was there. Looking left, she thought she saw a hint of pink fluttering around the corner of the building. It quickly flicked into sight again, and then was gone.

She thought about calling Nick, but the security guard was making his rounds. Probably taking his time down in the basement smoking his morning joint around now. Bracing a bit tighter, she leaned into the wind and shuffled her feet down the sidewalk, past the darkened windows and parked staff cars lined up at an angle. Fortunately it was a small hospital, so she didn’t have to go too far before reaching the end of the parking lot. 

Jesse turned the corner, and everything around her froze in place. The small cloud of breath misting out of her mouth stopped. Her feet hung in the air. Two little girls stood in front of her, holding a newborn infant swaddled in a blue-and-white quilt. On the left, the taller girl had no face. Her head appeared as a wash of colorless finger paint smudged by a child’s hand. She held the baby in her left arm and waved with her free right hand. The shorter girl wore her hair in pigtails tied with shiny pink ribbons. Wind whipped the long red locks in swirls in front of her face, covering it from view. The ribbon on the left side of her head was undone and hanging in front of her shoulder, over the baby’s tiny exposed feet. This must have been the flash of pink she saw from around the corner. Both girls seemed eerily familiar. She recognized them, but a door closed in Jesse’s brain, refusing to open on the memory. 

Her mother’s voice came from behind her ear. It was deep and gentle, and reminded her of swinging from the tall oak tree over the reservoir with her sister Maria when she was a little girl. The mournful sounds didn’t come through to her in words she was familiar with. Such strange sounds. Soft but brutal. Vicious but kind. A language not invented yet. Still, she understood the voice’s intent. 

Jesse blinked, and the young images of her and her sister were directly in front of her. Their small hands stretched out, offering up the baby to her. Jesse noticed her arms hanging down, unmoving. They felt unattached to her…part of someone else. She concentrated so hard to make them lift up and take the child crying in the cold. The looks on the two girls’ faces turned sad as they took turns kissing their baby brother on the forehead. Young Jesse, the taller of the two, reached into the folds of her yellow dress and pulled out a strange old key. Everything around took on a strange blur to the edges. The brick-and-mortar walls of the hospital liquefied, melting from their hardened shells, rippling in the wind. The key, however, remained sharp, clear, and crisp. 

Young Jesse reached the key out in front of her, and Marie took hold of her hand. They both held onto the key and aimed it down at the baby’s face. He looked up with crystalline blue eyes and opened his mouth. As it stretched wide, the nurse turned away. The baby’s soft cooing reassured her that everything was ok. She turned back in time to see the baby close his tiny lips over the key. 

The girls were gone. Jesse was standing at the edge of the sidewalk, blown by the wind, holding the sleeping infant. Despite the cold, she was sweating. Her heart was beating so hard that she was sure she was going to pass out at any moment. She heard a light thump and a jumble of clicking noises off to her right. A squirrel stood on its hind legs on the hood of the Jeep parked in the space next to her. 

Another thump and scratching sound. A different squirrel stood on the hood of the Toyota parked next to the Jeep. As she looked down the row of the seven other cars in the lot, squirrels stood atop each one, high on their hind legs, looking right at her. Standing on a brown Hyundai, the third one down the line reached an arm out and pointed its clawed finger. In quick succession, each brown animal copied the gesture and directed their pointing fingers at the baby. 

The voice in her ear was unmistakable now. She needed to run.

Just then, each of the small heads cracked to the right and let out a piercing scream, shattering all of the windshields. Jesse turned back to the emergency room entrance in a panic and started running. She sheltered the baby from the projectiles of flying glass with her arms as she fled, the sharp claws scraping deep lines in paint as they fought for purchase on the slick fiberglass hoods of the cars. 

Jesse was afraid to turn around but risked taking a glance at the reflection in the dark windows of the building as she ran past. The wild claws flinted into sparks against the concrete as they chased her down the sidewalk. She was only a few feet away from the door when the first one caught up and sank its teeth into the back of her calf. 

Pain. She had been hurt before. One time she broke her arm skiing back in middle school. The thick red scar from the compound fracture still showed its crescent shape over her left elbow. A bad mistake of a boyfriend had punched her in the face when she refused to go down on him in college. But nothing compared to the pain tearing through the muscles and tendons of her leg at this moment. A darkening red crawled its way inward from the edges of her vision. The baby in her arms gave Jesse the strength to fight it off and get to the door before the next beast caught up to her.

The doors slid open, and she tumbled down onto the black rubber mat inside, screaming for help. Slowly, the doors automatically slid closed behind her. Jesse turned her head back, covering the still-sleeping baby with her body to protect him from whatever the hell these things were. She watched the squirrels all stop when they reached the glass, steam clouds rising in the cold air from their breath. She watched them raise their arms and point to the child hidden beneath her. She watched as their mouths all stretched open too wide for the structure of their small heads to remain intact. She watched as their heads bent to the right side, snapping the bones through the skin of their broken necks. She watched as they threw themselves into the glass in a splattered bloody mass over and over again until their lifeless bodies were left twitching and flopping around on the mat just outside the door, like fish gasping for air.
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The Nurse: There Are No Squirrels in Australia
 



Comfortable in her chair, Jesse watched her husband heading off to the ski lift with their friends. It was snowing again, but not too badly. The season was pretty slow this year, so there weren’t as many tourists as expected. It was nice to have a little bit of quiet. She heard an American accent and turned quickly to see if she could pick the woman out. There were so few other ex-pats down here in New South Wales these days that she almost stood up to go and find her.

It was too much hassle to adjust the strap while it was inside her snow pants. She would just have to wait until everybody got back down the hill. Seven years since that night and back then, no one believed her. Nick finally showed up after she screamed herself raw for twenty minutes. Smelling like a skunk, he called the incident in and the police came as quickly as they could. She was stunned at first by the lack of blood from her leg wound. Her scrubs weren’t even torn.

Jesse’s throat burned and she could barely utter a sound louder than a whisper, but she kept on trying to scream until the resident in charge gave her a sedative. No one could figure out what was wrong with her leg. They did X-rays and MRIs that all came up normal. Out of the dozens of blood tests, one came back with an abnormal result indicating possible Lyme disease but it was subsequently ruled out by later examinations. 

The shrink assigned to her case after the breakdown attributed the “phantom pains” to “psychosomatic trauma.” Someone needed to punch that guy in the dick. Jesse felt a small twinge of justification when the flesh on the back of her calf started dying. If the pain hadn’t been so excruciating she might have even stood up on the reception desk of the hospital, pulled up her pant leg, pointed down to the necrotic tissue and screamed out, “See motherfuckers? I told you!” Instead she retreated into a morphine-induced heap until they amputated her leg at the knee.

The move to Australia was a good idea. After the incident, Jesse felt the need to get as far away from Rhode Island as possible. Teaching third grade was exciting, and the kids at the school were all terrific. Plus, life was better now with her son. Surprisingly, even with her time spent in the hospital, the adoption of the mystery baby went through relatively smoothly. Nobody came forward to claim responsibility for him, even with all the coverage on the local news and in the papers. Jesse’s lawyer exploited this fact to her eventual winning of custody. 

Jesse knew in her gut this boy was connected to her right from the beginning. A strong feeling of familial bond sparked instantaneously. Everyone noted how similar the boy looked to her. She might as well have been the boy’s birth mother for anyone could tell. Since her dad vanished from the family when she was a little girl, Jesse named him after her favorite poet. She didn’t have any problems giving Auden her husband’s last name when they got married a few months after the adoption. 

 Jesse closed her eyes and relaxed. She pushed and pulled the stroller back and forth gently with her prosthesis. Sunspots drifted slowly around the dark insides of her eyelids. She traced the swirls and patterns, enjoying the dizzy sensation they brought. A shadow moved over her face. She was about to open her eyes when that same familiar voice whispered in her ear. Breath caught in her chest and the half-empty Bloody Mary glass fell out of her hand, smashing on the wooden deck. She listened closely and carefully. Anyone watching her from afar would have seen her nod her head and begin softly crying. 

A rustling sound came from inside the stroller. Jesse reached out to grab the handle when it was violently yanked away. The loud “thop” sound cracked in her ears as suction between the plastic cup and the skin of her stump separated the titanium alloy calf and foot away from the rest of her leg. As she jumped out of the chair, the stroller’s rubber handle slipped just beyond her fingertips, and she lost balance on her good leg and fell over, leaving one empty ski-suit pant-leg flailing in the cold winter wind. 

Washed out in the glare of the bright sun, Jesse watched the fabric on the sides of the stroller stretching out at odd angles. The shapes of small claws pushed and scratched, leaving puncture marks and gouges running in every conceivable direction. Struggling to catch it, she reached out and was able to grab onto one of the back struts before the stroller rolled off the edge of the deck. She slammed the heel of her palm down on the plastic brake just inside of the back wheel locking the carrier in place. Using the now-immobile stroller for balance, she pulled herself up to her knee and scrambled up to the side, peering over the edge in a panic to check on her son. 

“Auden?” He voice was quiet and unsure of itself. The light blue-and-white-plaid blanket lay inside, undisturbed by any of the previous commotion. Its slow rising and falling calmed her nerves, and she was able to breathe along with him. Her fingers reached under the lip of the blanket and slid it down to take a peek.

His empty stocking cap rested flat, like a decompressed balloon in the wrinkles of the cushioning.

“Auden?”

Pulling the blanket lower, she saw the top collar of his red sweater lying gently on top of the black t-shirt with “Mommy Only Wanted A Backrub” written in thick white lettering.

“Auden!”

Jesse tore at the blanket, throwing it out of the stroller. Caught in the wind, the soft blue fabric floated through the air, over the railing at the edge of the deck. If Jesse had looked, she would have seen it spread apart like paper in the wind before its descent to the snowy ground. 

At first, she couldn’t tell what it was. The baby’s black sweatpants sat cross-legged on top of something, with his thick, fur-lined boots standing upright below the rectangular-shaped bulge. It was moving. Slowly going up and down. Her fingers inched their way down to lift up the rest of the clothes.

The old brown leather split and cracked with every breath. That’s what it was doing. Breathing. Tied closed with a string the color of blood, she could hear the air slipping out from between its pages as it exhaled. A stench emanated from the stroller that was almost unbearable to breathe. Her hand hesitated just above the book, thinking for itself, afraid to touch. 

“Oh, my boy…” A tear fell from her eye, and she watched it falling into the dark leather. Moisture quickly spread out in perfect circles, bringing a refreshed, new softness to the old skin. 

“Jesse.” Her mother’s voice came up, caressing her face, from the breath of the book. She felt a soft hand on her shoulder and turned around.



* * *

 



The local newspaper printed that when Jesse’s husband found her, she was bleeding from hundreds of scratches all over her hands and face. Carrying the headline “Baby Stolen In Broad Daylight From Ski Resort” above a black-and-white photograph of an empty stroller turned on its side. The article quoted the lead investigating detective from the police department: “After a cursory medical examination, we questioned the mother for details of her assailant. Unfortunately, she remains in a state of shock. On the advice of her doctors and with the permission of her husband, we will continue questioning after she has had time to recover more fully. Until such time, we ask that any member of the public who has information leading to the whereabouts of this child please contact us at…” 

Search-and-rescue teams spent the next week combing through every inch of the mountain but could not find the little boy. The only clues found were small animal footprints in the snow that disappeared at the edge of the tree line seventy yards away. None of the local residents could identify what made the tracks. Anonymous photographs posted online showed large groupings of them, as if made by hundreds of small animals walking in eerily straight columns. Strangely, no markings in the snow were found leading up to the lodge, only moving away from it. 

Later in the week, reports of track sightings came in from as far north as Brisbane and as far west as Perth. Large numbers of the indigenous population of Brush-Tailed Rabbit Rats were mysteriously being slaughtered all over the country. Australian Animal Control agencies were never able to determine the cause.
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Auden: A Prison of Words
 

Last night I dreamt a song. Choirs of voices sang in unison. Though wordless, a sense of sadness and love haunted the lilting, natural melody. There were no instruments or stage. No orchestra gathered beneath an electroshock-haired conductor waving a baton in front of a crowded hall. Nor was my body present physically. I wept as the tones surrounded and passed through the air around and within me. So beautiful, I thought, so vast. So intensely private and personal, it became universal in its aspect. No eyes to see, no colors or even blackness. There was nothing but the music. As it was apparent to me that this was a dream, I thought I should wake up and write it down. Of course, that didn’t happen. There were no eyes to be opened or hands to play the notes I longed to recall. Still lost in this fold. I cannot find myself. It feels like a lifetime I have been pressed in here. Unrelenting pressure. Unforgiving stiffness. Something new is here. Someone that I think was not here before. Some other trapped here with me. The words have been writing him. The pages feel more real to me now. The paper has gained a rough and woody texture. I can almost reach the edges to open my way out. If there is another here, surely I must be close to freedom. This story cannot be finished yet. I won’t accept that. This is not my ending. This is not how I was written. I take a vowel from here and move a consonant next to it. It takes all of my effort… all of my strength. I have been here far too long. 
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Emily: Marionette
 



Emily sat at the kitchen table with her knees up high, toes on the edge of the chair, her feet covered in bright pink socks rolled down to the ankles. The steam stopped rising some time ago from the mug of tea held loosely in her fingers interlaced over her shins. She felt used up. Worn out and tattered, like a garage band playing an out-of-tune and slowed-down cover of “I Bought A Headache” by the Replacements.

Jason and Jeremy were still upstairs. The thumps and thuds stopped vibrating down from the ceiling about an hour ago, so they must have grown tired and put themselves to bed. She knew she should go check on them at some point, but right now she couldn’t muster the strength to get up from the chair. Even blinking her eyes was a marathon-esque struggle. 

Auden had been gone for three days now. There was no sign of him anywhere. His truck was still in the driveway, and all of his clothes were either folded neatly in the dresser or hanging in the closet. She wanted to call the police. She wanted to call the fire department, Boy Scout Troop 114 and the National Guard, too. None of them would find him, though. 

The book was on the counter next to the sink. Emily could feel it breathing. The leather crackled and shifted up and down so slowly, almost imperceptibly. But she could see it. Her eyes caught a flicker of motion outside the window. The squirrel sat on top of the fence and looked at her. The small black eyes didn’t blink. It stood still, breathing in time with the dry cover of the book. 

Emily‘s muscles creaked as she untangled her fingers and stretched her feet to the floor. The cold of the tiles instantly seeped through her thin socks, and a shiver ran from her toes through her spine up to the base of her skull. Shaking her arms and twisting the kinks out of her back, she watched the little brown rodent mimic her every movement. There was no fear or apprehension. This was just the way things were. After all, if her husband could take a trip inside of an old ratty book, why couldn’t a squirrel play the Mirror Game?

She ran her fingers through her oily hair, and the squirrel’s hand brushed the dusty fur back between its small ears. Then something odd happened. The squirrel moved its arm down toward the fence, and Emily’s hand reached for the book. Surprised at her lack of control, she tried to pull her hand away. It was no use. Her hand wasn’t listening anymore. It reached down and picked up the book. The squirrel became a blur of motion, a brown haze of vibration and ear-piercing screaming. No sound came from the animal itself, but a painful ringing shot through Emily’s inner ears and downward into her chest.

Her fingers flipped through the moldy pages. The wooden planks of the fence started cracking and falling apart. She found herself mumbling the words on the pages and rocking back and forth. Warmth spread down the inside of her thighs, and a splashing sound came from far off in the distance. Waters burst and, unlike the birthing of a child, these were waters that could not be stopped. The flow spread out of her eyes and nose and down onto the book. The words blurred, and Emily fought to understand their meaning. In them was her path, her key to finding Auden.

A page opened up, and her hands settled flat on the counter on either side of the book. The handwriting was uncertain, childlike. Whoever wrote it pushed so hard that indentations crushed into the paper, creating deep shadows within their valleys and crevasses. An odd sensation of being drawn into the crimson pulled at Emily’s gut. The room swam around her as every sound was sucked away in the vacuum left behind. 
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The page lilted and rolled from the center outward, as if it were made of water. Everything was motion. Rippling and swirling, becoming even more chaotic and disorderly. Slowly, the words drifted back together from across the page…
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The water swirled and spun Emily’s head around. Her stomach churned, causing the remains of her tea to rise high in her throat. She tasted sour acid on the back of her tongue, and her shoulders lurched  toward the sink. Though she hadn’t eaten in days, a thick black-and-red sludge surged from her mouth with a coarse, guttural scream and splattered across the white porcelain. 

Her knees lost all of their strength. First, the left leg collapsed. She tried to regain her balance by clutching the edge of the sink, but her fingers slipped on the vomit and were unable to gain solid purchase. The right knee folded, sending her chin hard into the countertop, and her teeth crunched down into her bottom lip. 

She awoke in a heap on the floor. Fortunately, her head had landed on her left arm instead of on the hard floor. She couldn’t feel her legs. They were folded beneath her body in an awkward position that even the most seasoned yogi would find difficult to achieve. Rolling forward, Emily touched her lip and jerked her hand away quickly. It hurt, but at least the bleeding had stopped. 

She stretched her legs out and started rubbing circulation back into the blocked veins. Pins and needles crept in, and she winced at every touch. The feeling started coming back, and she wiggled her toes. Her stomach ached more from shock than from getting sick. Tears swelled at the base of her eyes. She could just imagine how wrecked she looked and was briefly happy that Auden had never hung mirrors in the kitchen, like she’d originally wanted. 

Her legs were almost ready to stand. Leaning back against the cabinet door, she gave herself a few moments to collect herself. She rubbed her eyes with the sides of her fists. A gentle breeze blew through the branches of the oak tree outside, and Emily listened to the crackle of leaves rustling. Finally a natural sound, from reality, bringing her back to life. 

She leaned her forearms on the seat of the nearest chair and slowly pushed her body up to her knees. Her legs still felt weak. She tested her balance by letting go of the chair for a few seconds. Feeling like she was strong enough, she pushed herself up to her feet. Her head swooned, and the room wobbled like unsteady stilts in the wind. She fell back onto the edge of the counter and was able to hold steady until the rollercoaster ride ended. 

Against her better judgment, Emily’s eyes moved behind her to the window. The squirrel was no longer on the fence. Standing strong and tall, the fence almost appeared to be mocking her. Cracks of sunlight burned through spaces between the thin planks of wood, shining in elegant patterns on fallen branches and drying leaves. 
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EmilyDedra: Comes the Flood
 



All of the lights were off at the top of the stairs. Emily flicked the hall switch and headed up to check on the boys. Jason’s door was almost closed, with just a glimmer of his nightlight glowing through from underneath. Glancing in Jeremy’s room when she walked past, his bed was still made and empty, his stuffed giraffe on its side just below the pillow. Back across the hall, her fingers gently touched Jason’s door and gave a light push. If they were asleep, she didn’t want to wake them. There was a quick, cold rush of pain in her chest as her eyes sent the signal to her brain that this bed was empty as well. The door swung open a bit wider, but her relief was instantly shattered.

The ragged, impossible image of the two pajama-clad boys stood motionless in the center of the room. Three footy-pajama feet pressed flat on the floor, side by side by side. Three legs grew upward from the ground, to the point where finally, at the waist, the two small bodies diverged into each of her sons. Jeremy on the left, wearing his favorite Sponge Bob Square Pants cotton shirt, and Jason wearing Yoda on the right. Emily looked at the light shining on the tops of their brown heads as they stared down at the floor. The lower door hinge creaked, and their heads popped up in unison, wide-stretched eyes staring at their mother. No blue or green irises peered out from the empty orifices.

She saw no movement, yet suddenly their right arms were pointing straight out toward her, vibrating with the strain of tearing muscles and joints. Their heads snapped to the right, pressing ears flat on shoulders, the obscene angle in the center of their necks tearing skin to expose veins and bones. Their mouths gaped horrifically wide, stretching lips beyond the limits of human skin. White-and-black static filled the opened space, hissing and screeching at blood-curdling volume. Emily reached up to cover her ears. She backed into the hallway, slammed the door, and fell to her knees. She crawled to the bathroom and hid behind the door. There was a shuffling sound at her back that did not emanate from the hallway. Sitting up, she stared into the full-length mirror on the back of the door. The color of the bathroom in the reflection was different. The towel hanging from the edge of the tub was green with a flower pattern on it, not a solid light blue like the one hanging next to her. Instead of a stepstool beside the toilet, there was a grey can filled with sunflowers and long stalks of straw. Emily slowly pulled her eyes away from the items in the background of the room to finally see that the woman in the mirror’s reflection was not her at all…




…Dedra sat on the bathroom floor, staring in shock at the strange woman looking back from the mirror. Her hand lifted to her open mouth to stifle a scream. The woman in the mirror did the same. When Dedra breathed, the stranger’s chest rose and fell as well. The same shock and horror that were drowning her filled this woman’s eyes too. She moved closer to the mirror to examine the stranger’s features. When her finger touched the glass, it pressed against the mysterious ridges of the unknown woman’s fingerprint on the other side. Suddenly, the world lurched. She reached down to her belly and cradled the baby still inside of her. Everything tumbled around, and she turned for the toilet as quickly…




…as she could. Emily barely made it in time. She heaved up the contents of her already raw and empty stomach. She leaned her head into the cold porcelain and flushed the water, spinning it down the drain. She wiped her dry lips with a piece of toilet paper and glanced back into the mirror, hoping to see her own reflection, and noticed the rounded belly of the strange woman looking back at her. Strange hands supported a weight growing inside that Emily had not felt since before Jeremy was born. Without warning, she was slammed down to the cold floor by a violent kick inside her belly. She screamed and watched helplessly as the woman in the mirror writhed in pain. 




…Dedra’s howling was like that of a wild animal caught in a trap. The fabric of her nightgown pushed upward in the shape of a small foot. She pulled at the thin, yellow material, tearing it away from her body. The skin beneath was blue and black, with bruises outlined in a bright pink. Another white-hot bolt shot through her when the shape of an open mouth pushed outward from around her already extruded bellybutton. The teeth were crooked and malformed. Her skin flopped loosely…




…in the vast empty hole left between the upper and lower jaws. A muffled scream bounced off the tile and porcelain of the bathroom. The skin between the teeth flapped up and down as the waves of sound caused the impossibly malformed flesh to vibrate. Her lower back arched as a familiar urge to push rushed through the base of her instinctive animal brain. Fists or feet pounded at the outside of the bathroom door, shaking the hinges loose. This couldn’t be happening. She wasn’t even…




…pregnant for only a few months. Dedra knew it was too early for the baby to come. There was no way it would survive this early. Splinters of wood and plaster flew into the room as the pounding at the door increased its ferocity. The eyes of the woman in the mirror flared, panicked. A pool of blood formed beneath her thighs, and chills washed over her as her body…




…rode the oncoming contraction. The face withdrew, leaving her stomach skin stretched and tingling with millions of tiny biting pinpricks. In the mirror, fingers reached out from inside the mirror-woman’s body and grabbed onto her thighs. Emily slapped at the bloody hands squeezing and pulling at her legs. She felt a ripping…




…at the walls of her insides and fell backward, hitting her head on the edge of the tub. Dedra forced her eyes open through the pain. The beard appeared to be brown. There may have been flecks of red and grey too. It was hard to tell underneath all the blood and amniotic fluid. Another surge of uncompromising agony…




…and Emily let out a faint whimper. Her feet slipped forward as the grey-haired man’s arms pushed up from the floor. She wanted to reach for something to hit him with, anything to stop the horror from continuing. The man’s face turned and locked eyes with Emily, opened its mouth, and pleaded, “Help…




…me.” His arms lost all their strength, and he fell face-first to the hard tile. Dedra looked at the blood-spattered mirror. The man on the floor of her bathroom was not the man lying in the pool of blood in the mirror. She watched as the woman took a towel and cleaned Abram’s body…




…gently drying off his head and cradling him in her arms. In the mirror, Auden did not open his eyes, but he breathed in time with the older man in her lap. Emily fought the darkness creeping in for as long as she could. Helplessly, she relented, and her eyes closed with one final glance into the mirror at the strange woman and her husband tangled up together on the floor…
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Auden: Boot Man
 



The floor is cold when you open your eyes. Fingers brushing through your hair are soothing and relaxing. A quiet hum of a woman’s voice speaks into your ear. You try to lift yourself up and get a better sense of your surroundings, but a hand pushes down on your shoulder gently, and the unfamiliar voice whispers, “Not yet.”

Your eyes trace through white patterns on the tile floor as your vision comes into focus. Your bare skin is splashed with blood. Your hand’s reflection moves in the mirror, a thick black-and-red substance oozing down from your fingertips to the floor. A woman’s hand with dirty and chipped red fingernails wipes your forearm dry with a towel. 

The humming stops and is replaced by the sound of sobbing. Your head moves in time with the shallow inhales and exhales of breath, your head resting on the woman’s lap. You are about to ask why your wife is crying when you see the reflection in the mirror. This bathroom tile you are laying down on is not yours. This woman holding you is not your wife. 

Knife-like daggers of wood and shattered glass fly across the room, piercing into the wall behind the tub, as the bathroom door explodes. The woman’s arms squeeze you tight, but it feels more like trying to use you as a shield than holding you prisoner. You hear the harsh click of the military boots on the floor before you see them. There is no time to react before the polished boot lifts up and slams directly into your solar plexus. 

A friend once told you that your lungs never completely blow out all the air that they contain. There is always a little bit of oxygen left, stuck in the bottom somewhere. You used to try blowing out as hard and as far as you could, imagining the powerful lung walls closing tightly together, pushing every last bit of oxygen out of your body. It made you feel as thin as paper. The tiny, sharp pang of emptiness hurt a little bit, but the next huge inhale immediately brought relief so keen that it felt like a rebirth.

This kick was not like that. Yes, all of the air rushed out of your body. The fact that it was preceded by a steel-toed boot crushing your ribs removed all the pleasantness involved in your youthful memories. It also made it rather hard to take that refreshing inhalation after the lungs were emptied out.

You roll over on the floor, gasping. You can almost feel the imprinted boot-bruise rising on your skin. On your back now, you try to focus your eyes on the boot-wearer. The woman is screaming as Boot Man leans over her. You can’t see anything clearly at first. He moves closer, and you finally see his face. 

Long white hair trails down from his head and his chin. Hollow eyes look out from deep sockets embedded in nearly transparent skin. Cracked lips peel back, revealing yellowed enamel on what teeth, with blackened roots, remain. 

Boot Man grabs you by the ears. “You… Where the fuck is he?” He slams your head back down on the floor. A lightning flash of pain, and then nothing.
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Auden: Unlock the Pages of Forever
 



Pages flipping in wind… words too blurry to comprehend… neat rows of text melt into black lines… waves foam and curl down from high above… fingers pinch and squeeze and hurt you… can’t move… waves breaking down closer now… pages slap louder… lines turn to words turn to letters turn to teeth biting tearing shredding pages flesh blood water falling down down down over head no breath no air no breath no light no no no…

You cough over the sound of a metal bucket clattering across a concrete floor. Water drips down your face, and you swallow air for the first time in forever. There is enough light in the darkened room to see Boot Man pacing back and forth frantically, in front of what looks like an old fireplace or furnace. Boot Man looks younger now. His hair is trimmed neatly, and his beard is short. He is slim, but muscles bunch and uncoil underneath his sweat-stained white t-shirt.

“Not him… not him. How could it not be him?” The words curl out fiercely through clenched nubs of teeth. For some reason, they don’t echo from the concrete walls, as the sound of his hard-soled military boots do. 

Your wrists are free, so you reached down to feel what’s holding you locked in place. There is a chain of some kind around your waist. Another chain attached to the front stretches tightly out beyond reach, and another chain stretches behind you. The ground is moist beneath your bare feet, surprisingly warm despite the biting cold in the air. 

You hear no sound other than that of your own breathing, and the occasional clatter of the metal links rubbing together when you try to move. You dare not close your eyes again for fear of losing focus. You count seconds. You time your breath. You stretch your toes out in the mud and tried to picture the thickness of the earth. Anything to stay in the present and ready for whatever comes next.

Not knowing how long you were unconscious terrifies you. Boot Man’s odor is strong. He must have been in the room with you for some time if the scent is still this powerful. He brought you here without waking you. Your eyes burn at the brightness of a match igniting and providing fire for his cigarette. In its glow, you can make out more of the basement. Hand-built rock-and-mortar walls with varying sizes of stone set at odd angles. Wooden shelves holding barrels with a smudged and unreadable brand, alongside bulging bundles wrapped in old potato sacks. 

Eventually, he speaks. A quick grin passes over his dry, cracked lips and his eyes glance down at your naked, shivering body. You don’t feel truly exposed until he slowly starts to move closer to you. He takes another a drag from his cigarette, the embers glowing brighter, reflecting off the finely polished steel of the sword he uses as a cane. 

Lifting the sword, he presses its sharp blade into the flesh on the back of your right knee. A gentle pressure causes you to raise the leg, shifting body weight and digging the cold iron chain into your left hip just above the waist. Smiling, he pushes the blade a little bit harder against the soft flesh. You feel the cold metal digging into the skin and strain the muscles in your thigh even harder. All he needs to do now is pull, and the sword will slice through all of the tendons holding your knee together. Sweat beads into a small pool on the back of your neck. 

“Fear is what I want from you. I collect it.” Boot Man slowly moves his tongue across the remains of his top teeth. “The fear of someone who has already suffered a great deal tastes much sweeter than an innocent, you know.” 

He turns his back to you and raises the tip of the sword high  toward the ceiling. “Maybe it’s because you’re a Jew.” His eyes look down below the chains, and he nods his head. “Could be the different diet.” He laughed at that. “No. No. No. It’s the centuries of suffering. That makes the experiences of life, no matter how bitter they seemed at the time, so much more gratifying. Right?” He spins back and the tip of the sword lands on your shoulder, the blade pressing into the side of your neck. “A bit of salt brings out the richness in chocolate’s flavor, don’t you think?” 

“Pain will come eventually.” You can smell the sour of his sweat under the damp moldiness as he moves in, touching his cheek to yours, and whispers, “Live in anticipation for now. Swim in the depths of this darkness and wonder when. It will come not unlike an orgasm. Mounting… rolling…building in waves. Wash the fear down over me. Be scared. Be frightened. Be terrified. Feed me your worst nightmares, soldier.” 

“Oh… I almost forgot. Your children are dead.”

Every muscle in your body turns to stone. 

You can’t move. You can’t even flinch as he rises up on his toes, sticks out his cracked grey tongue, and licks the tear from your cheek. He isn’t lying. You have been lost for so long, and now your boys are taken away from you forever. You will never get the chance to hold them again. They will never go to ball games with you. You won’t help them learn how to play the Goldberg Variations on the piano. 

Boot Man touches your cheek, and you pull away. You feel more than hear him chuckle and watch him put out the cigarette on the ground. In the darkness now, you listen to his footsteps moving away from you. A loud clicking noise, followed by the crackle and hiss of what sounds like a record needle finding its place. The longing sighs of “Sehr Langsam” from Mahler’s Fifth Symphony work their way through your ears and penetrate your stomach muscles. They tighten and churn with grief. You lurch forward against the chains and howl like a wounded beast.

Dancing around the cellar and smiling, he lights candles with a long wooden matchstick. He twirls in circles, moving faster with each howl from his prisoner. Your throat raw and torn, the only sound you can utter is a pitiful rasp, buried beneath Gustav’s prayers for love and redemption. Eventually your body tires and collapses, held up only by the chains keeping you on your feet. 

Taken in all he needs for the evening, Boot Man holds your sweat-drenched head in his hands and whispers softly into your ear. “You are the key to this release. Tomorrow we begin anew and will begin to unlock the pages of forever.”
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Auden: Picasso Taste
 



Every time you open your eyes, you hope that it’s still a dream. But Boot Man makes sure you know you’re awake. He never actually hits you or cuts you with the blade of the sword. He gives you water, bread, and occasionally a few small bites of some heavily salted meat. There is no natural light in this space, so you can’t distinguish between day and night. Your vision blurs, and you ramble incoherently. He mimics your sounds while skipping around on the toes of his boots in a grotesque and cruel ballet. 

Your skin beneath the chains turns raw and infected, seeping pus and blood. This the Boot Man collects in a rusted tin cup that he places on one of the wooden storage shelves, next to a large burlap sack marked in a language that you can’t read. There is the sound of a distant trumpet through the walls. You look up and see the old man pressing his ear against dirty stone, with his white-within-white eyes stretched wide. 

You imagine yourself at home with Emily. It makes you happy to still have her name. Everything else seems to be fading away. You pour yourself into the memory of her. Send every part that you can imagine back to her. Your only solace is that she is not here in this room with you. You can be with her out in the sun and swimming in the sea. You can go away. She takes all of you with her and helps you stay free.

You dream of making love to her. You’ve fucked other women before, but Emily is the only woman that you ever made love to. No one else ever touched you entirely. You let each other explore and feel every bit of your bodies. She would take you in her hand and feel the weight of you in her palm. You in turn traced the outlines of her strange mysteries slowly, softly.

You remember the wonderment of going inside of her for the first time. That strange feeling of becoming one body together, occupying the same space. You were both patient and gentle, not needing or wanting to rush. Building infinitely upon a growing energy between you that started the night you first met. Heavy breaths led to moans built into groans escalated to howls of pleasure and laughter. 

You feel your back being pushed forward. Your arms are held immobile. A weight crushes your feet into the cold, hard concrete. Eyelids peeled open. Something grabs the top of your head and forces you to look down. Not wanting to see. Realizing where you really are. The sharp tip of the sword pushes slowly into the skin above your bellybutton. Boot Man takes his time carving an oval shape: longer from top to bottom than from side to side. 

“Well,” Boot Man grins, “you weren’t an ‘innie’ before, but you sure will be now.” 

The brain recognizes signals from your stomach. The brain feels every cell of the flap of skin assaulting your mind as Boot Man slowly peels the oval of flesh from your body. The brain tells the jaw to clench teeth tightly together, suppressing any outward vocal sounds. The brain chooses to not give Boot Man any more satisfaction in his torture. The brain tries to picture Emily, Jason and Jeremy.

Boot Man lifts up the flap of skin. He rubs the bloody inside of it against your cheek, leaving a trail of your own gore on your face. Your eyes burn from not being allowed to close for so long. The edges of your vision blur around Boot Man leaning his head back, opening his mouth wide. He holds the oval up over his broken and missing teeth, giving one final wiggle before dropping it in. 

He chews slowly, staring at you with a dark satisfaction. 

“Mmm mmm mmm.” Boot Man closes his eyes and swallows, rubbing his stomach. “Tasty.”

The hands holding you turn your head to the left. You see the woman from the bathroom sitting on the floor next to the old Victrola. Her arm rests on top of the short brick wall, embracing the speaker still singing its warped serenade of crackles and pops. Boot Man smiles, twirling his fingers in the air in time to the screeching metallic violins and out-of-tune piano. Nodding his head, he blows you a long, slow kiss. 

His hand extends its pinky and moves down to the woman. The small finger touches her head just above the ear and gives it a slight push. Her head slides over an inch or so across her freshly sliced neck. It teeters on the edge of bone and tissue but comes to rest right before it falls. In the shallow light of your prison, you think yourself lucky for not being able to see any fine detail of veins and muscle. 

“Not unlike a Picasso, eh?” Taking his finger into his mouth, he glances down at the shape of the broken woman below and shrugs his shoulders. He lifts the head by the hair with one hand and holds it out. With the other hand he grabs her chin, moving her mouth like a ventriloquist’s dummy. His voice becomes a high-pitched, vibrating, failed attempt at the sound of a woman. “I’m feelin’ kinda frisky.”

He moves next to you, holding the head in front of your face, one hand holding it in place, the other working the jaw and lips. The freakish attempts at smiles and pouting grins are made worse by the woman’s lifeless green eyes staring vacantly in your direction. 

“Hey sexy. How’s about you gives us a kiss?” The head moves closer. You fight to turn away, but the hands hold you in place. He opens the woman’s mouth while you feel fingers grasping at your jaw, pulling it down. Your lips reluctantly move apart. 

Your brain has lost control. You can no longer stifle the screams as her lifeless tongue falls downward into your mouth. Boot Man twists the head from side to side while he mimics moans of pleasure. 

“I’m curious…what does death taste like?”

Boot Man throws the head backward over his shoulder. The squishy thud when it hits the floor is muffled beneath the volume of your screaming. He stands in the center of the room with eyes closed, his arms spread wide. Cackling hysterically, he begins to twirl. It starts slow, almost graceful. He speeds up faster and faster until his arms become a blur. Wind builds around him, picking up dust from the shelves and small rocks from the floor. 

He stops. The wind stops. The record stops. The rocks fall, making dry cracks as they hit the floor. Silently, he moves back over to the body still holding its lifeless arm around the now-silent speaker. He pushes up his sleeve and dips his right hand into the remains of the woman’s neck. He pushes dramatically slowly, until he is in her down to his elbow. He closes his eyes and shifts around, apparently trying to find something. You can see the bulges pop out in her skin where his hand moves organs and bones out of his way. He stops. His eyes open with a smile, and he pulls his hand out. 

“Here it is.” Boot Man holds something metallic tightly in his meat-covered fingers. He glides across the room to you, stopping toe-to-toe. His left hand grabs the back of your head gently. His right hand opens, palm up, between your two faces, revealing a small padlock. He blows on it sharply, pushing a small grey piece of some internal organ down to the floor.

When the metal first touches the hole in your belly, all you can feel is pressure. With one firm shove, the lock enters deep into you. His hand pulls back, letting your muscles close around it. Now that it’s in you, it’s part of you. You can feel the shape. You can feel the cold metal as it warms to the tissue, embracing it. And you want it out. 

Feeling has all but vanished from your torn throat. Your ears remind you that you are still screaming. All that you are now is a pitiful and hoarse sound, slowly disappearing in the dark folding around you.

Before you are lost completely, you hear Boot Man giggle with the voice of a child. Thousands of tiny paws climb up your legs. Their claws dig into your skin, making little holes as they rise higher. Up they climb, until you feel them cover you completely from head to toe, leaving only the hole in your belly untouched. He blows out the candle, and you are gone. 
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Auden: Arrhythmic Wounds
 



You are the key… 

You are the key…

You are the key…

Like a mantra, it repeats over and over in your head. 

You are the key…

You lean back and to the left against the chain digging further into your ripped skin. There has been no food or water for some time now. If Boot Man is still in the room, your eyes can’t find him hiding in any of the shadows. Needle skipping over and over as the Victrola continues to spin. The static hiss and pop provide an arrhythmic accompaniment to the voices in your head. 

You are the key…

Arching forward, you pry the chain out from the indentations in your waist. The wounds don’t feel like they will ever heal. Given no time to scab over, you try to rotate where you let yourself lean when you can’t stand straight any longer. You can’t feel your feet anymore. They walked away from you a long time ago. 

You are the key…

Looking down, the hole in your belly isn’t bleeding. The edges of the cut are clean and smooth. You can see the muscles tensing and releasing with every breath. A dark reddish-brown color coats the curves and folds inside of the hole. You can’t bring yourself to touch it.

You are the key…

You feel a rustling behind you. Something takes hold of the chain, gently pulling it from the wounds around your waist and lowering it to the ground. You fall to the side into an embrace of too many cold arms. There is no sensation of touch when they lift you. Your eyes burn, unfocused from the darkness and too much exposure to the air. The arms that you can see through the haze are black metallic. Smooth. Frictionless. Obsidian seas waxing and waning from the pull of some unseen moon. Washing you clean and dressing your wounds. Warm and soft white cotton trousers cover your legs. A knitted white sweater rests unbuttoned atop the fresh bandages. 

You are the key…

The white room has a soft feather bed. Thick wool blankets cover you from waist to feet. In the center of the room sits an unfinished oak writing desk with a blank stack of paper and a white sharpened pencil resting on top. An ornately carved frame outlining nothing but empty black space hangs on the wall across from you. 

You are the key…
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Auden: Falling
 



A gentle wind rustles the soft sheet under your chin. It feels like you haven’t opened your eyes yet, because all you see is white. There are no defined edges between the walls, ceiling or floor. A vast, empty whiteness, so crisp and bright that you have to press your palms against your face to shield your eyes from glare. In time, your eyes adjust, and you turn on the bed to place your feet on the floor. Neither warm nor cold, you can scarcely determine when your skin actually makes contact with the ground. 

Your eyes scan the room and its bare contents. The desk stands in the exact center of the floor. The chair is turned toward you in a welcoming position, inviting you to come and sit. There is no movement, but something catches your eye and begs you to look over at the black space hanging on the wall. There is no reflection of light here, yet it’s comforting to look into the blackness. You move closer to it, not feeling the floor beneath your feet or your muscles moving at all. Your fingers trace the ornate curves of the frame and find beveled slots to slide into. It’s a welcome embrace that gives your hands a comfortable, warm feeling, like holding a lover’s hand. 

You move your face closer to the emptiness. Close enough that the tip of your nose hovers molecules away from touching the dark canvas. You hear a scratching sound behind you and quickly turn. A pencil rolls from the top of the stack of paper. On the desktop, the white wooden instrument begins to spin in slow circles, creating an almost inaudible whooshing sound. Your eyes follow the lead tip as it spins around… around… around… The sound of water sloshing in a metal bucket comes from the picture frame, but your eyes are locked onto the pencil, watching it turn around… around… around… Slowly, the spinning stops. The eraser points directly at you. 

Silence now. You don’t breathe. You don’t move. The pencil starts to wobble in place, rocking back and forth on the beveled edge of its side. The wobble increases and builds to a blurred vibration. The pencil almost disappears, it is moving so fast now. In an instant, the vibrations stop, as it rolls from the desktop and falls toward the floor. You watch, breathless, waiting for it to land. Your heart stops, instinctively knowing that when it hits, everything will shatter, and you will disappear along with everything else in this tiny universe. You watch the pencil reach the floor and fall through, deep beyond the white space. You watch as it continues to fall impossibly farther and farther, deep into the enormity of this white emptiness. Falling and falling, growing smaller and smaller, picking up momentum. A strange new terminal velocity beyond any law of physics in Einstein’s or Hawking’s wildest dreams. It must have fallen miles away now, but you can still see every detail of the white edges and metal clamp holding the eraser to the wood. Your head turns back to the comfort inside the frame. Your hands gripping firmly, but not too tightly, pull you in closer and closer. You hear the clatter of wood slapping into a solid floor. At the same instant your face pushes into the blackness in front of you, the floor falls away from your feet. 
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Emily: Knock Knock
 



Abram opens the book and looks for something. Emily sits beside him on the living room couch, wrapped in the quilt her grandmother made before she died. She was terrified of the man at first, but he knew so much about the book. The genuine sorrow in his eyes calmed her suspicions. There were so many questions and doubts, but when he told her that he could help bring Auden back home, every ounce of her flesh wanted to believe him.

His knotted and scarred fingers stopped flipping and pointed to a spot in the center of an open page. He looked up from the text, but his eyes never quite met Emily’s, stopping just next to her face. She wasn’t quite sure if it was shyness that kept him from looking at her, or maybe even a sense of shame. He opened his palm and choked out, “These are your husband’s pages.”

Emily darted her eyes between the open book and Abram. His hand slid the book closer to her on the table, and he nodded with friendly encouragement. Emily shook the blurriness from her head and brushed back a loose strand of hair that fell in front of her face, tucking it behind her ear. 

The text was smudged and almost unreadable. Dark red fingerprints covered some of the letters. Others were smeared from something spilled on the parchment a long time ago. The words that remained were either written in a language she wasn’t familiar with or made no sense at all.

Emily closed her eyes. A warmth rose up into her flattened palm from the paper. She reached out for Auden. In an indescribable way, she knew he occupied this space. This is where he had been. She turned to Abram, and he smiled reassuringly back at her. He took her hand and nodded.

“He’s not in there anymore.” His voice was deep and kind. “I’m sorry.”

“Wh… where is he?”

“I think that he’s with Dedra.” Abram closed the book gently and looked down to the floor. “I saw her with him...”

“…in the mirror.” She looked back up the stairs and shuddered at the thought. 

Her feet fought against the movement, but she was able to coax them over to the bottom of the stairs. “What about the boys?”

“I don’t know.” Abram watched with a feeling of helplessness as Emily leaned her hand on the wall. Her body trembled with heavy sobs. Words of comfort escaped him then. Sadly, he let the room fill with her stuttering short breaths, trying to quiet her own cries. 

Without thinking, he started scratching at the skin healing over his tattoo. The front door opened, and a rotund gentleman stood with a look of deep concern on his white-bearded face. He must have been a friend or family member. Abram didn’t recognize him at all, but as soon as Emily saw the man, she ran to him and buried her weeping face into his shoulder. Abram stood as the man patted her softly on the back and rocked her as if she were an infant in his arms. 

Emily lifted her head at the sound of the man clearing his throat, and they both turned to look back at Abram. His white moustache lifted up slightly into a smile, with a bit of hesitation. Emily wiped her face on her forearm. She didn’t seem like the type of woman who would often express emotion this openly. She quickly fussed at her hair and attempted to install a brave face that would have fooled anyone who didn’t have the gift of sight. 

Her head cocked at an angle to the side when she smiled. “This is Sgt. Harmon from across the street.” The man extended his right hand out but kept close to Emily. A welcoming gesture held in protective armor. “And this… this is Abram.”

“Hello.”

“Good afternoon.” A thickness in the air built that was almost physically painful. Abram noticed that the man’s hand was still held out, waiting to be taken. Needles pierced into his skin as a warning. He couldn’t bring himself to touch the man. There was something indescribably wrong about him. 

The two men stood there, unblinking. Emily felt the tension, too, and rather than let it continue building, she broke the uncomfortable silence. “Sorry, Sgt. Harmon. Can I offer you something to drink?”

“No.” Finally lowering his hand. “I just came to check in and see how my new neighbors were doing.” Sgt. Harmon and Abram each pretended to relax. Their hackles were raised, however, and Abram’s gut told him to keep a distance from this person.

 “I’m going to pour myself a glass of water.” The nervousness in Emily’s voice was apparent. “Is it just me, or did it get really dry in here all of a sudden?”

Abram kept his eyes on the man, not bothering to hide his mistrust. Sgt. Harmon smiled, and they both looked each other up and down. “No thanks, Emily, really. I’m fine.”

“So where do you know the Quiltons from?” There was a bite to the question. Obvious this man did not want Abram here.

“We’ve only just met.”

Sgt. Harmon’s eyes widened at the sight of Abram’s wrist. “That’s an interesting tattoo you have there.” He moved faster than a man of his bulk should have been able to. So fast, in fact, that Abram didn’t even notice the man had even moved before he took hold of his arm. “It looks pretty new. Aren’t you a little old for this kind of thing? Any piercings I should know about?”

Abram tried to pull his arm away, but the man’s cold fingers gripped like steel. An odd chill rushed across Abram’s skin. His eyes closed to a burning white behind his eyelids. He didn’t hear the words so much as feel them. Pain shot through his chest and into his belly. Fighting the pressure, he held his bowels tight, straining to remain upright. The sound of breaking glass brought him back.

He watched the scene unfold from some faraway place. The man began to dig his fingers into Abram’s wrist with one hand. His other hand reached out to catch Emily by the throat, knocking the glass of water from her hand. He nonchalantly threw her into the fireplace.

“Now this… this is something, here.” His long fingers melted together. The bones in his hand twisted and cracked. His skin darkened, taking on a silvery-brownish tint. Loud snapping sounds punched Abram in the gut. Angles appeared as the former fingers tried to twist into the correct shape. 

The man gritted his teeth, sweating. “What is it?” Abram felt a burning deep inside, stretching from the extended limb to the center of his chest. It tore at him more ephemerally than physically. “What is it?” The man grunted again, trying to make his key/hand fit. 

Abram pulled at a hollow place deep inside his stomach. He clawed and scraped and dragged for something solid and strong to lash out with. The man was close to finding a way in. Abram couldn’t allow that to happen. He knew it. Closing his eyes, trying to drown out the burning ripping tearing shredding in his arm, he stretched in. The whiteness behind his eyes took on a dark orange tint. Pressing deeper down, the orange started glowing into a deeply cold redness. His limbs went numb. He no longer felt his assailant stabbing cutting for the entryway. 

He opened his eyes and was blinded by clean pure white.
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Emily: Who's There?
 



Emily heard screaming. It sounded far away. Down a hallway or deep in some old forgotten holler, overgrown with moss, strewn with the remains of animals. Then there was a deep thud, and something fell on top of her. There was a muffled struggle, pushing her deeper into the floor. She tried to pull herself out. Feet kicked and nails clawed against hardwood floors, elbows tried to bend, knees pushed. Then the combatants grunted and rolled off her. 

Abram pulled at Sgt. Harmon’s deformed hand, smashing it into the living room table. Droplets and sticky strings of shimmering black liquid flew from the misshapen appendage with every jerk and impact. A bright white light blasted out from Abram’s forearm, making her shield her eyes every time it swung her way. 

There was no way to help. She could jump in and grab onto one of them to change the odds. But which was the right one? Some of the black liquid flew through the air and splattered on the wall directly above her left shoulder. She flinched at the sour odor burning her nose. Abram kicked out with his knee, driving it into the white-bearded man’s crotch. Instead of crumpling into a pitiful ball of helplessness, Sgt. Harmon’s mouth twisted into an eerie grin, snapping its teeth molecules away from the tip of Abram’s nose.

Emily covered her nose, rolling away from the now-smoldering splotch on the wall. Blood dripped from the sores burned into her nasal lining from the acrid black fluid. Rushing past the scramble of nails and teeth in front of the couch, she headed for the kitchen. At the entryway, she caught a glimpse of Abram looking at her pleadingly. She didn’t stop to acknowledge him. The knife slid crisply out of its slot in the wooden storage box. The fine craftsmanship of its edge was normally used to slice steak that Auden cooked on the grill. His image ran through her head, making the breath catch for an instant inside her chest. 

A loud crash, followed by deep, resonant laughter, started her engine running again. The rest was all a blur, driven purely by instinct. Couch beneath her feet white blinding light teeth biting into skin blood blood blood hard-boned knuckles crunching into solar plexus sole of shoe stomping down on ear hair pulled out from root screams man woman torn blouse buttons flipping through air deep voice “Where is he?” tongue licking eyeball burning itching fire acid pain blade pressed into Adam’s apple sharp metal digging through layer after layer of skin vein splitting in half leaking spraying red black hot wind gurgle smell of death “Must…let…in” underwater fingers claw over face back of head bounce off bricks above fireplace white red black crashing glass breeze blows curtains heavy breathing crying sobbing moaning…

silence.



* * *

 



Abram stands on legs barely there in the room with him. His weight shifts in all directions, trying to find balance in the center. He looks over at white smoke coming from the black splatter on the wall. Covering his mouth and nose, he turns to Emily. Her eyes are closed, and for a moment he thinks that she is gone. As he takes a tentative step closer, her chest moves, and she opens her mouth, breathing out. 

Looking down at the body covered with Rorschach patterns of black, Abram lifts the man’s deformed hand to get a closer look. Being careful not to get too close to his tattoo, he turns the grotesque shape around. No longer resembling a hand, its shape and angles were beginning to suggest the form of a key.

“Thank God.” The whisper comes along with his realization that it was the wrong key.

Suddenly the key-hand moves. The angles start coming undone. Stubs of fingers split apart, becoming individual digits, knuckles bulging, bending into a fist. Abram grabs the man by the wrist and drags him to the door. 

Shallow, short moans come from near the man’s face, and Abram isn’t quite sure if they are real or his imagination. Nonetheless, he moves faster, reaching for the doorknob. 

“Shit.” He pulls the door in, hitting the man on the head. He kicks at the broad shoulder blade, pushing the body backward with his leg just far enough to get the door open. With both hands, he takes the man’s arms and pulls as hard as he can to get him over the threshold into the bright sunlight outside. Once through, Abram kicks the man’s boots just past the weather stripping, slams the door, and slides the deadbolt home.
  

Other Boy Three
 



Jeremy squeezed Jason’s hand. Hard. He’d been trying to wake him up for as long as he could remember. Yelling didn’t work, so he poked a finger into his cheek again. Little round red marks were still there from last time. Jason was breathing, so he didn’t think he was dead. Dead people didn’t breathe. Did zombies breathe? He wasn’t sure. Mommy never let him watch scary movies or play any video games with the letter “T” on the box. Other Boy was on the far side of the floor, on his tummy. Jeremy couldn’t see his face the way his head was turned. The back of his hair was all sticky and black, and he smelled like poop. So he kept Jason’s head on his lap like a shield. Jason would protect him. That’s what big brothers did. Other Boy coughed. Jeremy’s whole body flinched. He started smacking his other hand against the top of Jason’s head. “Please wake up. Wake up. Wakeupwakeupwakeupleasewakeupleasewakeupleasepleease.” Jason’s chest continued to rise and fall, slow and calm, up and down. Other Boy grunted. He didn’t move, but Jeremy could tell he was waking up. He looked around the room. Nothing but white. White walls. White ceiling. White floors. No windows. No doors. Nothing but three boys covered in dirt and fear. “Wake up, Jason. You have to wake up now. Now now now nownownownownownowplease wakeupnowpleasepleaewakeupnowpleasepleasewakeupyouhavetowakeupnownowpleasenow.” 

Jeremy’s lips were shaking so hard that everything came out in a wash of spit and muffled mumbles. His eyes filled over with tears, so he couldn’t focus. He didn’t dare take his hands off of Jason to wipe them dry. He blinked hard and fast. Through the building whiteness, there was a dark shape where Other Boy was still laying down. It rolled over, and something like a face stared back. Teeth were too big. Compared to the whiteness all around, they looked a dingy greenish yellow. The boy stretched out his hand, and Jeremy kicked at it, trying to keep him away from his brother. “Jason. Wakeup-wakeupWAKEUPWAKEUPUPUPUPUPWAKEUPWAKEUPPLEEEEEESE.” Other Boy sat up stiff-straight. His legs out toes up cracked broken nails jagged exposing ripped cuticles infected and swollen. Other Boy licked his hands and brushed long, thick hair from his face, splattering black ooze to the floor behind his back. His hand dipped fingers into his front shirt pocket, slowly removing a clean, shiny blade. A reflection of Jeremy cowered back from within its silver sheen. “JASON. WAKEUPWAKEUPWAKEUPWAKEUP…” 

Jeremy didn’t stop screaming for his brother while Other Boy dotingly took Jason’s hand away. The stream of “wakeupwakeup-wakeup” lowered to a hoarse whisper but continued uninterrupted as the boy lifted Jason’s body from his little brother’s lap and set him on the floor. Jeremy rocked back and forth, no longer able to see through the thick white froth collecting around his eyes. “wakeup-wakeupwakeuppleasejasonjasonjasonwakeup pleasewakeup” Other Boy swung the knife as a conductor’s baton in time with the repeating words. One… two… three… four… the blade entered the epidermis just behind Jason’s left ear, making a long, slow incision so shallow it did not draw blood. After the circle traced around the ear entirely, the boy wiped the blade on his palm and carefully placed it flat on the floor next to his right leg. “wakeupwake-upJasonwakeupplease” The boy reached down, pinched the edge of one of his jagged toenails, and pulled. It came loose with a low-pitched, wet sucking sound, sliding free into his waiting palm. Inserting the edge of the nail into the fresh incision, Other Boy slowly made his way around the circle. Further and further around, he wiggled the yellow nail back and forth. “jasonwakeupwakeup-wakeupnownowpleasewakeupnow” 

Other Boy took his time. It was a long and tedious process. He made no mistakes. When he finished, there were no rips or tears. He stood looking down at the loose skin. He smiled, popped the nail into his mouth, and chewed. A few crunches later, he swallowed with a satisfied gulp and removed his clothes.

“Wakeupjasonwakeupjasonpleasewakeupnownowjasonnowupnowjasonwakenowjasonplease” The boy patiently stretched the skin around Jason’s ear, making the hole larger and larger. Eventually, he slid the opening over Jason’s head and neck. Wriggling like worms, every strand of Jason’s hair slipped through its tiny hole as the skin was pried away from his scalp. For the most part it went silently, smothered below the constant stream of words from the little boy sitting next to him. Occasionally a sound like tearing paper could be heard. He tugged here and pulled there, wiggling it around the sharp bones of Jason’s shoulders. From there, it was easy. Cautious at the fingers and penis, of course, but eventually he was able to slip free every nook and cranny. Fortunately, Jason was still young, so the calluses on the bottom of his feet were still relatively soft. 

Other Boy was pleased. He didn’t have to struggle too much, and the layer of skin he removed remained in one piece, without any noticeable tears or other damage. “Jasonpleasewakeupnow.” The boy turned to the frothy-eyed, shivering lump of a child and dismissed any thought of a threat from him now. He slipped into his new skin, pressed and pinched any areas that weren’t settling in well, and yawned. Tired now, Other Boy rolled Jason over and left his skinless body face down on the far side of the room. His pale skin was now clean, with red splotches here and there giving him an almost animal-like appearance. “Wakeupnowpleasewakeupnow pleasejasonjasonjason” Other Boy lay down, took Jeremy’s hand, and rested his head comfortably in the little boys lap.

“Shhh Jemmy,” Other Boy whispered softly. “Issokay. I’m right here.” Closing his eyes, Jeremy squeezed his big brother’s hand and finally stopped repeating the words.
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Auden: Panic
 



Your eyes are dry. When you rub your tongue against the top of your mouth, it feels broken and brittle, about to crumble in upon itself. Teeth loose, with wide open spaces between enamel and gums. Swallowing is impossible. The right corner of your upper lip twitches uncontrollably. Up down up down. Updown. Up. Up. It doesn’t hurt, but you don’t like not being in control of your own muscles. 

You blink against the whiteness. Small shapes in brown and blue swell from nothing in a corner across the room from you. Three small shapes. Two of the lumps are not moving. One of the shapes, the smallest one, rocks slowly back and forth. A sound comes from it. It’s a voice. A little boy. You can’t quite understand what the boy says. It’s obvious by the tone that he is sad. No. Not sad. He’s afraid.

You try to bring the boy into focus. Your eyes are too dry to see clearly. No moisture to wipe the dust away. The boy rocks back and forth, apparently trying to soothe another small person lying in his lap. Too small to be an adult, it must be a child as well. 

On the other side of the room, the shape coughs. It sounds like another little boy. The rocking boy starts talking louder. Faster. He is panicked now. His foot kicks out at Other Boy. He misses. The panic intensifies. Every sound is muffled. You stretch to understand. The record spins backward, covered in static. Feedback stabs your inner ear, behind your eyes, in your nose. 

Other Boy pulls the rocking boy’s hands off the sleeping child and drags him to the center of the room. Rocking boy’s voice hides beneath the static, and his movement speeds to a blur of pale flesh tones. Other Boy pulls at his foot. There is a slurping noise through the static that you can hear quite clearly. Other Boy leans down over the child on the floor, looking like he is working hard. 

Other Boy stands up and breathes deeply. There is a bag hanging down from Other Boy’s hand. It’s thin and transparent. It hangs all the way to the floor and then some. Other Boy takes off his clothes and throws them across the room, against the wall. He stretches his arms up high and opens the top of the bag. He slips it over his body like a jumpsuit. Slowly, meticulously, he slides into the bag. It hugs every curve of his body. There is the quiet sound of rubber or latex stretching and slapping against skin. Other Boy presses his fingers into his armpits, genitals, the underside of his knees, and between his toes. 

Other Boy turns around, looking directly into your eyes. The Other Jason smiles and walks slowly over to Jeremy. The Other Jason lies down on the floor and rests his head on Jeremy’s lap. “Wakeup-nowpleasewakeupnow pleasejasonjasonjason” Knives pierce your heart. Needles stab your eyes. Bullets tear through ribs into your lungs. Splinters drive under fingernails. 

Air blows up from the bottom of your lungs into your throat, where it vibrates the vocal chords, producing a ferocious trumpet noise rattling walls shattering windows knocking airliners from the sky automobiles racing through red lights sending tons of speeding metal into unprotected flesh of pedestrians ending lives in split seconds shattering hopes dreams fantasies oceans of blood gore bone marrow tendons tear ligaments shred beyond repair old worn favorite sneaker tossed into oncoming windshield purse contents land in puddle old pay stub listing illegal dependants three white lilies still wrapped in plastic surrounded by sprigs of long grass never delivered flip in the air land flat on top of a magazine stand consumed in flames…

“No.”

“Shhh Jemmy,” the Other Jason whispers softly. “Issokay. I’m right here.” Closing his eyes Jeremy squeezes his big brother’s hand and finally stops repeating ”WakeupwakeupJason.”
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Emily: A Beautiful Day for a Neighbor
 



“Where is the basement?”

Emily shakes her head. “We…don’t have a basement.” She picks up a piece of broken glass from a picture frame, looking at the jagged edges. She thinks about all the millions of grains of sand compressed together under impossible pressure in order to create this transparent material, now scattered in shards all over the blood-stained carpet and sofa cushions. She absentmindedly starts tracing her finger around the sharp edges when Abram grabs her firmly by the shoulders.

“Emily.” The gruff command snaps her attention to his eyes immediately. “He will be back. We can’t wait. If I don’t get us inside before that man, we might never be able to get back to Auden or Dedra.” His voice cracks slightly when he says his wife’s name. 

“I… I don’t know what you want me to do…”

“Do you have any padlocks in the house?” 

“I don’t think so. Why?”

“How about a combination lock or maybe a bike lock?” 

“There should be an old lock in the in the kitchen…it’s in the junk drawer. But I don’t know the combination. Auden bought it to help teach Jeremy about numbers…” Emily falls to her knees, thinking about her boys. Abram runs off toward the kitchen. She holds a hand over her mouth. Drawers are yanked open, silverware clanks together, one plate falls from a shelf onto the counter, spinning in circles before it stops, uncracked, on its top edge. Plastic bags crumple and shift. She is drowning now. Breath shallows thunder rushes over her ears every inch of skin shakes.

“This’ll do.” Abram runs around the wall back into the living room holding a small lock in his hand. The white numbers stand out against the black dial. When he sees Emily on the floor, he rushes to her side, taking her in his arms. They rock back and forth. Even though time is short, he allows her these few moments to cry. The shuddering slows to deep breathing as her body attempts to recover from the shock. Abram pulls away without letting go and looks down at the top of her head. 

“I need your help, Emily.” She doesn’t look up at him. “I have to get this open.”

A tiny voice comes up to him that can hardly be called a whisper. “Why? I don’t understand.”

He looks into her face. “I have to get into my room.”

“I need… I need to splash some water on my face.” 

“Yes. I think that’s a good idea.” Abram helps her stand. They both walk into the kitchen together. He sits down at the table, spinning the dial on the lock.

The cool water feels good on her face. She splashes again and again, trying to wash away this nightmare from being real. She can see Abram’s reflection in the window. Her eyes adjust to the outside light, seeing movement on top of the fence. Through the glass reflection of Abram’s transparent head, she can see the squirrel standing still on its hind legs, staring. 

“Abram…” He does not respond. “Abram, I think we’d better hurry.”

“Do you have any idea what the combination is?” 

Emily’s mind races to find numbers that will work. The squirrel tilts his head to the side and lets out a nightmarish scream far too loud for a creature of such small stature. Its mouth opens wide, showing grey and white television static instead of teeth and tongue.

“Oh my God.” She backs away from the sink and watches the yard turn black and brown as it fills with a flood of small creatures. Dozens, hundreds of animals descend on the small fenced-in area behind the house. All with their heads bent over at that unnatural angle. All mouths open in static, exposing fangs dripping black ooze, glinting so wrongly in the light of the early sun. 

Abram spins the dial to the left and then jerks it back quickly the other way. He glances at the tattoo on his forearm and looks up at Emily. His eyes follow her stare out the window, and he sees for the first time what is frightening her so deeply. 

“What are the numbers?”

“I…I…I think….” 

“Emily!”

“I think it might be 5-21-2.” Her eyes dart quickly between the glass door and window, watching the light outside disappear behind this seething mountain determined on getting to them. “But I’m not sure.”

“…21…2.” Abram pulls at the curved metal bar. “…not working!”

“Um…uh…try 7-6-1. Maybe it’s our anniversary.”

“Still not it, Emily.” The foam-lipped, clawed army outside is throwing itself one by one into the window and the kitchen door, trying to get in. A small crack appears in the middle of the sliding glass door. “Anything…what other three numbers might have meant something to Auden?”

They both glance at the second hand of the clock moving too slowly around the circle, and then look at each other. A loud BAM! comes from the window above the sink, and both of their bodies reflexively jump. The crack breaks into a longer lightning strike in the door. BAM! Another crack starts  toward the bottom of the large glass pane. BAM!

 “What do we do now?” Emily asks, looking around for some kind of weapon. Abram opens the pantry and grabs the broom, giving it a good shake to check its sturdiness. He points to the knife holder next to the microwave, but Emily has a better idea. 

She reaches into a cabinet, sliding the remaining dishes over. A few fall out and crash to the floor. Moves on to the next filled with glasses and plastic kid’s cups. “Damnit.”

A clicking noise starts quietly. As it speeds up it grows louder and louder.

BAM! 

Click click clickclick clickclickclickclick clickclickclickclickclick clickclickclick

“Emily?” Abram moves toward the door. “Whatever you’re looking for, you’d better find it fast.”

 “Fuck.” The glass of the door curves inward into a giant bubble, vibrating faster and faster until it finally gives way from the constant onslaught of bodies. She opens drawer after drawer after cabinet, throwing things everywhere. “Where did we put the damn thing?”

One more drawer slides opened and, “Yes!” She pulls out an old battery-operated Ronco carving knife that somebody gave them for a wedding present. “This thing better fucking work…” She pushes the switch to ON. A high-pitched whine screams from the tiny motor inside the plastic casing, sending the two serrated blades whirring back and forth next to each other in a blur. 

“Emily!” Abram’s voice shouts from the hallway behind her. She looks up from the knife just in time to watch the window cave in on itself and rain glass into the sink and all over the counter top. Shards of glass fly inward, followed by mud, fur, and nightmare howls of victory hungry for the kill.

Blood drips slowly down over the window ledge from the body of a squirrel impaled on a large stalagmite of glass left standing. The thudding intensifies against both the wall beneath the window and the sliding door at the side of the room. Quick glimpses of brown ears pop up over the bottom edge of the window with an increasing rapidity as the animals continue in their attempts to charge into the house. 

Clumps of fur held together by some revolting-smelling black fluid fall through the open window or stick to the glass and slide down slowly, leaving a nauseating streak behind. The still-unopened lock is on the table. Abram’s eyes widen with horror. The glass of the door finally gives way and crashes in on itself, sending an uncountable mass of teeth and claws tumbling down to the kitchen floor. 

Some climb up on top of the refrigerator, kicking at the smooth casing for grip. Others run out of the sink onto the countertop, knocking over the coffee maker and mugs set there the night before in anticipation of the next morning’s breakfast. One makes its way to the oven, climbing over the back, twisting the dials with its back legs, turning the temperature up to 421 degrees. 

“This is what Hell must sound like.” Her eardrums pound with a destructive, unnatural beat filled with so much vehemence and ferocity that she can barely will her legs to walk. She runs around the corner into the living room, grabbing Abram’s hand along the way. He runs for the stairs, but she pulls him toward the front door instead.

“This way!” she screams over the horrific hippodrome rhythm. “If we go upstairs, we’ll be trapped.”

“What if they’re out front too?” His question comes one second too late. Emily has already turned the doorknob and started opening the door. 

She laughs with relief, seeing none of the animals bearing down on them when they step outside onto the lawn. Her smile fades immediately upon looking back into Abram’s eyes. He puts his hand on her shoulder and rips her back into the house, slamming the door as soon as she is clear. He turns both locks and peers through the peephole, breathing hard and fast.

“But I didn’t see anything… there was nothing out there.” 

“He’s there.” Abram steps away from the door, giving her a chance to see. “Walking across the street.”

Sgt. Harmon’s voice sounds close, as though he is standing directly next to them, even through the thick wood of the door. The melody is a song Emily is certain she doesn’t know. But she rises and falls along with the melody, like she’s heard it every single day of her life.

“Open yourself… 

for me… 

and let’s play… 

for a little while …”

Abram is shaking violently, loosing the battle to keep his teeth from chattering. They both try to run, but while the man is singing, they stand still, frozen in place. Fortunately, the squirrels are affected similarly by the song and gain no further ground in their attack. 

“Awfully un-neighborly of you to keep me locked out like this, my dear.” Sgt. Harmon sets his fingertips against the door. “You need to let me in now, Abram.” There is a moment of silence, suddenly broken by a pounding that shakes the door in its frame. Abram and Emily both jump back together. Sgt. Harmon slams his forehead into the center of the door again. Hard enough to break bone, this time cracking the wood.

Abram moves first. He takes Emily’s arm and heads back for the kitchen. She turns at the sound of the next explosion to see blood and that same black fluid splashing through the remains of the splintered door. He pulls back again for one more blow that will certainly fell his obstacle and grant him entrance to the house.

Emily kicks the first squirrel that comes at her. It tumbles through the air, landing in the center of the mass of brown swirling around the living room. Abram reaches over his shoulder to pull one of the beasts off his back and throw it against the wall. They barely make it a step or two without having to fight off more and more of the small demons. 

After what feels like hours, they make it to the edge of the kitchen. Covered in a mix of their own blood and fluids from places they dare not imagine, they round the corner, looking for the lock. Abram looks at the hellish ocean spreading over everything in sight. For the first time he actually looks hopeless. “I don’t think we can get to it.”

“We don’t have any choice now.” Emily pushes past him and runs into the kitchen. She swings the electric knife across the table, sending flailing bodies, whole and in chunks, down to the floor. Scratches and bites dig into her hand, but she barely flinches. 

Abram sees another squirrel running across the floor toward her and shouts a warning, “Behind you!” The animal leaps in the air, all claws and teeth. Emily flips the oven door open and drops onto it belly first, flat out, straining the old hinges. The squirrel flies inches over her back, through the smoke coming off of her now-burning shirt. She rolls off the door and kicks it shut, trapping the malevolent creature inside. 

It slams itself into the oven window over and over, trying to get out. Emily pulls the burning shirt over her head and stamps it out on the floor. Coughing through the smoke, she looks around to find something to block the oven door. Abram rushes to her side and pulls the oven mitt from its hook on the wall. Trying to find anything that will help lock the oven door, she remembers something from their old apartment. She leans down inches from the glass and looks up beneath the door handle. Now smoking, the squirrel is even wilder than before. Rampaging inside, continuously slamming itself into the door. Emily watches, unsure if the beast is simply trying to escape or if it still wants to attack. She reaches up and finds the safety lock used for cleaning the oven. Her hands sting from the burns, but there is an oddly satisfying click as the lock slides home. 

The squirrel slams into the door one final time before collapsing in a burning heap on the top rack inside the oven, smelling faintly of chicken with a hint of black licorice. Dozens of claws scratch and scrape for purchase on the linoleum kitchen floor as more of the small army sweeps into the room. Emily makes sure the electric knife is still working and braces for the attack.

Standing still now, the horde of shiny black eyes focus over her head. A shadow passes across the window above the sink, and she is too frightened to look. A deep laugh resounds through the backyard. “Would you like to come over for tea?” She can see a shadow in the shape of Sgt. Harmon’s head through the broken door now. 

“Are you okay?” Abram carefully examines the lock for any breaks or cracks.

“No. I’m definitely not okay.” Emily looks down and hisses at the red skin of her stomach, and then turns the dial up to HIGH on the oven. “Just open that fucking door.”

They run into the hall at the side of the stairs. A burning pain tears into the back of Emily’s thigh. Sharp teeth buzz-saw into her skin, trying to rip further down to muscle and bone. She turns quickly with the carving knife, pushing the blur of blades against the brown and black fur. The animal screams in pain as black-and-red liquid spurts from the now-gaping wound in its back. In an act of self-defense, its head turns, snapping vicious yellow-and-black-spotted teeth at her hand. She pushes the knife forward in between the biting fangs, its whirring blades slipping easily through the flesh of the beast’s open lips. Moving quite smoothly onward into the stretched skin of the cheeks, it sends black and red droplets flying everywhere. When the knife finally reaches bone at the back of the creature’s jaw, its motor whines higher for a moment, fighting and grinding into the gristle and bones. Emily pushes her hand harder into the plastic handle as the desperate animal reaches out with extended claws to pull the tool away and somehow save itself. She wiggles the knife back and forth as it grinds down, adding a white, powdery mist to the spray of blood and gore. Suddenly the blade frees up, slicing deeper into the back of the squirrel’s skull, taking the top of the creature’s head off, leaving the bottom jaw and body to fall lifelessly to the floor. 

Abram kicks the body away, grabbing Emily’s arm and pulling her deeper into the house. Screeches and nightmare yelps grow louder, moving along with the gathering horde, coming ever closer to them as they run on. Emily falls onto her side, grasping for her wounded leg, blood shooting out of the torn muscle and expelling more and more of her adrenaline and life by the second. 

She waves Abram on without saying a word and closes her eyes, knowing they are about to die. He ignores her command, un-tucks the lock from where he held it protected between forearm and ribcage, and moves to the wall in front of him. He holds out the lock and presses it against the drywall between a photograph of Jeremy and Jason playing catch, and a black-and-white portrait of Auden on stage with long hair, holding his guitar.

”You know the numbers. You know you do.” He looks at her with the finality of desperation. “One more try, Emily.”

She opens her eyes half wide and realizes… “One. Four. Two.”

He spins the dial quickly to one. Then back to the right, stopping at three.

“Damnit.” Taking a deep breath, he tries to calm himself. He makes a tight fist to stop the shaking and slowly opens it, speaking the numbers aloud this time. “One…Four…Two.” 

 The metal bar releases itself with the right combination, sending out a small puff of wind against his face. His fingers loosen their grip and let it go. The lock hovers in space, slowly spinning clockwise, around and around. Abram stretches his palm flat and pushes forward. He is like a mime for a moment. But what he pushes is not some imaginary object. Emily’s eyes widen and watch the lock fade into the wall. 

A white glow grows, until the light appears to be outlining the edges of a door. It burns her eyes in the warmest, most soothing way. Not wanting to look away, Emily lifts herself up onto her elbows and starts crawling for the door. Abram reaches out for her hand with one arm while grasping a nonexistent doorknob with the other. She feels herself twisting. Some previously unknown latch unlocks deep inside, permitting entrance to this sacred place. Claws and teeth dig into the soles of her shoes, fiercely clutching and pulling to deny her access. Abram stomps down on the tempest swirling behind her feet, unleashing a terrible growling that shoots fire at their ears. She hears a door close, leaving nothing but the sound of their panicked and strained breath to fill the otherwise quiet room.
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Emily: Very Rare
 



Abram rips an old jacket into a makeshift bandage for Emily’s wounded leg. The bleeding stops, but the stinging doesn’t. She’s never felt anything like this before. Her body has been through a lot over the past days, and she is definitely reeling from loss of blood. Looking at the wound, it just doesn’t seem like it could possibly ever heal.

She pulls herself off of the stack of newspaper Abram told her to rest on, and gives herself a quick tour of this room that isn’t supposed to be here. Every inch of all four walls is covered in keys. They hang from hooks and nails, chains and small strands of old, torn rope. Some are beautiful, immaculate and glinting in the light. Other keys are hunks of beaten, cracked, malformed and rusted metal, forced into shapes that slide into locks keeping cages shut on things that she hoped would never see the light of day. 

Abram hulks over a small desk in the center of the room, wearing a pair of small round eyeglasses with a white chain looping down and around his neck. The left lens is much thicker than the right, giving his eyes a peculiar, asymmetrical appearance. He flashes a small smile with closed lips and turns his attention back to his work.

“What is this place?”

“This is my room.” Abram doesn’t look up again. His hands are a flurry of motion, sketching out angles and shapes on a piece of old yellowed paper. “I come here to make my keys.”

“Obviously,” Emily whispers, turning around in a circle to take in the room again. “What are they all for? I mean…”

“You mean what do they open?” Abram lifts his head and closes his eyes to the ceiling. For the first time, Emily looks up at how high the ceiling actually is. It must be four or five stories up to the top, every inch enveloped by hanging skeletons, screws, openers and latchkeys. There has to be a staircase hidden somewhere to reach up that high. No sign of one readily appears to her.

“I wish I knew.” The words come out mournful and sad. Emily watches the twitches in his cheeks until they stop. “I’ve been making these ever since I can remember. Most were just for fun at first.” Abram picks up a clear plastic ruler and goes back to drawing. “In my teen years, they got me in some trouble. I stole a few cars, unlocked a bank or two…” Even standing behind him, she can see him smiling. 

“Then I met my Dedra.” He puts the pencil down and rubs the cramped muscles in his hand. “She was the first lock I couldn’t open with a key. Not a metal key. Not like these anyway.” He waves his hand around at the walls. “I worked harder at that one, yeah.”

“I don’t understand.” Emily limps back to the pile of newspapers and sits down. Taking the weight off of her leg feels good.

“Well… everyone’s a lock…” Abram swivels his chair around to face her. ”…and a key. We keep things hidden inside sometimes. We lock parts of ourselves away from the rest of the world, right?” Emily nods. “Every now and again, some of us are lucky enough to meet another person that makes us feel safe. They make us feel loved enough to unlock some of those bits and pieces we’ve sequestered from everyone else.”

“Okay. So Dedra is your key?” 

“Yes. Just like your Auden is yours.” Abram turns back to his desk and picks up the drawing. “If we get really lucky, and I mean very lucky, we might even meet someone who is not only our key, but we can be theirs, too.” 

“But…”

“That’s rarer than you think, Emily.” Walking to his left, he lifts a little brass key hanging from a pushpin stuck into a small bit of corkboard glued to the wall. “Very rare.”

“So what are we doing here?” Frightened, frustrated, and confused, she doesn’t even try to hide the strain in her voice.

The fingertips of Abrams’ hand turn a dark red, and his knuckles whiten as he pushes the small key into the flat wood on top of his desk. He turns it counterclockwise twice, lets it go, and takes a few steps backward. The entire room vibrates. Everything floats and bends, looking as if it were underwater. Emily grips tightly to the newspaper beneath her, trying to understand what is happening. 

The room is different now. It’s kind of the same, but a few things seem out of place. The keys are still up on their hooks. Abram is standing in the same place. It feels warmer, more humid now. There’s a deep pit in the center of the room where the desk was moments before, and several large barrels filled with water are standing in a row between the hole and the wall to his right. Steam and smoke billow up from a red-and-yellow glow in the middle of the pit. Abram hands her the yellowed piece of paper and slides on a pair of heavy leather gloves.
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Auden: Opening
 



You only notice the smell. Which is strange, since you haven’t actually smelled anything in a long, long time. Your nostrils aren’t flooded with a rush of information. It’s quite small. It’s a hint or a suggestion of something nearby. It’s the opposite of absence.

You are still in the same small room. You are alone. Jeremy and the Other Jason have been gone for so long you can’t remember if there were really there at all. You remember trying to get Jeremy’s attention. Screaming and waving, kicking your feet against the wall. You even slapped yourself in the face trying to make enough noise for him to hear you. 

At some point, your body, drained of energy, just stopped. The skin of your cheeks and hands is still raw and stinging. Your toes tingle, having left splotches of bloodied footprints behind, dripping down to the floor. At least, you thought they did. There’s nothing over there but white now. 

Jason’s body lingered a while longer. From the way he was lying on the floor, you could see his elbow gently rising and falling on his side. His breathing never faltered. Otherwise, his body didn’t move at all. Averting your eyes from the tendons and muscles exposed from his skin’s removal, you stared at the back of his head, memorizing the unwashed curls of his dirty blonde hair. There were a few strands of red buried deep in there too. Lovely hues that didn’t show up all the time, but in the right light, they created a unique, caramel texture. You squinted at the tears as they welled up in your eyes. When they opened, he was gone.

Now you don’t feel anything. If the room is hot or cold, you can’t tell. If the floor is hard underneath your toes, you don’t know. You don’t care. You close your eyes from the constant white and try to picture Emily’s face. Her eyes are closed as you touch her chin. She turns to you and lifts her lips closer for a kiss. You wish you could feel her lips. Taste the hint of cherries that always brushes off of her lip balm. 

Her eyes open, pale and iris-less. A vacuous and empty white staring blindly from the nothingness inside. Her head snaps to the side, mouth opening to scream. You feel nothing. There is no fear. There is no panic. You are hollow. There is nothing left of you to be torn down or destroyed. You lift your hand to the wide, stretched space, filled with static, between those lips you once dreamt about. Your fingers move closer to the static and begin to change. They lock tightly together, knuckles snapping and popping backward and sideways. The skin darkens to grayish black, angles fierce and sharp. The key disappears into the static.

Air pressure builds. Eardrums click. Eustachian tubes squeeze and compress. Sinuses press, on the verge of collapse. Melody and words dive-bomb, rattling the bones of your skull. “Open yourself for me and let’s play for a little while…” The sound is black and grey. A tiny plastic speaker turned up far too loud for its limited capabilities. Treble stabs into your brain in piercingly pitched sharpness. 

Thick, milky fluid drains out of your ears, running down the sides of your neck. Smoke rises from skin beneath the acidic discharge. The smell grows in intensity now, a distinctive sourness of burning hair and plastic. The atonal melody’s tenor squelches and warbles, rendering the words unintelligible. 

You don’t even bother to fight. You can’t move anyway. You can’t get out. Even if you could, you have no idea where you are. You look down and see. You see your hands. You see your key. Your hand is a key. You are the key. You reach your key up to your face. Your mouth opens. The key slides in. The key turns. Somewhere there is the click of a lock opening.
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Sgt. Harmon: Resolute
 



Sgt. Harmon sits down on the couch with a wedding photo in one hand and a picture of little boys playing on swings in the other. Their two empty spaces above the fireplace are now filled with sniffing and scratching rodents. He takes his palm, brushes away a few fresh droppings from the coffee table, and places the photographs down, facing him. He leans back, lifts his feet, and crosses them, heels down, between the picture frames.

All around him, the room is in motion. Even the furniture appears to be floating on the strange brown, black, and red sea. His army of shadow-tails sniffing and searching every cranny and nook. Behind each small crack in the baseboards, under every bed, chair and table. He closes his eyes and leans his head back. Fingers crossed on his lap, he allows his thumbs to start tapping while he hums his favorite song.

Four new small legs skitter along the top of the couch. The animal pushes dozens of other squirrels out of the way as it impatiently moves closer. At the side of the man’s face, the squirrel stops, standing on hind legs. A small claw reaches out tentatively and brushes his white beard. Sgt. Harmon doesn’t move other than to open his mouth. The squirrel swiftly crawls in between the chipped and yellowing teeth and closes its small black eyes.

Sgt. Harmon’s humming is only interrupted by the sound of crunching as he chews. He swallows. All goes silent. The brown ocean tides settles, frozen in place. He opens his mouth again, this time releasing a beautiful basso profundo…

“Open yourself for me …” His eyes open with the white of no irises. Veins glow with the red of sunset during a forest fire. “Well, keep looking.” The skittering and scratching resumes to an ear-bleeding volume as Sgt. Harmon continues to sing. “Let’s play for a little while.”
  

-44-

Emily: Questions
 

Emily leans her head back against the wall. There isn't enough energy left in her body toEmily leans her head back against the wall. There isn’t enough energy left in her body to complain about the jagged brass teeth and hooks digging into skin hidden beneath her sweat-drenched hair. She watches Abram pour the bright orange molten metal from a heavy black cauldron into the small mold that looks exactly like the shape of the drawing resting on her lap. This would be a dangerous job for someone not as familiar with the technique as Abram. His motions are patient and graceful. His muscles strain under the weight of the lever in his hands. In the glow rising from underneath his face, she spies a hint of a smile across his lips. “A man at work is a man in love,” she thinks, remembering the hours she spent in recording studios watching Auden make the same expression working on his music.

Abram releases the lever carefully down to rest on the top of two short, knobby logs fashioned into a rudimentary stand. He slips his gloves off, nodding his head briskly after taking a glance at the mold cooling on the table in front of him. With a tired groan, Abram thumps down on the floor next to Emily. 

“Now,” he turns to her and winks. “We wait.”

“What exactly are we waiting for?” Emily sits upright, speaking through her exasperation. “Can you tell me what the hell is happening here? You tell me my husband’s disappeared into a book. Then you tell me he was in the mirror in my bathroom with your wife. My children…” Her breath catches in her throat, but she shakes her head and continues, “…my children are gone, who knows where or why. We get chased through my house by rabid rodents, and the Vice Principal from the elementary school down the street is trying to kill us.”

“Emily…”

“Oh. Then magically, you open a secret room in my house that you somehow use to make all these…” She stands up, spinning around in a circle with her arms spread wide, throwing tears from her face. 

“Emily.”

“No.” She rips a handful of keys from the wall and throws them at Abram. He lets them pelt him in the chest and fall to the floor, ringing in high dulcet tones. “You don’t get to speak unless you tell me what the fuck is going on here.”

“Emily, please calm down.” Abram lifts his hands, pleading with her. “I don’t understand everything myself. All I can tell you is what I know, and what I think might be happening to us.”

“So tell me.” She crosses her arms and leans back into the table, defiantly not sitting down.
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Abram: Blueprinting
 



“I’ve been fascinated by keys as long as I can remember. Not just what they can do, but what they are. Each one has a different shape, a unique feel, a singular density and heft. Holding them in my hand, I can feel their potential—their personality, if you will.” Abram reaches above and behind his head to brush his fingers absentmindedly across the keys hanging closest to him while he speaks.

“My parents used to tell me that when I was little, it was impossible to get me to fall asleep.” He smiles and looks up at Emily, then quickly gazes at the floor. His eyes betray the truth of what he holds back inside. “They sang songs and took me for rides in the car. Even warm milk didn’t work. I even cried when my mother put me in bed next to her. Nothing worked unless I was holding onto my favorite toy.”

Turning his head to look at the key in his hand, he pauses for a beat. “I still remember that key. It was bright yellow and thick. It had three large, rounded teeth that I used to like chewing on. Apparently our dog did, too, because there was a big hole torn out of the bottom that I used to push jellybeans into.” Emily tries hard to suppress a grin. “It came in a set along with a blue six-sided die, a little orange baseball, and a white-rimmed mirror. I never paid attention to any of those other things, though.

“As I got older, I started making my own toys. Instead of the mall or the toy store, my dad would take me to the hardware store where, along with wood and plastic pieces I needed, I would pick out the smallest padlocks they had.”

“What kinds of toys did you make?” Emily slides to the floor along the leg of the table so she can see him eye-to-eye.

”Little houses for stuffed animals, or garages for my toy cars.” He puts his hands down in his lap, picking at a thumbnail. “None of the neighborhood kids liked to come over and play because they could never get at my toys. I always locked them up. I never let anybody else have the keys.” He wipes his nose on his shoulder, forcing a cough so he won’t start to cry.

“One time we were throwing a party.” Abram clears his throat. “I think it was for my seventh birthday. I sat there in the living room, looking at the brightly colored streamers and balloons that my mom hung up. I waited for all my friends and the presents they were going to bring me. I sat there on the edge of the coffee table, kicking my feet and bouncing around. I was so excited. I remember the phone ringing, a lot.”

“I remember Jason’s seventh birthday party.” Emily speaks softly, but Abram continues as if he is alone with his thoughts.

“Dad was at work, so mom kept heading back into the kitchen to answer it. Every time she came back into the room, her smile was a little bit smaller. I don’t think she said anything. She just sat there on the sofa and watched me take all the decorations down. I didn’t cry. I was sad, but I didn’t cry.” Puffing up his chest at the last. “Instead, I went up to my room and stared out through the keyhole.” 

“They keyhole?” Emily’s voice makes Abram jump, as though he is surprised that someone else is here with him. “Why?”

“I’m not sure, really. I didn’t know what I was looking for, or what made me decide to look there. I wanted to find something different than where I was, I guess.” His eyes drift off, clearly not here in this present space.

“I pushed my eye right up against the cool metal. Not just close to it, right up on it. My eyeball was pressing against the edges of the hole.” His thumb and forefinger make a circle that he holds up in front of his face. “It hurt at first, and I couldn’t see anything. Then he was there. He was standing right outside the door. I recognized his curly blonde hair. He looked as surprised to see me as I was him. I leaned back and opened the door, but of course there was no one there.”

“Who did you see?” Emily speaks after a long silence, trying to get him to continue.

“I had a brother. When I was still very little, he died. I was probably around two when it happened. No one in my family ever talked about it, so I never found out how he died.” His voice quiets down. Just above a whisper, he continues, “It felt really good to see him. So I started to spend more and more time looking through that keyhole.

“I never thought about how he got there or where he’d been. Every morning when I woke up, the first thing I did was press my face against the door and say hi.” His right hand waves quickly back and forth. “The last thing I did before I went to sleep was tell him goodnight. Then one day, my dad opened the door on me. I was face-pressed right up to it, so when he came in, it knocked me back onto the floor. When he asked what I was doing, I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong, so I told him.”

Emily leans forward and puts her hand on his knee. “What did he do?”

“I tried to get him to look, too, but he just stood there staring at me. The next week, we moved to Chicago. They didn’t let me pack any of my clothes or any of my keys. They came to school, pulled me out of class, and we drove off. I cried for days. I stayed in my new room and hid under the covers. My dad took all the doors off their hinges and put them in the basement. He didn’t allow locks on anything anymore. Not even the front door.” Emily reaches forward to take his hand. “He stopped speaking to me around that time. I try, but I don’t remember what his voice sounded like.”

“Oh my God.”

“Mom became our translator, our interpreter. Now that I look back on it, what she really became was a wall between us. I don’t know if it was to protect me from him or not. I think she was protecting him from his memories of my brother.” 

Abram stands, brushing dust from the back seat of his pants. “Since I didn’t have privacy anymore, and I wasn’t allowed to play with locks or keys, I spent most of my time out in the backyard.” He points his finger at the ground, twirling it in circles as if he was drawing something. “I picked up twigs and traced patterns of simple locks in the dirt. Over time, the patterns turned into giant, complex mechanisms that snaked their way around the entire house.”

“They must have been huge.”

Abram looks up past the rows of hanging keys to the ceiling. “I would spend hour after hour on my hands and knees, mapping out the most minuscule details of the internal structure of a mortise lock. The gears would morph and blend into a warded lock, then into tumbler into pin-tumbler into an abloy, then finally, a few feet away, it became a double-acting lever.” His fingers interlace together, changing shapes. 

“I was obsessed. I went out there every morning before school and drew more. As soon as I got home, I went straight outside and picked up where I left off. I never did my homework. I didn’t care about making friends and refused to play sports or go to the movies. I stopped eating. I got into trouble with my teachers because all I did every day was doodle gears and pins and keys in the margins of my textbooks. They would send notes home, but I never gave them to my mother. I threw them away as soon as I walked past the nearest trashcan.

“Mom didn’t seem to mind when the principal called to find out why she never responded to their letters, so I stopped going to school altogether. It took me months to notice that my dad never came home after work.” Emily turns her head with a surprised look. “Mom and I never talked about it.”

“Wow.” Emily whispers. Abram raises his eyebrows.

“One day, I was outside of the bathroom window. I heard something strange from the house. I stopped drawing and sat back on my knees. Mom was laughing. It sounded like her hand covered over her mouth to muffle the sound. I stood up and grabbed onto the edge of the window box. I looked inside.” Abram mimics the motions of a little boy climbing up a window. “The water was filling up the tub, and clouds of steam fogged up the vanity mirror. Mom was on her knees, leaning her face against a door. I guess that she brought it back up from the basement and put it back on by herself.

“Her skin was moist from the steam, but her hair was still dry. She pressed her hand against the wood of the door spreading her fingers wide.” Abram looks out and through the wall in front of him, deeply lost in his memory. “I can still see the chips in her dark red nail polish. She was talking, but I couldn’t hear what she said. So I let myself down and started drawing again.

“A little while later, I heard her drain the tub and shut the door. Mom cried herself to sleep that night. The next day she came out in the yard with me, pulling weeds and trimming the bushes out of my path.” He smiles. “She even dragged the old lawn mower out of the garage. We both worked our asses off to get the damn thing started. It sat unused in there for a long time, so when we tried to start it, it coughed up huge puffy brown clouds over the whole neighborhood.”

“Sounds like you two had fun.”

“In a manner of speaking, we did. For a little while, anyway.” Abram walks back to Emily and sits down in front of her again. “After a few hours’ work, the grass and dirt coming out of the side ejector suddenly turned to a thick, wet red mist. Over the roar of the engine, I remember hearing the animals screeching and howling.”

Emily cringed at the thought.

“Blood and fur was everywhere. It dripped from the sides of the lawnmower, but she didn’t slow down at all. The tall grass shook in front of the machine blades. This family of squirrels was trying to get out of the way… they ended up as streaks of red splattering the walls of the house.” He rubs his hands down across his face. “I wiped the blood from my face. My knees hurt pretty badly, but I didn’t care. I got back down and started drawing again. 

“When she finished mowing, she picked up a rake to drag everything out of my way. Then she pounded a hoe into the ground and softened the dirt to make it easier for me to keep going. After a few months, the entire yard was completely covered over. 

“Occasionally I would have to stop and pick up a small shard of bone or some bits of loose, fur-covered pelt that was stepped on or rolled over.” Pinching his fingers together in front of his face, he squints as if he can still see it. “Every time I touched one, a cold chill ran over me, and for a few minutes, all I could hear was static.” He puts his fingers into his ears and shakes his head.

“There was no place left to work out in the yard. I felt relieved. But I also felt hollow at the same time. I needed to keep going. Mom moved the sofa and the rest of the furniture out of the living room and handed me a marker.”

Checking beneath the fabric wrapped around her calf, Emily draws in a sharp intake of breath and winces. She readjusts her sitting position to give her leg more room to stretch out. “I’m okay. Go on. Please.”

“While I covered the hardwood on the floor, mom took the pictures down from the walls and tore at the wallpaper. After a few months, every inch of the house was covered in gears and bolts and pins.” His arms lift up over his head, and he stretches his mouth in a wide yawn. “Excuse me.” Emily smiles and covers her mouth, yawning in response.

“I filled up everything from floors to windows. She even sat me on her shoulders to reach the ceiling. Mom filled up the tub and climbed in while I worked on the bathroom. I was tempted to put my head against the door and peek through the lock, but I was afraid to now. 

“She scrubbed her arms and washed the dirt from her fingers. I handed her a towel before I started scribbling lines on the mirror. She dried off and put her hand on my shoulder. I stopped drawing and looked up into her face. She didn’t say anything. She just pulled me in tight and held me close to her cold, clammy skin. I remember her tears felt warm on my forehead.

“It was so quiet in the house. No sound of traffic on the road out front or from the airport a few miles away. When she hugged me, I couldn’t hear her heart beating. Even with my ear pressed against her breast.” His finger traced circles in the dirt on the floor. 

“She let me go and turned down the hall. By then, the sun was down, and none of the streetlights lit up the inside of the house. I watched her walk down the long hallway to her room. When she dropped the towel, I could see her shoulder blades pushing really far out through the skin of her back. They stuck out so far…so far I thought that they looked like wings.” Emily watches him spread out his fingertips and lift them into the air. 

“After a few steps, she was swallowed up in the shadows between our bedroom doorways. My heart started beating really fast when she didn’t come out the other side.” Abram stares up at the ceiling. “I can only guess, but I think she stopped in the shadows so I wouldn’t see her crying. I waited there, holding my breath for a long time. I watched the dust fall through the air and land on her foot when it finally broke the long, straight edge of dim light coming out of my bedroom door.” Emily watches his shoulders let down, releasing some of the tension he obviously still feels. “I started breathing again. Her toenails looked beautiful. No polish or glaze. She never went for pedicures or anything like that. They were just perfectly round and clean, with cuticles that stuck out in a thin, curved line right at the edge of the nail.

“The rest of her leg materialized from the black into the motes floating around in the airy light. They swirled with her movement and the wind it created around her body. A few small steps in front of her, she vanished again into the next shadow.” His eyes are red and full of tears now. “I remember rubbing my eyes in the dry air of the house. It only took as much time as it would have to blink, but when I looked up, the backs of her ankles lifted up from the floor and into her bedroom.

“I ran down the hall to her room. My skin crawled over my body at the edges of the darkness, so I made sure I ran as fast as I could through those shadows.” Abram stands up and starts to pace in circles around the desk. “I watched her sit at the vanity mirror, running a brush through her hair. If she noticed I was there, she didn’t acknowledge it. She went to bed, lying down on top of the swirls and angles that I painted across her bedspread. 

“After I was sure she was asleep, I left her there and went back into the bathroom. I knelt down beside the door. I pressed my eye to the keyhole and waited. I sat there for hours, but he never came. Pen in hand, I drew lines and angles around the doorknob without looking. My hands shook, and my thighs screamed. I kept going. I woke up shivering on the cold floor in the bathroom. I put my eye to the keyhole. Everything was white. I blinked once…and the dryness wouldn’t go away.” 

Emily rubs her thighs to bring some fresh circulation back into her legs again. Twisting her neck from side to side, she feels the welcome relief of her joints popping and cracking. She lets out a long, slow breath along with the pressure in her neck, and hopes the sound doesn’t disturb him and stop his story.

“I blinked again, and he was there.” He speaks now in hushed tones, his breath shaking. Words stop and start in darts and pauses, like Morse code. “Everything around him…was white. He…was made up of…pale shades…gray and black…no solid edges. He flickered in…the light. A projection from an old machine…built from broken parts…covered in rust. I lifted my hand to…the door…waved. His hand…limply hung in the air…by some invisible clothesline wire. Mom was next to him…but in full color. Her hair piled high and pretty. Flecks of burgundy…yellow and white. Her arm was…around his shoulders. She smiled…nodding her head. He looked at her and…flickered away. Her arm stayed in the air… around shoulders that… weren’t there anymore.

“Her eyes stopped smiling…but her mouth never moved.” Abram turns his back to Emily. She watches the back of his head and strains to hear him speaking. “It looked like…I think she winked at me…then he was back. His head was tilted on its side, pressing his right ear flat down against his shoulder. He opened his mouth so wide…it was too wide. Something was moving inside of there. I backed away from the door. I sat against the toilet. They were still in my eyes. I blinked, but instead of the darkness, the two of them stayed right where they were in front of me.”

At first, Emily thinks she just can’t hear him because he is so quiet. Then she realizes he stopped talking. She stands up and walks over to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. He reaches up and squeezes her fingers. 

“It’s okay,” she says. “You can stop if you want.”

“No.” He turns around and faces her again. “I could see them standing right there in front of me. I’ve tried so hard to make myself think that I dreamed this…but it was real. Does any of this make sense?”

“I…I think so.” She believed him. Standing in this room that shouldn’t be here, she found that she actually believed him. “What happened next?”

“They just stood there for a while…staring at me. I heard the sound of film whirring through an old movie projector and watched him flicker in and out of focus. One second they were on the other side of the room, and suddenly they were right on top of me.” He jumps as if he can see the two of them in this room now. “Some sort of paw with long black claws reached out and gripped the edges of his teeth. It latched on and pulled until another reached out and clamped onto his chin.”

He talks faster now. Trying to get as many words out with each breath as he can. Even as he inhales, the words continue to flow, so they won’t be lost or forgotten.

“Loud static clicking echoed from the walls and the porcelain tub. I felt my eardrums pounding inside of my skull. Mom stood there, just smiling and facing forward. Brown and black fur stuck to the edges of his lips as they crawled out. Some were wet and sticky, with splotches of pink hairless skin on their arms or backs. There were scars and bite marks all over their bodies. 

“They were on her so quickly…Teeth like knives tore at her flesh. Muscles and veins hung in between loose skin…it hung like the laundry on the line in the backyard… leaking thin tubes dripped from her body. Pieces of her were stuck on fangs and carried back into the static hissing inside my brother’s mouth. Her eyelids were ripped and pulled… jagged tatters of skin above her eyebrows. 

“She stared straight at me… while the life was slowly eaten away from her. I watched…and I cried. I watched her dismantled piece by piece until there was nothing left. Eventually the last one crawled back into his mouth and the static disappeared….I watched him…finish…chewing. He tilted his head slowly back up and then smiled at me. He winked, blew me a kiss and flickered off.”

“Jesus.” Emily holds her hand to her chest. Feeling woozy, she leans against the key-covered wall to maintain her balance.

“I ran down the hallway and turned to my mom’s room to wake her up…but she was gone.” Abram’s empty eyes stare down at the floor, sending droplets into the small, moist Rorschach pattern building near his feet. “The bed was empty. All of the walls were empty. My lock was gone. Everything that I had created over the last year was wiped away.

“I called out for her and ran through the entire house, watching the blur of clean walls rush past me. I opened the door and fell to my knees on the smooth, clean, untouched dirt.” He leans on the wall in front of Emily and puts his hands on her cheeks. “Remember when I told you before that I made keys that open things?”

“Yes.”

“Well, sometimes they open things that should stay locked up.”

Emily stares at Abram for a long time. Quiet in the room but for their breathing, the keys hang hushed on their hooks. Abram lowers his hands to his sides and sits down on the floor. 

“What was his name?”

“Who?”

“Your brother.” Emily crosses her arms, hugging herself, and digs her fingers deep into the flesh of her triceps. The skin turning white at her knuckles, she asks the question again. “What was his name?”

Abram sighs and breathes out so softly the word barely even came out as a whisper. “Jabez.”
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Abram: Man of His Words
 



Emily let him cry for a little while. His head dropped down, chin to chest, eyes open sending more than a handful of tiny droplets to the floor. Her ears imagined small explosions while she watched as water arched through the air in violent displacement from the puddle. A tiny rainbow curled above, in the dim light from the 40-watt bulb hanging high in the center of the room. 

His breathing slowed and steadied its rhythm eventually. After he calmed down, he looked at her. He didn’t have to say he was sorry for dragging her and her family into this. Each twitch of his eyelashes read a novel’s worth of apologies. And though she was not in the mood for forgiveness, she needed him. Auden needed him. Jason and Jeremy needed him. Reluctantly, she put her arms around Abram and held him tight. She rocked him slowly back and forth, whispering, “Shh. Shh. Shh.” 

He pulled away slowly with a meek, little-boy smile. He held out his arm and showed her the tattoo. For the first time, Emily really looked at it. She took his hand and leaned her face down close to his skin. The outline of it looked like an old-fashioned keyhole. Next to his wrist it was perfectly round. Toward the bottom of the circle two straight lines angled out and headed back toward his elbow. They spread wider apart until they ended one quarter of an inch before the large elbow joint folds of skin. One more straight line crossed over the arm, joining them together horizontally across his forearm, finishing the familiar shape.

While the outline was smooth and well-executed, drawn with excellent craftsmanship, what covered the inside was what was truly remarkable. Lines and curves of black and grey drew a symphony of gears and levers. Smaller and finer than any painting Emily had ever seen, they moved into and out of each other. A gear turned, pushing a rod up and down, which moved a lever that spun another gear. On and on the connections grew, forward and back, interlocking and pulling her eyes deeper into the skin. 

It was mesmerizing. Soothing, like a lullaby in her chest. She reached her finger out to touch it and feel the astonishing beauty. Abram pulled his arm away, jarring Emily from her reverie. 

“No.” The words almost hurt her ears when he spoke. It was not their volume, but their meaning. “You don’t have the key.”

“Which one?” Emily blinked hard to clear her eyes back to the here and now, and looked up around the walls filled with keys.

“The one back there.” He lifted his head, and she knew what he meant.

“We have to go back out there? That’s fucking crazy.” Back into herself now, she felt the fear’s full kick in her gut at the thought of heading back out into that kitchen. “That place is full of those things. And…and Gene…Sgt. Harmon… whatever he is. Just make another one while we’re in here, where it’s safe.”

“I can’t.”

“What? Why not?”

“Gene has it.”

“You’re fucking kidding, right?” 

He shakes his head back and forth.

“Is he Jabez?”

“No.” Abram’s eyes burn holes through Emily. The old man lifts his hands and takes a deep breath. “That man is not my brother.”

Shifting on the newspaper, she leans back against the wall, sending several keys clinking to the floor. “All right, then. Who is he?”

“I’m not sure. But he knows about the key. And I think he knows about Jabez.”

“Knows what about Jabez? How could he? Isn’t your brother dead…a ghost or something?”

“Yes and no.” Abram walks over to the wall in front of him and brushes his fingertips along a row of the keys, creating a small symphony of high-pitched, bell-like tones, muffled by the closeness of the walls. “All I thought about for most of my life was family. I met my Dedra and she gave me my beautiful girls. I thought that would be enough for me. I wanted it to be enough…”

“But it wasn’t.”

“No. Every single time I passed a door, I fought the urge to bend down and peek through the keyhole.” He mimicked the movements of leaning down and put his hand above his eyes to shield them from the lights. “I was able to do it, too. For a long time, actually.” He grabbed a large brown key that was as long as his forearm. He held it reverently in his hands, cradling it like a small child. Then he dropped it to the floor. Emily’s body instinctively jumped, expecting an ear-shattering crash, but it made no sound at all. The heavy piece of metal nestled itself to the floor, as softly as a feather.

“One day, when I was about seventeen, I went back to our old neighborhood, to the house where I was born. Obviously I didn’t need a key.” He waved his hand in a circle around the room and raised his eyebrows. “I let myself in at night, after the people who lived there went out. Other than the furniture, it was exactly the way I remembered it.” Abram’s eyes glazed over, not seeing Emily or the room anymore..



* * *

 



Abram walked around, looking at the walls and the old planks of wooden floors. The crown molding was starting to crack in the living room. The seventh stair creaked close to the banister, just like it did when he was a little boy. The sound was reassuring, almost soothing. He walked down the hall to what used to be his bedroom. The door was open, so he walked in and closed it behind. He kept his eyes open to let them get used to the dark.

As he sat Indian-style on the floor, a strange glow lit up on his left side. His eyes followed it up to the source…shaped like a perfect, beautiful white keyhole. He got up to his knees and scooted across the floor to what he thought was a door. 

When Abram looked through it, the little boy was there. Jabez smiled, his arms reaching out. He was laughing, but there wasn’t any sound. Abram’s fingers fumbled into the pocket of his jeans and grabbed the key he had made especially for this moment. He backed up and slid the key into the hole. It fit perfectly, and he could feel the gears turning, like his own body was making them move. The door opened.

Abram stood in the center of an all-white room. There was nothing there at all. No walls. No ceiling. No floor. No Jabez. He turned around in circles and couldn’t tell when he’d made it all the way around. Everything was white. All the air was sucked away, and every sound was silenced. Feeling numb…afraid and alone, he tried to scream. 

Paper. Pages and pages of brown paper flushed out of his mouth… hundreds of them. He couldn’t breathe. He choked and gagged. It hurt worse than any pain he had experienced before. The edges of his mouth were bleeding. His entire body was screaming. He thought he was going to pass out. It just kept coming… his eyes felt like they were going to pop out of their sockets. The pressure pushed so hard that the skin was stretching. 

When it finally ended, he collapsed on the floor. Paper lay scattered all around. His lungs were heaving to suck in as much air as they could take. He rubbed at his eyes and pushed at them with the heels of his palms to make sure they were still inside his head. Then Jabez was standing right in front of him.

Jabez’s chin pressed deep into his chest as he looked down at the pages twirling around his feet. Abram could only see the top of his head but could tell his mouth was open. All of a sudden, Jabez breathed in, and the pages rushed together in front of Abram into a neat stack. Jabez went down on one knee and put his palm on top of the pile. His skin began to wrinkle. He was shrinking without getting smaller. Slowly the pages sucked him in. He hollowed, and it looked like every bit of him inside the skin went into the paper. 

Abram could see words appearing from nowhere on the stacked sheets. The more words that showed up, the less of Jabez remained in his skin. Though the pages were stacked several hundred deep, Abram could see the words filling every single one of them. Words…words…words…kept coming. Some of the pages became so full that they were almost completely black. Letters overlapping and taking up space, whether they were legible or not. 

Then it stopped. The stack remained still and silent. A few pieces of paper twisted with their corners sticking out, appearing brown and old, splotched with mold around the edges or covered in a film of mildew. 

Abram could still feel Jabez there, that kind of feeling you get when you turn to see if someone’s standing behind you, but nobody’s there. The only thing left of him was a pile of wrinkled skin, empty, with one hand still resting on top of the stack of pages. 

He couldn’t see it at first, but the skin was moving. The torso slid along the floor. Inching forward. Flesh wrapped itself over paper. First the stomach slid underneath the bottom of the stack. Then legs and arms covered the spine, and his head made the cover. When it was finished, the book took a deep breath and exhaled out through the pages. It smelled old…rotted.

Abram was back in his old bedroom, sitting on the floor with the book on his lap. He could feel the slow rhythm of its heart beating and watched the cover rise and fall beneath his palm. He stood up, put the book under his arm, opened the door, walked down the stairs, and left the house. 

Abram walked for miles. Carrying the book under his arm through the city. People he passed stepped in wide circles around him. This man did not appear outwardly threatening; in fact, he looked terribly alone and sad. A cloud of dread floated in the air around him, affecting everyone who came near. Children playing on the sidewalk ran back to their homes, crying for no discernable reason. Dogs romping free in backyards whimpered, tails down, and crawled back in through dog doors or beneath bushes to hide. Drivers’ vision blurred, mistaking red lights for green. Motorcycles fell to their sides, ripping through leather, denim, and fragile skin along rough pavement. Busses drove past their stops and through pedestrian-filled crosswalks. More accidents were reported along the route Abram walked on that day than on any other in recent memory. 

Abram stepped rhythmically, oblivious to the goings-on around him. He went to his apartment, put the book down on the floor in the middle of the single small room, and didn’t leave for days. He stared at it. He touched it. He smelled it. He rested his ear against the cover. He listened. He didn’t eat or sleep. He couldn’t break away from this thing. It became everything. It started to become Abram himself.

Abram woke one morning with his cheek pressed firmly into the book’s cover, drooling out of the corner of his cracked lips. He realized he needed to get rid of it. He went to the dresser and pulled out an old red ribbon that his mother used to tie her hair with. He tightly wrapped it around the book and tied it. He made a bow and then a knot with the loops. He took the last bus running that night, as far away from the city as it would take him before it turned back. 

He walked for miles. The new construction made houses all look the same. Trees lay in the street, uprooted to make way for this suburban utopia. He found one very old tree still standing by the side of a freshly poured foundation and started digging at the ground covering the roots. He didn’t have a shovel, so he used the heels of his shoes. When the rubber wore down, he used his hands until his fingers bled. A few nails chipped away, but he kept on going. He was so thirsty that his tongue and lips cracked. He couldn’t feel his fingers anymore. He stopped and threw his brother in the hole and covered him up with dirt. When he was finished, he jumped on the spot to push it down some more and screamed at the top of his lungs. He roared to the leaves in the tree and to the black of the night sky. 

He tried to hitch a ride back home but couldn’t blame anyone for passing by, with the way he looked. He didn’t get home until sunset the next day. He turned on the shower and fell into the corner with all his clothes on and cried. The hot water didn’t last long, so by the time the landlord let herself in to find out why the neighbors below were complaining about their leaky ceiling, Abram was all pruned up, sitting in the corner under the falling water, shivering. She called the hospital, and they held him there for three months until he was able to speak again. By the time they released him, it was all a dream.
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Auden: White
 



Jeremy looks at you with puffy, bloodshot eyes. It takes great effort for him to blink. It causes him significant pain. You wink at your little boy, and he manages to break a smile through the stiff, bloated skin. He’s obviously scared and has been crying quite a bit. 

You want to go over to him. You want to wrap your arms around and hold him. Sing to him. Soothe him and make him feel better. Your body doesn’t respond to your commands anymore. Your limbs are stiff and solid. You can’t feel your hands or feet at all. Your head won’t turn or look down, and your peripheral vision is not wide enough to let you see anything below your cheeks. 

You stop struggling and look back over to Jeremy. You try to signal with your eyes that he should come over to you. He shakes his head and looks downward. That’s when you notice it. There is no blanket covering his legs on the mattress. From head to torso, he looks perfect. The beautiful, happy five-year-old boy you adore. But starting just below his bellybutton, his skin spreads gently out and disappears into the bed. His legs melted away. 

You cry and pull at your arms to reach out for him, but nothing moves. No matter how hard you pull, you can’t jar yourself loose from the wall. You realize why and finally give up. Everything is white. All white. Jeremy is white. The redness flows away from his eyes; the swelling goes down. He blends in with everything behind, in front, above, below. White is everywhere.
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Emily: Resolute
 



Emily stands. Her shoulders straight, she marches up to this man who makes keys and asks one question. “So if you make keys that open things, can you get me to the place where my family is?”

“I hope so.” Abram takes hold of her hand, and she squeezes it firmly. 

“Me too.”
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Emily: Tidal
 



The brown horde is no longer scraping around the house. Everything is still and silent. There are no small black droppings on the floor or dark little puddle stains marking the carpet. On the surface, nothing in this house appears strange or out of the ordinary. 

If a realtor were to walk a prospective buyer through the place at this moment, they would almost be assured of a sale. Not a picture hangs askew. Not a speck of dust on the banister or on the mantle. Dishes are all stacked neatly in the cabinets. Trash hidden away in the respective recycle bins, with lids closed. Light bulbs all screwed in tight, ready to burn at the flick of their switches. 

Only when walking into the living room one might notice a disturbing sensation, and the sale would fall apart. A familiar feeling of unease would begin to crawl up the spine into the base of the skull. It would move directly into the fear centers of the brain, releasing endorphins and the proto-human instinct to flee. The need to run, to escape, to get away from this bad place as quickly as possible. 

Sitting in the center of the white couch is a blur in the general shape of a man. It sits in one place but is not still. The black-and-brown tide moves over him in waves. Brown waves of fur ebb and flow where skin should be. Jagged teeth snap and bite the air in the shape of a human forearm, splattering drool onto the fabric of the sofa. A knee becomes a wretched maw searching for something to tear apart, quickly smacking shut as it is sucked back into the sea, swimming downstream to another body part. 

Down the hallway behind the couch, a door opens where, moments earlier, there was no door. 

The ocean stops rolling and freezes in place. Ears twitch and aim backward, but the man-shape does not turn his head.

Abram and Emily creep slowly and quietly out of the door and close it behind them, where it disappears back into the wall.

Sgt. Harmon opens his eyes. Two pure white discs with no irises stare out from between swirling claws and teeth. 

Emily and Abram run toward the kitchen.

Sgt. Harmon stands, and the squirrels flow down from his body to the floor like a waterfall and sweep after them down the hall.

Emily stomps and kicks through the wave to move forward, limping.

Abram jumps, creating soft squishing sounds as he lands.

Sgt. Harmon smiles and turns back, pointing a finger at the male figure.

He opens his mouth and begins to sing, “Open yourself for me and let’s play for a little while….”

Emily falls to the floor on the edge of the kitchen and is immediately assaulted by layer after layer of snapping jaws ripping at her skin.

Abram reaches down and lifts her up, knocking away as many of the small beasts as he can.

Waves of brown and black build higher and stronger, overwhelming Abram, pulling him down.

Sgt. Harmon stands above the male figure and claps his hands once. 

The wave stops, ready for its master’s next command. 

Sgt. Harmon looks down and speaks quietly. “Where is he? I know you can tell me.”

Abram shakes his head and smiles.

“Open the door for me.” Sgt. Harmon kneels down, grabbing Abram by the wrists.

Abram shakes his head.

“Open… the… god… damned… door.”

Abram shakes his head.

“One last time.” Sgt. Harmon leans down, pressing his nose against Abram’s forehead. “Open the fucking door… please.”

Abram closes his eyes and shakes his head one last time.

Sgt. Harmon breathes in. He sits back on top of Abram’s thighs, and a deep chittering sound rises from deep in his chest. The brown-and-black wave swirls in a circle around the two men. It rises up high, cresting near the ceiling, hundreds of open mouths creating foam at the apex, beginning to crash down.

Sgt. Harmon raises a tightly clenched fist high above his head. He holds it there, vibrating in frustration, summoning strength from some locked-away dark place. He waits to strike until Abram opens his eyes one last time. The fist moves too quickly to be seen. An ear-shattering popping sound fills the room, as the air where the hand used to be slams together to fill the empty space left behind. 

Sgt. Harmon pulls his blood-coated knuckles from the crater deep in the floor. His skin is covered in words and letters, dripping black ink that he smears up his forearm, creating a horrifying mixture of red and black. Edges of torn pages in the shape of his hand stick to the wet sides of his skin as he lifts upward through the crushed face left beneath. Pages slowly flap back down into place, forming the remaining shape of Abram’s face that now contains a blank void in the center. Sgt. Harmon leans forward and blows out a puff of air, ruffling the paper that used to be Abram’s head. 

“No.” The scream comes from behind Sgt. Harmon. He turns too late as the battery-powered carving knife digs deep into the soft flesh on the side of his cheek. The crazed squirrels crash down in a wave onto the remains of Abram’s head. Dust shoots through the air from the tearing pages at the side of Sgt. Harmon’s face. Emily pulls at the buzzing knife and drives it in again, this time into his shoulder. It slides in easily, spreading the pages apart, sending letters, words and phrases out across the hardwood floor. She slices at him over and over. His body crumples to the floor, spreading open in heaps of pages falling away from their binding. 

Emily drops the knife and sprints for the living room. She reaches the mantle over the fireplace and grabs the brown leather book. The clash and clamor of claws and teeth continue the relentless assault on Abram’s lifeless body, sending blood and scraps of paper into the air. Emily holds her breath, running back into the cloud of dust, swinging the book in all directions, connecting with whatever she can hit to clear her way back to the kitchen. 

More angry jaws find their way to her, ripping at her clothes, fighting to get at her body. She knocks away a couple, but most of them get through easily and begin tearing, bringing her down to the floor screaming in pain only a few feet from Abram. Her fingers grip at whatever piece of floor they can find and pull. She is now a mass of motion covered in open holes and blood. The abhorrent waves of brown and black begin shifting away from Abram’s lifeless form, heading to fresher meat, still alive and pumping. 

Through the rising red tide, the small morsel of Emily that remains pulls herself forward, thinking only one thought. Her bloody hand reaches out from the grim sea, missing skin and nails showing bone and muscle that should by all rights have remained hidden from view. The claw-like hand wraps the remnants of its fingers around Abram’s wrist. 

Using all the strength that remains in her body, she pulls the rippling pile rolling and screaming on top of her a few inches forward. A mass of red teeth and fur shoots into the air, slamming into the sliding glass door on the other side of the room, leaving streaks of blood as they slide down, lifeless, to the floor. The book lifts up, held by her ruined hand covered partially in torn, hanging flesh. 

She slams the book into Abram’s pale forearm. Shoving the book down where it dissolves into the deep swirling maze of the tattoo. Somewhere, a gear turns. There is a loud, bright pop of metal on metal as a lock clicks home. 

The wave is gone. 

Silence. 

Flesh is mended. 

There is no blood. 

There is no pain. 
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Emily: Reunited
 



Emily opens her eyes. 

There is no heat. There is no cold. 

There is white. 

Only white.

She looks at her surroundings. 

Details form. 

Outlines of shapes grow out of the nothingness. 

Walls. 

A desk. 

A bed. 

A man.

A boy.

She calls out.

Silent. 

Auden is just over there… 

in the wall.

Jeremy is on the bed.

They open their eyes and look back at her…

sadness



* * *

 



Her face hangs in the black.

If they turn their eyes far enough, they can see each other.

Her mouth opens and closes, trying to call out to him.

Nothing.

He cries. 

No tears come.

Jeremy hangs his head down into his chest again.

His tiny hands ball into helpless fists, nails digging into the soft young flesh of his palms.
  

Other Boy Four
 



Other Jason walks through the wreckage in the kitchen. He kneels down next to the book of Abram’s face and flips through his brother’s tattered pages. He glances…a word here… a phrase there. Finding nothing remarkable or worth remembering now, he stands upright and heads over to a drawer next to the sink. Opening it, he shuffles items around inside, rattling and clinking. Finding what he is looking for, he pushes the drawer closed and walks back to Abram. 

He shakes the box of matches and stops. Thinking for a few seconds, he puts the box in his pants pocket. Kneeling down, he shakes his hands and closes his eyes. His finger sticks out in front of him, holds steady for a beat, and then pushes downward into the dead man’s tattoo. 
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Family: A Show of Appreciation
 



Jason is standing in front of you. He looks exactly like your son, but it isn’t him. There is something off about the way he moves. Like he doesn’t know quite how to make his muscles respond correctly. Like an infant walking for the first time, teaching his inner ear how to balance. 

This “Not Jason” smiles at you. He slowly turns around with his arms held wide, taking time to stop and look at Emily. His eyes glance back at you, but he walks over to the framed black space on the wall with your wife’s head coming through the center. She smiles at him as he moves closer. Your muscles tense and tighten, trying to pull free and warn her.

Not Jason reaches a hand up, brushing her cheek gently with his fingers. Her eyes widen with fear as she realizes this is not her son. The eerily familiar smile widens on his face, and he laughs. He puts both hands around her head and kisses her deeply, with his eyes open. She struggles to pull away, but there is no place to go. Softly he pats her cheek, before he turns and walks across the room.

Reaching the bed, Jeremy has yet to lift his head from his chest. His body shivers with fear. Not Jason sits down next to him, putting his arm over the younger boy’s shoulder. He whispers something into his ear, and Jeremy lashes out. He whips his arms around, hitting and scratching at the impostor. Not Jason easily ducks out of harm’s way and stands up from the bed. Eventually, Jeremy stops his flailing and falls forward onto the mattress his body, quivering with shudders. 

Not Jason turns back to you and smiles. His hands reach up, and in a show of playful pantomime, he removes a non-existent hat from his head, flips it down to his waist, and takes a deep, long bow. All the while, his eyes never leave yours. He straightens back up and mouths the words, “Thank you.”

Now he is gone.

The three of you have been left in your bright white silence. There is no why. There is no how. 

There is only white.
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Auden: Son
 



There is a red footprint off to your left. After you blink, another one shows up in front of it. They don’t disappear into the white when you blink again. In fact, more of them are scattered all around. A single streak glides in a small line on the wall across from you. After the next three steps, you can only make out toes with a thick blob beneath them. It looks like the feet pushed up onto their toes to prevent making any more markings. They lead up to and away from Jeremy’s bed, heading toward the desk in the center of the room.

One piece of paper slides across the top of the desk and stops at the corner closest to you, hanging over the edge. The whirlpool swirls of a small fingerprint bleed together, pooling into a deep brownish-red smudge. Part of the page lifts up off the desk in an unfelt breeze before slowly falling back into place.

Looking down, you watch the footprints walking over. They step up until they are a foot or so in front of you before they stop. You feel air being blown up from beneath your chin. You hear someone breathing. A scent of sweetness reaches your nose that reminds you of sugary breakfast cereal. 

Jason is standing in front of you now. Oddly-shaped red patches cover his skin. Some of his hair has been pulled or has fallen out. There are small red beads bubbling up on his forehead. Looking him over, you can see them everywhere. You lean your head down toward him, but he shrinks away. Wincing, his head shakes, and he holds his arms out in front to protect himself. His body quivers and his teeth clench together with a sharp intake of breath.

He stands away from you, breathing through his teeth, with his eyes clamped shut. You nod in understanding so he won’t fear you touching him again. Eventually, he relaxes. When he opens his eyes he walks back over and looks up to your face. There is a sad, frightened quality in his eyes that wasn’t there the last time you looked into them. He’s older now, much too old for a little boy. 

He pushes up on his toes again to get closer, so you lean down as far as the wall will allow. His lips brush against your ear and he jerks back for a moment, obviously hurting. “You can go home now, Daddy.” 

You pull back and mouth the word “No,” shaking your head back and forth.

“It’s okay. I want you to.” Still beautiful through the blood and pus, his smile glows with the innocence and love of a small child, despite the tears and ripped skin covering his face. “Don’t worry.”

“No.” Your lips blow the air out from the silent circle they shape.

His breath tickles your ear. Somewhere behind the wind, you can hear a hint of your son’s high-pitched voice. “I don’t want you guys to hurt anymore.” Ignoring the exposed and tender nerves, Jason presses his lips firmly to your cheek.

“I love you, Daddy.”

The footprints disappear into swallowing whiteness. The glow burns at your eyes. You fight to keep them open, looking over at Emily and Jeremy. Everything shrinks to a pinpoint lit with an intense and unbearable brightness. Blind now, there is nothing left but white. 

You feel the hard edge of the wall sliding up your body. Tighter as it moves, you can feel the air being forced from your lungs. Your head feels close to exploding from the pressure building up behind it. Far away, a high-pitched ringing starts in a steady, long stream. The line moving ever tighter up your body makes its way to your neck. Your throat closes from the bottom, moving up over your Adam’s apple, squeezing the rest of you into your head, like an old tube of toothpaste.

Your jaw gnashes teeth into each other, grinding bone into dust. Pressure beats at your eardrums until they explode. White claws at your eyes until they press from your skull, along with the grey matter of everything that makes up you.
  

Other Boy Five
 



Jabez opens his eyes on the remaining shambles of the kitchen. Sighing, he kicks the toe of his boot through the torn-out pages of Sgt. Harmon’s book. 

“You were so close, Gene.”

He bends down, looking at the words on one shred of paper, and lifts it to his lips for a gentle kiss. His fingers carefully fold it in half, then over once more. He slides the page into his shirt pocket and stands.

His head cocks to the side a bit, remembering something. He walks over to what’s left of Abram, pulls the matchbook from his front pants pocket, and shakes it. The rattle of matches echoes throughout the entire house. Through the walls, out of the windows, it goes on and on. An old woman down the street turns her head from the television set for a moment, noticing a strange sound floating on the air, before turning quickly back to her afternoon romance show. A boy pauses and looks around before throwing the dodgeball into a crowd of girls on the playground at the school around the corner. A policeman stops his patrol car, looking out the window, listening to his gut saying something is very wrong.

Jabez slides the cover open, pulling out one small, rectangular wooden stick with a rounded bit of white phosphorous on the end. Slowly he slides the tip back and forth along the edge of the box. A line of white smoke swirls up into the air above his fingers, hanging in space before a spark ignites flame.

“Goodbye, Abram.” He drops the burning stick down into the hole spread out in the center of the pages where his brother’s head used to be. Instantly the paper catches, edges curling inward, turning black. Small, oddly shaped particles float up into the air. Jabez watches them dance and sway up near the ceiling. 

Inches before they touch the thick oak beams, the drifting ashes stop climbing. The pages below continue to burn, sending more and more lightly glowing pixies into the fray. They continue to climb up, coalescing into a dark orange cloud pulsating with the slow rhythm of a heartbeat. 

The amorphous shape begins to spin. From left to right, Jabez’s eyes cautiously follow as it rotates. More and more the pages burn, sending glowing ashes into the whirlwind. From its center, a funnel starts to descend. Twisting and turning, it whips about, lashing flames in every direction. Jabez jumps backward, narrowly avoiding a lick of fire just to the right of his arm.

Abram’s entire body is alight, alive with waves of flames rolling, lifting the pages of his limbs into the air. Jabez turns to run for the door. Arms full of fire leap from the floor, flailing and stretching. Orange-red fingers lash out, grabbing at his fleeing legs. 

“No!” Jabez shrieks, reaching out, throwing everything his clawing hands can reach into the greedy conflagration. Chair plant bottle photo frame flipped over table sofa cushion…eating everything in its path, the blaze still comes for him. “I’m out!” he chokes through the thick, dark smoke. “You can’t have me!”

The tornado of fire spins deep into the pit, stretching outward from the pages on the edge of Abram’s remains. Crackling, its enormous flashing snapping teeth howling to be fed. Every bit of air pulls back in on itself into the abyss, arresting everything, returning the world to silence. Jabez holds himself up against a soot-covered wall, watching the pages of his brother collate into a static, quiet pile. 

A beat…

Bright flashes jet out from the crater exploding greedy violent eruptions starving relentless biting deep into Jabez spreading his pages open tearing them apart dragging them down into the nothingness. 

A roar…

deep 

surging 

primitive awful violence 

to shake the heart of the world. 

Jabez’s stolen skin burns away words phrases ink lead blood swirl into the maelstrom. 

dread

revulsion

anguish

lamentation 

all sucked away 

each letter erases 

into the pit. 

nothing escapes. 

nothing remains. 

silence.
  

PART FOUR
  

A House
 



On a street lined with tidy houses, lights shine through the windows, cars sit parked in their garages, basketballs bounce off driveway rims, jump-ropes slap their wordless Morse code on safe cul-de-sac asphalt. Down the street, neighbors burn meat on barbeques and overindulge on Sunday afternoon beer. 

Next door, the house is quiet. No one has seen so much as a curtain rustle for as long as they can remember. Short little witches and cowboys run faster across this darkened driveway with their plastic pumpkins full of candy on Halloween. Even the voices of their mothers and fathers quiet their gossip as they pass by. 

No one remembers who lived there or if anyone ever did. No brightly colored “For Sale” sign has ever been planted in the lawn out front. Surprisingly, the paint is still vibrant. Cracks in the pavement are not overgrown with weeds fighting upward to reach the sun. Newspapers don’t pile up, plastic bags unopened, in front of the door. 

It is a beautiful house. 

It is an empty house. 

Hungry.

Waiting.
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I Dare You
 



“C’mon man. Don’t be such a pussy.”

“Fuck you dude!” 

“Blackie, if you go in, Jules is gonna think you’re the shit. She’ll probably give you a blow job.”

“Really? You think?”

“Yeah man.”

“I dunno, T.”

“Dude. You’re a waste of space, man.”

“Go in together?”

“What?”

“I mean…I’ll do it if you do, T.”

“Fine. Such a baby.”

T stands as tall as he can, walking fast up the driveway. His shadow bends in the glow of the streetlight, twisting into an old man hunched over, scraping long fingers along the pale concrete. Blackie follows tentatively a few steps behind, not racing to keep up. Both boys trying their hardest to be cool and tough.

Knuckles thud to a response of silence from the other side of the door. T’s breath shudders out of his body. He turns his head back, smiling quickly at his friend. Maybe Blackie didn’t hear it. 

“Yo. Pick up that rock over there.”

“This one?”

“No douche. The big one right there.”

“Oh.”

“Give it over.”

T turns the rock in his hand, feeling the weight of it. He walks to the left of the entrance way and looks in the window. Presses his hand between his forehead and the glass, trying to see inside. He looks back at Blackie, shrugs his shoulders and smashes the rock through.

“Holy shit.”

“Nobody home.”

T reaches in through the hole carefully to avoid sharp edges. The latch is too far up for his short arm to reach.

“Shit man. I can’t get it. I’ll just break the rest, I guess.”

“No. Wait.” Blackie walks back over and grabs the doorknob. It turns in his hand and swings inward, creaking on its hinges. “Unlocked.”

The boys laugh. 

“Come on, T. Let’s do this.”

“After you…”

Blackie rests his hands on the doorframe, leaning his head in first to take a look around. Furniture, picture frames, paintings sit still in the darkness. 

“Shoulda brought a flashlight, bro.”

“Yeah. Shoulda.” T places his hands on Blackie’s lower back and gives him a hard shove.

“Fuck man!” Blackie stumbles forward, his sneakers squeaking their rubber soles across the floor. He gains his balance and turns back in time to watch T slam the door closed. “Dude!”

“Make sure you grab something so we can prove you weren’t a pussy after all and went inside.” T’s laughter sounds muffled through the thick door.

Blackie runs back to the door, trying to pull it open, but T is stronger. He’s always been stronger. Ever since preschool, the bigger kid beat up on him every day, just because he could. The only reason they became friends was because Blackie fought back. Every single time, he fought back. 

After a few hard pulls, Blackie gives up. He knows he won’t be able to get it open if T doesn’t want him to. “Uncool, you fuck.”

“Yeah. You’ll thank me later. Think about Jules and those big fat titties.”

Blackie turns back to the house, trying to let his eyes adjust to the shadows. His ears flood with overload from the sound of his heart pounding. “Right…”

Walking through the living room, he runs his finger along the edge of the fireplace. He looks at the pictures of the people who must have lived here. They’re all pretty lame. Little kids on swings, a wedding, some dude with long hair playing guitar.

He grabs the last one from the mantel. This one is all right. It’s some chick in the shadows, and she looks naked. She’s got some big old pregnant tits too. He squints and can make out her nipples. He smiles. T will dig this. Blackie slides it under the back of his shirt inside his belt. 

A sound pulls at his ear from the kitchen. He walks around the couch so he can see better. He sees something sitting there on the center of the table. It looks like it’s moving. The cover blows up like his stomach does when he’s lying down on his back breathing hard. He reaches out and tugs at the red string holding the old book closed. 

His fingertips brush across the old leather, feeling its warmth. He doesn’t feel afraid anymore. He notices the silence in his ears now. No more deafening drums of his heart.

He traces the edge of the cover. He pulls his hand back sharply, holding his finger up to his mouth. The paper cut sliced deep into the inside of his index finger’s first knuckle. 

“Damnit.” Blackie shoves the book away and turns to leave. A rustling sound makes him stop and turn around. At the far end of the table, the cover of the book rests open. The pages turn by themselves, like the wind is speed-reading. 

Blackie doesn’t wait around to see what happens next. He runs back to the door. Pages tear away from the binding swarming through the kitchen into the living room. Looking back over his shoulder paper twisting around the room piling up on the floor folding into shapes recognizable shapes ink pooling into the curves of toes letters bending to ankles paragraphs knees chapters torsos novels faces. 

He trips over an untied shoelace face-first onto the floor. Blood squishes from his cut lip, smearing across the wood. The street light coming in through the window twinkles in the dark, and fluid dripps down his chin. Cold, unfinished hands reach underneath his arms, lifting the boy back to his feet. 

Blackie doesn’t want to turn around. He doesn’t want to see the woman’s face smiling at him as the pages wrap their way around, molding themselves into the rest of her head. He doesn’t want to see the two little boys walking over, entwining their still-unwritten fingers with hers. He doesn’t want to see the man put his arm around her shoulder while the final words streak through the air and land on his wrist, completing the book of his body. He doesn’t want to watch the smaller boy look up into his mother’s face then step forward and lift his hands out palm first. He doesn’t want to watch the words swimming around the paper skin with unreadable quickness. He doesn’t want to see the letters freeze in place one at a time, standing out for him to understand. 

Spinning away, running as fast as he can, he grabs the doorknob and pulls with strength he didn’t know was in him. The door rips inward, slamming into the wall beneath the stairs. He doesn’t look back this time. Breath rushing in and out of his lungs, sending saliva flying between his lips, mingled with blood still dripping out of the fresh wound from his fall. 

Now he feels fear pounding in his heart again. 

Now the drums thunder in his ears so loud it all but drowns out the rest of the world.

“What the…” T is sitting on the concrete step awkwardly teaching himself to smoke, trying to figure out how to keep the cigarette hanging from his lip without looking like he’s working too hard. Blackie is a blur, running past him out into the street. “Why are you being such a pussy?” The kid throws his cigarette down and chases after his friend. “Did you at least snake something like I told you to?”

Blackie doesn’t notice the picture frame fall from his belt in the middle of the street. He doesn’t hear the glass crack when it hits the concrete. T stops at the black-and-white image in front of his feet and looks down. Picking it up, he pulls out a few broken shards of glass and throws them aside. His fingers carefully brush at the photograph and angle it around until the streetlight illuminates it enough for him to see the naked shape of a woman.

“Cool.” He looks up at his friend shrinking away down the street, and turns back the other way.

Blackie doesn’t stop. He runs all the way home. He runs upstairs. He runs to the security of his bed. He buries himself in safety under his covers. He pretends to sleep when his mom comes to check on him. 

He knows why people are afraid of that house. 

He knows what’s in there. 
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Hands
 



Most things look better in daylight. The sun strips away everything hidden in shadow that might frighten us at night. In light we can see. The monster climbing out of the closet is now a sweatshirt hanging on the door. The werewolf on the chair becomes an overstuffed teddy bear. What was a vicious hellion, stretching wide its drooling mouth with hundreds of angry teeth, is now the piano in the corner of the living room. 

Unfortunately, there are still hidden places where the light will never reach. Each time Blackie closes his eyes, he finds those spaces. He sees the book. He sees the cover beating and breathing with life. Letters and words pummel him. Through his long, sleepless night, he keeps the lights on in his room, but they stand a useless watch against the horrors inside his head. 

He can still see the expressions on their unfinished faces. He still sees the vowels and consonants twisting and turning into eyes noses mouths. Hardcover bindings are spinal columns sprouting ribs from sentences, flesh from poetry and prose. He can’t stop feeling those fingers grabbing under his arms lifting him to his feet. Formed but not quite solid. Moist and sticky like the paper-mâché from art class. Letters floating around on the little boy’s hands remain plastered across the inside of his eyelids whenever he closes them. 

Blackie crawls out from bed. He rubs his eyes with the backs of his palms and shuffles his tired feet into the bathroom down the hall. The bright, fluorescent light above the mirror stings, so he switches it off and washes his face in the shadows. The warm water feels good on his skin. Maybe a shower will make him feel even better. 

Reaching out to pull the curtain aside, he notices something on his hand. He can’t feel it, but it’s moving. The room is too dark now, so he flips the light back on. He squeezes his eyes and shakes his head against the buzzing semi-green glow. His throat chokes closed, seizing the air flowing in or out from his lungs. 

Scratching at the skin, trying to rip it from his body. Frantically, he claws his nails deeper, exposing muscle and bone. Teeth rip a thick, bloody chunk from the base of his thumb that he spits down to the floor. His mother walks in from the hall and screams. She tries to grab his arms to stop him. His father runs in, alarmed by the noise of the struggle. It takes both adults to pin the boy to the floor and hold him down.

Blackie eventually passes out, allowing his father the time to run to the phone and call for help. The mother pulls a towel down from the shower rod and starts wiping up blood from her son’s hands. She looks at the markings and doesn’t understand how they got there. She puts water on the towel and tries to clean them away, but the words are etched out of reach, deep inside layers of skin. 

Blackie softly mumbles something that she can’t hear. His eyes are still closed, pupils rolling around behind the lids. She leans down, putting her ear close to his bruised lips. “What did you say, honey?”

“Nnnnnn.” His head shakes back and forth. Arms and legs start to fight against the small woman’s weight holding them down. “Nnnnnnot…”

“Not what Blackie?”

“Not Safe!” 

“What are you talking about?” She turns her head to the hall, shouting for her husband. “Bill, I need you in here!”

Blackie opens his eyes and stops struggling. He remains still on the floor of the bathroom until the paramedics arrive. He is still when they lift him onto the stretcher and carry him down the hall. He barely breathes as they bring him through the living room toward the front door. He doesn’t move in the ambulance or when the doctor sticks the needle in his arm to put him to sleep before they piece back together what they can of his shredded hands.

Blackie’s father quickly throws his clothes on so he can follow them to the hospital. He is rushing and afraid so it’s understandable that he doesn’t look at the kitchen table when he picks up his cell phone and car keys. No one could blame him for not noticing the big leather book tied shut with dark red twine, resting next to his unfinished cup of coffee.

The door closes behind him and the house is silent. The brown leather cover rises and falls. 

Rises and falls. 

Rises and falls.
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