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Dedication
 
 
For Shacey.




Epigraph
 
 
Lovers are a conspiracy against the world. 
Emma Harrison
 
 
 
Into the chasm gaping we.
—Bauhaus, "In the Flat Field"
 



Prologue:
 A Humble Confession and an Excuse for What Follows
 
 
I didn't write this.
For those of you who know me, here's exactly what you're thinking. 
Who wrote a book? Seriously? No, wait, that guy?
Really? No way. You're joshing me. That guy can write? I didn't even think he could read. He's just a sometimes sober handyman who has somehow leveraged his debonair good looks and self-deprecating modesty into a comfortable life. How on earth could he fill a couple hundred pages with any sort of coherent narrative? 
Here's what happened. I was taking one of those late Monday morning hangover naps in the back of a housepainter's van. The drop cloths, if folded properly, make a nice firm sleeping mat not unlike a futon. Here's a little trick: fill a plastic shopping bag full of crumpled-up newspaper, and voilà, an adequate pillow that is easily recyclable. It was the Monday after a Halloween weekend that started on a Thursday night and didn't end until bar time the following Sunday night–Monday morning. I spent the better part of All Hallows’ Eve drinking Jack Lords, aka Hawaii Five-O’s (Hawaiian Punch and vodka), with a guy who was four feet ten and a half inches tall—officially a half inch taller than the legal cutoff for being a little person. I can attest to this because he passed out once on the front lawn of a house we were working on and I used a tape measure to get the official measurement. Quick word of advice: if you're reading this and you're a little person, think twice about dressing like a fire hydrant for Halloween, getting drunk and chasing dogs while screaming obscenities and trying to pee on them. Funny in concept, not so funny when executed.
I was a little too old to be partying like this. Thirty-three and living in a rented room of a half-built house. Walls but no doors or trim ... Truth be told, I was sleeping in a buddy’s unfinished basement on a borrowed mattress held off the damp floor a few inches by oak shipping pallets. I had invented an interior decorating style I coined "bachelor tostada": a scattering of dirty clothes, pizza boxes, flattened Hamm's beer cases, magazines and various other wayward slacker flotsam, built up in layers, topped off with shredded Colby cheese. The bottom mantle would compress over time and I was pretty sure that someday I could drill down and extract that layer and use it as a fuel source.
I wasn't sure what I was doing with my life. I went to college to work in advertising but nobody was chasing me down trying to give me a job. To be honest, I wasn't even sure what the jobs in advertising were. After five years of college, all I really had was a vague dream about what my office might look like. It would have a surfboard in the corner and a guitar hanging on the wall. There would be a black-and-white poster from an avant-garde French film like La Jetée taped to the door along with a Post-it note that read "Don't Think!" If anyone can tell me the job title that fits this office description, please get in touch with me.
I also coined a term for my love life. I referred to it as "Happy Hour." As long as the affection was cheap, I got my fill from the appe-teaser menu. And I wasn't picky; if they were out of the wings I'd eat the jalapeño poppers. Throw in a twelve-ounce tap beer and give it all to me for three dollars. Now that's love, but only until 5 p.m. and not on Fridays.
There was a special girl but I messed that up. I'm not going into it here but I messed that up about as bad as someone could mess something up. When failure to commit, but not enough courage to let go, mixes with alcohol and anger, et cetera, et cetera.
We were painting the inside of a luxury condo for a failed theater maven–turned–interior designer who demanded perfection done quickly and as cheaply as possible. As far as I could tell, his only joy in life was critiquing other people’s best efforts in front of wealthy clients with statements like, "Oh my God, did you see the finish on the banquette? It's hideous, the whole thing looks like Vegas in oak. I'm having them redo it ... for free." 
We weren't painting that morning, we were hanging suede wallpaper embossed with just a hint of Nordic-style mountain flowers. It was pretty in small doses but on all four walls of the master bedroom it felt like you were inside one of those oversize designer handbags that the girls with the big sunglasses are fond of. 
 It was the wallpaper that made me nauseous, not the hangover, I swear. Regardless, I retired to the back of the van for a late-morning nap.
Unknown to me, or I was so hungover it didn't matter, a bucket full of rags soaked in lacquer thinner shared my little nap nest. The fumes elevated along with the morning sun and I fell into a deep slumber in the tightly sealed van. Napping like a vodka-soaked baby in a Chinese chemical factory, I dreamt the most spectacular dream.
So I confess, I didn't write this. It was a dream. I just wrote it down as best as I could remember. 
The EMTs that picked me up that day used a bunch of fancy doctor words. One kept saying methyl ethyl ketones and swelling of the encephalon and permanent drain bamage. 
I'm not sure if I'm remembering that last part right. I was going in and out of a silky haze, legs and arms feeling heavy, sharp taste of metal in my mouth, sweaty skin sticking to a vinyl gurney.
Just a white softness, a euphoric limp floating from one fume-filled fever dream to the next. A sweeping waltz into the fog and through the gates and into the Kingdom, where this tale played out before my very eyes.




Professor Tweed
 
Professor Tweed was proud of his Scottish heritage. No matter the season, he was dressed neatly in wool trousers and a requisite walking jacket made of a woolen cloth flecked with colors. During the autumn months he supplemented his teacher's salary by leading evening walking tours of local cemeteries and lecturing on the origins of Halloween. He made a good salary at the college, but he was saving up for a new riding mower and the tours paid cash.
On weekend nights, his tours were typically attended by rowdy youngsters chugging caffeine-infused alcohol out of king-size cans. They mistakenly expected something a little more spectacular than an old guy meandering through a graveyard, talking. A guy with an axe stuck in his head or a zombie jumping out from behind a tree would have better met their expectations. At the very least, Tweed could have swapped out the walking jacket for a leather trench coat like the one worn by Crow or Hellraiser or even Neo. But there would be nothing of the sort. Often, when they found out they were going to be walking slowly through the cemetery and learning about sixteenth-century Britain, they asked for a refund. 
On the Wednesday night before Halloween weekend the attendees were more subdued, mostly middle-aged couples in fleece and comfortable walking shoes. Tweed led them up along the tree-lined street of the old and wealthy little village to the church on the hill. A small cemetery was planted next to it, an iron fence around its perimeter. "To keep someone out ... or to keep something in," he intoned as they walked past. Next he led them to a small gate and paused. "A portal from the land of the living to the ..."
On cue, he caught himself and then stared coldly into the dark graveyard. "They say it's bad luck to name it." He pushed the gate open and offered the path to them. "Follow me into the beyond, if you dare."
Huddled into a nervous flock, the group moved slowly among the gravestones. Puddles of fog filled the shallows and continued to swell as the professor lowered his voice and peered gravely into the gathering gloom. "The ancient Celts believed that on Samhain the border between this world and the otherworld became thin." He stopped and faced the group. "Excuse me, let me rephrase that, they believed the dead"—he lowered his voice into a creepy dark howl—"could reach back through the veil into the land of the living, oooo-eee-ooo ... Spirits rising from the dead and walking among the living ... And the wailing and moaning."
He turned and slowly marched on. The group now resembled a funeral procession. "Just a veil of fog separating the living from the dead, allowing spirits, both harmless ... and harmful ... to pass through."
A chubby man shuffled out of the group and fired up his camera. The digital chime shook everyone from their trance. 
 "Please, sir, not here, not on this night,” Tweed protested. "I pray of you, do not disrespect the dead. Not for their sake ..." Feigning fright, Tweed looked from side to side. "For yours." 
The man sheepishly tapped the camera off and tucked it into the joey pocket of his Chicago Bears hoodie. 
Tweed turned and continued. "In order to ward off the harmful spirits, the ancients started wearing costumes and masks. Not to scare the spirits, but to disguise themselves as harmful spirits. To trick the spirits and thus pass through the night unharmed. Or perhaps appease the spirits with their costumes, honor them, treat them with respect. Trick or Treat ... I'm not sure, I think that term went on to mean something." 
The group moved slowly, carefully down the hill into the rising tide of ashen gray. "Samhain became associated with All Saints' Day and then All Souls' Day. The sixteenth-century Scots called it All-Hallows-Even. Eventually it would be shortened into what we now call Halloween."
Professor Tweed suddenly stopped, his arm barring the group from advancing. A woman with Winnie-the-Pooh embroidered on the chest of her cream-colored sweatshirt popped a gasp. Tweed soured as he looked down the path into the forgotten corner of the graveyard, choked with overgrown thickets and entombed by ancient boughs of hickory and oak. "A night like tonight, in this place ... Perhaps we have ventured too far." His eyes grew wide as he searched into the dark fog. "Dear friends, I suggest we turn and go from this place." The group hustled up the hillside back toward the gate. "Quickly, for your sake, please get out of here." 
Tweed's voice trailed off in the lonely dark. "If you enjoyed your evening, please consider showing your appreciation with a generous tip."
The graveyard was empty now. The iron gate creaked and clanked shut, closing in the ancient gravestones tangled in burberry. The fog swelled and hung in that forgotten corner, the coldest, darkest, most hollow corner of any cemetery. Into the deep gray of that place ... heavy steps traveled ... darkness. A hollow wind scraped through the charcoal night. 
An uneasy silence, an ominous calm. Worst of all, the sense of something massive, lurking just a few steps ahead.




The Kingdom of the Dead
 
An ancient and decaying black iron gate eighty feet high and topped with craggy brass spikes crests out of the fog. The metalwork between the spears is bent into a pictogram chronicling a newborn baby crawling to his first steps, aging into a child, then an adult, then an adult bowed, an old creature barely standing, a skeleton facedown in the weeds, a gravestone. The brief dance from cradle to grave. The gate joins an endless unsurmountable wall in both directions. As Tweed had noted in his lecture, Was this fortification built to keep someone out… or something in?
Spreading across the gate is a black banner of cast iron with dimly polished bronze letters. 
Arrete! C’est ici Royaume de la Mort.
Roughly translated: Stop! Beyond lies the Kingdom of the Dead.
Centered on the gate is a coat of arms, a shield embossed with a brutish pegasus ridden by a hooded reaper and wrapped with Gothic black-letter text. 
La mort règne suprême! 
Woeful to decipher: Death reigns supreme!
The gate has a life of its own and doesn’t care to open out. Like the jaws of an apex predator, this brass-fanged gate is fashioned to thrash souls in, its rows of menacing barbed teeth designed not to let go but to forever ingest the prey into the dark innards.
Yet, not even a push is needed to be let in. Effortlessly, a soul can slowly drift into the Kingdom. But panic and turn, try to reverse? Needles taper to spikes, spikes to sabers. Searing hot pain and not a thirty-second of an inch of travel is permitted back toward the Land of the Living.
Resigned to let the gate consume, each victim passes through to the Kingdom of the Dead.
Inevitable indifference takes over, all is lost. Each limp casualty finds himself on the road everyone from the past has traveled, trudging the polished granite pavers on which everyone in the future will plod. 
There is no life on this side. There is no sign of color, only shades of gray, though that's generous; mostly there is black with a few dim swellings of that shade of gray just before black.
There's a city down in the valley. No lights, no movement, no signs of life amid its Gothic French spires. The valley floor is a shallow pan filled with motionless dry fog.
Walking forward with only hesitation left in the heart, a soul quickly dries out inside. All the moisture evaporates from the tissues and the body sags, hollow and sad. There is no desire to turn back. Whatever organ that was, the one that energized its possessor to fight or flee, is now empty ... dissolved. 
The Kingdom wasn't always presented in a French Gothic style. Previous to its current incarnation it was South American Day of the Dead–themed: everywhere in sight were papier-mâché skeletons with ridiculously oversize skulls and nothing to do all day but wear sombreros and play the maracas. It worked for a while, but the Latin culture was fundamentally inappropriate for a society of lost souls organized around the principles of hopelessness and sorrow. 
When the Gothic style from northern France’s dark age first emerged it caught on like wildfire. The French culture’s enthusiasm for morose suffering along with its passion for fatalism was a perfect match.
Along the narrow streets of the city there is barely a soul in sight. A few spirits here or there are milling around, leaning in an alleyway, pacing under a dead tree. None of the surprised-to-see-you, look-who's-new-in-town, let-me-show-you-around kind of welcoming. They knew you were coming.
None of the Kingdom's citizens make eye contact as they drift among gray chalky buildings, hollow and still inside. Threadbare curtains limp out of unglazed windows. Doors are left ajar; they creak and complain when moved.
The fashion that holds sway in town is of long, tattered robes dyed the color of dust. The frayed tails leave lazy streaks in the dusty floor. Younger women have taken to wearing their hair back in a tight bun and accentuating the dark circles under their eyes with a heavy tamp of dust.
There are no clocks, no shops, no day or night. Every so often, the silence is rippled by distant sobs and sighs. The stench of Jean Naté perfume and mothballs stagnates in the wilted stillness.
This necropolis is a hopeless place.




99 Rue de Cadavre 
 
It was preferable to have an apartment on the lowest level of a building. Basement flats were the most prized. Top floors were despised for their views of the barren, bleak sprawl of misery in every direction. There were rumors that the Kingdom's elite lived in dark, cavernous subbasements with no windows. Most apartments were decorated to look like crypts, with sculptures of skeletal remains littered about in archaeological excavation style. Narrow grottoes lit by weak candles were the only light.
Only the newest residents got stuck renting the top floors, and in the penthouse of 99 Rue de Cadavre sat Hugh Rudd. He hunched over a rickety table, staring at a smudged barista glass with an inch of inky black wine at the bottom. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave him sweeping views of the city in every direction, and a dome of leaded glass above him hazed the room in a dead gray wash. He sat and stared at the wine, motionless and not breathing. He tried to imagine the flat, black liquid having just a hint of red to it.
Hugh had arrived in the Kingdom only three years before, struck down in his late twenties with a full head of simple brown hair and an average body that fit comfortably into Banana Republic's size medium. He left behind his parents, a few friends, some well-wishers and a fiancée, though technically she was no longer a fiancée at the time of his death. The wedding had been indefinitely postponed. 
The grandfather of the bride was tasked with announcing the "schedule change" to the packed church. He tried to be tactful, thanking everyone for coming, pleading with them to stay and eat, but in the end he threw up his hands, exasperated. "I just wrote a check forseven thousand dollars’ worth of salmon terrine. Unbelievable." 
Hugh leaned back in the creaky old chair and stared up at the dome of gray above him. The thick lead muntin bars made it feel so much like a cage. He never slept, nobody did. The Kingdom had no day, only restless nights to suffer from the memories of his brief time in the land of the living. To sleep was to dream. To dream was to hope. To hope was treason in the Kingdom. 
Hugh was the only child of a professional couple that split in their fifties. His father, Dr. Rudd, immediately remarried a young woman from a lower social class, a dirty blonde with moxie who had made sales calls on his cosmetic surgery practice. She sold a tissue-firming face cream made from ground-up corpse beetle excretions mixed with a fungus that causes blight in strawberry crops. 
Dr. Rudd was on several lists of firsts. He was the first graduate of an American medical school who refused to take the Hippocratic oath. He was the first plastic surgeon to break down the stigma surrounding junior high school girls getting lip and butt augmentations. His claim to fame, however, was the invention of high-end breast implants filled with St. Barth’s saline and flecks of 24-karat gold. He later sold the patent to Versace 
who had a runaway success marketing them with the ad copy, "Considering implants? Remember, it's what's inside that matters most." 
Hugh's mom didn't remarry. She took up homesteading in the family’s condo in Vail, where she worked part-time selling fractional ownership in luxury properties. In her free time she skied, played tennis and pressed the limits of her rediscovered sexuality. Documenting her erotic proclivities on high-def video, she was able to share her passions with an eager worldwide audience. Her maiden name didn't ring any bells, but at the mention of Ms. Mountaintops, eyes went wide and mouths made the O shape.
Tired of staring at the wine, Hugh sighed and looked at the floor. Everything reminded him of his wedding day; even his shoes betrayed him and sent him thinking back. They were rented black loafers with elastic bands that automatically adjusted from size 9.5 to 11.5. This was a shoe that would fit eighty-five percent of the male population. He died with them on and was now stuck with them for all eternity. Rubbing the scuffs on the toes, he wondered how they got there. Were they from him, on his wedding day, or from some other groom who rented them? Some other groom who was still alive, probably still married, maybe even still in love?
Hugh's childhood was unremarkable. He spent a lot of time pretending to be sick so he could stay home and play video games. At the age of twelve he waited in line with his best friend’s family to see the first Star Wars movie on opening night. The movie made a huge impact on him but by recess the next day he had come to the soul-crushing realization that no matter how hard he tried, he would never become a Jedi, and worse, he would never own a real light saber. 
He wasn't much of an athlete in high school so he turned to performing rock and roll to woo the ladies. When that didn't work he defaulted to being the guy who could score booze and sometimes weed. His parents would leave him alone for long stretches while they traveled to beach resorts. He leveraged this abandonment into an above-average amount of adolescent heavy petting and dry humping. On December 27, halfway through his junior year of high school, he sealed the deal with a drunk college girl nicknamed Crash who was home visiting for the holidays.
High school blended into college. He was often criticized for not applying himself but he was under the impression that if he tried too hard in college he'd burn out and be useless to the real world.
After graduation he moved home and took a job at a local sporting goods store, where for some reason he was required to wear a shirt and tie while selling kayaks, fishing poles and complicated ski jackets. Still not sure what to do with his life, he would take his lunch break at the local library and page through magazines and books, trying to get a clue or just a hint of his true calling. Nothing grabbed him, but he liked the library and went back to school and got a master’s in library science. Eventually he got a job working at a posh law library at a private university, an institution that catered to the sons and daughters of successful attorneys who didn't want their children's lack of wits to be exposed at a more prestigious, well-known school.
His love life was frustrating. He kept trying to date law students who were younger and on a path to being better than him. He was lonely, terribly lonely. Then, on a whim, one Friday after work he followed a group of rather attractive hair stylists into an Applebee’s. To be honest, they weren't all attractive, but they had all made a special effort to look good in skirts and heels, hair done up in fancy dos. There was one girl in the mix who was a natural beauty. Maybe it was the first few sips of choco-rita, but he swore it was love at first sight.
 
Suddenly Hugh felt a dreadful plunge into deep despair. It wasn't just the memory of his lost love, it was the fickle pall that fell over the Kingdom several times a day.
There were no clocks or calendars, no way to record the passing of time in the Kingdom. Devices to keep track of what was left of eternity seemed frivolous. But still, people had to be places to do things to keep the city in order. Instead of a clock, an elaborate contraption was created and housed in the spire of the Head Minister's cathedral. Cobbled together from gears, springs and hissing pneumatic hoses, it worked on the principles of soul barometry. At random intervals it would heave and whinge casting a sudden gloom over the entire Kingdom. Its origin and workings were a mystery. Some suspected that deep inside the machine was the essence of ultimate darkness, blackest evil and desperate despair. A few of the Kingdom's scientists had theorized that the thing at the center was the polar opposite of love.
Hugh whimpered a little sob and held his chest. The pain of something heavy was compressing his rib cage. It was time for him to go to work. He stood up from his chair, walked over to the kitchen sink and dumped the black wine down the drain.
 
He slowly walked along a boulevard of dead trees. There was no reason to be on time. The jobs in the Kingdom were devoid of purpose. There was no reward for doing well, no punishment for making mistakes. There were just miserable tasks that had no meaning other than to make periods of malaise seem longer than they actually were.
Hugh ducked down a narrow brick alley choked with dead vines. The tunnel of tangled branches and brown leaves was barely big enough for a man to pass. Deep in the thicket and off to one side was a hatch leading to a small courtyard. Cleared of its debris, the small oasis was surrounded by a stone wall scrubbed as bright as could be. Up and down its jigsaw of fieldstone and mortar were black charcoal sketches of a flower, fuller than a rose but more graceful than a carnation. Hundreds of them were carefully illustrated in chalky black sweeps.
Through the hatch emerged the artist, Anastasia. She was in her sixties with a white crew cut and dark-rimmed glasses. Like every other woman in the Kingdom she wore the requisite tattered shroud with a voluminous hood that when draped over the head left the wearer's face deep in darkness. Hollow eyes peered out, dim headlights parked in an empty tunnel. But when she moved, an observer watching closely might get a peek at her fantastic shoes. Hidden under her dark drape were muted black, almost red, Givenchy pumps with three-eighths inch of platform and an exquisite gold charm buckling the slender ankle strap. It was a shoe that exuded confidence and timeless taste, with just a hint of naughty seduction. 
"I got lost again," she admitted in an eastern European clack. "It would be so much easier if the streets didn't have names that all sounded alike. Left on Avenue of the Damned and then another left on Damned Avenue, cross Corpse Road and then right on Corpse Lane or Corpse Boulevard, or is it right on the Avenue of the Damned Corpse?"
"I don't bother learning the street names," Hugh said. He reached out to stroke the gentle arc of a flower stem. "They all lead to nowhere, to nothing."
Ana almost smiled. "You play the part too well. So tragic and sad. So tell me, if all is lost, everything hopeless, what brings you to this place, my hidden garden?" She searched her pockets for something.
Hugh paced. "I'm not like the rest. They're all content to suffer with the suffering. Here my loss hurts worse. Your flowers are like a benchmark, a reminder of how far I've fallen."
Ana gave up searching her pockets and hunched her shoulders. "I thought I had a little charcoal left. You think the Kingdom of the Dead would be littered with the stuff."
Hugh quickly dug in his pockets and produced a walnut-sized chunk and handed it to her. "I spend a lot of time walking around with my head down. You find all sorts of things when you look down."
Ana nodded and dirtied the palms of her hands with the lump, passing it back and forth. "Thanks."
Hugh nodded and turned to leave. She caught him just before he ducked into the secret passage. "I wonder what sorts of things you'd find if you looked up?" He shook his head and disappeared into the thicket. Ana shrugged and looked down at one of her flowers. She bit her lower lip and fought back a tear. "Maybe he's right, better not to hope.” She touched a flower and then looked up at the muddy sky. 




The Ministry of Life Accountancy
 
Hugh slumped into the dark and cluttered corner in the office. There were piles of ragged papers and yellowing charts of tiny numbers stuck to the walls. None of the papers required any urgent attention. Several stacks along the back of the desk had almost an inch of dust on them, built up in layers chronicling the passing of dreary seasons in the Kingdom.
His chair was cheap and uncomfortable. Made of bent black metal pipe, it was fitted with a tired slab of plywood for a seat and a plastic crescent for a backrest that sliced into his spine. It was shaped so that a coat or any item of clothing hung on it in an attempt to make it more comfortable would slip off and slide onto the dusty floor.
His job at the ministry was simple. He had stacks of papers with the names of people still alive and descriptions of their day-to-day lives recorded in excruciating detail. The lack of light on his desk made the job even more uncomfortable. He had to squint to read the single-spaced nine-point font anemically printed on the tissuey paper. His job was to account for the days allotted the living—sort of an actuary accounting for the risk and uncertainty in a living person’s life.
Everyone started with a certain number of days to live, depending on the circumstances of their birth. Parent health, wealth, social status, location and culture were all taken into account. In addition there was a random roll of the dice that credited a luck factor to the child's account. From that birth number, days were subtracted for risky, unhealthy behavior and every so often added for positive life changes as well as things like organ transplants and sudden windfalls of money. For example, if a guy partied too hard, a few days were taken off his life. If he became a vegetarian after a life of eating meat? Plus 5.4 years. If he bought a motorcycle? One of the charts buried on Hugh's desk was used to calculate this subtraction. The make, model and engine size were taken into account. One would think wearing a helmet would help offset the deduction, but in fact a motorcycle helmet is only effective in crashes at speeds below twenty miles per hour. In truth, the chart wasn't really needed. A twenty-year-old male buying any kind of motorcycle resulted in almost a complete deduction of remaining days.
Hugh tilted his head back and forth and from side to side. Just moments after sitting in the chair his back started to ache and his neck stiffened. Time quickly began to stand still. 
He brushed the dust off his ledger and started where he had left off. Connie Fazio, thirty-three-year-old mother of two living in the suburban Midwest. Hugh had read every minute detail of her life up to her twenty-seventh birthday. The overwhelming majority of it was mundane and boring. 
Drove to drugstore to buy shampoo. Traffic was light and road surfaces were dry and sound. Parked as close as possible to front door of store. On the way to shampoo aisle stopped in weight-loss aisle and looked at a few items but didn't select any. Bought drugstore-brand shampoo for dandruff and considered buying fancy European-branded conditioner. While in checkout line picked up ninety-nine-cent bag of Sun Chips ...
Hugh would write small numbers in the margin: +5, -3, -45. At the bottom of the page he would tally a number. When he finished a report, which didn't happen often, he would tally up the page totals and on the front cover write his estimate for when this person would die, or as they put it, pass over into the Kingdom.
These finished reports were supposedly used for top-level planning, but the final number was speculative and it was often ignored. If a person lived past their estimate, there was no way to enforce their death and there were no refunds for dying too young. Hugh started to accept that his job was created for a more sinister reason. What could be worse than losing your life? Sitting in a cold, dark corner and reading about someone else wasting theirs. 
The citizens of the land of the living took their lives for granted. That went without saying. Occasionally, rarely, an actuary would get a juicy bit of text. A brief but torrid sexual encounter: -50 to -275 depending on the type of sex and whether protection was used. A drunken bar brawl: not as dangerous as the sex. 
The actuaries would discreetly rip these passages out and pass them around the room. Hugh had learned that finding a good one and sharing it elevated his status and kept him in the loop.
Hugh squinted to read the last passage over again. Shaking his head clear, he studied it and made sure his eyes weren't playing tricks on him.
Undresses and takes hot shower. Washes hair with drugstore-brand dandruff shampoo. Washes body with ocean breeze–scented shower gel. Doorbell rings. Stops shower and wraps in towel. Answers door. Husband's best friend Randy dropping off golf clubs. She invites him in ...
Could it be? Hugh's eyes bulged as he continued to read. He looked from side to side slowly and then carefully ripped the passage out of the page and folded it into a tight package. He stood up and walked toward a coworker’s desk.
"Excuse me." 
Hugh turned to see his boss, Ms. Swindon, watching him in the reflection of a small hand mirror.
"Excuse me. What is that you have there?"
Hugh tried to play it off, hunching his shoulders. "What? Nothing, I ..."
"Come here with it." She held out her chubby claw. "Come here."
Ms. Swindon wore the most comfortable shoes ever invented—black foam sandals with padded Velcro straps—but she still walked with pain. The Velcro on the toe straps had given out the first day she wore them. It was too much foot for any shoe; she needed more of a giant terry cloth slipper and a chair with wheels so the soles would never have to bear the crushing burden. She had a lot of weight to move around and her knees had checked out a hundred pounds ago. They went on strike first, screaming with compressive pain. Then they just quit and walked out. The joints locked and threw away the keys. Now she waddled from side to side, somehow generating movement from her ankles. 
She didn't have to move around much. A large overstuffed love seat at the center of the room had been raised up on a series of platforms so she could witness, without effort, the suffering of her charges. She had stuffed several bags with crumpled snack wrappers and used them as pillows and wedges to ensure her body needed no effort to hold itself in place. 
A tarnished pewter hand mirror decorated with tangled tassels was kept at the ready so she could keep an eye on the staff behind her. Even the trouble of holding that, with its whiplike decorations, was becoming too much, so she had a series of small mirrors with bendable arms installed around her like orbiting satellites. With a darting of her bloodshot eyes she saw everything that happened in that dank chamber. 
Hugh had found it was best to stay at his desk, with hands folded and head slumped. Every so often a deep sigh and a grimace were advisable, just something to let her know he was miserable and hopeless.
Ms. Swindon's only daughter, Missy, had recently relocated to the Kingdom, struck down in her prime by a sudden and unexpected attack of smoking-related lung cancer. Her final moments in the Land of the Living were traumatic for all those involved but especially for the attending physician, who had to dive for cover when Missy snuck one last smoke in the oxygen tent. 
Speaking of a painful shortness of breath and a lot of sweating topped off by a brief pop, the circumstances around Missy's conception are a story that fits in one sentence. A transient Uruguayan laborer helps himself to Ms. Swindon's scotch while hanging floral wallpaper in her bedroom, spends the night, wakes up sweaty. That story makes sense only if you're aware of the fact that Uruguayans find scotch, even the cheap stuff, irresistible. Put a bottle of Fighting Kilt blended scotch whiskey in front of anyone south of Brazil and north of Argentina, and poof, empty bottle. Pantalones shuffled off like loosened shackles. 
"Hand it over." Ms. Swindon didn't wait for Hugh to comply. She reached out and inspected him, shoving and tugging at his sewn-in pouches. Unbeknownst to Hugh, she was not only searching him for contraband notes, she was also using sleight of hand to deposit empty snack wrappers on his person.
Nobody did laundry in the Kingdom, but even the most miserable souls would shake the excess dust off their clothes now and then. On shake-out day Hugh always puzzled at how so many candied escargot wrappers ended up in his pockets.
Missy watched as her mom jostled Hugh. Like so many girls with South American roots she had beautiful brown eyes and a natural gentle curl to her long brunette hair. But it was her derriere that was her most prominent feature. It was enormous and entirely out of proportion to the rest of her body. A patootie that could stop traffic. Meaning it was big enough to physically block an entire lane of traffic. Somehow the Uruguayan ass size genes had combined with Ms. Swindon's ampleness genes, and with a little scotch added to the mix... Suffice it to say the thing got freakishly huge.
It was too much for an average chair so she had a seat widener, an enlargement spacer of sorts that she carried around to increase the chair's platform strength. It was like a ... stabilizing cushion. It's difficult to dance around what it really was. It was an extra-large inflatable doughnut with a pink terry cloth cover. The faintest floral pattern could be made out, up close. 
Nobody got close to it and it was faulty. The seams weren't up to the job and the abused air bladder needed constant topping off via its inflation nipple. Missy dreamed of the day a charming man would offer to re-inflate her "seat cushion" for her. She displayed her not so secret desire by constantly flirting with any and all male types and by frequently applying a heavy spume of Jean Naté perfume.
Ms. Swindon uncovered the note and quickly scanned it. Rolling her eyes, she shoved it between her thigh and the back cushion.
"Do you get some kind of enjoyment from passing these saucy little notes? That's not why we're here, Hugh. Maybe I should send you upstairs. Do you know what kind of work they do in the top-floor office? Windows all around, views as far as the eye can see. They transcribe the hopes and dreams of the living so they can read them back to them when they’re dead. Let no broken dream be forgotten, that's what they do." She looked over at Missy, who was feverishly soaking herself with perfume and shifting back and forth on her mushy cushion. She made big eyes at Hugh and nodded excitedly to her mom, mouthing from across the room, Yes Mom, him.
Ms. Swindon softened her tone and turned back to Hugh. "You know, Hugh, the path to a better death down here just happens to lead past my daughter. Then back down the path with my daughter, holding hands." Ms. Swindon took pride in her ability to stretch an analogy. She held her head up and raised her voice. "And it continues along the path, maybe turning around when it gets dark, but always staying on the same path, together, and agreeing not to wander from the path ..." She looked off wistfully. "To have and to hold, from this day forever, not wanting better, expecting the worse, in increasingly debilitating sickness with no hope of health, to obey and worship 'til never do us part." Humming an out-of-tune hymn, her voice trailed off. "We don't have enough weddings down here."
Hugh slowly backed away, careful not to make any sudden movements that would wake her from her trance. Once off the platform he went around the long way back to his desk, to keep a buffer zone between him and Missy. 
It wasn't that he found Missy unattractive. Truth be told, Hugh was an eyes and hair man all the way, but Ms. Swindon's thinly veiled proposal had only made him more aware of his desperate fate. He would spend the eternity of his death in a suffocating corner tabulating the remaining days for the living, days of sun and air he would never have again.
Sitting back at his desk, he stared straight ahead at the endlessly widening chasm of dark, meaningless existence that lay before him. He let out a painful sigh, then a few whimpers and finally some tiny sobs.
Across the room, Ms. Swindon nodded approvingly.




Café de la Torture
 
 There was no such thing as quitting time in the Kingdom. That glorious moment around 4:35, that time of transitioning a work space into storage for the night, or better yet the weekend, didn't exist. Quitting time would give the dead something to shoot for, an arbitrary end to a working misery that might be followed by something slightly less miserable. Too much like hope. The shifts in the Kingdom never ended, but when a denizen became overwhelmed by the immeasurable task or completely frustrated by the futility of it, it was permissible to leave and wander the streets alone in despair, knowing that a return to the ceaselessly unfinished, unfulfilling work was inevitable.
Hugh pushed back from his desk. He couldn't tell how long he had been there. Ages, it felt like. He was reading about Connie going to the store for more shampoo. He worried that he had lost his place in her file, that he was so bored that he had skipped back a month in the text and would have to read everything over again. The best part was ripped out and buried beneath Ms. Swindon. He shuffled the stacks of paper, trying to find his place in Connie's life. Then he realized it didn't matter. He realized he might as well start over, start at the beginning. It didn't matter if he finished Connie's file because he'd be reading it, or something like it, forever. He buried his head in his hands and sobbed.
Across the office Ms. Swindon caught sight of this in one of her mirrors. She cracked an evil grin and celebrated with a small packet of Brie-flavored bread crusts. 
Hugh stood and shrunk out the door into an alley where his whimper grew into racking wails. Eyes to the ground, he slowly plodded along the dusty streets until he heard a deep undulating note from a sour-stringed instrument. He headed toward it.
The near south end of the Kingdom wasn't all doom and gloom. Small cafés had shoehorned their way into weathered old buildings and set up small stages. They supported the arts, but only if they were the dark arts: rhyme-less poetry full of depression; rhythmless, loathsome notes of baritones; low black keys plodded on hollow pianos.
Hugh pulled the rickety café door open, walked inside and sat at a small table. He watched the old man drag his bow across the cello string, an expression of deep pain in his eyes, the vibrating string making the crying noise for him.
Hugh missed music. He missed everything about life but most of all, he missed her. 
"I miss you ..."
He slumped his head into his hands and stared at the lonely cello.
Hugh's acquaintance, a twenty-something Pakistani man named Patrick, slid into the small chair next to him. "Hello, Hugh. Today seems especially horrible, doesn't it? The sky is just a little grayer today and I get the sense that things will only get worse." Patrick's real name was Kuukburi, but he changed it when he emigrated to America and discovered stylish clothes. Introducing himself as Kuukburi while dressed in a slim-fitting Calvin Klein funnel jacket just didn't seem appropriate. 
Hugh shrugged his shoulders ever so slightly. "I don't want to talk about it."
Patrick held a lit cigarette constantly but never put it to his lips. There was no nicotine in the Kingdom's cigarettes. The smoke was odorless and tasteless, gray with wisps of oily black. Patrick held them so he had something to do with his hands. That, and they fit the look he was going for. He slowly turned his head and spoke to something far off in the distance. "Wish it would end but I know it can't. Don't know how we go on like this. Wish we could all die from this death." He turned and looked at Hugh. "Know what I mean?"
Patrick was svelte and wore tight pants on his slender legs. His hair was short and neat and he wore the deepest blue, almost black dress shirt untucked with the collar open. Classic black loafers in a semigloss with no socks completed a well-put-together look. He was out of step with the rest of the dead. Putting effort into his appearance smacked of self-esteem. Pride in the kingdom of the hopeless bordered on sacrilege. "You look especially miserable today, Hugh. I mean, I can really see it in your eyes, that exhausted ugliness, you know, when depression starts to fester into that bottomless black feeling."
Hugh turned away, rubbing the pain in his forehead with one hand, clenching his chest with the other.
An intense young woman with black hair and chopped bangs took the stage and read from tattered papers.
"Death is everywhere, all around us, the murdered black swan is not swimming along on Hades’ canal, it is mired, worthlessly floating in a dead tank of gelatinous festatude. The vulture circles in a gray sky, not soaring ..." 
Patrick leaned over and whispered, "She's the next big thing. They say she's so dark she absorbs all the light in the room. Even the light from the candles gets sucked into her hollow despair."
"Really, is that what they're saying." Hugh looked off.
"What's a matter with you, man?” asked Patrick. “You are usually into being brought down by some dark sunken word chant."
Hugh parked his elbows on the table and held his head in his hands as if trying to stop the bleeding. "I'm miserable."
Patrick nodded. "We're all miserable, that's why we come here, to feel miserable and sorry for ourselves."
"It's worse than that. It's misery and regret and longing ..."
"Yeah, man, I know, I hear you, this is so horribly sad, isn't it." Patrick stared at the poet who had stopped reading and started moaning. Measures of moans built into wails crescendoing into shrieks of the same phrase over and over again.
"Our souls a gaping wound. Our souls a gaping wound ..." 
"I hate it here." Hugh looked up at Patrick. "I hate the smell, I hate the dust, I hate this feeling in my chest, my lungs flapping around inside my body like rotten gourds hanging from a dead heart."
Patrick nodded. "That's good, that's real good. You should get up on stage with that."
"I miss the wet smell of air, I miss the warmth of the sun, the brisk cold of winter. I miss music, real music, with drums and horns and ..."
Patrick nodded in wide-eyed agreement. "This is dark and deep man, you are bringing me down. Keep going."
"I miss ... I miss ..." He swallowed hard and gave up his tenor. "I miss Lily." His head collapsed back into his hands. 
 A long silence ensued, as Patrick stared at him.
"You're so lucky to have that broken heart, lost love thing going. That's so much sadder than what most people have. I mean, I just have died too young, wasted life, regret and all that. But you have that desperate longing for someone you will never see again. That's epic sad."
Hugh droned from behind his hands, "I want to go back. I want to see her again, I want to hold her and kiss her. I want to tell her I love her. I want a second chance to make things right. I want a second chance to love her, a second chance at life."
Patrick stared at the limp glow of his cigarette and then stabbed it out in an ashtray, watching the last of the smoke limply waft away. In a monotone brood he recited to the dead cigarette, "There are no second chances." 
He offered Hugh a fresh cigarette. "Smoke?"
Hugh looked Patrick in the eyes and the base truth gasped from his soul. "I would do anything, anything, for one more chance."
Hugh's words hung in the dark cavern while Patrick slowly bowed his head. "I know." He swallowed on the sour thought and slowly shook his head.
Outside the café a hammer tapped against wood.
Hugh looked up and out the smudged café window at a fierce little man nailing a notice to a dead tree. Brandishing a crooked hammer. he punished the small nails into the corners of the parchment.
Hugh quietly walked up behind him and read the notice as the man cursed a bent tack and pried it out with the hammer's rusty claw. "These damn little things. My job would be almost bearable if it wasn't for these stupid nails. Why can't we have tape down here, or maybe even staples?" He dropped a nail and bent over to search it out in the dust. 
He had crossed over after a failed heart transplant. They took out the old one before checking to make sure the new one would fit. Classic rookie surgeon mistake.
Hugh leaned in, encroaching on the man's personal space, to get a glimpse of the notice.
 
SAMHAIN CASTING CALL
ONE DAY ONLY
BRING FIVE MINUTES OF PREPARED MATERIAL
 
"Do you mind?" The fierce little man looked back over his shoulder.
"I'm just trying to read it. Casting call?" Hugh stepped forward, further encroaching on the fierce little man who stuffed his hammer into his satchel and turned in a tizzy.
"Really? You can't wait? Can't allow me the courtesy of just a few feet of space so I can do this frustrating errand and get back to my lowly suffering?"
Hugh stepped back. "I'm sorry, I'm sort of new around here, I've never seen anyone posting a notice."
"We only post it once a year, and we only post it to this tree. It's a casting call for ghosts. Do you have any experience haunting?" The fierce little man tilted his head and looked Hugh up and down.
"Well, not really, I mean ..." Hugh leaned in and continued reading.
 
SUCCESSFUL CANDIDATES WILL BE ALLOWED TO CROSS OVER TO THE LAND OF THE LIVING FROM SUNDOWN TO SUNUP ALL HALLOWS’ EVE. 
 
"Cross over ... you can go back?" Hugh lit up.
"Only for one night. It's for professional ghosts only." The man poked his sharp words into Hugh's inflating spirit.
"Honestly, I don't think you have a shot,” the man continued. “You're not very gaunt and your eyes aren't very hollow. You're more of the 'oh poor me' kind of spirit. Pathos doesn't play well on Halloween."
Hugh was confused. "But if I pass the audition, I can go back?"
The fierce little man buttoned up his satchel. "They're looking for ghosts with more active emotions. Anger, scorn, revenge." He hushed his voice and took a step into Hugh. "Just between you and me ..." He took a step back and looked Hugh up and down again. "I wouldn't waste your time." Head held high, he duck-toed his size eight Florsheim zippered ankle boots down the street. 
Patrick slipped up to Hugh's side. "You're missing it, man, she's reciting her big one. Hollow souls, bitter black wind of forever night."
Hugh stepped face to face with the notice, rereading it, making sure it wasn't a hallucination. "There is a way, I can go back, I can ... I can see her again. I can see Lily!" His lungs almost inflated, and although the smiling muscles in his face had atrophied, his eyes beamed with hope. 
Patrick took a step back, a great worry souring his gut. "I don't know about this, man."




The Shackles of Hope
 
Ana sat alone in her secret garden studying her flowers. Debating with herself, she asked what would be more painful, letting go of the memories or holding onto them. She had been in love once but she walked out on him. Left him crying and alone. She didn't have a choice. Cancer clawed her into a grave, leaving her beloved husband of thirty-three years to fend for himself, half his soul missing.
Ana’s full name, Anastasia, was derived from ancient Latin. Supposedly it meant resurrection.
Her tortured existence in the Kingdom, desperately clinging to memories of her love above, was proof that there's nothing in a name.
Hugh popped through the hatch and into the garden. Excited, he paced. "I can go back. They're auditioning for ghosts. I can go back and see Lily."
Ana sighed and nodded her head. "Halloween."
"Why didn't anyone tell me? This is it, a dream come true. I can see her, tell her I'm sorry, tell her I ..."
Ana shook her head and pointed a stern finger at him. "Listen to me, Hugh, and heed my warning. Life is for the living. Time marches on up there and you ... you have been left behind."
"But I can go back," he blurted.
Ana kept her finger up, trying to pin her warning on him. "It's selfish to communicate with the un-lost and still loved. You should just hope she's forgotten you and moved on with her life." Ana looked to her flowers, lowering her voice. "Trust me, I know of what I speak."
Hugh shook his head. "No, if there's a chance for me to be with her again, to tell her I love her ..."
"Love?" Ana looked back at him. "Love doesn't exist anymore, not down here. Not for you, not for any of us."
"But I still love her, every bit of me loves her, dead or not."
Ana scolded him. "Dead is right! Death, death reigns supreme in this place! To love is to battle the reaper beyond the bitter end." She composed herself and met Hugh face to face, her voice low and foreboding. "Be very serious now, Hugh. There is a place far worse than this miserable Kingdom. The dead who hope and love are sent there and tortured beyond measure."
Hugh stood defiant. "I'm not afraid. I'd risk anything to be with Lily again."
Ana shook her head, frustrated. "You're being foolish. They give you one night to walk the land of the living as a ghost, a horrible shell of your previous self. Loved ones will recoil in horror at your sight. Any fond memories they may have had of you are replaced by bloodcurdling horror. It's selfish. You did enough to her by dying while she still loved you." She grimaced as the last sentence stabbed into her. She looked up at him with pleading eyes. "Don't make things worse. It's only one night out of eternity for you, but it's the rest of a preciously brief life for her. Let her go. If you truly love her, don't go."
Her warning finally got through to him and he deflated. Slumping against a stone ledge, his head hung low. "If I let go of her ... then I'm really dead, all the way through."
Ana looked down at him, a wounded child. She fought the urge to soothe him. She knew something but it was the worst thing she could tell him. Best if he didn't know, best if he never hoped for love and Lily again. She swallowed her empathy down, but the graceful sweeps of her flowers betrayed her best intentions. She choked up a word. "There ..." She tried to steady her resolve but it was no use. "There is something you should know."
Hugh looked up at her with watering eyes.
"I shouldn't be telling you this. Hope is a horrible tyranny in this place."
"What is it?”
"A way." She nodded. "Nobody has ever made it. Many have tried, all have failed. All have failed and suffer worse than we suffer now."
"Tell me, please tell me." Hugh was almost standing.
Ana turned and stared out across the barren dusty dunes, toward the Kingdom's gate. "In the ancient past it was well known, but the council banned its publication. It gave hope to the hopeless, they said. Better to accept your lot in death and carry on. Holding out for a slim chance of a miracle, a whisper of hope? The council thought the idea of it was cruel and unusual, even for down here."
"What is it?"
Ana rubbed her forehead. Too late now, she had to tell him. "In a word, love. But that is just a word. The language doesn't work to describe what it means. Libraries full of books have tried. Not love the word, love the thing, the ... the force more powerful than death."
"I don't understand." He strained his face into a pinch, desperately trying to figure it out.
"Real love, true love, pure love between a dead person and a living person is a force greater than both our worlds combined. Somehow, it is said, love will conquer all."
Hugh jumped up. "We still love each other, I know we do."
Ana nodded. "If that's true then nothing has the power to stop you."
"So I'll go back ... back to life?"
She realized the horrible mistake she'd made. Leaning on her heels, she tried to take it back. "It's never been proven. The risk is so great." She softened. "I'm sure you loved each other, but take a moment to think. Were you really that special? Was your love any greater than the rest? It's okay to admit your love was ordinary, there's nothing wrong in that. Ordinary love is love just the same. Let her go. Please, please, please, for her sake and yours, don't go. It's hard to fathom, but there's an existence far worse than death."
Hugh looked coldly in her eyes. "No, there isn't, not when you're truly in love." He turned and pushed his way back out of the garden.
Ana slumped next to her flowers and traced a petal with her finger. "What have I done? It would be better if we could never hope in this place."




A Desperate Deal
 
Hugh waited outside the Ministry of Life Accountancy, psyching himself up for a confrontation with Ms. Swindon. He needed her approval to audition and was prepared to do absolutely anything to get it. With a deep gesture that made it seem like his lungs were inflating, he walked into the office and toward Ms. Swindon's podium.
"Excuse me ... Excuse me."
Ms. Swindon was deeply engrossed in the racking sobs of one of her underlings. She watched through one of many mirrors as the poor man retched and dragged his face back and forth on his desk like a mop.
"Excuse me, Ms. Swindon."
"What?" With an angry swat she pushed the mirror out of the way and focused her mean gaze on Hugh.
"Beg your pardon, it's just that ... I was hoping it would be okay ... Actually it's really important that, you see, this very important thing came up ..."
"Spit it out already," she hissed, allowing a few globs of anise-flavored gooey cheese to project from her mouth.
"I need your authorization to audition for the role of ghost this Hallo—"
"You, a ghost?" She shook her head dismissively. "Preposterous! If such a thing as laughter existed down here I would be laughing. Ha, ha, ha. The role of clown is what you should be auditioning for. Clown or Kingdom idiot."
He shuffled his feet and tried again. "It would mean a lot to me, everything, actually, if you allowed me to audition. I can make up the work.”
"Never. You're not going. Now off to your desk."
"Please, Ms. Swindon, it's the most important thing in the world to me."
She sneered at him. "You're not going. Now sit."
Hugh stayed firmly planted at her footstep.
"Please, Ms. Swindon, I absolutely have to go."
She couldn't believe what she was seeing. "Did you not understand me the first time I said no? No! Absolutely ..." She saw Hugh's lower lip quivering and stopped herself. Her eyes expanded. This really meant something to him. Where there's desire there's opportunity for exploitation, she thought. 
"Tell me why, why do you want to go back to the Land of the Living as a ghost?"
Hugh was never very good at improvising and he always sucked at lying. He couldn't blow this, so he told her the truth. "Right before I crossed over into the Kingdom, I was engaged to a girl, a girl I deeply loved."
Ms. Swindon's eyes went wider. 
Hugh looked down at the exploded foam ejecting from her sandals and realized this was the wrong tack to take with her.
"A girl you loved. Really? You know what they say about love? Love is a blind man riding backwards on a horse and not even the horse knows where it's ... going,” she stumbled, "trying to get back to the stable ... and there's a river that they have to cross but the ferry is captained by a ... snake. A deadly snake. Poisonous."
"Yes, Ms. Swindon," he said sheepishly.
The wheels in her head turned and slowly she nodded. "Tell you what, Hugh. I'll make you a deal. You can go ..."
"Really?"
"Sure, you can audition, and I hope they pick you and you get to pass over and see your lost love. But when you return you have to take my daughter ..." She cleared her throat. "Daughter's hand, in marriage."
They both looked over at Missy, who was inflating her seat doughnut. She stopped blowing into it and smiled at Hugh.
He swallowed hard. "Sure thing."
"Well then, it's settled." She rubbed her hands together and flakes of something gently rained down. "You two will be married and live with me." She hushed to a whisper. "You should see my flat, two stories underground, not a hint of a window and only one door in and out. Not so much of a door, really more of a heavy chamber stone, and I have the only key."
She sat up, excited. "Just the three of us down there. Long, cold, quiet nights without end. Run along, Hugh, good luck at the audition."
Hugh began to leave but she called him back. "Just one more thing. If you make the cut and cross over to look for your lost love, remember what they say, be careful what you look for."
"Wish for," Hugh corrected her. "Be careful what you wish for."
She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. "Oh, is that what some people are saying now?"




Once Again with Feeling
 
A long line of would-be ghosts stretched out of and around the imposing fortress that housed the Kingdom's seat of government. 
Patrick attended to a nervous Hugh, who fidgeted with a crumple of papers. He had gone through more than forty drafts of his audition piece and would have scratched through forty more if time would have allowed.
"Maybe I should run through it again, just one more time, without the notes."
Cross-armed, Patrick held his elbow in one hand, a smoldering cigarette in the other. "If you rehearse it to death you're going to kill the... you know, what's the word I'm looking for?"
Hugh grumbled, "I dunno, pacing?”
Patrick startled Hugh with a snap. "Spontaneity! See how I did that, kind of brought the energy level down like I couldn't remember the point I wanted to make and then ... pow! You should put something like that in your audition."
"It's a little late to change things now."
Farther down the line, a poised Japanese gentleman with a neatly trimmed beard pushed back his hood and scrubbed his hair into a crazy mess. With a quick smear of black under both eyes, he shocked his face into a mask of hollow fright
and began to wail through trumpeted lips. His eyes quavered with terror, like he was witnessing a mass murder.
A black ghost next to Patrick applied face paint to hollow his head into a skull. He grumbled, "Those Japanese guys always bring that Kabuki stuff to the audition. Ministers love it because it's arty and different but man, just once I'd like to see a guy like that do something different, you know, like karate or something."
Hugh watched the Japanese ghost and worried. "That guy’s good. I don't think I'm that good. I should go through this one more time ... without the notes."
Patrick shook his head. "Try and relax, there's nothing you can do now, just leave it to fate. You go or you don't.”
"I have to go," Hugh snapped. "I have to."
"It's one night, what's the big deal?"
Hugh hushed and moved in close, serious. "It's more than that. If I can find Lily and get her to forgive me and love me again," he moved in to whisper, "I'll go back to life."
"Back to life?" Patrick barked. Everyone within earshot turned toward them and gasped. Hugh shushed him and pulled him close. "Love is more powerful than death."
"Who told you that?"
"Ana, the lady that draws the flower garden."
Patrick huffed, "That sounds like something an old lady would say."
The line lurched forward. The fierce little man who posted the notice stood guard at the doorway. He stepped up on a wooden crate and kicked it with his heels like a drum.
"Listen up, chicas. The council is very busy, very very busy, and very important. Don't even think of taking more than three minutes—" He stopped himself. "What's that? You thought it was five minutes? It's always been five minutes, you say. We cut it from five to three, deal with it. And none of this, hi how you doing, ass-kissing stuff. Hit your mark, deliver your material and then stand there quietly to be approved, or more likely denied. Then walk off, no chit-chat, no arguing, maybe just a little thank-you, and then hustle your buns off."
As Hugh shuffled past, the fierce little man looked down at him with a sneer. "You. We really need to come up with a way to discourage the amateurs from showing up. Time wasters ruin it for the rest of us."
They entered the chamber and plastered themselves to a wall leading up to a small stage. A small pin light illuminated a spot where the ghosts would perform. Lurking in the dark at the back of the stage, a council of twelve ministers sat in a semicircle with long tables in front of them. A special spot at the center was reserved for Senior Minister Crain. 
Rusty, a junior minister, looked out of place in his cowboy hat and tin cloth duster. He pulled on the ends of his mustache and tried to sit still. Being calm was hard for him; he was more inclined to whoop and holler, maybe shoot off a couple of pistol rounds into the air. But he had his sights set on the senior minister's job, so he was playing along as best he could. He bided his time with arms folded, thinking about how he'd change things if he ever got into the top spot. Out with the Parisian stuff and in with more of a high desert cowboy flavor. Maybe a little Navajo critter flute playing in the background to give the Kingdom that smoky, spiritual vibe.
Crain entered and the room fell into a sour hush. Tall and dismissive, he made eye contact with no one and sat with his hands folded. The black turtleneck under his serious black blazer held his protruding head. A bulbous Adam’s apple mounded the fabric of the turtleneck and when the light hit it just right, it reminded one of a priest's collar. He wore black jazz dance shoes with angel-hair laces. A close look at the soles revealed the holes where tap dancing cleats had once been secured with tiny nails. Up top, Crain had dreamed of being a dancer, but he dreamed too long, until one day he woke up and realized he was a fifty-four-year-old elevator inspector with no family, no home and no money saved. Alone in a one-bedroom apartment, he took his life by standing on a table, tying his neck to a ceiling fan and taking one last grand jeté out of life and into the Kingdom. 
The note he left behind was brief. 
 
There is no cost to a dream, unless you dream your life away. 

 
People who had committed suicide found it easier to rise up through the ranks of the Kingdom's ruling class. Their rejection of life while still living made them honorable by the dead's standards. 
A dim table lamp illuminated Crain's craggy face from below. He nodded to the fierce little man and groaned under his breath, "Get on with it."
A middle-aged woman with strawlike hair took the stage. "I'd like to haunt my ex-husband, who divorced me while I was dying of menopause." 
Crain tilted his head. "I didn't realize you could die from that."
Her fists raged as she barked through clenched teeth, "You can if you get so upset you stop breathing!"
The ministers inched their seats back a few inches and Crain motioned for her to begin.
Swaying back and forth, she began to moan, "Richard, Richard ... it's me, Richard. Remember me, Richard? You said you would never leave me, Richard. You're the reason I died, Richard, you're the reason I'm trapped in this horrible state. Why wouldn't you listen to me? You were a bad husband, Richard. All you did was watch TV and you never picked up after yourself. My sister's husband made more money than you and he had a full head of hair. Apologize, Richard, say you’re sorry, say you were the wrong one. Say you're the bad one. Say I was the good one. You were never nice to my mother. Richard? Richard?" She trailed off, her chin sunk low into her chest. She stopped swaying. A long, tense silence locked the room and then suddenly she trumpeted a bloodcurdling shriek: "Richard!"
She took a slight bow and stepped back.
Crain looked side to side at the other council members. No words were exchanged, only furtive glances. He leaned slightly forward into the light. "Good, not great. We would rather have one great spirit than a thousand good ones. Denied."
She hissed at him and shuffled offstage. 
Crain raised his voice for the room to hear. "And let me inform the rest of you, this year we're shifting our focus to the midlife demographic. The young are proving too hard to scare. I blame violent video games and computer-generated special effects for that. The old are already scared, they can hear us calling to them in every ache and pain in their failing bodies. No, it's that sweet spot, that thirty-to-fifty-something breather we're focusing on. All smug, their lives churning along, busy with their careers and their young families." He pitched his voice to mock them. "No need to worry about dying, look at me, la-de-da, texting away on my smartphone while I drive my hybrid SUV past the graveyard." He swallowed bitterly. "We need some spirits to go up there and scare them into respecting us." He pounded his fist into the table. "Next."
One after another the ghosts took their shot. Screaming and wailing, shaking and swaying. Most were sent off, their application stamped Rejeté. Crain had an endless supply of critical quips in his quiver.
"We wanted a ten, you gave us a four."
"You were focused on the it and not the why."
"You have a face that is incapable of expressing human emotion."
 A lucky few were approved, given a slip of paper stamped Pass by Crain's left-hand man Jerry. He would make a point of just tapping the approval slips with the ink stamp. For rejections he would raise his hand high and slam it down, the red ink splattering. Jerry had worked his way into Crain's confidence by coming up with new ways to make the little people of the Kingdom feel even worse about themselves. After a while he decided the loud stamping of the rejects wasn't enough, and he insisted on also stamping Rejeté on the ghost's wrist and/or forehead. When that was no longer enough to entertain Crain and himself, he started playing a little trick on the ghosts. He would accidentally stamp their application Pass and with a coy wink, whisper, "Oops, looks like I made a mistake, oh well." He'd hand over the approval but before they could grab it he'd snatch it back and violently stamp it with a rejection. "Sorry, pal."
A surfer dude named Fernback was just ahead of Hugh and it was his turn next. He wore cheap flip-flops, shower shoes really, with white tube socks. The tension of the sock fabric pinched by the toe thong made Hugh uncomfortable. They both watched a frightening woman with serpent eyes get her form stamped with a rejection. Fernback turned back to Hugh. "Whoa, they're being brutal this year. I thought with her howling and her eyes rolling back in her head she would have made it. I mean, last year that would have gotten her in for sure."
Hugh bit his lower lip, then unfolded and refolded his notes as Fernback centered himself under the pin light on stage.
Crain was having an aside with Jerry so Fernback waited to start. Crain noticed his delay and leaned forward. "Are you waiting for an invitation to start?"
"Oh, I'm sorry, I thought—"
"Get on with it," Crain barked, and then he went back to having an aside with Jerry.
Fernback raised his hands like claws and growled. As he did, shiny black ink drooled from his mouth and he started to stamp his feet, waddling from side to side.
Crain stopped him. "Really? This is what you prepared for us?"
Across the room the fierce little man threw his arms up and complained to the ceiling. "Amateurs, they exist only to waste the precious time of the important people."
Crain scolded Fernback, who shrank from the spotlight, wiping the ink from his chin. "That's not even camp zombie, it's just emotionless, meaningless bluster. There's no passion, no story. Here's a tip. If you don't have talent, which you don't, you better bring a whole lot of something else, and that something else I call dedication to the craft. Is everyone in the room hearing me? Are you getting this?"
The dark faces along the wall grumbled. Fernback shrank even more, staring at the toes of his dirty white socks.
"Tell me something, what's your reason for going up there? Why do you want to cross over for a night of haunting?"
Fernback rocked back and forth, thinking. "Well, to tell you the truth ... I'm pissed off."
"That's a start," Crain nodded. "What are you pissed off about?"
"I'm pissed off at the people who lied to me. I'm angry at the people who forgot about me after I died. Most of all I'm super pissed at the dicks who totally got my organs transplanted into them and never thanked me. Totally dissed me on the remembrance part of the deal."
"Good." Crain began to glow.
"They should thank me. Every waking moment of every day they should be like, dude, thanks so much for the kidneys. But all they do is sit around and waste their lives, trash my good organs with their worthless mouth breathing. Come to think of it, I'm totally pissed, I'm damn pissed. I wanna go up there and scare the crap out of 'em."
Crain's eyes lit up and he nodded. "Yes, yes. Feel that acid anger growling up your throat. That steel bell of hate clanging away in your head. Now, once again, from the top!"
Fernback stepped back into the light. Head bowed, a shudder grew deep inside of him and swelled with rage. His entire body shook and he looked up with hateful eyes and blasted a horrible scream.
 
His hideous caw echoed out across the Kingdom. Ambling citizens froze in their tracks and clutched their chests. Somehow they became even more miserable.
The scream echoed out across the tops of dunes to black iron stables in the cliffs above the town. A herd of horrible creatures agitated behind the metal bars of banged-up cages. Shadows of horselike monsters unsettled at the sound of Fernback's cry. Steam spouted from nostrils, lips quivered around translucent fangs.
 
Back in council chambers, the room had been rocked as still as a stone. Crain slowly clapped in the silence. "Yes, yes."
Jerry wrenched his chest with stiff fingers. "My god, I feel like my soul was just crushed flat with like a million-thousand-ton slab of cement or something."
Crain took the approval stamp and slammed it down on Fernback's application. "Approved! Next!"
Hugh tried to summon some courage but couldn't. "I have to follow that?" 
Patrick gave him a nod. "I'm sure you'll do fine."
Hugh slowly made his way up on stage. The chamber closed in on him and he shivered, alone and scared in the darkness.
Crain watched, arms folded in impatience. He leaned toward Jerry and said, "You can just tell by looking at him. It's so obvious. Maybe next year we could cull the herd outside with a quick walk by, just pick the few that hold themselves, you know, like professionals." 
Jerry nodded. "Absolutely. We could send the good ones inside and then make the rest wait outside for a while, like three hours. Then I could go out there and say something like, ‘Those of you who still think you have a chance of being a ghost, please raise your hand.’ And before they got their hands raised, I'd yell, ‘Not so fast, losers, now beat it, scram and don't come back next year.’"
Hugh squinted into the darkness, trying to see the council. "I ... I should just start, then."
Crain gruffed, "Or you can just stand there until your time is up. You have two minutes left."
"Oh, jeez." Hugh hustled into his routine. His voice rose and fell as he belted out his best attempt at an eerie siren song, "I will cross over and haunt the house where I was born. I will wait until the children are sleeping and then I will pace the attic floors above their bedroom. And when they light a candle I will blow it out, and when they turn off the garage light I'll wait and turn it back on so then they'll be like, I thought you turned off the garage light. I thought I did. Creepy, creepy ..."
A council minister coughed in the dark, "Hack... hack... what-a-hack... excuse me... hack."
Crain had his shoes up on the table in front of him. He retied the laces, taking special care to pull them into uniform loops.
Hugh sensed he was losing them and pushed his voice to its operatic limits. "I'll make creaking noises on the staircase and when they leave the room I'll wait a bit and turn the light back on."
Jerry shook his head. "He already used that one. This is unbelievable."
The council minister with the cough had it louder now, "Hack... hack... hack…”
With his voice deep and low, Hugh did his best to finish big. "And while they're in the shower I'll sneak into the bathroom and write the word Evil on the steamed-up mirror. Evil!"
The room stagnated in silence. It was so quiet, Rusty the cowboy swore he could hear a cricket pissing on cotton.
Without looking up from his shoelaces, Crain yelled out, "Next!"
Hugh didn't move. He was confused. "Do I get to go?"
Jerry barked a laugh. "Oh, puh-leeze. I wish I had a big old red ink stamp that read Naïf. That's French for clueless."
Hugh shriveled up, shoulders slumped, deflated.
Jerry saw an opportunity and took it. "Oh dear, don't be upset. Let me see what I can do. Tell you what, I won't just stamp your application with rejected ..."
"Really?" Hugh perked up.
"Really. I'll stamp it with rejected like a hundred times." Jerry stamped the application with a quick staccato. "Worst ghost audition ever!"
"Was it really that bad?" Hugh begged.
Crain sat up. "Was it really that bad? Listen, if I thought you had a sliver of talent I'd give you some notes and encourage you to come back next year, but you, sir, have the opposite of talent. You are like a black hole of talent. You suck the talent out of a room. At best you're a feeble prankster, at worst you're an embarrassment to the Kingdom and everything it stands for. Let me explain something to you and the rest of the hacks in line. This is a proud dead Kingdom. Those breathers up there need to start paying us the respect we deserve. They're all so busy with their lives." He kicked his voice into a falsetto, mocking, "Isn't life wonderful, it's a glorious day to be alive. I can't wait to be alive again tomorrow and the next day. Dancing around in the sun, optimism and joy."
He stood up and lowered his voice, his finger stabbing into the table. "Life is nothing more than pretending you're not dying. A pathetic attempt at trying to forget the forever night that follows a brief day."
Crain floated with fancy footsteps into the spotlight. Changing his tone to a gentle plea, he smiled. "And besides, is being dead really that bad? I mean, I'm comfortable. And being dead has its benefits, like ... I don't know ..."
Jerry piped up. "Like not having to worry about dying."
Crain deferred to Jerry with both hands. "There you go. Rest comfortably in the finality of it. No striving, no keeping up appearances, bills to pay, disappointments and rejections. Self-delusion giving way to self-loathing, et cetera. You all know what I'm talking about. Life is the evil half of existence. That world up there is a torture. You will never have to worry about living that hell again, and that's a guarantee. Freedom from life. One of the hundreds of reasons we are better off than those heart-pumping buffoons up there. Look around you. This is a paradise."
He looked at Hugh. "I wish everyone could go to the Land of the Living as a menacing ethereal force, I really do. But we have a reputation to uphold. We have standards. Are we a bunch of disgruntled sad sacks or are we the dark eternal end that awaits? Death reigns supreme."
Everyone mumbled, "Death reigns supreme."
Crain tried his best to glissade from the spotlight and back to his seat but there was something lacking in his prance. It was hard to put a finger on it, like he was trying too hard, compensating for a lack of something.
Hugh was still in a daze as the fierce little man herded him off stage. In the wings he shook his head, trying to register what has just transpired. He slapped his cheeks, trying to wake from the disbelief. "I'm not going?"
A lanky, dark-haired Italian thrust toward the spotlight. Halfway there he executed an over-the-top pratfall and then clumsily picked himself up with a roll and a pop.
The ministers collectively tilted their heads. Intrigued or disgusted? They needed to see more to make a decision.
The pale-skinned, hairy-armed monkey-man contorted himself into several wacky poses. A biting vampire, arms outstretched like wings, fangs bared. A strangler, cold eyes, emotionless mouth, hands outstretched and gripping. A zombie, head sunk crooked, shoulders hunched, a methodical march forward.
The ministers still didn't know how to react. They looked at Crain, trying to discern what he thought about it. Crain's attention was locked on this rapidly metamorphosing Jerry Lewis.
In the wings, Hugh came to. He looked at the exit door and then back to the ghost on stage. He unfolded his notes and looked at a tiny little doodle on the back of a page, a heart with a name written inside, "Lily."
On stage, the clown's routine suddenly changed, plunging from mere wacky to crazy-town nutty. With hands clasped and fingers used as gnashing teeth he became a monster. He pantomimed his head popping off and then chasing it as it rolled across the floor. Blood fountained from his neck stump, making the scramble slippery.
"Enough!" Crain stopped him. 
"Typically we don't accept this silly sort of cirque du carnivale." Crain pronounced it with a heavy emphasis on the last syllable, car-nee-val-AYE. "But you, my haunted soul, have taken it to another level where it turns back on itself and becomes something completely different."
The rest of the council wasn't sure if they should be nodding in agreement or shaking their frowning faces. They played it safe and tilted their heads slightly like they were considering the profoundness of Crain's insight.
"And that completely different something is something completely delightful." Crain applauded and the council quickly joined in.
"Pack your bags, you're—"
The applause ended with a sudden gasp as Hugh marched back onto the stage. 
"You have to approve me, I have to ..."
"No, no, no," Crain scolded him. "You had your chance."
"I'm not leaving until you approve me, I ..."
"Guards, remove him," Crain ordered.
The fierce little man led a pack of heavies onto the stage. Jerry tented his fingers together, the tips applauding with delight. "Finally some violence."
Hugh fought the brutes while calling out to the council, "Please, I have to go, I have to find the girl—"
The fierce little man climbed the pile-on and clasped his hand over Hugh's mouth. "That's enough out of you. Let's shackle him to the rooftop."
They dragged him halfway offstage. The fierce little man surfed the shoulders and heads of the tangled gang. 
Hugh spit the fierce little man's hand out and shouted, "I have to see the girl I love!"
Crain was startled by that last word. "What? What was that he said? Did he just say what I think he said?" He looked to Jerry, who shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. The rest of the council sheepishly pretended they didn't hear it.
Crain gasped in amazement. "I think he used the L word." He raised his hand to the wrestling match. "Hold on a minute. Bring him here." They dragged Hugh face to face with Crain, who burrowed his ebonized stare into Hugh's eyes. "What did you say?"
"I need to go up top, I need to find the girl I love and tell her—"
Crain stopped him. "You did say it. Now this is something spectacular." He turned to the council. "Did you hear what he said? He said la..." Crain couldn't get his mouth around the word. "Lo... Lahh... Hlaa... Looow... I can't say it." He threw his hands up. "Release him. I want to hear this."
The heavies let go and the fierce little man climbed down and straightened his clothes. The gang stayed cocked within a step of Hugh, ready to recapture him at the slightest twitch.
Crain brushed them back. "Give him some room. This is going to be interesting." He backed up and sat with one leg propped up on the table, head in hand, attentive. "Please, tell us your sad, sorrowful tale of lost lhaa... lo... You know, start from the beginning and don't leave out any of the heartbreaking details."
Hugh pulled his ruffled clothes into place. He stared into the darkness and nodded himself back in time to where it all went wrong. 
"It was our wedding day ..."




Almost a Wedding
 
It was a perfect late spring morning in an old and wealthy suburb of a big Midwest city. It was the kind of town that kept one well-heeled foot back in its agricultural heritage. A dairy barn was turned into an antiques gallery, the old pump house now sold fine wine and cheese, the town granary was now filled with the smell of potpourri and gift items made by artisans.
The rolling hills were alive with supple greens and white blossoms burst forth from every tree and bush. Up a winding narrow road, past classy château-inspired estates, past an old graveyard, sat a small chapel built from flagstone and topped off with a gray slate roof.
The chapel was surrounded by parked cars, a few of which overflowed out onto the shoulders of the road. In one of those parked cars sat a living Hugh, replete with rented tux, coiffed hair and a belly full of butterflies. His tux rental had come with a complimentary pair of black wool socks that were his to keep after the wedding. They were more than adequate but his feet were still cold.
He stared out the windshield at the chapel full of family and friends, half of which he knew, the other half he would be stuck finding out about. He didn't see this day as a beginning to the rest of his life. Wringing the steering wheel with sweaty palms, he was convinced that this was the prison cell door clanking shut on eternity. He wasn't excited about what he was getting, the beautiful bride waiting for him inside. Instead he was mourning the loss of what he was giving up. Easy days, rudderless slacking, tipsy debauchery ... In a word, freedom.
He pictured walking down the chapel aisle smack into a dead end, a narrow, dark corner crammed with a wife and kids and all the crap that goes with that. Mostly plastic crap; totes full of Christmas decorations, Big Wheels, a moldy inflatable pool and cheap exercise equipment with clothes draped from its handles. More clothes heaped into garbage bags, deemed "uncomfortable," code for too small. When they lost weight they'd fit back into them. Like that was going to happen.
With each step down that aisle Hugh could imagine himself getting older, fatter, stiffer and lamer. The thought of climbing the three shallow steps to the altar made him weak. 
The blood drained from him as he limply turned to look at the golden sun in the rearview mirror. He thought he had so much in common with that rising globe of brilliant bright. Now he saw it as a dimming sunset against an overcast sky. A little dusk, which is always nice, but then forever night. 
He felt the sun was slowly abandoning him to go west and maybe live in California.
California! Dreams deferred, surfing never tried, rock band never started, acting career never ventured, fame and fortune forever left out of his grasp. He had so many dreams, so many plans. Riding a donkey over the Andes after kayaking to Cuba. Dating a girl from Madagascar, sleeping with a stripper. The years he'd spend as a bartender nicknamed "Chewy" at a Caribbean beach resort before heading north to be a ski bum nicknamed "Hot Dog." 
What's happenin', Hot Dog?
Yo money, the pow in the chutes is sick. Gotta run, there's Asian twins waiting for me in the hot tub ...
There would be none of that. He was marching into a narrow box canyon and there was no turning back. His inevitable future played out in the windshield of his Toyota Corolla.
A starter home and a dog. Then a baby; the dog would have to go. Another baby and a bigger home. A job he desperately needed and hated. A life spent in servitude to the relentless reality he was about to create in that church.
Every so often the sun would appear at the crest of the deep chasm he had thrown himself into. Maybe he could still make it, scramble out and follow it to that endless stretch of beach. Forget it. Soon enough a minivan with two years left of payments would crap its transmission and wedge itself between him and liberty. Even if he could escape, the bankers would ride after him to collect their pound of flesh for the little piece of vinyl-sided house that was supposed to be a home, a heavy chain shackling him to an anchor deep inside the concrete crust of suburbia. 
The house would smell funny, too. Sort of a mix of Glade Wild Berry Mountain Aire, Fritos and dirty diapers.
As he looked back at that soaring sun, a glimmer of possibility sparked inside him. An easygoing tanned spirit whispered to him from two thousand one hundred and thirty-eight miles west. 
Roll, dude, roll. 
 The open road gave him a coy wink with its seductive eyes.
 
"So I started the car, pulled out of the parking lot and drove west."
The council was rapt, hanging on Hugh's every word. Crain's eyes swelled, filling with gleeful anticipation of the story’s tragic end. The auditioning ghosts had moved off the wall and gathered in the wings, slowly moving closer to soak up every word and witness every subtle gesture of Hugh's tragic tale.
"I got onto the interstate, I-80 west, and I felt like I could breathe again. I stuck my head out the window and sucked in that fresh air." He stopped, his head sank, he lowered his voice. "But then, after a few hundred miles, somewhere in Iowa, I started thinking about Lily. About how much I wanted her sitting next to me, about how much I wanted her along for the ride, about ... about how much I loved her."
He stopped. The room was perfectly silent for a very long time. It was so quiet, Rusty was positive he could hear that cricket pissing on cotton.
 "All the freedom in the world was worth nothing if I didn't have her to share it with. So I turned the car around and raced back toward the church as fast as I could."
Crain whispered under his breath, "But?"
"But on the way back to the church I died in a freak accident. I never got to tell her that I'd made a big mistake. I never got to say I was sorry. I never got to tell her that I really, truly, deeply ... loved her."
Jerry tried to hide his face from Crain. Tears were rolling down his cheeks. The minister with the hacking cough now had the sniffles. The fierce little man retracted his claws and patted the place in his chest where his heart used to be. Crain leaned into the light with a sated grin. "That is one of the saddest stories I have ever heard. But tell me, and please don't spare any details, what was the freak accident?"
"I lost control of my car, crossed the median and crashed headfirst into a bus going the opposite direction."
Crain argued, "That's not a freak accident. Lots of people die in car accidents."
Jerry piped up, "Three thousand two hundred traffic-related deaths a day in the Land of the Living, a hundred thirty-seven in the USA alone."
Crain nodded. "It's true." He looked from side to side at the council members. "We should be thankful for the invention of the automobile. It has been a huge boon to us, right up there with cigarettes and fast food." They nodded and mumbled in agreement.
Hugh somewhat bashfully twiddled his fingers and stared at the ground. "Actually, the bus that I hit was full of freaks, you know, circus freaks."
Crain tilted his head with a twinkle in his eyes. "Oh, I get it."
"The impact was so powerful, and the resulting explosion and fire so severe that they found it impossible to separate my body parts from that of the ... freaks."
Crain rubbed his hands together, trying to contain the swelling glee inside him. "Yeah, okay, I can see it now. That is freaky.”
"The coroner ended up combining all the tissue remains and burying them in one plot."
"I see, sort of a grave of the unknown circus freak slash star-crossed lover." Crain popped to his feet with titillation. "And the bride, she didn't know you were coming back. As far as she knew, you abandoned her, on her most special day." His sinister grin grew as he created the image in his mind. "I can see her now, standing there alone at the altar, mascara running down her cheeks, family and friends staring at her, judging her like she's a horrible butt to your joke ... Tell me, was it a big wedding?"
"Yeah, we had a hard time saying no to the second cousins and friends of friends, and all the coworkers and well-wishers."
Crain nodded. "So many well-wishers, I'm sure. How many?"
Hugh peeped under his breath, “Five hundred.”
"Five hundred?!? Five hundred! Did you hear that?" He looked to his side and the rest of the council nodded in astonishment. "There was a lot blossoming in that room, all of it wilted into pain and despair." Crain smiled. "That's a good story, I like that story." 
Crain paced, tenting his fingers to prop up his chin. "Now I understand why you want, nay, need to cross over. You need to race through that thin veil of fog and find her and—"
He suddenly stopped and stared at Hugh. He imagined the failure and heartbreak Hugh would suffer when he came face to face with a love he could have had, now forever beyond his grasp. With a springing leap, he snatched Hugh's application out of Jerry's hand and stamped over the rejections with a crisp green approval.
"Approved!" He smiled at Hugh.
"Really?" 
"Approved, approved, approved."
Hugh reached for it but Crain didn't let go. He leaned into him and cemented him in a tense stare. 
"But heed my warning. If you see the morning sun of the day after Samhain ..." He dramatically pointed to the floor. "Down the vent."
The room crescendoed with a rabble of frightened whispers.
"The vent ... Down the vent ..." 
"The horrible vent." Crain's eyes smiled as he stared at his prey.
He shook from his bloodlust with a clap of his hands. "Hey, everybody, whaddaya say we take a break and do a quick little field trip to the rim of the horrible vent. Come on!" Crain marched out of the room and everyone followed.
Patrick caught up to Hugh in the processional. Before he could say anything, Hugh spouted with a smile. "I'm going," he beamed, showing Patrick his pass, "I'm really going."
Patrick nodded with worry and tried to squeeze his sour lips into a grin.




The Horrible Vent
 
Led by Crain, the council ministers dragged their robe tails along an ancient path of crumbling pavers. A ragtag group of ghosts followed, still whispering about the horrors of the vent.
"You fall forever ... demons waiting to bite you ... burning, nonstop burning ..."
Hugh and Patrick walked side by side. "You need to think this through, man,” Patrick said. “Redo your risk-reward equation. You're not even betting on a long shot, you're betting everything on the myth of a long shot. Don’t go."
"I'd risk anything to be with her again, and besides, it's love, it's true love. That's the only thing that really matters. It's a sure bet,” Hugh said.
Crain posed on a rocky ledge just a few dozen yards from the Kingdom's gate. Below him was a smoking chasm of undulating despair. Sheer rock walls plunged straight down into a screaming, rancid hell. 
"The horrible vent!" Crain threw his hands toward it in a grand gesture. "Nobody knows for sure what it's like down there because nobody has ever returned." He stared down into the infinite falling. "We're under the impression that it's very, very bad." Crain perked up, hands on his hips. "Given the fetid smell, searing heat, the screams of sorrow and pain that waft up out of it now and then, I think it's safe to assume ..." He paused for dramatic effect, his voice dark and low, "whatever awaits down there ... can't be good."
The gathering of ghosts swallowed hard and shrank a half step away from the baritone vibrations shaking the scalding rim of the abyss.
Jerry stepped out and revealed a notebook full of his dark scribblings. His voice preached, "Doom, doom down the horrible vent. Down, down, down forever falling, forever afraid of the sharp hard bottom that never arrives. An eternity of screaming sorrow. Your fondest memories torn from you, blink by blink, until all that's left is regret and despair ..."
He paused a little too long and everyone thought he was done. They nodded and turned, ready to head back down the path.
"But wait!" Jerry called them back. "It gets worse. Visions of your loved ones, trembling in agony as their loving memories of you are ripped from their souls. A front-row seat to the tears and the heartbreak as you are forever forgotten ..."
Once again Jerry took too long of a dramatic pause and the audience began to leave.
"Your body is tortured, your mind is tormented and finally ... finally ... Wait! There is no finally. Your soul has been offered up to suffer for eternity. So just when you think you're finished, that the bottom is near, you fall, fall, fall over and over again, fall, fall, fall ..."
Crain hunched his shoulders. "Is that it? Are you fin—"
"Over and over again, forever!" Jerry took another pause and then bowed dramatically. "Thank you. Thank you, please hold your applause. I've been working on that one for quite a while. I was thinking of titling it ‘Charred Remains Wrecked Asunder’ but I also like ‘No, No, No, Horrible Vent of Perpetual Soul Degeneration.’ I'm not sure."
Crain nodded. "That was ... nice. You might want to work on the ending."
Hurt, Jerry held the pages to his chest. "What's a matter with the ending?"
"Maybe it could use a little reworking, you know, just a little edit here or there. Seemed kind of clunky."
"Clunky?" Jerry gasped. "Clunky? I've been working on that ending for years."
Crain backpedaled. "Don't get upset, I thought it was really, really ... nice. It just needs a little tweak at the end."
Jerry turned in a huff.
"You want my feedback, don't you? Let's talk about this later." Crain turned to Hugh. "Just in case you think we can't get to you in the land of the living, we have marshals that are quite effective at retrieving fugitive ghosts. If just a touch of the new day’s sun falls on you, we release the reapers."
Crain threw his hand to the cliffs above, toward the fortress where the reapers waited, bloodthirsty and anxious for the hunt. 
 
The reapers were faceless except for searing red eyes deep in their leather hoods. They were a cross between Roman gladiators and motorcycle gang outlaws with bodies like WWF wrestlers. They were cold, without emotions, save one: the sinister joy they took when they witnessed the squeeze of terror on the faces of their prey. That precise moment of horror when the living realized the jig was up. That shudder from What's going on? Me? Dead? Seriously? to Oh no, please no, NO! Terrified and heartbroken, all in the blink of a reaper's ravenous hollow eyes.
They thirsted for that desperation on their victims’ faces. To rob the reapers of it by covering the eyes, or rolling over and dying facedown in the dirt? That really bummed them out.
The job of a reaper was difficult and thankless, like a dentist who only gets to drill and never gets to sell the painless teeth-whitening treatments. Reapers hunted the souls that refused to cross over, but more often they delivered the death notices to those delusional souls that rejected the reality of their demise. The shrieks of terror followed by the cries of sorrow were the only bright arpeggios in an endlessly sad symphony of suffering that they listened to day in and day out.
A reaper was nothing without his steed. Below the barracks in the iron stables lurked creatures hidden in darkness. Husbanded from a cross between cavalry horses and vampire bats, the hard-charging pegasus hybrids were massive. Their powerful wings were made of patent leather strung between spikes of sharply knuckled wing bones. They were not all that frightening from afar. If someone saw them from a hundred yards, they'd think, Wow, that's a big black pegasus, maybe I'll check it out, feed it a carrot or something. When approached, it would turn its head and stare with torched eyes. A shrieking whinny would reveal a weaponized mouth of nine-inch saber fangs. 
As if it wasn't enough to crossbreed a fearless and powerful horse with a ravenous bloodthirsty bat, the pegasus foal—pegonies—were weaned on the blood of jockeys, the puree of polo players’ hearts, and on their first birthday were set loose to hunt and devour a rodeo cowboy.
In the courtyard of the barracks, two reapers stumbled into a drunken sickle fight. Leroy was twice the size of the other reapers. His black leather engineer boots were the size of cinder blocks and his shoulders were wider than the hood of a Chevy truck. He towered over the smaller, drunker Chuck, who swung his sickle wildly with one hand and wielded a Jack Daniel’s bottle as a shield with the other.
With an easy swish, Leroy sliced the arm off his foe. The other reapers laughed as Leroy picked up Chuck's arm and whistled for his pegasus.
Grisly, the biggest and baddest of the pegasus herd, thundered out of the shadows. Leroy tossed the arm into the air. The ground compressed and shook as Grisly thrust into the sky, her wings outstretched, punishing the air with violent thrusts. With one wet gulp she devoured Chuck's arm whole. 
The other reapers applauded with sinister chuckles.
Below, Crain called out to them, "Reapers! Mark this man! He crosses over seeking la ... lo ... low-vee ... lahh ..." He gave up with a wave, "You know what I mean, L-O-V-E."
Leroy walked to the cliff edge and looked down at Hugh. He thrust his sickle back into its sheath with a hungry grin.
Hugh swallowed hard and stuttered, "Back before sunrise, got it."




The Big Night
 
 
Hugh stood in front of his bathroom mirror, fussing with his hair, while Patrick lounged in a corner, watching him. "It's no use, there's nothing you can do with it. Maybe if you get a chance up top you could duck into a salon for a quick cut or put some product in it, like a gel or a molding paste."
Hugh tugged at his tattered coat, trying to bring it back to life. "I wish there was some way to look less, you know, evil dead-ish." He slapped his cheeks, trying to bring up some color.
Patrick took a bundle of clothing out from under his arm. "I brought you something, don't ask where I got it." Hugh unfurled the bundle and revealed a shimmering white-and-green Boston Celtics warm-up suit.
"I don't know what to say."
"I couldn't come up with any decent shoes. You're just going to have to make do."
Hugh started to change into it, but Patrick stopped him. "Are you crazy? They'll never let you pass over wearing that. Hide it under your coat. When you get through the gate, walk into the fog for a bit and then change. I desperately wanted to find you something nice, but then I found that and I thought, what the heck, it's the Celtics, at least you won't scare anyone. I don't even think they'll take you seriously in that."
"Thanks, this is ... I really appreciate this."
Hugh looked out the window in the direction of the gate. "Well, I guess I should get going."
Patrick stood and faced him. "I know it's weird and I feel really wrong doing this ..." He reached out and hugged Hugh. "Good luck, just promise me ..." He bit his tongue and took a step back. "Actually, don't promise me anything, just go."
Hugh nodded and walked toward the door. He stopped and looked back at Patrick. "So, regardless, I'll see you again, in forty ... fifty years."
Patrick pushed out a painful nod. "Yeah."
Hugh disappeared down the stairs, and Patrick sat in a chair with his arms crossed, trying to hug his soul. "I'll be right here waiting."
 
Out on the street, Hugh walked with a pop of purpose in his step. Everyone turned to watch as he rounded a corner and chugged up the winding road out of town and toward the gate. His enthusiasm was quite a spectacle. 
In the distance, Crain paced along the parapet outside the Head Minister’s fortress with Jerry in tow. He stopped and focused on the small dot of Hugh climbing the narrow path toward the gate. "Mmmm, that one. Look at him anxiously go. Do you see that, Jerry? That's what hope looks like. By tomorrow you'll see the same man broken and bowed, returning as a welcome example of hopeless despair."
Hugh rounded the bend and started up a section of road that got steeper with every step. The infrastructure of the Kingdom was designed to keep a soul captive, like a mouse in the bottom of a five-gallon bucket. The gate, always looming above, was a reminder of being trapped. Just before the gate, the flume from the horrible vent slowly licked the sky, reminding all who passed that there was a far worse place than the Kingdom.
Near a dead tree, Ana sat on a rock, tracing a flower into the dirt with a charred stick. "So I take it you're going over," she said to Hugh.
"I can almost feel my lungs breathing again, my heart is almost ... never mind."
"It's not worth me asking, is it? I can see it in your eyes. But I have to ask, I have to beg. Please, come with me, back to the city. For your sake and hers, please don't go."
"I can feel her in my arms again."
Ana huffed, her head sinking. "It's no use, it has you and it won't let go." She slid her hand into her pocket and retrieved a bent beer-bottle cap, its Hamm's logo polished with decades of cherishing. "For protection."
Hugh took it with a smile.
"It's from the first time I met my husband. He bought me a beer, I saved the cap."
"I can't take this." He tried to give it back but she pushed it back into his hand.
"No, I've learned my lesson. Better to let go."
Hugh looked at it for a moment, then he looked up the road at the gate. There was a little scratch of something in the back of his mind, a notion that maybe this wasn't a sure thing, a notion that maybe ... He turned and looked down on the whole of the Kingdom, the wash of gray dim. "I should be going."
Ana nodded. "You're a fool." She looked away. "But I can't blame you for being one. If you happen to run into a very tall, handsome man named ..." She choked back her tears and shook her head. "Never mind." She turned and drifted back down the road into the village, her tattered robe decaying into the ash of the landscape.
Hugh continued his climb, quickly skirting the rim of the horrible vent. Glancing back, he tried not to notice its black smolder. “Nothing to fear,” he tried to convince himself. “I'll be alive soon and all this will be a bad memory.”




Crossing Over
 
The gatekeeper was a chubby Chinese man with long hair pushed back over the top of his head. He was doing his best to keep his coif voluminous, like a lion's mane. He always held himself slightly at an angle to the person he was speaking to, a posture that made it look like he was about to attempt some sort of performance. In life, his parents brainwashed him into believing he could be a great opera singer. They were heartbroken when he turned out to be nothing more than a wealthy endodontist.
"Greetings. Why, may I ask, do you approach the gate?"
Hugh dug his pass out and handed it to him. "I'm crossing over, for Halloween."
The gatekeeper inspected the pass, shaking his head. "You're mistaken, this pass is stamped with a rejection." He took a step back, stretched out his arms and sang, "No, no, no. You may not go."
Hugh jumped to his side, frantic. "No, you see, they stamped it approved, after they stamped it rejected."
The gatekeeper studied the pass closely and nodded. Once again he threw his arms to the side and sang, "Approved, approved. The council hath approved this man to pass. La-dee-dee-da-do-da-dee-da-do ..."
Hugh stepped around him and made for the gate.
"Just one moment, oh spirit of All Hallows’ Eve. It is customary to listen to a brief performance before passing into the Land of the Living. And without further ado I give you Turandot in its entirety." He took a step back. "Pray, a brief moment of silence to allow the air to still before it takes on the resonance of my voice."
The gatekeeper stood poised, ready to sing. Hugh interrupted the moment. "Excuse me, I'm actually in kind of a hurry."
"But it's the custom, I get to sing."
"Nobody said anything about it. I'm on a real tight schedule." Hugh stepped past him and tugged at the gate, but it didn't budge.
"How about just the first two acts?"
"I really need to get over there." Hugh shook the iron bars and the gatekeeper deflated.
"Nothing? Not even ‘Nessun Dorma?’"
"Sorry, I need to get going. How does this open?"
"Only I have the power to open the gate, for I am the gatekeeper. Entrusted with the portal from the Kingdom of the Dead to the Land of the ..."
Impatient, Hugh shrugged. "Could you just open the gate, please?"
"Fine, but can I at least sing a few bars as you pass through?"
"Whatever." 
Hugh waited, tapping his foot, as the gatekeeper faced the gate, arms outstretched. "Only I know the secret word that opens the gate, and that word is ... open." They heard a clank and a creak, but the gate stayed solidly shut. The gatekeeper broke from his pose and pulled on it. "Sometimes it sticks. It's the fog from the Land of the Living. All that moisture makes things rust." He sang loudly, reaching the top of his tenor range, “Aperto!”
The gate moaned open, as if the entire Kingdom was complaining that a soul was leaving. The gatekeeper offered Hugh the way through with a grand sweep of his hand. As Hugh stepped through, the gatekeeper did his best to belt out some notes that conjured up feelings of both anticipation and worry for what lay beyond.
At sundown on Halloween, Hugh had crossed into the fog that separated the living from the dead.
As the gatekeeper’s song trailed off in the distance, Hugh wandered between worlds, not sure which way to go. 
He began to jog but suddenly stopped. Searching in the soupy fog, he changed directions and stumbled forward. Panic came over him. Was he lost, running in circles? "Hey! Is anybody out there?" His jog speeded into a run, but still there was nothing but endless white. He worried over too much wasted time. Is this a joke, a scam? Will I spend the entire night lost in the fog?

Hearing something, he stopped. Off in the distance was the faint melody of birds singing the day’s last song. He ran toward it and the fog got lighter, thinner. He saw a tiny sliver of golden glow on the horizon ahead of him. The sun. He could smell the air, the moisture of life touching his skin. 
He stopped and caught just a wink of the sun before it ducked down for good. There was a tear in his eye as he whimpered, "I missed you."
Realizing he needed to change into his warm-up suit, he quickly unbundled it and slid into its slippery electric white-and-green shimmer. The presence of something massive sneaking up behind him startled him, and he quickly turned. 
The full moon of Halloween had climbed out of its cave. Shining down, it began its relentless pursuit of him.
He stumbled out of the fog and into a tangle of dead branches, burrs and thickets. Tripping and stumbling in the dark mess, he fell and then scrambled to his knees, where he discovered himself face-to-face with his own gravestone.
It wasn't his monument alone. It was a combined gravestone for all the casualties in the horrific highway accident. Six feet below his trembling knees, the last of his earthly presence was sunk along with that of about a dozen "circus artists." A single casket, more of an industrial tub, was heaped full of a mix of body tissues recovered from the crash site, basically everything that wasn't bus or car. 
The stone was parted down the middle. On the left-hand side was the list of the dead whose biologically irregular appearance had afforded them a life of entertaining in towns across the country. A lovable bunch, their names were carved into stone along with the loved ones they had left behind.
Rudy Hernandez, Husband, Father, Midget Dog Boy. Rudy's beloved wife, Cecilia, Wife, Mother, Voluptuous Latin Dwarf. She performed burlesque under the stage name Micro Mamacita. Survived by eight children, all of average stature with no inherent freak qualities.
Ivan Von Himmel, Husband, Father, Human Skyscraper. Seven feet tall, he made extra money in the off-season washing windows, changing lightbulbs and cleaning gutters without the encumbrance of a ladder. Left living were his wife and twin sons, both of average stature. Klaus, the youngest, had one thigh bigger than the other, but it was decided at an early age it wasn't enough to qualify him as a freak. Klaus thought his single thunder thigh was special, though, and he used it to scare the kids with normal-sized legs into believing he had the power to kick them into the next county. After college, his mother helped him channel his passion for scare-mongering into a career selling life insurance.
Two-Ton Tanya, Sister, Lover. She was the requisite fat lady of the troupe but she always had trouble keeping the weight on. It was a lifelong battle to resist her cravings for undressed raw vegetables and sparkling mineral water. Instead, she was forced to load up on chicken-fried white bread and bakery batters mixed into ice cream. She was survived by three sisters and a cat, and although she never took a husband, there was a long roster of lovers who would miss her all-too-brief dalliances in their towns. 
The list of departed freaks and their families went on and on, so much so that the engraver had to shrink the font toward the bottom of the stone. A buildup of blown dirt and thatch had almost obscured the quote at the bottom of the left-hand side: 
 
Here lie the remains of freaks, mutants and monsters. Uncommon vessels holding beautiful souls.
 
Then there was Hugh's side of the gravestone, with just his name. For some reason his parents didn't want to be acknowledged on the stone. Underneath his name in a smaller font and surrounded by parentheses were just two words:
 
Died Alone.
 
He reached out and touched his name, his fingers tracing the cold shoulders of the letters. “Is that all that's left of me?” he thought.
 An owl above hooted and woke him from his meditation. Up from his knees, he worried, “I don't have much time.”
He jogged through the graveyard toward the iron gate. His joints weren't used to the weight of the living world. He slowed from a jog into more of a herky-jerky lurch as he exited out onto the dark streets of the village.
Nothing seemed familiar. His hometown had changed in the three years since he left it. He remembered it being a picture-perfect hamlet full of bustling well-wishers. Maybe he was remembering it wrong. Maybe it was always a desolate place with expensive houses behind high fences and stone walls. Those fond memories of couples arm-in-arm, taking an after-dinner stroll and saying hello to the neighbors, maybe he had embellished those memories ever so slightly.
There was nobody around, no cars to hail, no easy way to figure out where he had to go, what he needed to do to find Lily. After some deliberation he decided it would be best to head downhill, down into town, down toward the old house. 
 
A new road had been built in Hugh's absence. A four-lane freeway now scraped through the countryside and he slid down its sculpted shoulder and out onto the grooved concrete. Not sure which way to go, he guessed and headed left, following the road. This was not how he had envisioned his night in the Land of the Living. Back in the Kingdom, when he allowed himself to dream about it, he had imagined a triumphant return. A crowd of people to greet him, a celebration with cheers and music, hugs and ...
"Damn it." This was taking too long. The walk to town could take him twenty minutes. "Where is everybody?" He swiveled his head back and forth, up and down the abandoned road. Maybe he could hitch a ride. Nobody thumbed a ride in this part of the country, but he was desperate. 
Back to that dream about how things were supposed to have gone. He would push through the hugs and the backslaps, the surprised faces, and there in a small clearing, dressed in a strapless sparkling wrap of a dress, would be ...
Headlights and a loud roar overtook him. He spun with his thumb out and stumbled in front of the rocketing semi. The screech of a swerve, the chunk-chunk-chunk of locked wheels skipping over concrete, a loud thud, and Hugh was airborne.
Inside the cab of the truck, the tweaked driver shoved his tall boy of Bud Light down between the seat cushions and blinked between all the mirrors. "Did I just hit somebody?"
He shook his head and rubbed his burning eyes. "Naw, no way ... Didn't happen." He nodded to himself. "Yeah, my eyes are playing tricks on me again. I must have imagined that." He put the truck into gear and drove off. "Yeah, it's just like all those other times I imagined I hit someone."
The truck's taillights disappeared over the horizon. 
Down in the trench along the center of the median, a tattered and torn stretch of white-and-green satin lay motionless.




Resurrecting Morton
 
 
 Two earnest EMTs hustled Hugh's limp and lifeless body onto a gurney and loaded it into the back of the ambulance. Nick closed the doors while Vern got behind the wheel, fired up the siren and peeled out.
In the back of the ambulance, Nick fitted an oxygen mask to Hugh’s face and listened to his hollow chest with a stethoscope. He checked for a pulse and shook his head. Nothing. He shined a penlight in Hugh's eyes, and the pupils did not respond. Finally he unzipped the Celtics sweatshirt, grabbed Hugh's chalk-white left nipple and twisted it as hard as he could.
Hugh didn't move.
"Kill the siren, Vern! This guy’s toast, worm food, casket filler, dirt nap city ..."
"What?" Vern asked.
"He's dead."
Vern looked back at Hugh's corpse. "He's been dead for a while. Look at him, he's all bloated and pale. It's gross. I bet he smells."
"Naw, he doesn't smell. I mean, he smells, but not like death. He kind of has that old church smell. I wonder how long he's been dead?" Nick covered Hugh's head with a sheet and picked up a clipboard. "Do I fill in the time of death or do I just put in some question marks?”
“Put down D-O-A, it stands for dead—“
“I know what it stands for,” Nick scribbled on the chart. 
The oxygen mask was left on Hugh's face. Sweet oxygen and gentle wisps of minty medical vapor tickled his nose as he was rocked back and forth on the cushioned ambulance bed. He tried to breathe it in but his lungs wouldn't inflate. He had to be content to lie under the bright white sheet tented above his eyes and sense that life was moving around him. He focused on the vibrations of the moving ambulance, the stick of his clammy skin to the vinyl gurney. 
Eventually enough oxygen sifted through his brain tissue and made him remember something. With a shrieking gasp of inhalation he sat up. The sheet fell to his waist and he coughed out a cloud of dust and sucked in the sugared air.
Nick screamed.
Vern white-knuckled the steering wheel and tried to look back. "What is it? What is it?" He looked back and saw Hugh, hands grasping his chest, wheezing with a manic smile. 
Nick huddled in a corner of the ambulance, shaking in horror. "This isn't happening, this isn't happening."
Hugh yelled, "I am alive. I'm alive! Hey, can you guys drop me off at forty-nine Victoria Street?"
Vern screamed and jerked the steering wheel from side to side. The ambulance careened up onto two wheels and then crashed through a fence, coming to a sudden stop on its side. 
"Man, I hate Halloween,” Vern whimpered as he escaped with Nick and ran into the night.
Hugh tried to free himself from the sideways ambulance. His waist and legs were lashed to the gurney with medical grade tethers.
 
Not far away from where the ambulance crashed, nestled under a freeway overpass, a worn-out-looking man was close to death. He was stretched out in a cardboard box that once held a large chest freezer. The box was replete with a plastic bag stuffed with packing peanuts for a pillow and some landscaping fabric for a blanket. The frayed bum had drunk eleven dollars’ worth of booze that day and hadn’t eaten a penny’s worth of food. He hadn't eaten in weeks. Judging by the pain in his organs, the shaking and the fever, he was pretty sure he was dying. It had taken him a lot longer to drink himself to death than he had imagined it would. Maybe it wasn't that long, maybe it just seemed like forever because it was so meaningless and sad. He wasn't sure when he'd black out for the last time. He hoped it would be soon. 
Shaken ever so slightly sober by the ambulance crash nearby, he sat up and groaned with ache. Why couldn't he just die? He clamped his head with his hands and then tied on his brown leather Bridgeport walking shoes. 
The long, lanky drunk opened the flaps of the freezer box and unpacked himself for another day of suffering. 
Seventy-nine and a half inches tall. You needed to be eighty inches tall to beat the draft, so before his medical exam he had practiced standing up straight and being eighty inches tall. It helped that the Army's doc was only five foot eight and had to perch on a chair to see where Morton measured on the stick. While the doc unsteadily climbed the rickety folding chair, Morton took the opportunity to grow. Eighty and a half inches according to the official Army record. 
He had shrunk more than six inches since then. He was sixty-three years old. Gravity, alcohol and despair were bending him to the ground. 
The ambulance, resting on its side, was a welcome sight. Maybe he could glean some painkillers from the storage bins before the authorities arrived. He did his dizzy dance down the embankment toward the wreck.
 He pried open the rear doors and much to his surprise discovered a zombie trapped in a web of clear hoses and black straps. He startled at first but then defaulted to gut level benevolence. "You okay there, buddy? You look horrible." Morton helped Hugh free himself from the ambulance. "They just ran off and left you?"
"I think they were going to get help."
"Help? I thought they were the help. Who helps when the help needs help? Hmm?" Morton furnished a hand and tugged Hugh to his feet. "No offense, but you look bad, just plain awful. Sort of like reheated death."
"It's a ... Halloween costume."
Morton shook his head. "Is it Halloween already? Really? I could swear the Fourth of July was just a few weeks ago." He took a bottle of peppermint schnapps from the pocket of his threadbare wool sport coat and drank. He offered some to Hugh. "Looks like you could use it."
"No thanks."
"You sure? Tastes like Christmas."
"No. I need to get to town."
Morton stumbled back a few steps and looked around. "Which town?"
"Cedargrove. Forty-nine Victoria Street."
Morton put his hands on his hips and thought. "Cedargrove? Hmmm. Victoria Street? Hmmm. Forty-nine?"
"Listen, no offense but I'm really in a hurry." Hugh looked around, ready to bolt.
"Whoa, where's the fire? You look like you should probably sit and rest a piece. Maybe take a seat next to this ambulance bumper, give a little shout-out if you see anybody coming. Excuse me a minute, won't you?" Morton crawled into the ambulance and began fishing through orange tackle boxes and zippered medical bags.
"I really gotta go."
"What's the hurry? It's Halloween. Who knows what kind of pills these guys carry around in here ... Jackpot." Morton emerged with a large bottle covered in warning stickers. He unscrewed it and swallowed a handful of pills, chasing them down with a swig of schnapps. "This Halloween I'm wearing my costume on the inside." His eyes began to glass over. "Yes, I do know the way to Cedargrove. Let's go."
Hugh followed him, anxious that he wasn't moving fast enough. "Is it far?"
"Well, we'd be better off driving, but I don't drive anymore. It's bad for the environment and besides, it gets in the way of my drinking." He finished the bottle and tucked it in a pocket. "A bum would just toss this in the weeds. I'm going to recycle it."
The truth was, Morton didn't drive because he had no place to drive to. He was a hopeless alcoholic slipping, stumbling and stammering toward organ failure. He’d been kicked out of his house because he failed to pay the mortgage, because he lost his job as an electrical engineer, because he stopped going to work, because he was drinking, because ... 
Because, because, because ...
Because his wife left him. She died. The hundred and fifteen pounds of incandescence that burned so bright in his life had painfully dimmed. He stood by her bedside and watched as each day the quantization errors of cancer dithered in her organs. The impedance of chemo only slowed down the inevitable. One spring morning she asked for the hospice window to be opened, so she could smell the cherry blossoms. Morton tried, but it wouldn't open, it couldn't. It was fixed in place, to keep the germs of the living outside or to keep the germs of the dying inside. Morton ran out and yanked what flowers he could out of the cold spring ground, but by the time he returned with them her capacitance had reached zero. 
Thirty-two years of loving marriage was just a tiny little flicker of light in what was now Morton's forever night.
He wasn't a religious man or the kind of guy who would seek out grief counseling. He was inclined to "walk off" life's bumps and bruises, "John Wayne" his way back to health with a kick and a grimace. When he broke both ankles in a sailing accident, he couldn't quite walk it off but he did his best to limp it off. The death of his wife was different. The horrible soul-stabbing wound, the six inches taken out of his spine, heart wrung dry, lungs squeezed to nothing ... He couldn't walk it off. He was trying to drink it off. It wasn't working.
Alone in his box before the ambulance crashed, he had been dreaming about her. Missing her, wishing he could be with her. He softly spoke to the dream, begging her to come and take him away.




Halloween Just Got Sexy
 
The gravel shoulder along the country road abruptly became a sidewalk. Hugh, still stiff-legging it, jerked along and looked every bit like the walking dead. Morton was a few steps back and taking his time, almost wandering. The soft fleece of medical-grade opiates was snuggling his mind and zipping his spirit up in a sleeping bag of gentle bliss.
"So what's your story?" Morton's lips were wet. He wiped away a flap of drool.
"My story?"
"Yeah. I'm looking at you, and you look like crap, but you have this glow around you. Like this aura, and I'm pretty sure I'm imagining it. Either that or I'm in the final stages of organ failure and you're an angel."
"I'm no angel, far from it."
"So what's the deal? I can tell you have a purpose, a mission. Most people don't. Most people don't have anything they really want to do. I can tell you have a passion, a drive." He unscrewed the cap off another pint of peppermint schnapps and took a drink. He gestured with the bottle, his peppermint ethanol scepter, and anointed Hugh, "You're a shooting star."
"It's a long story. I need to find someone, a girl."
"Girl?" Morton's brow lifted with a smile. "Now it's coming together. That glow around you, it's passion, desire. Two crazy kids on a sexy Halloween night ..."
"It's love," Hugh snapped.
Morton nodded. "Okay, okay, love. So you're going to see your girl."
"She's not really my girl, not anymore." Hugh shook his head. "It's complicated."
"Yeah, that's for sure. If love is anything, it's complicated."
The thump of hip-hop music half a block away caused Hugh to pivot his head. "This is it, the old neighborhood." He pogoed his stiff legs quickly toward the music and jerked past a street sign that read Victoria Place. Morton floated behind at a leisurely slop.
 
Forty-nine Victoria Place. The old duplex he and Lily shared the year before their wedding. The perfect little place, decorated with stepping-stone furniture, the kind of inexpensive stuff that transitions that brief period between the futon couches of college and the Pottery Barn sectionals of adult life. They sat on their overstuffed transitional couch many a night and played Scrabble that first year. There were never any challenges as to whether or not a played word was acceptable. Hugh and Lily were a couple with an infallible grasp of vocabulary.
The previous tenants had left a faded outdoor rug on the back porch. When Hugh kneeled down on it and took Lily's hand, the cold wet of the previous winter reached up from deep inside and soaked into his knee. But the back porch was the perfect spot during sunset. The day’s last breeze swept her hair into the tears rolling down her cheeks. He asked, she said yes. 
The diamond and setting had cost him four thousand dollars, a sum multiplied in spirit by the effort it took to raise it. When he realized he needed an engagement ring, he took a job installing unfaced fiberglass insulation in attic crawl spaces. It was a horrible job in winter and unbearable in August, when the sharp glass fibers made it prickly to wipe the sweat from his brow. 
A bumpin' Halloween celebration had been going since mid-afternoon inside forty-nine Victoria. Hugh stood on the sidewalk, trying to catch a glimpse of Lily in the window. It was hard to tell who was who. All the girls had sexy versions of traditional costumes on. A sexy witch wore thigh-high platform boots, a bustier and a steeple hat perched on her voluminous glittered hair. The sexy pirate swashbuckled in thigh-high platform boots, a bustier and an eye patch. Even the fake parrot on her shoulder was saucy in its little pirate hat. Sexy Raggedy Ann was stuffed into thigh-high platform boots and a petticoat that was really just a bustier with buttons instead of cord and lace.
This wasn't like the dream Hugh had. He was going to come back to life, walk through some fog, she'd be quietly sitting on a garden bench, a portrait of him in her lap. He would approach, she'd have the sun in her hazel-green eyes, unable to recognize him. Suddenly with a rush, an epiphany: it was him. A desperate embrace. It wouldn't matter, the heartbreak, the abandonment, the him being dead stuff. None of it would matter. An embrace and a long kiss would pave over everything.
This wasn't a peaceful garden. The song "Low" by the rapper Flo Rida started up and the ladies in the house squealed with delight.
Let me talk to 'em ... Let me talk to 'em ...
By the time Morton caught up to Hugh the entire house was throbbing. "So this is it? Your girl's inside?"
Hugh nodded, feeling a sudden pinch of anxiety. He hadn't thought this through. Would he just walk in, say hi to her? Hey, what's up? Remember me? 
No, that would be crazy, she'd freak out. Everyone would freak out. Maybe he should call her first, let her know he's in town ... and back to life. This was insane. For the first time he was starting to question his quest.
"This might have been a bad idea."
Morton looked at the house party and then at Hugh. "I take it she's not expecting you. Oh wait, I can see it in your eyes. She doesn't know ... She doesn't know you love her. What? You too afraid to tell her? Is she with another guy? What is it? Because if it's another guy you’re worried about, I've got your back." Morton stumbled into a fighting stance. "It might not look it but I'm a force to be reckoned with. My secret power is," he took a slug of schnapps, "I'm fearless, because I just don't give a crap."
Morton began to walk up to the front door.
"Wait."
"You didn't come all this way not to see her. Come on, let's go inside, see what happens."
Hugh shook his head and took a step back. "Maybe this was a bad idea." His brain swelled against his skull and he thought, this could be bad, really bad. I don't want to scare her. This could really freak her out, maybe I'm being ...
The front door burst open and a guy dressed as a robot spilled out of the party. With red beer cups in both hands, he bellowed into the evening, "Happy Halloween!" He put one cup down and used his free hand to unhook his aluminum foil tech-tronic resistor belt and pee in the bushes. 
He looked over his shoulder at Hugh and Morton. "Hey, buddies, what's up? This party is crazy. Check me out, I'm Ro-butt."
He turned to reveal a plastic ass painted silver. "Let me tell you something, guy can get a lot of action on Halloween." He stiffly chopped with his beer hand and ratcheted his voice into a robotic monotone. "Especially when you're Ro-butt. Ladies desire serial interface with Ro-butt. I have been programmed to pleasure you."
Ro-butt zipped up and looked at Hugh, head cocked. "Wait a minute ..." Ro-butt raised a beer cup and pointed his index finger at Hugh. "Dude?" He tried to shake his head sober and remember. "Dude?" His pointed finger oscillated at Hugh as the wheels in his head turned.
Hugh retreated half a step, afraid Ro-butt would identify him. He wasn't completely sure who was under the Coors Light cardboard box fashioned into a top-mounted central processing unit. But he thought he remembered the guy from high school ski trips.
"Dude, do you know me?"
Hugh quickly shook his head no.
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah, totally sure, I'm not from around here. I'm from ... south of here, down south, Alabama."
Ro-butt wasn't convinced and took a step toward Hugh and studied him closely. "Dude, you totally know me. Come on, I'm Greg Carlton."
Hugh hunched his shoulders and shook his head.
"Well, whatever, man." Ro-butt hung his arms on the shoulders of Hugh and Morton and ushered them into the party. "Yo! Everybody! Check it out, it's a zombie basketball player and a bum or a hobo or something." He sniffed Morton. "He even smells like a bum!"
Inside, Morton made a beeline for the folding table crowded with oversized plastic bottles of cheap booze. He quickly filled a large red cup with Champion's Blended American Whiskey, “A whiskey for whiskey drinkers.” He topped it off with a splash of America's Choice cola, hoping the sugar and caffeine would keep him standing long enough to fully exploit the open bar.
Hugh, head bowed, sheepishly tucked into a dark corner. He nervously darted his eyes up and scanned the crowd for Lily.
This was a bad idea.
The lights suddenly went out, and a table full of candles was lit at the center of the room. The music was turned off and voices were hushed as the sexy witch set up a Ouija board. She dramatically took a sweaty quarter out of her bustier and placed it on the paranormal playing surface. "An offering, oh spirits of the night ... Quiet, guys, this will be fun. Oh Ouija, will you please bring forth a spirit of the dead?"
The girls zigzagged the pointer to Yes.
"Oh spirit, what is your name?"
The pointer slid to C then R then A then I then N.
Hugh stepped out of the corner and watched, emitting a sour whimper under his breath. "Crain?"
"Oh spirit Crain, do you have a message for us?"
 
Back in the Kingdom of the Dead, Crain stood on the parapet of the council building and stared at the fog beyond the gate. "Death reigns ..."
 
The pointer came to rest on E and the sexy witch repeated the message. "Death reigns supreme." 
The sexy pirate took her hand off the pointer in a huff.
"That is not funny. You said this would be funny."
The sexy witch crossed her arms. "This is fun. It's spooky. Come on, let's ask Crain who we're going to marry."
Before they could get their fingers back down on the pointer it began to move slowly on its own.
Sexy pirate huffed, "That is not funny. Are you playing a trick on me?"
The pointer came to rest on Goodbye, and the sexy witch shook her head in disbelief. "Whoa, that was so spooky." She picked up the Ouija board and turned it over, inspecting it closely. "There must be like magnets in this."
Hugh turned to leave, but a girl dressed as a sexy Dora the Explorer cornered him. Her thigh-high platform boots were distressed to a rough-hewn brown and the binoculars around her neck stuck crookedly into her heaving cleavage, plumped up by her khaki backpack straps. "Hold on, I know you."
Hugh tried to duck past her.
"Wait a minute, I remember you. Hold on, where do I remember you from ..."
He jostled to get past her but she headed him off. "You're the guy that used to live here, with that girl that used to live here. Yeah, that's it, the engaged couple from a couple of years ago."
"I think you're confusing me with someone else."
"No, you're that guy. You used to come home all sweaty and itchy with your hair full of pink insulation."
He tried to sidestep her again but her friend was in the way. The friend was dressed as the sexy-sexy girl—she just wore thigh-high boots and lingerie. She didn't have the time or the imagination to craft a sexy Halloween costume but she didn't want to miss out on the opportunity to be sexy in public.
"Don't you remember this guy?"
"Yeah, he lived here, right?"
"Yeah, with his fiancée."
"Right, and they were supposed to get married but something happened."
"Yeah, totally. What happened?"
Startled, sexy Dora remembered. "He stood her up at the wedding."
Hugh could swear he felt his heart pumping as they closed in on him. Sexy-sexy cocked her finger and she backed him into the corner. "You got cold feet on your wedding day and stood her up and then ..."
Dora and sexy-sexy looked at each other, confused.
"Something happened ..."
"Yeah, something crazy happened ... With midgets?"
"Freaks. You crashed your car into a bus full of circus freaks and ... I think you ... died."
The blood jet-flushed out of their faces. Suddenly sober, they simultaneously dropped their cups and screamed in horror.
 
Out on Victoria Street a mom was walking with her eight-year-old son, who was dressed as Boba Fett. Hearing the scream, she stopped and grabbed him, hugging him close to her chest, crushing his blow-molded Mandalorian battle armor and causing him to drop his EE-3 blaster rifle. He barely had time to snatch it off the sidewalk before she retreated down the street with his hand held tight.
 
Inside, Hugh tried to jockey his way out of the crowded riot of screaming women and confused revelers.
"What's going on? Are you okay?" Ro-butt tried to comfort Dora without taking his eyes off her cleavage.
Breathless and in shock, she couldn't get the words out of her mouth.
"Do you need a drink, a couple of shots? Maybe chill out in my bedroom?"
She gasped a breath and pointed at Hugh. "Ghost!"
The party fell silent and cleared a space at the center of the room to ostracize Hugh into.
Ro-butt tried to clear things up. "No, he's a zombie Celtics player. I guess that's kind of a ghost."
Dora screamed, "It's Hugh Rudd, he used to live here, he died."
Sexy pirate took a step toward Hugh and studied him. "No way. It's just a guy that looks like him."
"The guy that stood up Lily at the altar?" Sexy witch inspected him as he scrambled for an opening to escape the house. The circle closed tighter around him and he tried to hide his face.
"Where's Julie?" Sexy pirate barked. "Julie knew that guy."
Julie had briefly dated Hugh the summer after she graduated from college but broke up with him after two weeks, when she realized he wasn't good at making money.
Drunk and disheveled, she pushed her way through the crowd, dressed as a sexy angel. Her white wings pulled off her back as she wove through the tight mob, almost taking her top with them. She held her bustier up with one hand as she broke through to the center of the circle. Stepping toward Hugh, she used her free hand to push the white glittered wig out of her eyes. "Who?"
Before anyone could answer, she recognized him and screamed.
Three guys dressed as lumberjacks moved in to capture Hugh, but before they could land a hand on him, Morton burst into the circle, violently wielding a 1.75-liter plastic bottle of Souska Russian Styled Vodka. "You wanna fight? I'll fight all of you. Come on! I've gutted hogs bigger than all you guys put together."
They gave Morton a wide berth. Clearly he wasn't just dressed as a bum, he was the real thing: a drunk homeless guy with nothing to lose. They could fight him, but some of his stench would rub off, and whatever skin diseases he had were probably catching, not to mention the risk of fungal contamination.
He put his arm around Hugh and ushered him to the door. "Come on, kid, she's not worth it. Besides, there's gotta be better parties to go to."
A guy with a rugby build, dressed as a sailor, blocked the door and tucked his gold chain into his shirt, ready to fight. 
Morton bared his stained teeth and hissed, "I'll pound you into a mud-hole squid."
The sailor backed away and Hugh and Morton escaped out the front door.
Ro-butt quickly locked the door and put his arm around sexy Raggedy Ann. "Don't worry, you can stay here tonight," he assured her.
Outside, a short fellow dressed as a cowboy was using a tree as a urinal. Unaware of what had happened inside, he nodded to Hugh and yelled, "Go green, Celts!"
Hugh stopped. "Hey, do you know what happened to the girl who used to live here, Lily?"
"Yeah, she moved out last winter. She's getting married."
"Married?"
"Yeah, like tomorrow. Halloween wedding. I know, it's crazy."
The cowboy zipped up and adjusted his gun belt, "Didn't you used to live around here?"
Hugh shook his head no and limped quickly down the street with Morton in tow.




The Bride
 
It was a beautiful estate. Dr. Steve Moore referred to it as a homestead; he thought it sounded less uppity. Several outbuildings and barns were set along a single-lane drive of tumbled slate pavers. The buildings could have been used as stables or garages for a collection of luxury cars. The homestead was big enough that it had its own name; all one hundred and four acres of rolling meadows, hardwood forests, babbling brooks and gentle ponds was called Frederick. Nobody was sure how they decided on Frederick, but it seemed like a fitting name. Frederick's crown jewel was a French colonial mansion that sat confidently in a saddle between two hilltops.
Upstairs in Frederick's east wing, down a long hall with large windows looking down on the courtyard, was a room fit for a princess. And it just so happens one was inside.
Lily sat staring into an ornate dressing mirror. Her auburn hair, limp and lifeless, framed her vacant eyes. The light that used to arc and fill her had retreated deep within. Looking at her, a beautiful girl not smiling, it was easy to imagine that the spark had extinguished and there was only hollow darkness left inside.
Suffice it to say, she had been through a lot—jilted on her wedding day and then quickly shuffled to a funeral for the bastard she had fallen deeply in love with. She spent more than a year in shock. Rather than schedule time for heartbreak, depression, mourning and regret separately, she lumped them all into one ugly mess and spent eighteen months sitting on the transitional couch, staring out the window of forty-nine Victoria street. 
Realizing she needed help, her friends and family got her to a doctor who somehow managed to pull out the drain plug on her soul. It all leaked out, good and bad. Black gelatinous sorrow flecked with golden joy. She shrank, and the person she thought she was poured out from under her skin. The joy evaporated into the sky, the sorrow soaked deep into the earth. Hollow. She was an empty vessel, insides stained, ready to be filled up with whatever the rest of her days had to offer.
Her best friend and maid of honor paced behind her in Frederick's east-wing master suite. Gilda was short and compact, a girl with A-cup breasts who trained for marathons but never ran any. Her brown hair was pulled back tight, and she talked with her hands, often emphasizing the lack of any jewelry on her fingers. "How you doing, Lil?"
"I've got to cheer up. If mom-in-law-to-be sees me without a smile tonight or tomorrow she'll never forgive me." Lily exhaled and tried to smile. She turned to Gilda. "How's this? Does this look, you know, like blissed-out bride?"
Gilda shook her head. "What's a matter with you? This is it, you made it, you're hitting it out of the park here, Lil."
Lily sighed. "I guess Steve came along at the right time and, you know, he sort of checks all the boxes."
"Sort of?!? Are you kidding me? He's a six-foot-tall doctor who wants a family. And he's a high-earning doctor, not one of those short, balding little general practice guys that are always trying to get their tiny little hands up in your stuff." Gilda shuddered at the memory of a recent date and swatted imaginary hands away from her crafted bosom.
"You're right, I should be happy." Lily tried to smile again. "He's a very convenient choice."
There was a knock at the door and a beleaguered florist entered with an autumn basket full of gourds and miniature pumpkins nestled in hay. She was nearly the same age as Gilda, with a similar build and no wedding ring. Gilda sized her up, realizing that although she was just a florist, she had a rockin' bod and was a worthy adversary in the blood sport of husband hunting. They would both appeal equally to the conventional high-earning winner, and Gilda needed to assert her supremacy. 
"Sorry to bother you,” said the florist. “I just wanted to show you the centerpieces for the rehearsal dinner."
Lily nodded. "That's nice. That'll be fine."
"You don't like it, I can tell." The florist grabbed her chest, her sternum well defined by years of aggressive yoga practice, and winced like a blunt stake had just been slowly stabbed into it.
"No, really, they'll be fine."
"What is it? Is it too public grade school? I just wanted to do baskets of apples but I was afraid the guests would eat them."
"Apples would have been nice... but this is fine."
"What is it? I desperately want to make you happy." The florist squeezed the basket, flexing her muscled arms. Gilda raised a brow. The florist had pipes. Gilda's marathon training had done nothing for her arms.
"It's just the pumpkins. They're sort of ... I don't know, Halloweenie?" Lily tried to smile.
The florist pivoted the basket at eye level and twisted, showing off her core body strength. "I can't lose the pumpkins, it would throw the color balance off."
"No, you're right, you're the expert. I think they'll be fine, I just wanted to try and stay away from the whole Halloween-theme thing."
Gilda sensed that Lily's every little whim wasn't being accommodated adequately and tensed up her quads. "You're being too nice, Lil. This centerpiece is crap. It looks like a bunch of moms in puff-paint sweatshirts made it in a church basement." 
Gilda and the florist locked eyes and crunched on their war faces.
"In all fairness, the wedding is on Halloween," the florist retorted, realizing it was too late to change anything about the arrangements that were being placed on the tables of Frederick's grand hall as they spoke.
Gilda squared off with her. "Listen to me," she searched for a dig, "flower gal, it's her wedding and it's the day after Halloween, therefore it is not a Halloween wedding and she doesn't want it as such. Get it? There's a bold international date line between Halloween and this wedding. Tomorrow, when Ms. Lily Gardner becomes Dr. Steve and Mrs. Lily Moore, Halloween will be a full day in the past."
The florist tried to sidestep Gilda and address Lily face-to-face. "With all due respect, ma’am, it's a little too late to change anything major."
Gilda quickly got up in the florist's face, sharp index finger ready to slice, eyes cold and controlling, her voice in a terse, murderous whisper: "It's her special day."
The florist shrank and limped, wounded, toward the door. "I'll see what I can do. Maybe some Indian corn and thistle." She shut the door behind her with a whimper.
Gilda shook off the rage and snapped on a smile. "It's your special day, and everything needs to be perfect. The rehearsal dinner will be classy and intimate. The wedding will be understated but magnificent with just a little touch of soft magic. The reception will be laid-back haute elegance and then the old people will leave and the rest of the night will be an uproarious dance party." Her voice suddenly dropped into a stern tone. "If any of the girls take their shoes off to dance ..." She shook her head and scowled. "So help me ..."
She clapped a smile back on. "Then there's the brunch, and all the presents, and then the opulent Bermuda honeymoon at Tucker’s Point, where I finally get pregnant with ..." She stopped herself. "I mean, when you get pregnant with your first of many babies. Doctor husband, big house, babies, babies, babies! It's all coming together for you." She hugged Lily, pressing her cheek to hers and smiling nervously, worried that the facade of happiness would crack and reveal the jealous monster inside.




Traveling Dead Man
 
 
Hugh yanked at the rusted metal door of the newspaper box and pulled out a copy of the Home News, the only newspaper in the whole wide world that cared about Cedargrove and the surrounding suburbs.
He quickly thumbed through it. A new director named to the Cedargrove Community Theater, an art walk to benefit an eye clinic in Nicaragua, somebody’s kid got into a good university on a golf scholarship. Quickly past the obits and birth announcements, the school lunch menus, the community calendar. The Cedargrove Rod and Gun Club was planning a Parents of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Children turkey shoot. Finally to the engagement announcements, and there it was, full page with a color picture. Hugh slumped as he saw Lily, almost smiling, wrapped in the arms of another man. He quickly skimmed the announcement, filling in between the lines with his skewed imagination.
 
Lily Gardner and Dr. Steven Moore, M.D., will marry this Sunday at Cedargrove Chapel. Rev. John "Lucky" Fanciollo, an interfaith minister, will perform a nondenominational twining of the souls. 
Ms. Gardner, 29, was a hairstylist but she's been taking time off in recent years to figure stuff out and will probably stay at home to raise children and then do something like go back to school for therapeutic horse massage. She graduated from a state university with mid-level distinction and thought about getting a master’s when she couldn't find a job.
She is the daughter of Patricia J. Gardner of Highpoint and the late Nicholas Porth of Oregon. The bride's father dabbled in selling vinyl siding and replacement windows. Her mother is still very attractive, does a lot of Pilates and has a strong chin.
Dr. Moore, M.D., 33, is the head of expensive surgery at a prestigious private hospital where you can valet-park your car. He graduated magna cum laude from Harvard, received his doctorate from Stanford and went on to receive an MBA from a super-expensive private school in France where you get to drink real Champagne during lectures. He is the son of George L. Moore and Carole L. Moore. They have a vacation home in Vero Beach, Florida. It's nice, right on the beach, with a screened-in tennis court and all Viking appliances in both the indoor and outdoor kitchens. The bridegroom's mother retired as the wealthy lady who had absolutely no reason to be unhappy but was generally unhappy. His father is the founder, chairman of the board, president and CEO of a global baby furniture manufacturer and retailer that bears his name, Moore Baby Beds.
The couple met while volunteering for some house-building for the poor organization that needed their money more than their half-assed attempt at carpentry.
The rehearsal dinner will be at Frederick, the bridegroom's homestead.
 
"Where's Frederick?" Hugh tore the announcement out of the paper and stuffed it in his pocket.
“Who’s Frederick?" Morton bobbed and weaved in and out of a dream state, looking around him. "We have a guy named Frederick hanging out with us? My name's Morton." He offered his hand to Hugh for a shake.
Hugh rebuffed him, hands at his side. "No offense, but this is the most important night of my ..." He had a sudden realization that the evening was flying by and he was running out of time. "Thanks for your help, but I've got something very important I need to do, and I don't have much time."
Morton, dejected, sheathed his hand in his pants pocket. "I get it. You're getting tired of dragging around an old drunk on Halloween. It's just that ... I don't know, I feel like I'm supposed to be helping you. I know it's crazy."
"Yeah, well, you're not helping, you're slowing me down."
"I'm sorry, it's ..., I'll ... I don't know, sorry." Morton, who was already depressed, deflated even more.
"Listen, it's just ... If it was any other Halloween night, but this one, this is my one night, my only chance."
"Yeah, I get it." Morton turned and shuffled away but remembered something and turned back. "Take a right on Fuller, and then just follow that up to the top of the hill. Frederick, it's the biggest place in town, god-awful thing. It's like the south of France done by Disney in Vegas, can't miss it. Fifteen, twenty-minute walk, tops." He nodded with a half smile and shuffled away.
Hugh took in a deep breath, and as the smell of life filled him, he had a change of heart. Something about the Land of the Living was feeding his generous spirit. "Hey, listen, if you can walk a little faster and maybe sober up ... I could use some help."
Morton turned with a smile. "Sure thing." He took the schnapps bottle from his pocket and tossed it in the bushes. "Guess I'll be running alongside the wagon for a bit."
Hugh held out his hand. "By the way, I'm Hugh."
"I'm Mort—" Morton grabbed his hand and froze. "You're cold, you're ice cold."
Hugh yanked his hand back. "Listen, I ... It's a long story, but I really need to get up to that house."
Morton nodded and showed Hugh the way. Stumbling a few steps behind, he looked up at the Halloween moon and listened to the wind shimmer through the dry leaves. He lost track of all the nights he'd spent drunk and alone. This night was different and he wasn't sure if he should be thankful or scared.
They walked past a nicely remodeled farmhouse and a shadow called out to them from the backyard. "Pssst. Dude, ghost bro?"
Hugh stopped and squinted, straining to make out the dark figure that was trying to pull open the house’s cellar door.
"Can you give me a hand?" Fernback hadn't changed his clothes for his big night of haunting. His socks were now soaking wet, the flip-flops offering little protection from the autumn damp.
Hugh excused himself to Morton. "Just give me a sec."
Fernback tugged at the door handle. "I want to get down into the basement and start making noise so the bastard who got my liver will come down and blammo! Gonna scare the crap out of him."
Hugh helped him heave the door open. "Good luck."
Fernback gave him the thumbs-up and then disappeared down the dark cellar stairs.




What's Steve Hiding?
 
Dr. Steve Moore was an asshole. 
It's not that he was unpleasant or mean. Actually, he was rather nice to be around. He was generous with his money and had good taste in wine. The problem with Dr. Steve Moore was that he was so wonderful he made everyone around him appear to be brain-damaged tubs of goo. The golden light shone on Dr. Steve Moore, and others only existed in the heavenly glow that reflected off him.
The term "Conventional Champion" comes to mind, but even that doesn't do him justice. A celebrated doctor, he was six feet tall and solid, with a full head of windblown sandy blond locks. A wealthy businessman, he held several patents for medical devices that he dreamt up and jotted down on the back of cocktail napkins while attending various charity balls. He was heir to a baby furniture empire and the world record holder for barefoot waterskiing. Both speed and distance.
But every so often, just a notion of something amiss deep inside him showed in a nervous dart of his endlessly azure eyes.
He exited a small door under the stairs that led to the basement. He took special care to double-check that each of the three deadbolts was locked. Tugging at the doorknob, he reassured himself that the door, and what it led to, was secure.
Lily popped into the hallway and Steve spun in his black, size-twelve Dansko clogs. "Lily? You scared me. What are you doing down here? Shouldn't you be getting ready?
"I am ready." She looked behind him at the small door. Stepping in front of it, he yelled with his body language, don't go down there!
"Isn't it bad luck for us to see each other before the wedding?" He smiled.
"We're going to see each other at the rehearsal dinner in like forty-five minutes. What's down there?" She reached for the door and he moved to block her.
"Nothing," he popped, with a shaky smile.
"Nothing? Then why are you always going down there?"
"Well, you got me, my little flower." He put his arm around her and dragged her away from the door. "It's nothing you need to worry about."
"Well, I am worried about it. We're getting married in twelve hours and I don't think we should have any secrets."
"No secrets? No secrets?!? A marriage without secrets is like ... I don't know, it's like a jelly doughnut with no jelly inside, or there's jelly inside but it's clearly marked on the wrapper what flavor of jelly it is. Where's the suspense? Where's the magic? Where's that sudden burst of excitement when you bite into it and there's all this cherry stuff dripping down your chin." Steve struggled with analogies and he often confused sexual innuendos with double entendres; it was his only area of deficiency. "Lil, secrets are the building blocks of the relationship and they form the foundation of a healthy marriage. Secrets and things filled with mystery fruit jelly, if you know what I'm talking about." He winked and nodded. "Maybe I should save the latter for the honeymoon."
Lily stood her ground, arms folded. "Secrets destroy marriages."
"You are one hundred percent wrong on that, Lil. Think about it this way: down the road after we have settled down, won't it be nice to think that I still have a mysterious side that you don't know about?"
"Actually, no, you having a mysterious side kind of scares me."
"Irregardless of how you feel about it now—"
She interrupted him. "It's regardless. Irregardless is not a word."
He ignored her. "Think of it this way: a few years down the road, we're comfortable, I have my practice, my companies, my charities, my world records. You'll have the kids and your routines and, you know, maybe some hobbies. But maybe, all of a sudden, we're getting a little bored. I don't know, maybe things get a little humdrum. You know... How was your day, hon? Pasta in front of the TV again? Didn't you wear that sweater yesterday?" He turned her around and held both her shoulders, gently shaking her. "Won't it be nice to have a secret, or let's call it a surprise. A crazy surprise that could burst out at any moment."
"Burst?" She turned away from him. "The idea of you having a secret surprise that bursts out unexpectedly makes me very uncomfortable."
Steve put a hand on her shoulder, the other to his lips, and he bowed his head to think. "Let me put it another way. You like birthdays. What do you like about birthdays?"
"Parties, cake, presents ..."
"Exactly. Surprise! Secret surprise. What's in the nicely wrapped box? It's a secret but you'll be surprised when it bursts open."
"Bursts open?" Lily cocked her head, confused.
Steve slowly pushed her to the foot of the grand staircase leading to Frederick's east wing. "Surprise party! Hooray, all your friends are here. Surprise! See what I'm getting at, Lil? Secrets are the seeds of wonderful surprises that grow into acres of bumper marriage crops." He seductively raised an eyebrow. "Then we can harvest, and harvest and harvest ..." He bit his lower lip, nodding, and he pretended to drive a tractor.
She interrupted. "There's kind of a difference between secrets and surprises. Surprises are generally good, secrets are typically more ... devious."
Steve wagged his finger. "Irregardless, my blossom, we're debating sematistics.“
“What?”
“Semaphoristics, we’re debating trivial… semaphores.”
“What does this have to do with signal flags?”
Steve ignored her question, “I mean, why is a haunted house fun? Because of the secrets inside ..." He pushed her up a few stairs and turned to leave. "I've got to rehearse my dinner speech."
She shook her head as she slowly climbed the stairs and mumbled under her breath, "Haunted house?"
He quickly turned back to her. "Lil, just so we're clear. Never go into my secret room in the basement."
She stood on the stairs, numb.
He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. "I am so psyched to get married." He turned and bopped down the hall but quickly came skidding back to the foot of the stairs. "Another thing, Lil, you know that pole barn way out on the back forty? The one with no windows and the razor wire fence around it? Sort of looks like it has a retractable roof?"
"Retractable roof, like it opens?" Her face pinched in confusion.
"Don't try and go in there, either." He clapped his hands together and let out a little cheer. "Hooray! So many surprise secrets! Best marriage ever!" He bopped and jived back down the hall.
Gilda swept down the stairs and scooped Lily up. "Where have you been? We have to get ready for dinner."
Lily shook her head slowly, still in a haze of confusion. "I thought ... I thought I was ready." She stared down the hall at Steve as he walked away. "Now ... I'm not so sure."




Dead Guy at the Door
 
The wall protecting Frederick was impressive: nine feet of laid-up fieldstone topped with wrought iron spikes. Every twenty feet along the top, a lantern with a hand-blown mantle caged in tarnished brass gave off a warm glow. A person had to climb up onto the wall to notice that each of the hundred or more lanterns had a bronze badge with a running fox affixed to the base with an embossed F, for Frederick, above it.
Hugh got close enough to see every whisker of the fox on the lantern as Morton hoisted him up onto the wall with a grunt. "Can you make it?"
It was a testament to their lack of breaking-and-entering skills that they decided to breach the wall in a spot where it was most illuminated. Hugh wasn't thinking about getting caught, he was thinking the wall would be easier to climb if he could see what he was doing.
He grabbed hold of the iron spikes and tried to lift himself up, but it was no use. His biceps had atrophied in the Kingdom. At least that's what he told himself. He had never been much of an athlete. The last time he had done a pull-up was in seventh grade.
He held on and looked over the wall at the house. A single room in Frederick's east wing glowed with a golden light. For Hugh there was no doubt Lily was inside. He doubled his effort. "Can you push me any higher?"
Morton growled and lifted him as high as he could and Hugh swung a leg up onto the ledge. He wedged the toe of his wedding shoe between two iron spikes and strained to drag the rest of his body up over the wall. He could feel her on the other side. If he could just get over this wall, his dream would come true. Just one jagged spiked barrier left between love and life and ... 
"Ahhh!" Hugh let go and fell on top of Morton.
"It's no use, it's too high."
Morton was lying in the dirt, moaning, "Awww."
"Are you okay?"
"No." Morton got to his knees and brushed the leaves out of his hair. "I'm sober and it hurts."
"What hurts? Did you break something?"
"No, that little tumble was nothing. Sober hurts. It's been a while." He rubbed his face with his hands.
"There's got to be another way to get in there. We should try the gate." Hugh looked down the wall, where a catering truck was waiting for Frederick's gate to open. "We'll hide in the bushes and after a car goes through we'll run in behind it before the gate closes."
Morton got to his feet. "It's worth a shot."
 
In Frederick's east-wing master suite, Lily sat at the dressing table, staring at herself in the mirror. Gilda stood behind her and gently brushed her hair. "Let's try and go through this again. The best man does what for a living?"
Lily sighed. "I'm not sure, some kind of venture capital medical law thing. But he has a fiancée."
"So? Until the marriage license is signed he's fair game. Maybe he'll have second thoughts, get cold feet. Then I'll swoop in like a buzzard with a pair of wool socks. All sorts of craziness can happen between now and the wedding day. I don't have to tell you that."
Gilda's sharp words sliced between Lily's ribs and she deflated. The little bit of fake happiness she was able to generate on her wedding eve spilled out.
"Oh, Lil, I'm sorry, I didn't mean it. But gosh, that whole thing with that last guy—"
"His name was Hugh."
"What if you got stuck with him? I mean, talk about lucky."
Gilda's knife twisted and Lily slumped against the dressing table.
"Now come on, Lil, you have to admit that Steve is a once-in-a-lifetime whopper of a catch." Gilda looked off in the distance with dreamy eyes and pictured Steve. "He's like a powerful trophy buck and when you go to gut him his insides are full of cash." Sometimes Gilda let her guard down and little hints about her lower-middle-class upbringing in a family of sportsmen slipped out. "I mean, talk about a silver lining to that whole dumped-at-the-altar fiasco. No offense, but Steve is about a billion times better than, what was his name again?"
"But I loved him." Lily started to tear up.
"I know, I know, honey. Don't start crying on me, you'll ruin your makeup. I'm just saying, things couldn't have turned out better for you. And it's sad that he dumped you in front of everyone and then died, but hey, life goes on. Life is for the living. You deserve to be happy."
"I'm not happy." Lily's head collapsed on the dressing table and she started to sob. "I think I'm making a big mistake."
Gilda rubbed her shoulders and took on the persona of a junior high football coach. "Come on now, Lil, don't cry. Chin up, there, kiddo. I mean, look at the doc you’re marrying, look at this house, look at all those luxury cars, look at that boat he has, I mean, scratch boat, that is one hell of a classy yacht. Most people don't have houses decorated as tastefully as that yacht. This is it, this is your big break. Every girl’s dream, you know, your chance to be kept in a means that are noticeably better than that of any of your friends or sorority sisters. Isn't that enough to make you happy?"
Lily looked up at the mirror, her eyes swollen and red. Down deep she knew the answer to Gilda's question, but that answer didn't count anymore.
 
Frederick's main gate was on the south wall of the estate. Thick iron spears arched across the opening and were gathered in the center by an elaborate coat of arms that Steve had designed himself. The shield had a calligraphic F at its center. Two foxes dashing outward in the top left quadrant signified direction and purpose. In the top right was the sun, master of the planets and giver of life. In the lower left quadrant was a swan, signifying motherly sacrifice for future generations. Finally, in the lower right was a water-ski boat, signifying mastery of speed and foot over the viscosity of water. Around its circumference was a phrase in Latin that read, loosely translated: As anointed by his fellow man the champion goes forth and prospers, sunning himself in his own eternal glory. 
With a clank and a ratchet the gate came to life, splitting down the center as it opened outward. A white Cadillac Escalade with gold accents drove through and Frederick began closing his gates, gathering the luxury car to his elegant bosom.
Hugh leapt out of hiding but misjudged how quickly the gates would close. As he sprinted across the wet pavers he hesitated with a slip and a skid, a hesitation bred out of a nagging sense that his desperate attempt to see Lily was somehow wrong. He shook himself. No. This was his only chance for life and love. He charged forward.
It seemed like the gates sensed his attack and reacted by closing more quickly. Hesitation be damned, Hugh dove headfirst into the closing gap. His head made it to the other side but his shoulders and the rest of his body didn't. The powerful gate closed on Hugh's neck. He screamed. With a grinding of gears and a whine of motors, Frederick's gates snapped Hugh’s spine.
Morton looked on in horror. Frozen too long to help, he ran to Hugh's lifeless body and tried to pull it free. The gates doubled down with a crunch and a hiss, holding tighter their prey.
"Hugh? Buddy? Can you hear me?" Morton frantically banged his fist on the coat of arms, yelling at the top of his lungs, "Open the gates! Open the gates! Call 911!" He grabbed the iron spears and pulled with a roar, trying to separate them, but it was no use. They had snapped Hugh’s neck and choked out what little animation he had left in him.
A black Land Rover with an off-white leather interior pulled up to the gate. With a belch, the gate burped open and released Hugh's limp carcass. 
Morton dragged him to the side and pleaded with the driver for help. "Call an ambulance!" 
The occupants responded by rolling up their windows and lurching the car in a quick arc around Hugh's corpse and through the gate. A well-dressed, middle-aged lady in the passenger's seat hid behind a large wedding present.
Morton knelt over Hugh, checking his pulse, shaking his head. "Oh, no." He felt for a heartbeat and startled when he laid his hand on Hugh's chest. "He's already cold, dead cold." He reached up and gently wiped Hugh's eyes close. "Why, God? Why?"
Hugh's eyes snapped back open. Morton shook his head and pushed them closed again. Like spring-loaded window blinds, Hugh's lids rolled open with a slap. 
Morton shook his head, almost crying, and he wrestled himself out of his sport coat, draping it reverently over Hugh's head. Looking from side to side, he grimaced and muttered, "Now I really need a drink."
A tiny muffled cough came from beneath the navy blue burial shroud. Another cough and a wheeze. Morton turned to look as Hugh sat up and pulled the coat off his head.
"What the—" the blood drained from Morton's face and he trembled in horror.
Hugh slurped and wheezed through his tilted head. "Did I make it?" He tried to steady his head but the gate had broken his neck. He no longer had control of his cranium, and it flopped from side to side. Finally he swung it to the right and back, the muscles pulling his mouth agape. "I thought I was going to make it," he moaned from his maw. "Wow, that gate closed fast. Seems like that could be a safety issue."
He swung his head to the side and noticed Morton trembling in fear. "What's a matter?"
"I ... I saw you die," Morton stuttered. "I saw the gate close on your neck and choke you to death."
"Seriously? How long was I out?"
"You were dead, no pulse, your body was cold, stone cold."
"Yeah, about that, there's something I should probably tell you."
A siren howled in the distance and Hugh swung his head toward the crescendo of its approach. "But first we should get out of here."
Hugh got to his feet and stiff-legged it into the woods. His spastic jog made his head flop from side to side. If ever there was a better example of a stereotypical zombie lurching through the Halloween night, Morton hadn't seen it. He thought and tried to make sense of things. This was the strangest of nights. 
With the sirens approaching, Morton was torn between waiting for the cops and fleeing into the woods where the ghost monster was lurking. He did a quick analysis of his options. Following a zombie into the dark woods on Halloween night could lead to a frightening death. But cops meant questions, possible trespassing charges and a hot night of sweaty sobriety in a cold jail cell. His choice was clear. He followed Hugh into the woods.
 
In Frederick's east wing a lone silhouette stood motionless in a window. Lily looked out at the night sky and then down at her engagement ring, a three-carat pink diamond in a platinum Tiffany setting. If only the ring could make the marriage, she thought. In the palm of her other hand was a much smaller engagement ring, point eight two carats set in fourteen-karat white gold. The kind of ring a guy could barely afford after spending a summer insulating attics. She squeezed the ring tight in the palm of her hand and stared at the Halloween moon. In a sad whisper under her breath, she pleaded, "Let me go."
 
Hugh found a culvert under Frederick's north wall. The opening was two feet in diameter and half full of a swampy mix of algae, muck and black water. He crawled down next to it and flopped his head over to look inside. "It's too dark to see, but don't you think if it had a grate they'd put it on this side?"
Morton, who was keeping his distance, hunched his shoulders. "I don't know what to think, about anything, really. To tell you the truth, I'm starting to think that none of this is real. Maybe I'm dead under that bridge back there. Maybe you're a devil tricking me into following you down that pipe, probably right to hell."
Hugh sat on the culvert and held his head with one hand in as natural a position as he could. "You're not dead ... but I am. It's a crazy story, messed up and crazy, so I didn't tell it to you."
"Try me."
"I died three years ago on my wedding day. I crossed over from the Kingdom of the Dead to see her, to tell her I love her, but I only have tonight."
"You're a ghost. The dead can cross over on Halloween. None of that's true." Morton shook his head.
"Go see for yourself. My gravestone is in the cemetery on the hill. Hugh Rudd." He pointed into the night, toward where he felt the cemetery was.
"Maybe I will." Morton plugged his hands into his pockets and turned to leave but then turned back. "If you really are a ghost, why can't you just walk through this wall or float over it or, I don't know, just appear in her bedroom?"
"I don't know. I've never been a ghost before. I guess it doesn't come with any special powers, which is really kind of crappy." Hugh waded into the dark pool and squatted down in front of the culvert. "I don't have much time."
Morton nodded. "Just one more thing. Is it scary?
"Is what scary?"
"Dying."
"No, dying's not that scary, but being dead sure sucks." Hugh ducked down into the culvert. Morton watched and listened as Hugh's complaints echoed and faded down the black tunnel. "Aw man, it's full of spider webs, and the sides are all slimy, and it smells like cow manure ..."
Morton stood for a moment in silence, wondering if any of it had happened. He rattled the pill bottle he had taken out of the ambulance and decided to head back to that bottle of peppermint schnapps he had stashed in the bushes.
 
Hugh flushed from the pipe’s mire into Frederick's interior. Covered in green muck and tangled in spider webs, he tried to pull the long strands of slimy brown moss off his warm-up jacket. At least he hoped it was brown moss. He wiped his eyes clean and emptied the liquid mud out of his shoes. Pulling up his pant leg, he noticed dozens of fat black leeches attempting to feed off his legs. He didn't bother to pull them off. As soon as they got a mouthful of the stale air in his blood vessels, they dropped off and searched for a living host.
The full moon had just crested Frederick's highest ridge and bathed the east gardens in a lunar glow. Hugh slid and scraped in the shadows, making his way to the house. He stopped and leaned on a tree. A beam of moonlight caught his face and he rocked his limp head around and looked up at the warmly lit window in Frederick's east wing. Spiders inched through his hair and spun webs from his ears to his shoulders. Something came over him and for no apparent reason he let out a horrible moan and lurched toward the house.
Quickly inside, through an unlocked patio door, Hugh made his way secretly into the mansion’s interior, lurking in one hiding spot and then bursting across the hall to another. His legs were giving him more trouble than usual. If he had taken the time to read the ministry’s pamphlet on haunting, he would have known that unequal stiffness in the legs was a symptom of being dead in the Land of the Living. Now it was his right leg that wouldn't bend at the knee as he tried to climb the stairs of Frederick's east wing. He leaned against the wall, sliding his way up and smearing drainpipe mud along the Venetian plaster wall.
Upstairs he ducked into an alcove. The house seemed empty. He turned and caught a reflection of a monster in a hallway mirror. He froze in terror, but the trembling turned to despair when he realized the monster was him.
What have I become? What am I doing? I'll scare her to death. This is wrong, I shouldn't have come. He swallowed hard and looked away from the mirror.
I should ... I ... I need to see her.
No longer hiding, he dragged his stiff leg down the center of the hallway toward a door decorated with lace and white ribbon. The word Bride embroidered on a satin heart hung at the center of the top panel. He stood in front of it, his face pinched with anguish.
This is wrong ... so wrong ... but I have to see her.
He reached out, grasped the doorknob and opened the door.




Remember the Kingdom
 
 
Darkness continued to loom over the Kingdom, and a low, undulating cello note sobbed somewhere in the gray nothing. The streets were vacant except for a fog of dust that hung in the air like a crucified veil.
At the Ministry of Life Accountancy Ms. Swindon fine-tuned her position of recline. Hidden snack wrappers crinkled and crunched as she reached to adjust a mirror and get a better view of Hugh's desk. "Excuse me, could we have Hugh's desk moved?" she directed.
Lifeless men hanging in the shadows like stale coats shuffled to Hugh's desk and picked it up.
"Bring it here, close to me."
The men delivered it with a collective sigh and plodded back to their haunts.
Ms. Swindon looked down at the frumpy desk and its hard, cruel chair and imagined her new son-in-law just beneath her. With no need to shout across the room, she could sigh her requests under her breath and they'd waft down onto the broken and bowed man at her feet like a settling gloom.
She looked over at Missy, who was needlepointing a new cover for her chair doughnut—gray cloth with two black skulls kissing. The feminine skull already had Missy embroidered under it in monastic calligraphy. She had just started working on the name under the male skull, which began with an H.
"Tell you what," Ms. Swindon called out to her dusty drapes slumped along the walls. "Let's have the desk right here between Missy and I."
Missy looked up with a smile but quickly tucked it away. Smiling was considered quite rude in the Kingdom. Her eyes kept smiling, though, as the men moaned and dragged Hugh's desk into the dusty little wedge between her and her mother.
 
A wrinkled stablehand blew the dust off a reel of black-and-white film and threaded it into a rickety projector. The pegasi rammed their beefy heads out of their stables and watched as the projector came to life with a clickity-click. On a faded gray sheet hung from the rafters, spliced-together film clips played. Bucking broncos throwing their riders, jockeys being carted off the track in neck braces, polo players helplessly scrambling for cover under a tempest of hooves. A ten-year-old boy in a birthday hat being dragged to his death by a riderless Western pony wearing a cowboy hat. Grisly let out a whinny and applauded with clomps of her right front hoof.
In the barracks, Leroy and the other reapers took slugs off a bottle of brown whiskey as thick as motor oil, their faces still hidden deep in leather hoods, their eyes windows into a blast furnace of torment. Chuck wiped the whiskey from his lips with his remaining sleeve. "So what about this one." He looked around the room. "You ride in after a big accident, like a plane crash, and you say, ‘Did someone call for a garbage pickup? Cause it’s time to take out the trash.’"
The reaper sitting next to Leroy hunched his shoulders. "Ehh."
Chuck tried again, waving his remaining hand for effect. "Okay, how about this. You swoop in and land right in front of them with your sickle fully cocked, ready to swipe, and you say," lowering his voice to a grumble, "‘Mortal, your life has come to an end.’" He slapped his thigh. "Now this is the good part because they're all like, no, not me, please God no, sniff-sniff, cry-cry. And you lower your sickle and you pretend like you're not going to take them. You're all like, gosh, maybe it isn't your time to die, maybe there was a mistake. Sorry if I scared you, buddy. And they're all like, really, I get to live? And then," slapping his thigh again, "you say ‘Sucker!’ And chop their heads off. Huh? Huh? Is that a good one or what?"
The reapers' eyes sunk to the floor with a groan and they shook their heads.
 
Rusty huddled in a hallway with a few council ministers that were sympathetic to his cause. He whispered his pitch. "Now, I'm not saying we have to give up on all the sad stuff, you know, the le
désespéré Crain is always pushing. I'm just thinking we could take it in a new direction. Instead of all doom and death it would be more akin to ... I dunno, riding into the sunset on a pale horse. You know, spirit walkers, dust devils and the sort. Three days’ ride to Goshen, fixin' to lasso a dream buffalo and the like ..." The others tried to understand and subtly nodded in agreement.
 
In a small café, Patrick sat staring out a window while a sullen old man with a bald head and a shocked goatee recited a dour poem. "The pyre is heaped with the souls of the forgotten, the unloved, the unlovables. Set aflame by white bolts of lightning, sorrow ignited, smoldering darkness, the limp embers of torment roast the blinded sky."
Patrick snubbed out his cigarette and allowed himself an unspeakable indulgence. He parked his head in his hands and stared at the Kingdom's nothing sky. Imagining a galaxy of stars, he took a little breath. Under those stars he imagined a living, breathing world and his dear friend Hugh draped in the arms of the woman he loved. It was too painful to picture it, the dream was too wonderful to imagine; it choked him and he started to cry. He lit another cigarette and called out to the poet, "Again, again with the pyre, the smoldering darkness and all that." The poet nodded and repeated his sinking fugue of torment.
 
Ana sat huddled in her illustrated garden, where she had rubbed a section of the wall clean with the sleeve of her robe. She drew two flowers, gently swept up with each other, their stems intertwined. One was graceful and slight, the other a bit gregarious, its petals a bit ruffled. Next to them a flower twice as tall was watching over them, protecting them. She gently stroked the tall flower and stared far, far away.
 
Crain paced the oak planks around the enormous gears, chains and springs that made up the Kingdom's soul clock. Above, in the tower's dome, an elaborate tangle of moons, stars and planets impaled on brass rods slowly trembled and ticked out the passing of time. A frail butterfly made of gold and perched on a silver cherry blossom descended into the dark center of the clock. The end of the season of life, spring and summer, was just a few hours away. From the clock’s dark center, a chamber cracked open and an all-consuming blackness bellowed out. The season of cold dying death was rising. Crain's eyes lit up and welcomed it. 
He exited the clock’s mechanism chamber through a small hatch held open by Jerry. "There are only a few hours left, then the season of death takes hold."
Jerry nodded. "Is there any chance he'll find it, you know, find L-O-V-E?"
"How could he find something that doesn't exist?"
"Then why did you let him go?" 
"When he returns, heartbroken, despising that life he once cherished, I'll hold him up for all to see. His complete failure will finally put an end to these grumblings about L-O-V-E.”
Jerry slowly nodded again and they walked out onto a balcony where the entire Kingdom sprawled out at their feet. Crain propped one of his dance shoes up on the parapet. "Without L-O-V-E, the Land of the Living has nothing. The sooner they realize it's a myth, nothing but a fantasy, they will bow to despair and be blinded by darkness. This season of dying will last for eternity."
Jerry was confused. "Forever? But the season of life will return, right?"
Crane cracked a sinister grin. "There is no immutable law that life must exist."
Jerry shook his head. "But that's crazy."
Crain slowly nodded, his body swelling with the echoes of souls in despair. "Can you sense it? A gathering storm, a swelling night ascending." He put his hand on Jerry's shoulder. "I have a vision of eternity. When the brokenhearted spirit returns, I will ignite my prophecy."
"Prophecy?" Jerry stuttered, scared.
Crain made a fist. "Not just a Kingdom, a growing empire. Death will reign supreme."
A bolt of black lightning shot across the horizon and Crain laughed with evil glee.




Reunited
 
 
Hugh opened the door to Lily's room but quickly shut it. He recomposed himself in the hallway, trying to shake the green glop off his pants and brush the spiders out of his ears. He hunched his shoulders up to support his head in a somewhat upright and centered position and then ran his fingers through his hair, which only served to add height and structure to the brown stuff clinging to it. He reached out and knocked on the door.
There was no answer. He knocked again, this time pressing his ear to the satin embroidered "Bride" heart hanging from the door. He listened for Lily to respond. There was nothing but silence. Biting his lower lip, he opened the door and peeked in. "Hello, is anybody here?"
The room looked empty, so he quietly walked in. "Hello? Lily?"
A voluminous wedding dress hung from a wardrobe rack, with the veil carefully perched on an armature above. Pins tented the train to the carpet. Hugh, tangled and dark, stood in stark contrast to the radiant shimmer of the invisible bride.
He reached out with his dirty, dehydrated hand and stroked the soft veil.
Suddenly the high-pitched screech of a woman shattered the room, and he turned to see a maid standing in the doorway. Hugh held his hands out in a calming gesture. "Don't be scared, I won't hurt you."
The maid kicked aside her vacuum and stormed across the room to confront Hugh. Face-to-face with him, she studied every detail of his appearance, her mouth agape. Then she spoke. "That costume rules! And the makeup is ... I don't have words to describe it, a pro did this, this is like Wayne Toth, Drag Me To Hell good.” She reached out and touched the brown moss on his sleeve. "How did you make that? It's still wet. Is there a new spirit gum on the market? And the base color, the skin looks so dead and creepy, is that Colorset powder airbrushed on or ..." She took a step back. "I'm sorry, I'm just a huge horror makeup geek. I got my MFA in costume design and makeup at Emerson. Lot of good that did me." She swooped back in for a closer look and Hugh took a step back. "Oh my God, are those spiders moving?" Looking closer, "Where are the batteries? Those must cost a fortune."
"Actually, I'm a friend of the bride. Do you know where she is?"
"They're all up at the church, rehearsing. Seriously, who did this makeup? I gotta take a pic." She pulled out her camera phone.
Hugh backed toward the door. "I'm in a real hurry. Where's the church?"
"Out the front gate and left. Hold on, please let me get a couple pics." She aimed the phone but squinted at the screen. "What's going on? It's not working, you're not showing up." She punched her thumb into the keypad, and the camera made several clicks. “Like you’re invisible or some—“ 
"I really have to go." Hugh lurched out of the room and down the hall.
The maid looked at the pictures on her phone, showing just an empty room with a strange flare of light at the center of it. She rubbed the tiny lens and muttered, "This thing must be broken."
 
 
The small chapel on the hill was surrounded by parked luxury sedans. A few of the luxury SUVs were parked haphazardly in the grass between the church and the cemetery. Their owners would jump at any chance to show off the all-terrain abilities of their vehicles.
Inside, the wedding party stood in loose formation at the altar. The bridesmaids fidgeted with makeup and hair while the groomsmen tapped away on smartphones. Reverend John "Lucky" Fanciollo wore a fanciful vest with hundreds of colors and an elaborate syringa tree on the back quilted out of electric green and gold chiffon. He curled his toes in his bedazzled purple Crocs and squinted as he read from his handwritten notes, "Let no one wreck asunder, blah, blah, blah, so mote it be, blah, blah, blah, shining enlightenment of harmony forever cleaving the essence of joyous unity, blah, blah, blah ..." He shuffled a few pages, confused. "Oh wait, here it is ... The continuous circle of soul essence." He looked at Lily and then at Hugh, and they both shrugged
their shoulders. "The ring," he prompted. 
Steve looked to the best man. "Dude, you’re on."
The best man also shrugged.
"What? I thought there was going to be a kid with a pillow or something." 
Steve shook his head. "Did you not read the e-mail I sent you?"
The best man pulled out his BlackBerry. "When did you send it?"
Gilda snapped, "Are you kidding me? How many times did I say we should have had a rehearsal for the rehearsal. Am I the only one up here who gives a crap's ass about this being a perfectly flawless wedding?"
The Reverend tried to calm her down. "Now, I know weddings can be stressful. It's best to focus on the joyful parts, the gathering of the family tribes in peace, the confluence of communal waters ..."
Gilda stepped into him, with a pointed finger jabbed into his vest and a terse whisper, "It's her special day."
Frightened, Lucky backed down and tried to appease her. "Alright, listen up, people, let's try to get this right."
Gilda shot him a threatening look. He stuttered, "Let's not try, let’s do. Let's get this absolutely right and perfect."
 
Outside, Hugh scrambled up a ledge and peered through a stained glass window into the church. Through the rose-colored glass of John the Baptist’s sleeve he saw ripples of Lily, perfect and sweet, an elegant flower in a vase of a dress placed on the steps of the altar. It was worth it, coming back to see her. He smiled, and for the first time in a long time he forgot about everything. He was just him, looking at the girl he loved, and nothing else mattered.
 
Inside, Gilda was having words with the best man, trying to charm him and direct him at the same time. "I realize your career is very important and I'm absolutely fascinated by it and of course by you, but could you do me a huge favor and play along with this rehearsal thing, you know, put away the phone and pay attention? I'd really appreciate it and who knows, maybe I'll find some way to return the favor." She winked at him.
Steve was glad-handing his mother-in-law-to-be with stories of his attempt to barefoot water-ski from Saint Martin to Bermuda. 
Lily stood at the altar, feeling alone. She looked around, realizing that she had set this day in motion and wasn't brave enough to go up against its momentum.
She felt she didn't have the courage to live the life she wanted, but it was sadder than that. She wasn't lacking the courage, she was lacking the will. 
She apathetically looked around the church and noticed a set of eyes peeping through a stained glass window. When she squinted to see who it was, the head ducked down. She walked toward the window and the head briefly popped up, then down. She heard someone outside tumble onto the ground, and then, through the cream-colored glass of St. Peter’s robe, she saw someone spastically flee into the cemetery. 
 
 
Lily walked out of the church and into the dark of night, leaving behind her the colorful glow coming out of the church windows and making her way under the steel blue light of the moon. Nothing else was moving. Maybe it was kids, she thought. She turned to go back inside, but something caught her eye. A heap of dirty, tattered rags someone had piled behind a gravestone. She walked toward it, and the heap came to life. It sprung and jived deeper into the cemetery.
She cautiously followed. "Hello? Who is it?"
Hugh lurched deeper into the graveyard. He kept running long enough to remember why he had come. He stopped and hid behind a large gravestone. A small clearing a few yards in front of the stone was bathed in moonlight, and Lily stopped there. "Hello? Anybody there?"
"Don't be afraid. I promise I won't hurt you." Hugh projected his voice calmly.
"Won't hurt me? Why would you hurt me? Now I'm afraid." She gathered her arms to her chest and began to retreat.
"No, seriously, don't go. You know me ... I know you ... we know each other."
"You're creeping me out." She continued her hasty retreat.
"Lily," he pleaded.
She stopped, not looking back.
He calmly walked toward her with his arms at his side, palms facing her. He desperately wanted to grab her, hold her, squeeze her.
"Don't. Don't come near me." She turned and looked him in the eyes. She knew right away it was him. She wasn't shocked, she was expecting something like this. She had played this scene over and over in her head, sitting on that overstuffed transitional couch, staring out that duplex window. Somehow he would come back, somehow she would see him again.
Hugh stood frozen, his hands slightly raised in a surrender position. "Don't freak out, it's ... I'm not ... I'm ..."
She took a step closer and studied him, his hands, his long fingers and deep nail beds. The slender nose. She saw past the tatters and the slime, the broken neck and pale skin. 
Eyes are so small. In terms of surface area on the human body, the eyes make up less than one percent. A pinky fingernail is bigger than an iris. But his eyes were everything. She looked into them, gray flecks and all. She knew, however impossible, it was him.
She took a deep breath and lowered her eyes to the ground.
Hugh took a half step toward her, arms spread for an embrace. She stopped him with an arm outstretched. "No, don't. Just don't." She looked him in the eyes again, took a deep breath, and with a tremor of reality she let out a bloodcurdling shriek.
She escaped into the cemetery, running frantically. Hugh chased, jerking and weaving among the gravestones. The quicker he chased, the faster she ran. He stopped and called out to her, "Lil, stop. I'm sorry."
She stopped. With her back to him, she shook her head. "It's not really you."
Hands at his side, palms patting toward the ground, he tried to calm her down. "I know this is crazy."
She spun around, her fingers crossed in front of her face, "Back, demon, back!”
Hugh surrendered, putting his hands up. "Are you asking me to back up? I'll back up, just please don't run away, I ..."
Lily slapped her cheeks and shook her head. "It seems so real. Oh my God I'm freaking out." She bent over and put her head between her knees and heaved coarse breaths.
He took a step toward her, trying to help. "Are you okay?"
"Back! Back, demon!" Still bent over, she warded him off.
He retreated a half step. "This was a bad idea. I'm sorry, Lil. I'll go. I just wanted to, you know, say I'm sorry, sorry for everything, and ..."
She straightened up and brushed the hair from her bewildered eyes. She did a quick breathing exercise, circling her hands and whispering something in Hindi. Then she said, "Okay, Lil, you're having a serious psychic break here. Stress of the wedding, the pills, all the stuff I haven't dealt with, the stuff I packed away deep down in my subconscious basement. Plus, I think I'm dehydrated." She pinched the skin on her arm.
"Listen, Lil—"
She snapped back at him with a spiked finger. "No, uh-uh. You. Quiet." 
Hugh shrunk another half step away and Lily composed herself. With one deep breath she re-centered and settled down. But then she shook her head. "Shit, am I already preggers?" She felt her stomach. "No, that's impossible. It's the dieting. All that green tea, I'm potassium deficient. Gilda has almonds." With a deep breath she turned to Hugh. "Okay. You. I'm just going to listen to what you have to say. I guess on some bizarre subconscious level I need to hear it. Then I'm going to package this whole crazy cemetery experience up in a tight little bundle and tuck it away until after the wedding ... and the honeymoon ... and after all the thank-you cards go out. Then I'll schedule some time with my therapist friend and have her slowly guide me through unpacking this horrible, horrible break in reality."
"I'm sorry, Lil, I never meant to hurt you."
She nodded. "Actually this makes a lot of sense. Imagining the ghost of the guy that stood me up at my last wedding the night before this wedding. That has to be a healthy and normal reaction to the amount of stress I've been under. That's totally healthy, I'm not sick, I just didn't deal with this as completely as I thought I did. You're like all the residual crap that ..." She went back to her yoga breathing. "I'm just going to roll with this."
"Lil, I'm so, so sorry, I made a huge mistake, I was an idiot, I ..."
"You motherfucker! I loved you and you ..." She fought back the tears. "No, this is good, this is stuff I need to hear myself say. I've been hung up on this for too long."
"You're right. I'm so sorry, Lil ..."
"Is that all you're going to do? Stand there and say you’re sorry? You hurt me, you hurt me really bad. You tore my heart out and stamped on it. I cried for a year after you died. I never stopped crying ... I loved you so ..." She stamped her heel into the ground three times and wiped away a tear. "I had to start taking a special multivitamin because I was crying out all the minerals in my tear glands."
She held her hands to her cheeks. "If this makes my rosacea act up I will never forgive you."
"I got cold feet on our wedding day, but I realized what a mistake I had made and I turned around. I was heading back to the church, I was driving so fast to get back to you, I lost control of the car ... I just wanted you to know that ... I'm really, really sorry."
She took a deep breath. "Okay ... I accept that. I guess I needed to hear that from you or your spirit or whatever this apparition of you represents. Now I can go forward with my life, get this wedding out of the way, you know, long comfortable life with my new husband, doing a lot of boating or whatever." She exhaled and relaxed. "There, I think I'm over it. I'm going to take some vitamins, drink a large bottle of water, two large bottles of water, maybe a Wild Turkey chaser, and I'm going to try and put the happy glowing bride thing back together." She waved her hand in the air. "Can you dissolve or fly away or something, just so I can be sure I'm imagining all this?"
He raised his shoulders. "Sorry, I can't. I wish I could. I don't really have any special powers."
"This is so bizarre. I feel like it's you, like you're really here, like I could touch you. But you have to go. For what's left of my mental health you need to disappear, poof, dissolve."
"I'm sorry, Lil, it doesn't work that way."
"What if I turn around and then you go and hide. Then when I turn back around you'll be out of sight and I'll just imagine that you evaporated up into the sky or something."
"Okay." Hugh nodded.
She turned her back to him. He took a moment and looked at her, tried to capture in his mind a permanent picture of her graceful silhouette. At that moment he realized he had to go. A sudden sinking feeling came over him.
She doesn't love me anymore. I have to go back to the Kingdom, I have to go back to being dead.
He deflated. There was so much more he wanted to tell her. To share with her. This was not how he wanted it to end.
"I'm getting ready to turn around now."
He shrunk behind a gravestone. Sitting in the dirt, he pulled his knees into his chest and hugged them tight.
Lily took a deep breath. "I'm turning around, please be gone."
She turned around and he wasn't there. She nodded and felt a little bit lighter, like she had finally unloaded something that had been wearing her down. But then she spotted Hugh's wedding shoe sticking out from behind a gravestone. "I can see your shoe."
He quickly tucked it in. "Oops, sorry."
She stared at the gravestone, wondering what it all meant. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
Please, please, please let me go.
She opened her eyes and saw only the gravestone. She tried to imagine that it was all a dream.
"Are you eff-ing kidding me!" Gilda marched between the headstones, angry. "I've been looking everywhere for you." She grabbed Lily by the elbow and dragged her back toward the church. "Stop being so selfish. This isn't just about you, Lil. I need this. I need to believe that a woman in her early thirties can still find a man who ticks all the boxes. A man without excess baggage." She mumbled and shook her head as she pulled Lily up the church stairs, “Brats from a previous marriage are not bonus kids."
Lily stopped on the top step and looked back out on the graveyard below. She didn't want to, she tried to imagine her eyes were playing tricks on her, but she could still see Hugh's silhouette slumped behind the gravestone. 
She sighed with a frown, but before she had a moment to think, Gilda roughly tugged her back into the church. "You're doing this, Lil. There's no turning back now. It's your special eff-ing day, deal with it!"




Reclined in a Graveyard
 
 
Hugh slowly walked through the graveyard with his hands in his pockets. With his fingers, he traced the serrated edges of the bottle cap Ana had given him. Things hadn't gone like he'd planned. There was no loving embrace, no magic kiss that brought him back to life. Sprinting through the gate into the Land of the Living, he was so sure that love would save him. The night was passing him by and he sulked between the gravestones, farther from Lily and life than he had ever felt before.
He stopped and looked up at the last few dead leaves that clung to the trees. They'd eventually let go, fall to the ground and slowly rot, looking back up at the branches where they spent their best days fanned out in the sun, swayed by a gentle breeze. 
Up ahead, across from Hugh’s grave, Morton reclined on the ground, propped against another tombstone. He took a sip from his bottle of peppermint schnapps. With his free hand he dug around in the dirt, unearthing pebbles and acorns to lob at Hugh's gravestone.
 As Hugh walked up, Morton pushed the tombstone back, shifting it to a more comfortable angle.
"You know, they hate that."
"What?" Morton pushed the stone back even farther and wriggled into a comfy recline.
"The dead, they hate it when you disrespect their graves."
"Really? But I sort of knew this guy." Morton turned and looked at the name on the stone he was using for a backrest. "Good ole Lou Fuller." He turned back around and got comfortable. "Good guy, great guy, the best ... If it's the Lou Fuller I'm thinking of."
Hugh stood in front of his gravestone, focusing on the blank space under his name. No wife, no kids, no grandkids. Just his name, the dates of his brief life and nothing else.
"So how did that go?" Morton asked.
"She forgave me. I said I was sorry and she forgave me."
"Well, there you go. Mission accomplished." Morton raised his bottle to Hugh. "Now you can rest in peace."
"I wish."
"What's the problem?"
Hugh lightly kicked his gravestone with the toe of his shoe. "I don't want to go back to being dead."
"Gosh, I don't know if there's anything you can do about that." Morton took a long slug off his bottle.
Hugh took the beer bottle cap out of his pocket and set it on top of his gravestone. Under his breath he mumbled, "Better to let go."
"I wish I could cheer you up, kid. We all gotta die, right? I mean, I'll be down there pretty soon myself. I bet it's all creepy and scary. Sort of like a dungeon with stuff dripping from the ceiling and ..."
"There's no dripping, it's really dry down there."
"Well, that will be good for my allergies. You know, maybe you haven’t got things so bad. You got to come back and see her, she forgave you, maybe things will be better for you now."
"But I still love her."
"Yeah, well, you're dead, she's not. She's got a new guy, long life in front of her, you don't. It's just the way things have to be."
"It's not fair. I really love her. True love is supposed to conquer all. I'm supposed to come back to life." Hugh kicked his gravestone.
Morton watched, studying him. "I'm starting to realize what it is you are. You're not just a ghost, you're a tormented spirit, unable to rest peacefully in your grave. You've come back on Halloween to mess with the living. Don't get me wrong, it's understandable, maybe even justifiable, but it's a real jerk thing to do. Sort of like you're a poor loser."
"Don't you get it? I had to come. I love her."
"Yeah, but you rising up from the dead, slinking around, sliding through tunnels all creepy, trying to see her, that's not love. That's called haunting and you're doing that for you."
"I didn't mean to haunt her, I just wanted to hold her." Hugh reached his arms out slightly and imagined Lily between them. He held her close, not letting go.
 "I bet you scared the crap out of her. You know, if you really loved her you would have stayed dead, not come up here and scare her to death on her wedding day. Think about it, you ruin her first wedding by not showing up and dying. Now the night before her second wedding, look who's back to spoil things. Yep, that's an asshole move, buddy."
"It's not like that. I'm doing this because I care about her. I love her."
"You know what you are? You're an evil spirit, plain and simple. But you're so wrapped up in yourself and what you want you can't see it. Yeah, you think you're doing good, but you're really doing bad."
Hugh yelled, eyes wide and angry, "But I love her!"
"Yeah, and you told her that, right? Now it's time for you to go."
Hugh grabbed his head with both hands, his mouth slack. "I didn't. I told her I was sorry but I didn't tell her I loved her." He looked up at the moon, his voice quick and nervous. "How much time do I have?"
Morton shrugged. "I don't wear a watch. I gave up on telling time, I'm letting time tell me."
Hugh gazed out at the eastern sky. "There's still plenty of time, there has to be." He lurched into the night and back toward the church.
Morton watched him go. Crossing his arms and getting comfortable, he wondered if this was a dream or a nightmare, and he wondered when it would end.




Collective Hysteria
 
Steve's dad, George, hovered around Lily's mom, Patricia, in Frederick's grand ballroom. The room was a cathedral of cherry wood finished in a satin lacquer. Impressive wrought chandeliers cascaded from the vaulted ceiling and gave the room the perfect golden glow. The pumpkins had been pulled from the rehearsal dinner centerpieces and replaced with miniature ears of Indian corn and bright red oak leaves.
Guests were finishing their entrées of Cornish hen served with a parsnip puree and rosemary-infused cranberry glaze. Lily's mom had the vegetarian option, which was pumpkin ravioli in a white sauce that had just a hint of maple syrup. George timed his approach perfectly, knowing that halfway into their conversation he would be called to the microphone to deliver the first of many toasts. Always leave them wanting more, that was George's motto.
"How was your dinner, Patricia?" He peered down the V-neck of her Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress at the bumps on her sternum. Clearly, this was a woman who did a lot of Pilates.
"It was wonderful. The entire evening has been absolutely wonderful." She smiled.
"I wish we had more time to get to know each other, but let me just say your daughter is very, very attractive. I can see where she gets it from."
Patricia laughed, and George crouched down to meet her at eye level. "I'm not sure if you have discussed this with Lily, but your son-in-law-to-be …" He pulled up his sleeve and checked the time on his Patek Philippe. "… to-be in less than eleven hours, well, Steve stands to inherit a company I started from scratch, and while he's successful in his own right, my baby-furniture empire leads the industry in sales volume ..."
Across the room, Lily pushed her plate away. She hadn't touched the hen. Gilda had advised her that nobody wanted to see the bride tearing into a bird carcass with knife and fork on her wedding eve. If she was lucky she'd have a private moment for a bite out of a flax and sunflower seed protein bar she kept tucked in a small slit cut in the lining of her dress. The truth was she wasn't hungry. She gulped wine and pretended to smile while Steve kept the head table rapt with stories of surgically saving lives with his bare hands and setting world speed records with his bare feet. "Jesus walked on water, I glide across it at a hundred fifty-three miles an hour."
 
Outside, along Frederick's east wall, a creature floated up from the depths of a stagnant pond. Not bothering to dump the muck out of his shoes or wipe the brown stuff off his face, Hugh lurched toward the house.
 
George’s timing was off. He hadn't been called to the mic and he was now running the risk of boring Patricia. "Now the child labor laws in South America are vastly different. I'm not passing judgment on whether that's right or wrong, it's their country. If they want to put their kids to work right out of third grade, so be it. My big idea was this. Doesn't it just make plain sense to use child labor to build children's furniture? You know, give them some authorship in the products they use? I mean, think about it this way, Patricia, successful companies with brilliant owners push boundaries. And yes, sometimes those boundaries collapse suddenly and trap children underneath them, unable to breathe. But answer me this, unable to breathe or unwilling to breathe?" It was obvious where Steve got his analogy problem from.
Steve interrupted the murmur in the room by clicking on the mic. "Is this on, can you hear me? Can you hear me now?" The room chuckled with polite laughter and Steve made the mistake of tagging the punch line again. "Can you hear me now?" He laughed. "Thank you so much for coming and sharing this wonderful evening with us. Recently I was performing a hand transplant, it's one of the most complicated procedures out there, and I realized hands are how we touch each other and that's how Lily touched me. She put her hands on me and touched me ... She touched me ..." He fumbled for his notes. "Touched my heart ... and tomorrow when she takes my hand in marriage we will have two hands touching each other." He put down his notes. "So with your hand ... one of your hands, please raise your glass in a toast to hands and touching each other and Lily." The guests complied and raised their glasses.
George got up from his crouch and winked at Patricia. "You'll have to excuse me, that's my cue."
 
Outside, Hugh slid along Frederick's perimeter, trying to open every door and window. The place was locked up tight. Luckily, the caterers had propped open a back door with a five-gallon bucket half full of rosemary-infused cranberry glaze. Hugh snuck in and made his way to the grand ballroom.
 
George was on the mic. His voice boomed and he waved his free hand in grand gestures, punching up the I’s in his speech. "When I was a young man, younger than Steve is now, I had a thought. I wondered to myself, wow, there's a lot of babies out there, what are they going to sleep on? They can't sleep on the floor. Well, I guess they could but they wouldn't be very comfortable. And besides, the floor is dirty. Aha, I thought, baby beds. So through very hard work I grew a small company into one of the top baby and child furniture empires in the United States. I think it's more like the top baby and child furniture company in the world, but that's not important. Accountants and businesspeople like myself have different ways of measuring a company’s phenomenal success. Anyway, back to more about me ..."
While George continued his toast, Hugh made his way down the grand hallway toward the double French doors that opened into Frederick's grand ballroom. He hid in a small alcove that housed a bronze bust of Steve and spied on Lily, waiting for an opportunity to get her alone. But George was taking too long. He was now talking about how he tried skateboarding on his sixty-fifth birthday and then went on to win the senior X Game Vert championship later that year. Hugh couldn't wait any longer. He stood up as straight as he could and propped his head upright. He would march in there and tell Lily he loved her.
He stepped out of hiding and grabbed the handles of both doors.
 
Morton had just woken up from the most spectacular dream. In it he was wearing a white two-button sport coat, jeans and boating shoes with no socks. He was sober and healthy and ... He wasn't sure about this last part. It seemed he was happy or not sad or something. There was a woman in the dream that wasn't his wife and he got the feeling they were more than friends.
Up on his feet, he was a little more tipsy than usual. The pills were amplifying the schnapps and the schnapps was causing the pills to rapidly metabolize. His head was a washy swirl of soft gray. He looked around. He couldn't believe he was somewhat conscious in a graveyard. The night with Hugh was somehow and somewhat real, the white sport coat was the dream.
No, I imagined the ghost.
He stumbled over to Hugh's gravestone. "I made it all up. What are these docs putting in these pills?" But then he noticed the beer bottle cap Hugh had left on top of the stone. Hamm's, slightly bent. They hadn't made Hamm's in bottles in decades. The last time he had Hamm's in a bottle was ...
His heart momentarily stopped. His blood vibrated with electricity and shocked him sober.
 
Hugh had the double French doors open a crack when a woman behind him came out of the ladies’ room and screamed. He turned and assured her, "I'm not going to hurt anybody."
Too late, the woman had unholstered her pepper spray from her clutch and unloaded the entire contents into Hugh's face.
He coughed and wheezed as he stumbled backward through the French doors and into the ballroom. The guests gasped. He rubbed his eyes and stumbled to the center of the room like an injured animal. He spastically looked up with blood red eyes and let out a terrible howl. The ladies shrieked in horror and the men stumbled over themselves to escape to the walls.
"It's hideous. What is it?" Gilda gasped.
A few of Steve's waterskiing buddies got up the courage to surround Hugh and protect the wedding party. They used chairs, lion-tamer style, and kept Hugh jostled between them.
Hugh looked at Lily and screamed, "I love you!"
Lily took some deep breaths and leaned into Steve to ask, "Honey, how common are mass hallucinations?" 
Steve had a strange reaction to Hugh. He wasn't afraid. He even seemed to be a little excited. "That's no hallucination. That thing is real."
Lily shook her head with a fake laugh. "If this is someone’s idea of a prank, I'm not laughing."
Hugh rushed the bridal table and two of the biggest water-skiers grabbed him. Restrained, he cried out to Lily, "I love you, Lily, I can't stop loving you."
Lily gasped. "Stop it! It's horrible. Please make it stop." She buried her head in Steve's chest.
"Don't worry, Lil, I'll protect you." Steve handed Lily to Gilda and the other bridesmaids, who ushered her out of the room.
Hugh moaned, "Lily!" as they twisted him to his knees.
Steve stood over Hugh with a smug grin. "Hey freak-show, you just ruined my rehearsal dinner." He swung with a powerful uppercut to Hugh's right lower jaw. The warm glow of Frederick's grand ballroom faded quickly to black.




Fifteen Babies
 
 
Hugh woke up in Steve's secret basement chamber. It was a classy secret chamber, actually classy contemporary. More like an aficionado's wine vault than a torture dungeon. He was chained to a stainless steel chair with black vinyl cushions that had specific places to tie down feet and arms with medical-grade straps. With a few twists of the knobs and pulls at the levers it ratcheted into a table. It was a disturbing piece of furniture. If Hugh had crazy monster ghost powers like he had thought he was going to have, he could have broken free from it easily. He would have busted free and used the chains as a weapon, thrashing and growling his way back to Lily. Gathering her in his arms, he would climb Frederick's steeple and roar at the circling planes, declaring to all the world in his zombie howl that she was his and they were in love.
The only thing strange in Steve's secret chamber besides Hugh chained to a torture chair was a row of pristine bassinets painted new-baby white. Steve walked out of the shadows, brushing his hand along their lace canopies. "My father had these made specially by the finest twelve-year-old carpenters in all of Honduras." 
Steve took an armless chair and swung it around to face Hugh. He sat in it backwards, his legs spread, his elbows up on the backrest. "So who or what the hell are you?" 
Hugh mumbled through his slumped head, "I'm Lily's old fiancé."
"But you died."
Hugh's chin was tucked into his chest, and his neck was a limp noodle. "I came back for her."
Steve beamed and scraped the chair in a little closer. "You're a ghost, a spirit, the walking dead, a resurrected body." He reached out and touched Hugh's shoulder. "Holy crap." He smiled. "The universe is trying to communicate something to me. What message do you have, celestial spirit walker?"
"I love Lily." Some residual green swamp water leaked from Hugh's mouth. He tried to wipe it off, but the chains restricted his hands to his lap.
Steve popped up out of the chair and paced excitedly. He looked at the stairs leading out of the basement and whispered to himself with a grin, "The cosmos are jealous of the vessel I have chosen for my prodigy. They sent a creature to steal her away. Everything is proceeding exactly as I have planned." He tented his fingers in front of his face.
"What?" Hugh was gaining back his strength and swung his head up and back to look at Steve.
Steve turned to him. "Everything is proceeding exactly as I have—"
"I heard you. Let me go, I don't have much time."
"Ha. You'd like that, wouldn't you. Then you could spoil my plans."
"Plans?"
"Plans have been made, demon, plans have been made. I should have expected unearthly forces would align against me." 
"What plans?"
 Steve raised an eyebrow and nodded before remounting the chair in front of Hugh. "After the wedding I'll seal off the grounds of Frederick and fill the moat. The perimeter of Frederick's wall will be patrolled by south Texas cattle dogs, The most vicious of the canine breed. They'll attack you from behind before you even know they're there. Dogs, yes, lots of circling, hungry dogs." Steve's mind wandered for a moment, then he snapped back. "Then, in complete isolation, here in Frederick's caverns, Lily will produce fifteen children for me and I will raise them up to carry forth my message to the world."
"You're crazy. Does Lily know about this? Let me go, I need to see Lily."
"Never."
Hugh rocked his head from one shoulder to the other. "If you don't let me go I will ... suck out your soul."
Steve thought for a moment. "If you could really do that, you would have already. Ha, gotcha." He wagged his finger at Hugh. "You're devious. You see, Hugh, yes I know your name, Lily has awoken me many a night with sobs of your name. But you see, not long ago I was being pulled by a helicopter across the water at one hundred seventy-three miles per hour. My bare feet were skimming across a surface that would drown mere mortals. It was then I realized something." His eyes floated to the ceiling. "I realized there was no God, and if there was no God, then by logical definition and quantification I came to the conclusion that I, Steve Moore, M.D., must be God."
Hugh shook his head. "What? That doesn't even begin to make sense. You realized there was no God, therefore you were God. What happened to the there is no God idea?"
"I realized I was God. Duh." Steve shook his head. "I always knew that simpleminded folk wouldn't be able to grasp the reality of what I was saying. That's why I need the kids." He kicked his voice up to an evangelical tone. "And they will know him thanks in part to the gentle sweetness of his childs, the fifteen radiant angels."
"Childs? That's not a word," Hugh spat out, exasperated. "But that's beside the point, this is ridiculous. She can't have fifteen babies, that's impossible, it's biologically not possible."
Steve's eyes lit up. "Fifteen golden warriors. Two batches of sextuplets followed by a final divine batch of triplets." He walked over to a sideboard and reverently pulled out a drawer full of syringes and vials of fertility drugs. "You see, Hugh, the universe has given me the tools and the power to control everything." He slid the drawer closed and looked at his hands in amazement. He walked over to Hugh. "Is the chair comfortable?"
Hugh moaned and fought the chains.
"It's not designed for sitting, it's designed for birthing babies. I added the restraints in case Lily isn't ... What's the word I'm looking for ... cooperative."
Hugh fought with all his might against the chains. "You're crazy. Not just crazy, you're like, crazy-crazy. Like not funny crazy. Let me go."
Steve put his hands on his hips and pumped out his chest. "The first six, all boys. The second six, all girls. The final three?" He broke from his pose. "We'll see. I'm kind of keeping my options open in case I need to backfill some positions in my righteous army of destiny." He raised his voice to thunder, "Thus spoke the rising god of eternal bliss and awesomeness."
"You're insane, you realize that, don't you? The stuff coming out of your mouth doesn't make sense. It's like verbal upchuck."
"Ha. There's not just verbs coming out of my mouth, demon. There's nouns and adjectives too. I am God. If I wasn't, then why would the evil forces of the netherworld send you to try and destroy my wedding, steal my vessel, twart my plans?"
"Thwart your plans?"
"Yeah, there's lots of different ways to pronounce words, you know." Steve hefted a large stack of paper. "I've already started writing my holy book. The working title is Steve, Because I Said So." He flipped to a page and started reading, "Book one, chapter one, verse one. And lo, the masses listened to static until a gloriously supreme being tuned in the truth and sang his righteous song. And the ruler almighty, the one and only supreme being, was called Steve." He put the pages down. "I haven't had a lot of time to work on this. I'll have more time to write once Lily is ripe with my golden fruits." Steve pranced across the room, excited. "I almost forgot." He unzipped a garment bag, revealing a hideous prairie dress sewn out of lilac gingham. It was designed in a way to make the wearer appear thirty pounds heavier. "Lily will incubate and nourish my gifts to the universe wearing this." He stroked the coarse fabric and set it aside. Picking up a shoe box, he propped open the lid and revealed a pair of cheap pink-and-blue mules. The toe of the shoe said “Let's play tennis” but the lack of backs said “Let's sit on the couch and snack.” "These are the shoes." Steve put his hand on his hip, in a fay fluster.
"I want her to wear a hat, but I've been so busy I haven't found the right one."
"You're insane."
Steve tossed his head back with a smile. "There's a fine line between insane and insanely brilliant ... insanely awesome ... insanely divine." He put down the shoe box and walked down the row of bassinets, gently rocking them, imagining the babies inside. "Andrew, he'll be the one who always smiles. Emily will be the tomboy, tall and strong. William and Klaus." He stood and rocked two bassinets. "They won't get along as children, but after I build them into mighty broadcasters of my truth they'll put their differences aside and be best buds."
"This is crazy. Your head is stuck in crazy-town." Hugh continued to squirm against the restraints.
"Crazy? Really? Is it crazy for a mortal god to want a family? Huh? A family of fifteen golden combatants, glorious in their earthen form. Whom, at a predetermined time, will gather up in the chrysalis and launch toward the promised land of infinite bliss and wisdom." Steve was daydreaming, his head in the clouds again. He slowly paced the cellar with a grin on his face.
Hugh shook his head the best he could. "Wait ... Chrysalis? Launch? Is there going to be some kind of spaceship—"
Outraged, Steve snapped, "Who told you?!" He composed himself and nervously scratched his head. "Maybe that's why they sent you, to disable the ark." He shook his head and calmed down. "No, that's impossible, it's protected by two electric fences with a field of razor wire between them." He took a step back to think. "But there are no dogs, note to self, third perimeter fence to contain a ring of cattle dogs." His attention turned back to Hugh. "Besides, you'd have a hard time destroying what you can't see. Ha! That's right, I built it with my mind ... out of invisible solar fibers and neutrino particles. Plenty of room for me and my fifteen angelic warriors."
"What about Lily?"
"Ah yes, Lily." Steve paced with his fingers tented. "At first I looked into having myself cloned, but the technology is still a few years off. Sadly, the doctors working in that field aren't as brilliant as I am. Besides, Lily's attractive albeit inferior genes will add a little hybrid vigor, you know, a little zest to the mix." Steve walked over and rested his hand on the stack of paper that would one day be his holy book. With a bowed head he recited, "Only those begot of Steve, irregardless of their attractiveness, may pass into the land of infinite bliss and wisdom." He turned and looked at Hugh. "Lily is just a vessel, a basket. Wrapping paper, really. Required to incubate my creations into life but, postpartum ..." He raised his shoulders. "What can I say? Who saves the wrapping paper?"
"You're going to let her go."
"No, did you not follow my metaphor? She's wrapping paper, she must be destroyed."
"You're going to kill her." Hugh struggled against the chains.
"I believe the religious term is ceremonial sacrifice. You know, the swan tears out its own breast to feed to its babies. Swans move across the surface of the water just like me." Steve paced again. "Once in the land of golden awesomeness, the kids and I thrive. I teach them my ways, and when they are ready we return to earth, gliding effortlessly across blue waters, conquering. And it is written, I think in chapter seven." Steve quickly thumbed through his rough draft. "Humanity trembles. Begging for mercy. Wearing nothing but adoration for their perfect God."
"Wait." Hugh stopped pulling and kicking at his chains. "Wearing nothing but adoration? You want everyone to be naked when they worship you? Didn't you do a rotation through psychology in med school? You are textbook narcissistic personality disorder."
"Ha. I did do a rotation through psych and I'll have you know that narcissism is no longer classified as a personality disorder. They took that one out of the book. See, I am smart." Steve posed smugly in front of Hugh. "But irregardless, why—"
Hugh interrupted, "You keep using that word, irregardless. It's not really a word. It's just regardless."
Steve's undies went into a bundle. He didn't deal well with criticism. "I didn't realize demons were the end-all and be-all of vocabulary." He doubled down on the word, unable to fathom it wasn't correct. "Irregardless, shouldn't God be able to love himself? And irregardless of that, just because I might be a little, just a little, narcissistic ..." He pinched his fingers on the word little. "That doesn't mean I'm not awesome. Awesome, awesome, awesome!"
"What does Lily see in you?"
"I have tuned in to a celestial broadcast and it's playing my song, Hugh." He began to dance to a rhythm is his head but then stopped and checked his Jean-Claude Killy Rolex. "It's almost morning. I'm not sure how this works, but my theory is if I leave you chained up down here long enough you'll decay and maybe leave behind a glittery powder with mystical properties. And if that doesn't happen I'm going to dissect you and use your zombie organs in some kind of black magic, witchcraft this-or-that. Maybe plant your kidneys out back and see what grows." He walked to the foot of the stairs and waved good-bye. "Time for God to get married. Toodles."




Morton to the Rescue
 
Morton stumbled through the graveyard holding his breath, trying to pretend he wasn't scared. He stopped and looked at the bottle cap. It was impossible. She was buried with that bottle cap. She held it all those months in the hospice. She made him promise to bury her with it. The last thing he did before they closed the casket was fold it into the palm of her hand. His mind was racing, he couldn't figure out how this could be. It was a trick, but the cap was real and it was in his hand now. He shook his head. No, he thought. Someone must have dug it up. He marched toward her grave. Bastard dug it up, took it from her.
He had never been to her grave. After the wake, he got an early start on mourning by drinking a liter of whiskey out of a plastic bottle. When he realized friends and family knew where to find him and would intervene, he took a second plastic bottle of whiskey and ran into the woods. He found an abandoned school bus scuttled in tall grass, the engine stripped of parts, the wheels replaced with wood blocks. He climbed on board and took the bus for a ride.
When he stumbled off she was already buried. Six feet of dirt pushed down on the small bulb of a casket. The light would never shine on her again. He couldn't bear it. He tried several times to walk up to the cemetery with armfuls of her favorite flowers. He always turned back. He ditched the flowers and picked up a bottle. He got back on the bus, where nobody would find him. Next stop nowhere.
Now, for the first time, he was walking toward her stone, empty-handed except for the bottle cap. He wasn't sure what the stone looked like because his sister-in-law had picked it out. He knew the section of the cemetery where it was, for he had circled that section many times in his darkest hours. Now he was close. He slowed, gripping the bottle cap tight in his trembling palm. He thought to look at the names on each stone to make sure he didn't pass her by accident, but before he bent to look he saw it. A plain stone with a graceful arch across the top. There was no doubt, he knew it was hers. He took meaningful steps toward it like a groom down the aisle of a church. Her name and a simple flower were carved onto its white face.
He knelt before her and stroked his hand down her smooth stone. He should have been crying but his eyes were dry. Morton’s tears had always been invisible, they trickled down with a gulp, often with a taste of peppermint. He couldn't explain it, but suddenly something shifted. His body and mind racked from side to side like an old truck slowly rolling over a speed bump. He stood with a nod and almost a smile. "I miss you," he said.
He looked around at the other stones, at the spot next to her, the spot waiting for him, the spot where he thought he wanted to be. Truth be told, a little part of him deep inside was no longer ready to surrender to that spot. Not just yet. Morton looked in Frederick's direction and shook his head, muttering, "This night is too strange to be a dream."
 
The night sky was warming to the color of lead. The new day’s sun was waiting in the wings; the improvisers on stage could already feel its presence. Hugh looked out a small cellar window at what was left of the Halloween night sky. He was hopelessly trapped and alone. The reapers would ride for him and Crain would throw him down the vent where he would suffer in endless terror. His mistakes, his flawed view of the world, were catching up with him. He looked at the bassinets, the garment bag holding the prairie dress, the box holding the hideous shoes. This was all his fault. He broke her heart. The shattered pieces radiated like shrapnel, tearing into every part of her life. Because of his selfish act she'd be interred
in natal hell and then murdered in a ceremonial sacrifice. A worse demise couldn't have been dreamt up for Lily. She wanted a family but she wanted only one child, delivered via a cesarian section, scheduled weeks in advance and performed under general anesthesia. That, and she was deathly afraid of murder. If asked what her three top fears were, she would have listed public speaking, being murdered and naturally birthing a baby.
The chains were hardened steel, unbreakable. There was nothing he could do but feel sorry for himself, sorry for her. He tugged at the shackles around his wrists and kicked one last time at the leg irons. Then he looked out the window again and gave up all hope.
 
Morton didn't have any trouble breaching Frederick's perimeter wall. He buttoned up his sport coat, smoothed back his tangled mop of hair with his fingers and picked the leaves out of his beard. In the early morning hours he buzzed the intercom to the right of Frederick's gate and waited for the estate manager to answer.
"What is it?"
Morton stood up straight and cleared his throat. "I'm here from the governor's office. I have a personal message for the doctor."
"It's three in the morning," the voice over the small speaker complained.
"Sir, important matters of the governor's office cannot wait."
"But it's three in the morning."
"My duties to the governor and this state know no time of day."
"Tell you what, just give the message to me and I'll make sure Doctor Moore gets it first thing in the morning."
"My instructions were to deliver the message in person," Morton snapped.
"Hey, listen, there's no way I'm waking my boss up in the middle of the night, even if it is a message from the governor."
"I ..." Morton danced his pitch around, "I also have a personal message from the senator."
"Which one?"
"Both. It's two messages, one from each senator, plus the one from the governor, so three very important messages total. High-priority state business, sir. Please open the gate."
"Yeah, I'm not going to do that, could you come back in the morning, around, like, eight a.m.?"
"Sir, far be it from me to tell you how to do your job, but when a personal representative of state government has a message for a doctor, I think you should let them in."
"Yeah, you know, I'm making a judgment call on this one ... so that's a no."
"I can assure you that the governor and both senators will personally see to it that you're fired for not letting me in."
"Yeah, well, you know what? I don't even like this job very much."
Morton took a step back from the intercom and shifted side to side. He was quick-witted when he was more sober than drunk. "I also have a personal message from Michael Jordan."
"MJ?" the intercom perked.
"Yes, his Airness would have delivered it himself, but as you know, he's busy owning the Charlotte Bobcats and racing motorcycles."
The buzzer clicked and Frederick's gates opened.
 
Lily, unable to sleep, paced around the suite trying to generate a plausible reason for what had happened at the rehearsal dinner. She was raised without formal religion, so most of her deepest-held beliefs were based on movies and TV shows. She came up with several scenarios, but the one she liked best was inspired by The Wizard of Oz: She had slipped and fallen into a pen of pigs before the wedding rehearsal, and this was all a coma dream. Hugh in the graveyard, Hugh at the rehearsal dinner, a crazy mixed-up dream. She tapped the heels of her slippers together, hoping she'd wake up in bed and everything would be normal. She might even be a little thinner, she thought. Most people lose weight while in a coma. 
Her second-favorite rationalization was based on Star Trek. A fracture in the time-space continuum. Just her luck, a wormhole opened up the night before her wedding. She had a harder time making this one work. If they had passed through a wormhole, why were the clocks still working? She toyed with the whole alternate universe idea, but she was never a big fan of the sci-fi series Sliders.
She had a nagging sense that she was losing her mind, that her life had put her through too much, that circuit breakers were tripping, wires were shorting out. If this was what crazy-town was like, she'd take her own life, but for now she was sticking with the Wizard of Oz coma dream theory of events.
 
Morton watched Steve descend Frederick's grand west wing staircase in a robe and flip-flops. Burton, the balding estate manager, was falling over himself to apologize. "Sir, once again, I apologize, a million times I apologize, but he said he had a personal message from Michael Jordan."
"Air J?" Steve tented his brow.
"Yes," Morton said, straightened up and reaching his full eighty inches of height. "Mr. Jordan, as well as the governor and both state senators would—"
The estate manager interrupted, "Sir, sorry for the interruption, but since you’re up, the staff in the east wing has been complaining that there's a lot of moaning and crying coming from the basement over there."
"I'm sure it's nothing, a stray cat stuck in a rafter or something." Steve's eyes nervously darted. "I'm sure it will eventually die off, you know, dehydration. Probably won't smell good for a while, but what are you going to do. You know what they say about owning a mansion, it's always something."
"Yes, sir, it's just that they specifically said that there was also the sound of someone crying for help. Sort of a frantic scream is how they described it. The staff wants to call the police."
"No," Steve snapped. "No need for that. Must be the new water heater. Plumber said it would make funny noises during the break-in period."
"Are you sure, sir? If you could lend me your keys I could go down and check it."
"Don't be ridiculous, Burton, you're not getting my keys." Steve reached into his robe pocket and double-checked that his keys were safe. Morton took notice. 
"Did they say it sounded like this?" Steve shifted his voice to a whimpering song. "Pa-weeeeeze haaaaalp, shhhheeeeelp, halllllllllp."
"Something like that, sir."
"Yeah, that's what the plumber said it would sound like for a while. Don't go down there." Steve fidgeted nervously and looked to Morton. "The message."
Morton cleared his throat. "Yes, Mr. Jordan, the governor and both state senators would like to congratulate you on—"
Steve interrupted him, turning to Burton. "You know something, I'm up, tell you what, I'll go check on the east wing basement."
"Sir," Burton protested. "Please, sir, it's three in the morning on the night before your wedding. Let me."
"No, quite all right, Burton. I'll just pop down there and check on things, see if there isn't a bit of a leak. Maybe a quick stuff of a rag will quiet things up."
Steve sprinted down the hall toward Frederick's east wing. Morton watched and then turned to Burton. "Could I trouble you for a glass of water?"
"Sure thing." Burton turned to fetch it.
"And could you put some ice in it and substitute bourbon for the water."
Burton shrugged his shoulders. "I guess so."
With Burton gone, Morton snuck down the corridor after Steve. From the shadows, he watched as Steve unlocked the small door under Frederick's east stairs. He opened it quickly, Hugh's moans and sobs bellowed out, and he ducked down the stairs.
Morton slid over to the door and listened as Steve gagged Hugh's cries to a pianissimo whimper. He quickly ducked through the door, slid down the stairs and hid in a closet full of child-sized space suits. From his hiding spot, he watched through a curtain of golden space fabrics as Steve made several passes around Hugh's head with a roll of duct tape. 
"There, that should keep you quiet." Steve tore off an extra piece of tape and plastered it over Hugh's eyes. "Just in case you have some sort of telepathic power that broadcasts out of your eyes." Steve took a step back and folded his arms. "I wish we weren't leaving on the honeymoon right away. I really want to do some weird science on you. It's gonna have to wait. Ta." Steve whisked up the stairs.
Morton ducked out of hiding and stood silently and listened as Steve triple-bolted the door at the top of the stairs. Through the door he could hear him talking to Burton. "No problem a little duct tape couldn't fix. I really wish I had more time for home-improvement stuff. I really miss working with tools. I mentioned you should never go down there, right?"
Steve's voice trailed off and Morton tiptoed to Hugh's side. "Who gave you this bottle cap?"
Hugh mumphed.
Morton tore the tape from his eyes and showed him the cap. "Where'd you get it, you steal it?"
Hugh mumphed a few more words until Morton began to unwrap the tape off his head. Hugh gasped, "Thank God. You have to get me out of here."
"Where'd you get it?" Morton demanded.
"A friend gave it to me. She said it would help protect me."
"What was her name?"
"Ana, she's a lady that draws ..."
Morton stumbled back a few steps back. "Ana?"
"Yeah."
"You've seen her? You've spoken to her?"
"Yeah, all the time." Hugh rattled his chains. "Can you get me loose? Lil needs me, this guy’s insane."
"She was my wife."
Hugh stopped agitating. "Small world."
Morton stood before Hugh, desperate, sputtering his words. "I have a million questions. Can I talk to her? Can you take me to see her? Is she okay?"
"She misses you."
Morton stood silent. He exhaled everything out of his lungs and stumbled back, using a bassinet to steady himself. "And she gave this bottle cap to you?" Morton suddenly saw Hugh in a new light. He was a messenger, a messiah.
"I don't know a lot about how this whole ghost on Halloween thing works, but if I can't save Lil by sunup, these guys on flying horses are going to come for me and throw me into a really bad place."
"Really bad place? Worse than being dead?"
"It's a fiery hell hole and you fall into it forever. You know that terror you feel when you’re falling? Imagine that lasting forever, plus there's some other horrible tortures involved, memories of loved ones erased and stuff ... Doesn't smell good, either."
Morton shook himself steady and nodded. "We gotta get you out of here." He looked closely at the chains and locks restraining Hugh to the chair and then searched the room for tools. 
As Morton pulled drawers and cabinets open, tossing their contents like a salad, Hugh explained what they were up against. "He's crazy. He's gonna force Lil to have fifteen babies, then he's going to kill her before he takes his kids to another planet in his imaginary spaceship."
Morton knelt beside Hugh with a five-in-one screwdriver. "There's no way to cut these chains off, but I can take apart the chair." He began taking out the screws. "At least you'll be able to move around." 
"I have to stop him. Lil doesn't know how crazy he is. If I save her, that will prove to her I still love her, and she will love me."
"So what?" Morton got one of Hugh's hands free by removing the arm of the birthing chair. "If I was you, I'd get my ass back to wherever. Eternity down that hole sounds like a real bummer."
"You don't get it. If we love each other, I come back to life. I can stay."
Morton stopped dismantling the chair. "How is that possible?"
"Ana said that love was a force greater than death."
"Then why is she dead? We loved each other."
Hugh shook his head and rattled the chain still restraining his right hand. "I'm not sure how it works, but I don't have much time."
Morton went back to work and freed Hugh's right hand. The length of chain was still locked around both wrists, but his arms were free of the chair. The chain joining Hugh's ankles together was wrapped once around the lower stretcher of the chair. Morton made quick work of removing the screws that held it captive. 
Hugh stood up, with his head flopped to one side, eyes still burning from pepper, covered in black green slime, his warm-up suit in shreds. He dragged his chains across the concrete floor to the stairs. He looked back at Morton and for no apparent reason let out an agitated moan.
"The door's locked. We have to get out another way." Morton looked around the room.
Hugh waddled over to the cellar window and pointed. "The window, we can squeeze through there." He climbed up on a table and opened it.
Morton watched as Hugh wriggled and jerked his way through. He pulled the bottle cap out of his pocket and spoke to it with a soft nod. "You always had a soft spot for stupid fools in love." He put the cap away and followed Hugh through the window.
 
Outside, on Frederick's northeast lawn, Steve's dad, George, was hiding in the bushes with night-vision goggles, peering into Patricia's room. He had them set to thermal-image every curve of Patricia's toned body through her silk nightie. Mother of the bride, nothing hotter than that, George thought to himself. But his clandestine peeping operation was suddenly interrupted by two creatures crawling up from the deep.
"Hold it right there." George unholstered his flat black Charter Arms .44 Magnum and snapped his goggles up and out of the way. "Looks like I was right," he said smugly. "There's never a bad time to be fully armed and ready. My wife thinks it's crazy to bring a suitcase full of weapons to a wedding. Now who's the crazy one. Eternal vigilance, gentlemen, eternal vigilance."
"I'm beginning to understand where your son got his crazy from." Hugh stepped out in front of Morton.
"Freeze, zombie." George cocked the gun.
Hugh took another step toward him "You can't kill me, I'm already dead."
"Yeah, well," George stammered, "I can kill your friend." He pointed the gun up at Morton.
"Whatever," Morton gruffed. "I'm not dead but I don't really care if I live."
Hugh quickly sidestepped in front of the gun. "No, don't shoot. We'll do what you say."
"Yeah, that's more like it." George motioned up with his gun. "Now reach for the sky."
Morton and Hugh complied.
"Here's what we're going to do," George said, waving the gun back and forth between them. "We're gonna find someplace out of the way and real quiet, and then you're going to handcuff each other to something like a pipe. With or without your clothes on, I haven't decided yet ..."
"Handcuff?" Hugh complained.
"Yes, I also carry several sets of handcuffs with me at all times, and no, that doesn't make me weird."
"Yes it does," Morton argued.
George angrily pointed the gun at Morton's head. "Now you're starting to sound like my wife." He pointed the gun even closer, almost hitting Morton in the nose with the barrel. "You'd be smart to stop sounding like my wife. And quit sounding like my so-called rational friends and my so-called doctor therapist. And another thing, just because certain representatives of local law-enforcement agencies think I'm too unstable to own a large collection of weapons doesn't mean I can't have them. It's called the right to bear arms, not the right to maybe bear arms. Now march."
He led them across the east lawn, when suddenly Fernback jumped out from behind a tree with a scream, scaring the gun out of George's hand. "Ha!" Fernback smiled. "That's for never thanking me for that skin graft."
George was stricken. Short of breath, he grasped his chest and fell to the ground. "What?"
Fernback put his hands on his hips and cocked his head to one side. "That beautiful patch of skin they used to cover up that melanoma they removed from your back, that was from my cadaver."
"But that was tiny." George gulped for air. "Like the size of a nickel."
"So? It was mine and you took it. Show a little gratitude next time somebody makes the ultimate sacrifice for you." Fernback pulled a pen and paper from his pocket and checked off George's name. "Well, that's all I have time for." He put the list away and looked at Hugh. "How's your night going? Because I'm having a hell of a time."
"Not good." Hugh shook his head. "I need more time."
"We have to head back, like now." Fernback tapped his wrist like it had a watch on it.
"I can't," Hugh said, again shaking his head.
"The reapers, dude, the horrible, horrible vent. Just a peek of the sun and it's curtains, man, curtains."
"I still have something I have to do." Hugh bent over and picked up the gun. Tucking it into the waistband of the warm-up suit, he was surprised at how well the elastic held it in place. It was almost like the official pants of the NBA were designed to carry a concealed weapon.
"Whatever, man, it's your funeral ... like all over again. It's like your funeral-funeral." Fernback turned and jogged into the fog.




This Dream Sucks
 
Lily was in her room, conducting experiments to prove she was asleep and dreaming. She tried floating around the room by puffing out her cheeks and flapping her arms. It didn't work. She tried closing her eyes and shaking her head, whispering under her breath, "It was just a dream, just a dream, just a dream ..." When she opened her eyes it was still late at night on Halloween and she was still in her bedroom, about to get married. She started to think that maybe the rules of a coma dream were different than those of a regular dream. Perhaps she should try to communicate with the people at her hospital bedside by wiggling her toes.
Just then there was a gentle knock at the door. "Who's there?" Her heart raced as she imagined what other nasty creatures could be lurking in her mind’s dark basement, taking their turns rising from the depths of her subconscious and knocking on the door of her coma dream.
"Sorry, Lil, it's me again," Hugh quietly hushed through the door.
Lily nodded. "This is totally a dream."
"Can I come in?" Hugh whimpered sheepishly.
"Okay, just remember you only exist in my dream and ... and I have control of you." Lily stood up tall.
Hugh entered with Morton in tow.
Lily clapped once. "I knew it. If this was a regular dream that guy would be a midget. In a coma dream he's a giant. It's like everything in a coma dream is opposite."
"This is my friend Morton." 
Morton waved. "Hey."
"You're in chains." Lily nodded and nibbled her index finger, thinking, "That must mean something, like it's coma dream code for something ... I'm keeping the memory of you chained? Or ..."
"Steve chained me up in the basement. He's crazy, Lil, I mean bat-crap mashugana. Have you seen what's in the basement?"
"My God, this is intense. Now my fears about my new husband and his secret room in the basement are taking form. All my deepest, darkest fears in one crazy dream." She continued to nod, stoking her fantasy that this was all a dream.
"It's not a dream, Lil." Hugh took a step forward and Lily stopped him, both her hands warding him off.
"Whoa, don't touch me."
Morton tilted his head. "You're pretty sure it's a dream too?"
Lily looked at him. "Why? Do you think you're dreaming?"
Morton shook his head. "I'm not sure."
Lily took a step back and turned to the side to think aloud,
"Why would there be a tall old man in my dream who thought he was also dreaming? I wonder if you're supposed to represent some deep-seated daddy issues towering over me or something."
Morton contemplated that with her. "Now that could make sense. And you’re the daughter I never had, or maybe you're supposed to represent a new beginning, I mean with the wedding dress and all." Morton gestured to the dress on the rack, the train still delicately tented.
Lily agreed. "It almost looks like a ghost bride, like the dress could walk itself down the aisle. Maybe that has something to do with my feelings about this wedding, you know, like I'm just the dress—"
Hugh interrupted loudly, "This is real, Lil. I only have tonight, then I'll never see you again. Please, I need you to run away from this guy. He's crazy, he wants to lock you up in the basement and force you to give birth to fifteen babies."
"Fifteen babies?" Lily's mouth hung open. "That's very near the top of my list of worst fears."
"He's going to force you to wear this hideous prairie dress and these really ugly shoes and then he's going to kill you, murder you."
Lily stared at the monster in front of her, realizing that this was her chance to confront her worst fears. If she could tell him and his disheveled giant off, she'd be free. She stood up, strong with courage. "Two, three, fifteen babies." She shook her head. "Does it really matter? After these past three years, being locked in a basement birthing fifteen babies doesn't sound that bad."
She took a step toward him, her index finger pointing at the bloodshot creeps on his face. "You hurt me. I loved you, all the way down, deep down. I loved you to the bottom of my heart." She turned away, her chin sunk to her chest. "And you broke it. Maybe fifteen babies will be enough to fix it. I don't know, maybe while they're inside me they can crawl around and put the pieces of it back together."
A long silence passed. Hugh mumbled, "But he's crazy, Lil, invisible spaceship, ceremonial sacrifice, the book of Steve ... Because I Said So."
"Because I said so?" Morton asked.
"He's writing his own holy book. He thinks he's the new God. He wants people to be naked when they worship him." 
Lily shrugged her shoulders. "Maybe the world needs a new God. The one we’ve got doesn't seem to be helping me out much." 
She sat down at the dressing table and spoke to Hugh's reflection in the mirror. "I stood at that altar waiting for you, wishing more than anything you'd come." She shook her head. "I'm done waiting. You're not coming. I forgive you but I don't ..." She turned and looked him in the eyes. "You should go now."
"But Lil—" Hugh begged.
She stopped him. "No." 
They looked at each other for a long time, remembering everything that was. That first night, that first walk home, that first time their hands touched and then timidly clasped. That first kiss outside her door. That first winter storm together, snowed in for days and rarely clothed. Subsisting on a box of wine and cans of pie filling from the farthest back corner of the shelf ...
Morton prodded Hugh, "You should tell her ..."
"Tell me what?" Lily insisted.
"If you love me again I'll come back to life. We can be together again."
Lily's hands squeezed into fists. "That's not true!" She stood up, ready to fight. "You know what, screw you for saying that. Screw you for saying I don't love you. This isn't my fault, Hugh. You ran away, you got yourself killed. This is your fault, this is all your fault."
She slid open a drawer and snatched up the engagement ring he'd given her. "I don't want this anymore." She reached out and dropped it into the palm of his hand.
In the millisecond before she let go, a hint of a spark went from her fingers, through the fourteen-karat gold and into Hugh's hand. In that spark was the one bit of information that up to this point Hugh had refused to believe. 
She was alive and he was dead. Nothing could change that.
Hugh clutched the ring and shrunk away, dumbfounded. "But Lil, I love—"
"No." She raised her voice. "When we met in the graveyard, you promised you wouldn't hurt me. You lied, you're hurting me."
"I'm sorry, Lil..."
 "You have to go now, that was the deal." She turned away from him.
Morton put his hand on the shoulder of his mortally wounded friend. "We should go."
They backed out of the room. Lily didn't look up or say anything. Hugh tried to say something, "Good-b—" he choked. The word wouldn't come out.
Morton closed the door behind them and Lily was left alone, staring at herself in the mirror. She sighed. "This dream sucks."




Darkest Night
 
Crain was in a good mood. The Land of the Living was entering the season of dying. His season. In a few brief hours Hugh would return and love would be proven a lie. 
Whispers had spread throughout the Kingdom of Hugh's quest. All eyes would be on the gate as he retreated in defeat or was forcefully returned in the clutch of a reaper, doomed for the vent. There was another possible outcome and that's what most of the whispers were about. What if Hugh didn't return? What if he stayed in life? There would be hope for life after death. Worse, hope for love. Crain would have a revolt on his hands. His power as supreme leader of the Kingdom would be in jeopardy.
Hugh would surely fail. Crain would use the spectacle of that misery to turn the citizens of the Kingdom against the living, once and for all. A jealous hate of life would fuel a war. Battles had been fought in the past, plagues, world wars and famines. This would be a war to end all wars. With the entire Kingdom thirsty to kill, the gate could be crashed. A sea of venomous spirits would flood the earth and ravage. Not a single living soul would remain. Breath would be choked into extinction. 
The wall between the living and the dead would fall. There would only be one Kingdom, under Crain. Death would reign supreme.
"Soon," Crain wrung his hands. "Soon."
 
Hugh dragged his chains through the cemetery. He was despondent, his gaze lost in the tiny diamond that lay motionless without a sparkle in his hand.
"You still have time, you should run." Morton encouraged him forward.
Hugh mumbled, "I never should have come." He looked at Morton. "There's no hope. I'm done for, I'm totally screwed."
"You've got time, get back, spare yourself that vent, that horrible vent," Morton pleaded.
The threat of the vent didn't register with Hugh. His version of a heart, that tiny little bellow of hollow flap, had just been pummeled. He shuffled into the fog, wanting to evaporate from existence.
Morton called out to him. "Could you tell Ana something for me?"
Hugh turned halfway back and listened.
"Could you tell her ..." Morton choked up. "Can you tell her I miss her."
Hugh gave a single nod and turned back, slowly shrinking down into the deep hollow of the cemetery.
Morton watched him dissolve, and listened to the rattle of chains fade into the fog. He wiped away a tear and took a long slug off his plastic bottle of peppermint schnapps.




There Was No Love
 
Hugh wandered in the dark fog alone. There was no walkway, no trail, no signpost. He could feel the hollow cold of the Kingdom's gate drawing him in. It was beyond his ability to imagine the rest of eternity suffering and dead. He hadn't given the chance of return a single thought. Wedded to Missy, buried with her and Ms. Swindon until the end of time. None of it mattered now, he was out of love, soon to be out of life, dead, all the way through.
Ahead, the gate clawed out of the murk, its iron bars creaking with ravenous hunger for Hugh's soul. The gatekeeper squinted into the sky looking for the sun. "I was starting to think you wouldn't make it." He put his hands on his hips and let out a fake pout. “Aww, things didn't work out, did they?"
Hugh stood a step away from the gate, feeling the last air of the living world fizz across his skin.
"Would you mind if I sang a piece from act four of Carmen? I think it fits the occasion perfectly." The gatekeeper opened the gate and gave Hugh a wide berth to cross over into the Kingdom. 
Hugh took the final step, but suddenly the gatekeeper stopped him. "If you don't mind, a little stage direction. While I'm singing, you slowly walk through and then on the ‘my Carmen, my Carmen’ part I slam the gate shut with a thunderous clap of finality."
Hugh shrugged his shoulders.
"Okay, I guess." 
The gatekeeper got ready to sing but stopped himself once again. "Perhaps a brief explanation. In this scene José is begging Carmen to return his love and start a new life with him. Sound familiar?" The gatekeeper winked. "Carmen calmly replies that she loves him no longer and will not give way, free she was born and free she will die. Then José stabs her to death." He started to sing, "You can take me away, for I have killed my love."
Hugh, head bowed, played the events of the night over in his head. She rejected him three times. He said he was sorry, he said he loved her, he risked his own eternity to save her. Her refrain each time was no. 
No, no, no. There was no love. 
In that moment his sadness went a shade beyond black. His soul turned in on itself. From someplace at the deep dark bottom, a place he never thought he had, the seed of hate emerged with the force of a thousand gravities pulling all his emotions to its center, mauling and mutilating them.
The gatekeeper sang and motioned for Hugh to walk through the gate, "My Carmen, my Carmen! How I loved you."
Hugh looked up, the ignition of spite in his eyes. His body trembled. Revenge. He reached out and slammed the gate shut, sending the gatekeeper scuffling back in the dust. "Are you mad? Hurry, come through, there are only a few moments left."
Renewed with spiteful strength, Hugh held the gate shut, both his feet firmly planted in the Land of the Living.
"The vent, the horrible vent," the gatekeeper pleaded.
Hugh pulled back his tattered warm-up jacket and brushed the black handgun in his waistband. He turned his head to the side and spit. "I'm already down the horrible vent."




Revenge
 
Morton sat reclined against the gravestone closest to Ana's. The mist started to warm with the approach of the new day’s sun. He held his hand out and brushed the grass in front of her stone. "Good night, darling." He closed his eyes and nodded to sleep.
He didn't sleep long. The sound of gnashing chains and heavy steps woke him. Hugh emerged from the fog.
Morton sat up, “What are you doing?" 
Hugh stopped and looked down at him. The ignited vengeance in his eyes shocked Morton fully awake and sober. 
Hugh spoke in a low, sinister fume, "This night has opened my eyes to the true nature of love. Darkest hate wrapped in affection and romance."
Morton was speechless. His clumsy fool of a friend had been transformed into an evil monster.
"You should go, hurry, while you can still make it back," Morton fumbled.
"I ran away from her last time, look where it got me."
The sun crested the horizon and torched Hugh in a brazen glow. He hissed and raised his fists up, brandishing his chains and spitting with rancor, "I'm not running away."
 
At the center of the Kingdom’s soul clock there was a brief glimpse of the golden butterfly before a heavy iron door guillotined shut, entombing it in blackest darkness. Below the center, deep in the bowels of the animagraph, a craggy portal opened and onyx spikes of lightning birthed a crescent moon of cold steel. A low, hollow bell rang out. 
The dead stopped their suffering for a moment to mark Samhain. Their malaise was supplanted ever so slightly by the shameful joy of knowing the Land of the Living was now dying.
Crain motioned to Jerry to raise a skeleton flag.
Above, in the cliffs, the reapers hefted saddles onto the backs of their steeds. Each pegasus bucked and roared as bridle bits were pushed past thirsty fangs.




Black Bolts of Lightning
 
Gilda trod the aisle of the small church, inspecting the flower arrangements. The florist followed several steps behind, wearing jeans and a tight sleeveless black shirt. Gilda glanced back at her, a bit envious. As soon as this wedding was over, she needed to get to the gym and pump herself a pair of those pipes. She stopped at the foot of the altar, which had been generously cascaded in white flowers.
She turned to the florist, her chin slightly up. "Well, we don't really have time to change anything. I'm just thankful it's not the flowers that make the marriage. Hopefully, Lily will somehow survive all these tacky little plants you dumped on her. It was supposed to be her special day, a shame. I guess it's just not going to be that special. Ordinary, just really ordinary." Gilda shook her head, disappointed, and walked away.
The florist slumped her shoulders, almost crying, and swore this would be the last wedding she ever did. She'd quit the flower business and follow her true passion, professional portrait photography of dogs.
Lily hadn't slept a wink. A professional makeup artist had to be called at the last minute to deal with the dark puffy circles under her eyes. She sat in a folding chair in the church basement, wearing nothing but a slip, as an effeminate fat man with a blue Mohawk held hemorrhoid pads to the circles under her eyes. "We just need to shrink some tissue, honey."
Lily stared at herself in the rented mirror. The basement smelled damp, with just a hint of cheap percolated coffee lingering in the air. She was awake now, exhausted but awake. The sun was nearly up on her wedding day and she wouldn't have to worry about coma dreams or nightmares or ghosts of fiancés past. She took a deep breath and reset her center of reality. It had taken more than three years, but she was right back where she started. It was the morning of her wedding. Hair, makeup, dress, more makeup, and then a full day of glad-handing and smiling, pretending everything was going to be okay. She did a breathing exercise, in through her nose, tiny pants out through her mouth. She counted, "...eight, nine, ten. Begin again." She took another deep breath.
 
Steve's waterskiing buddies had decorated a speedboat with white paper wedding bells and crepe paper. Off the stern, two dozen beer cans on strings trolled the pavement for good luck. Special arrangements had been made to have the boat trailer pulled by a Bentley, custom-painted aquamarine. 
The poor guy who had to weld the trailer hitch to the three hundred eighty thousand–dollar car had almost suffered a nervous breakdown. This was the one tow package install that could make or break the shop handed down to him from his father. "Son of a Hitch" could wind up bankrupt on this one, he had thought, as his trembling torch kissed the gilded British steel.
Steve looked dashing, poised on the bow of the boat in his three-piece Givenchy tux. Wearing sunglasses and flip-flops, his accessories winked likable party dude. He wanted to show everyone that although he was amazing, he still knew how to have fun. He would have had the tux custom-made, but he was only going to wear it once. There would be no need for clothes of any kind once he reached the golden sphere of infinite wisdom.
His buddies pulled him slowly up the country road toward the church. Steve had timed it perfectly so most of the guests would see his funky, free-spirited arrival before he ducked into the back of the church and changed into more appropriate shoes. Bespoke John Lobb Woodcote oxfords, to be exact. Steve didn't have time to go to Paris for a fitting, so casts of his feet were made and delivered to the cobbler’s shop. Steve had some extra copies of the casts made, just in case the International Institute of Barefoot Waterskiing needed them for scientific study and the museum.
The best man had never driven a Bentley before, and the trailer was causing the front end to sway from side to side. He tried to speed up to smooth out the ride, when suddenly a tattered creature leapt from the bushes and stood in the center of the road.
The car came to a screeching halt and Steve almost lost his cheetah-like balance. Slipping out of his sandals and almost off the front of the boat, he piped, "Dude, do you not know how to drive a Bentley?" As he fished his flip-flops back on and re-created his Washington-crossing-the-Delaware pose, the creature raised the chains above his head and growled.
"Oh, man, who let you out?" Steve whined as his groomsmen exited the car and puffed up their waterskiing muscles. "Hurry up and grab him." Steve looked around. "We can throw him in the trunk until after the wedding."
Steve's buddies cautiously approached Hugh, who snapped and snarled. Before they could grab him, Hugh pulled the forty-four and squeezed out three thunderous rounds into the sunlit sky. "Run for your lives," he growled.
The groomsmen didn't hesitate. The tails of their tuxes flapped in the wind as they whisped a hasty retreat down the road.
“Dudes, where you going?" Steve threw his hands up in the air.
"We'll get help," one of them gasped while running away.
Hugh dragged his chains along the asphalt and steadied himself against the Bentley. Aiming the gun at Steve's ruggedly beautiful face, his finger trembled on the trigger.
"Okay, just be cool,” babbled Steve. I'm sure we can work this out. Irregardless of what went down in the basement ..."
"The word is regardless," Hugh hissed.
Steve crouched and slowly plodded a retreat toward the back of the boat. "I'm sure we can work something out, I mean, I can make room for you on the spaceship, you know, right up front. You could be my copilot."
"You don't even love her," Hugh hissed. "You don't even know what love is."
"That's not true," Steve pleaded. "She's very attractive."
Hugh filled the sights of the gun with Steve's face. A forty-four-caliber bullet at this range would take his head clean off. For a moment he thought about how awkward it would be, running into Steve back down in the Kingdom. That moment where you recognize each other from across the room, locking eyes for an instant and then looking away, pretending you were mistaken. On second thought, Hugh realized he didn't have to worry about socially awkward reunions in the Kingdom of the Dead. He'd be down the vent soon enough. 
The thought of the suffering he faced made him want to inflict that same suffering on the trembling golden boy in front of him. He swallowed his acid spit and let the hate swell out of his chest, down his arm and toward the trembling finger wrapped around the trigger of the gun. There was no turning back. The demon was in control of Steve's life or death.
 
The reapers burst out of the stables, thrusting into the sky on the backs of their pegasus steeds. Stretching and straining their rough leather, they gathered and turned in a swarm toward the gate. The gatekeeper belted out a few bars from Wagner's Die Walküre, the “Ride of the Valkyries,” to be specific, then retreated to the safety of the rickety guard shack as the horrible black cloud bested the top of the spikes and charged into the red dawn of the living day.
Leroy kicked his spurs into Grisly's sides and she reared up. Her leather-plated wings lashed the morning air and thunderous bolts of black lightning arced from her tempered steel hooves. She let out a bloodcurdling whinny that trumpeted to the four corners of the Land of the Living.
 
Grisly's cry echoed through a small kitchen where the trick-or-treating boy, still in his Boba Fett costume, was eating a breakfast of fun-sized candy bars. The boy’s mother hurried across the kitchen in her pajamas, took the Mounds bar out of his mouth and hugged him tight, crushing his blow-molded Mandalorian battle helmet to her bosom. Under her breath she prayed a little prayer.
 
The evil spirit that was once Hugh had Steve trembling at the lethal end of one of the world’s most deadly handheld devices. With just a twitch of Hugh's trembling finger, a life, a life he so desperately wanted, would be blown away.
Steve was too scared to speak. He had never faced his own mortality. This couldn't be happening, he thought, a living, breathing God dethroned by a skinny sack of rags. Crucified by a small bullet traveling incredibly fast, too fast to heed his divine command. My God, he shuddered, maybe I am mortal. The thought was too much for the human natures of his body, and his bladder and bowels spontaneously evacuated into his vicuña wool trousers.
It's not that Hugh didn't have the courage to pull the trigger. The hate had given him a supernatural righteousness, and millions could be effortlessly slaughtered. But he hesitated. In that moment something snuck into his heart. A tiny mouse darting under a heavy iron door and startling the prisoner inside. In that moment he remembered something. A notion that he loved life, even Steve's flawed life, more than he hated his own death. 
With a sigh he let the gun drop to his side. "I never should have come." He placed the gun on the trunk of the Bentley and shuffled his chains slowly down the road.
Steve couldn't believe it. Not only was he alive, he had faced death and won. Surely, only God could beat back the Grim Reaper. He jumped down from the boat and grabbed the gun. He aimed between Hugh's slumped shoulders, just below his broken neck and bobbled head. "Hey, freak show!"
Hugh turned and Steve unloaded the gun into Hugh's hollow chest, hot missiles piercing a dried-out empty gourd. Hugh bopped and jived as the lead whizzed through him, then he slumped to the ground, a pile of rags heaped onto the road.
Steve stood over Hugh's lifeless lump, threw the gun on top of it and spit. "Death? Is that all you got?" Steve suddenly remembered something and quickly frisked his tux pockets. Finding a small digital recorder, he clicked it on with a beep. "Chapter seven, verse twenty-three. And he faced the angel of death, felt his fiery dragon breath and he did not tremble. He did not lose mastership of his biological entities. The monster, forty feet tall with knives for hands, spoke to him and said, ‘Steve, I have come for your soul.’ Steve stood his ground, brilliant in his earthen form, and said, ‘I don't think so.’ And the monster ..."
Steve stopped his dictation when he saw the dirty rag pile shift. Perhaps rigor mortis was setting in. He continued, "And the monster summoned all the powers of evil to try and kill Steve but ..."
The pile of rags came back to life. Hugh reinflated to his hands and knees, gasping.
"Impossible!" Steve couldn't believe his eyes. He jumped behind the wheel of the Bentley, put it in gear and ran over Hugh with all three sets of tires. The trailer tires were dualies, double lethal, Steve thought. With a crunch and a squish, the car and trailer rocked side to side as they masticated Hugh's lump into the asphalt. 
"That's it for you." Steve went back to dictating his bible. "Now where was I? Ah yes, the monster. The monster seventy feet high with laser-charged swords for hands bared down on him. Steve was not scared, irregardless of this devil monster’s ..." In the rearview mirror he saw Hugh struggling back to his hands and knees. "Come on!"
Steve threw the car in reverse and backed all three sets of wheels over Hugh again. Crunch and groan. With Hugh's tattered pile just beyond the hood ornament, Steve jammed the Bentley into drive and crushed Hugh one more time, this time leaving the trailer's dualies parked on top of Hugh's corpse.
 
At the church, the guests had started to trickle in. Lily had successfully transformed her facade into one worthy of the cover of Skinny Bride magazine. She sipped bottled water gathered from a well deep inside a Polynesian volcano and practiced lying to herself.

I can make this work. He's not crazy, he's eccentric. His dad didn't pinch my ass, he stumbled and grabbed it by accident ... twice. It's going to be cheerful wedded fantasy bliss. 
She congratulated herself for almost believing it as she twisted the cap off another thirteen-dollar bottle of water.
The groomsmen stood around a cooler of beer behind the church. They had notified the police of Steve's emergency, but none of them had the guts to tell Gilda or Lily that the groom was being held at gunpoint by a pissed-off zombie ghost. They didn't even have the courage to tell Gilda that Steve might be a little late. They kicked around the idea of running back to help him, but they were more like buddies who hung out with Steve when it was fun, not throw-down-your-life buddies.




Jilted Again
 
George was making a last-ditch effort to secure the duty of walking Lily down the aisle. It was explained to him on several occasions that she wished to walk down the aisle by herself, out of respect to the memory of her dead father. Besides, the dress was so voluminous that anyone walking next to it would really have to reach to hold the arm of the bride. George wouldn't be reaching for her arm.
"But I'm paying for this wedding, and besides I want to be standing up there with the rest of them being looked at," George huffed. Giving up, he had a quick aside with one of the wedding photographers. "Make sure you get a shot of the mother of the bride sitting on my lap. And if she doesn't want to do it, tell her it's required. Tell her that you've never shot a wedding without that shot. That and the father-in-law spanking the bride over one knee, that's a classic. I know my son wants to take the garter off the bride. It's a tradition in my family that the father of the groom puts the garter on first. Get lots of shots of that. We're doing that, right?" The photographer shrugged. George looked around the church foyer for someone in charge. "Who's in charge of the placing of the garter tradition?"
Steve still hadn't arrived and it fell on Gilda to obfuscate that fact from Lily. Hiding the truth was a skill Gilda was practiced in; she had studied law at Northwestern for three semesters while attempting to find a lawyer husband in Chicago.
"What time is it?" Lily stood poised in her dress, as the bridesmaids bent over, reverently elevating the train off the floor.
"Don't worry about the time, Lil. Besides, who wears a watch to a wedding?" Gilda smiled.
"It's time, I can sense that everyone is up there waiting. Why aren't we going?" Lily started to fret.
"It's fine, everything is fine. I don't know what time it is. What does it matter what time it is? Does time really exist? And who or what do we really trust to measure it?" Gilda danced with a nervous smile.
Reverend Lucky slid into the room and pulled up the sleeve on his electric purple vestments. Tapping his Timex Triathlon, he complained, "What gives? It's twenty past."
Lily gasped. "We're late, we're running late. Why?"
"Now calm down, Lil, I'm sure Steve is on his way."
"He's not here? It's all happening again." Lily nearly collapsed.
Gilda snapped on her war face and shook Lily straight. "Now you listen and you listen good. He's coming. We are all going to go up there, walk down the aisle and stand at that altar. He will show up, you got that, Lil? He's coming, you're getting married!"
 
Steve jumped up and down on the boat, causing the trailer tires to mash into what was left of Hugh's muddled corpse. He stopped and leaned overboard to look down at him. "You know, she still loves you. If I had a nickel for every time I caught her looking at that cheesy engagement ring you got her, I'd have a lot of nickels. A barrel of nickels, as they say."
"Nobody says that," Hugh gasped. His lungs were already weak, and he had to lift an entire boat with his chest just to get a whimper out. Luckily, he had hardly anything left to say.
"Irregardless of the proper term, she cries a lot more than my other fiancées." 
"There were others?" Hugh managed to moan.
"Oh yeah, long list of ladies. Problem was, they were all so focused on me; wanted to spend time with me; wanted to show me off to their friends and family. Then they'd get too close, find out things I didn't want them to know. Discover my plans, you know, my space plans. They had to be silenced."
"You killed them?"
Steve laughed. "Don't be silly. They all died in barefoot waterskiing accidents, freak barefoot waterskiing accidents. Turns out those four very attractive girls just didn't have what it took to walk on water." He looked off, thinking to himself, and murmured, "Yeah, they died by accident, they died real good." 
He shook from his brief daydream and rocked the boat trailer back and forth on Hugh's remains. "Never had that problem with Lily. She keeps to herself. Hardly pays any attention to me at all. Which is good, good for the secrecy of my plans. No, she's not very nosy, she's usually too busy crying."
"She cries?" Hugh squeaked.
"Oh yeah, she cries all the time. She cries when she looks out the window, she cries when she ties her shoes. She cries when she's balled up hiding in a closet. Women are funny that way, aren't they, Hugh? The other day she was shopping online for curtains and out of nowhere, blubbering waterworks. She really loved you, probably still loves you, and man, that pisses me off."
He stamped the trailer wheels into Hugh with a another quick hop on the boat. "She's in love with a dead guy that never did anything. Never set any speed records, never saved any lives. She loves a loser. That might have made my self-esteem a little tender, if I wasn't the new God.
"She'll stop crying over you soon enough. Fifteen golden newborns pawing at her attractive regions; she won't have time for tears." He jumped down off the boat and adjusted his tux. "You're not going anywhere with three thousand pounds of Ski Nautique parked on you." He stooped over Hugh. "You realize in less than an hour she'll be all mine. All mine for eternity. Those soft curves, the attractive regions, all mine. None for you, loser." Laughing, he slapped Hugh across the face and then popped up straight.
Steve unhooked the boat trailer from the Bentley. "So it looks like you're not going to dissolve into magic powder and you're not going to die." He clapped his hands together. "It's going to be kind of weird dissecting a guy who keeps looking up at me. I guess I could always remove your head first and put it in a storage tote or a bucket ... but your arms and legs would keep moving around." He tilted his head, thinking. "I'm not sure how I feel about that."
He opened the car door and took one last look back at Hugh. "You'll have to excuse me, I have a wedding to attend. My wedding." He pulled the door shut with a luxurious thud and sped off toward the church.
Hugh tried to pull himself free but it was no use. He was stuck under a boat in the middle of the road. There was nothing to do now but wait for the inevitable end.
 
The bridal party stood at the altar while the organist flipped back to the first page of Pachelbel's Canon in D for the fifth time. Each time she started from the beginning, she pulled and twisted at the endless array of knobs and levers surrounding her, making the organ more ethereal-sounding. The delicate chimes lulled everyone, including Lily, into a dream. Lily stood motionless next to Reverend Lucky, holding her bridal bouquet like a samurai's katana, wishing she could plunge it into her gut and die.
The wind blew the front door of the church slightly open and everyone turned to look. Nothing. Everyone turned back around and checked their watches. George unbuttoned his coat and adjusted the handcuffs hanging from his belt. He looked across the aisle at Patricia and winked.
The groomsmen all had their mouths shut and their lips plumped. They thought it would be funny to wear novelty teeth, seeing that it was, practically speaking, a Halloween wedding. Dracula fangs, crooked hillbilly, gold pimp fronts. Lily got a quick sideways glimpse at the teeth and was about to shoot them a menacing look when she thought, maybe she was still in the dream. Nothing felt real. Maybe those weren't groomsmen, maybe they were monsters. The friends and family in attendance were memories lurking in her subconscious. A heavenly glow shined through the stained glass windows and she nodded to herself, weightless, just a dream.
A bridesmaid next to Gilda whispered through clenched lips, "How long should we wait?"
Gilda hissed, "As long as it takes."




Dark Clouds
 
The reapers circled the early morning sky, hunting for Hugh. Chuck, the one-armed reaper, rode in the middle of the pack. He managed to hold the reins with his armpit while wielding an extra-large sickle with his remaining hand. 
Leroy steered Grisly out of the herd and into a grove of oaks along a country road. He didn't like to hunt with the pack. He preferred to lie in wait, perched quietly on a rooftop or a hillside. When his gentle prey wafted into view, he would pounce with a lightning crash.
 
Hugh lay motionless under the boat. He stared up at the morning sky. The first day of November was cloudless and blue, the kind of blue that stretched forever, probably stretched all the way over to California. He didn't want to look at it anymore. He closed his eyes and tried not to notice the smell of leaves burning or the brush of autumn winds across his face. He tried to focus on nothing, on blackness. All he could focus on was her.
Suddenly the boat began to move. As if by magic, the tire turned and released Hugh from his rut. He opened his eyes to see Morton impersonating a strongman, both hands pulling on the hitch.
"You're still here. Not as angry as when I saw you last." Morton looked down and offered him a hand up.
Hugh refused it. "What's the use?"
"You're just going to lie there and let them grab you?"
"Why fight it, I'm doomed."
Morton stood up and looked at the horizon. In the distance the swarm of reapers circled, slowly approaching. "Those are the guys they send for the dead?"
"Reapers. You can't run from them, they always get their man. They exist to hunt and kill and they really seem to enjoy it. They're pretty much the ultimate dicks."
Morton nodded. "Reapers, huh? They're the ones that took Ana from me."
"Yeah," Hugh said under his breath. He turned onto his side to watch his doom roll in. "I don't know what came over me. Jealousy I guess. I just wanted to be alive so bad I didn't care if other people got hurt, killed."
"You still have a little time." Morton offered his hand again.
"Time for what?"
"I don't know, a little time to pretend like you’re living, I guess. There's got to be something you still want to do."
Hugh nodded. "I know it’s wrong, but right before I crashed into the bus and died, all I wanted was to see Lily in her wedding dress."
"Church is right up the road. If we hurry you can peek in through the window while the service is still going."
Hugh nodded again. "I guess that wouldn't be the worst thing in the world." He grabbed Morton's hand and was hoisted to his feet.
Every bone in his body had been crushed. He lacked the skeletal structure to stand and move properly, so he inflated his skin bag of a shell with what was left of his spirit and flopped toward the church.
 
Steve flung through the doors of the church. "Sorry I'm late." A cheer and applause went up as he jogged to the altar, kicked off his flip-flops and laced up his wedding shoes. He looked up at Lily. "I will find some way to make this up to you, I swear." He popped to his feet. "I know, how about I let you marry me." He smiled and nodded to the Reverend, "Let's do this!"
 
Morton and Hugh were within fifty yards of the church. "Just a quick peek, then I'll go," Hugh said.
Morton searched the sky with a wary eye. "They just swoop down and grab you? Sounds scary as hell. Poor Ana, she hated surprises."
Hugh pointed at the ledge below the stained glass windows. "We can get a look from there. Then at least I can die hap—"
A sudden darkness engulfed them like a giant umbrella was just popped open above their heads. By the time Hugh looked up it was too late. Leroy had collared him with his massive leather hand. Grisly reared up, and claps of lightning from her front hooves sent Morton reeling.
Morton struggled to his feet, but all he could do was watch as Hugh was dragged, lifeless, into the air. Grisly's enormous wings stirred the leaves like autumnal confetti.
"No!" Morton shouted in a rage. Without thinking, he threw open the door to the church steeple and raced up the stairs. Quickly reaching the bell tower, he didn't hesitate but leapt from the platform with all his might and tackled Grisly's right wing.
Grisly fought to shake him off but Morton squeezed the wing in a bear hug, causing her to spiral out of control. Leroy drew his sickle but couldn't strike Morton without also hitting his precious pegasus. The tangled mess arched wildly into the sky above a neighboring hay field. Grisly swung her head back, trying to bite Morton off her wing. The harder she tried, the more her flying faltered. 
They were losing altitude fast, and Leroy was worried about crashing. Pegasus crossbred from vampire bats are tough and vicious but they suffer from weak ankles. Something to do with bats hanging upside down translated into underdeveloped fetlocks in a pegasus. If Grisly shattered an ankle, Leroy would have to put her down. Worse, he'd have to hitch a ride with another reaper back to the Kingdom. He hated riding bitch on someone else's pegasus.
In a moment of desperation he let go of Hugh, dropping him several hundred feet to the farm below. With both hands free, he grabbed the horn of the saddle and reached out to slap Morton off the wing. With only fifteen feet between them and the ground, Morton was jettisoned into the tall hay.
Grisly got two and a half beats out of her wings before thundering all four hooves to the ground. It was barely enough to keep her from spraining her delicate ankles. Leroy dismounted and checked if she was okay. He held her reins and patted her cheek. "You okay there, girl?" 
She bayed with a nod.
He led her through the hay field, giving her a brief rest as he searched for Hugh's carcass.
 
A devoutly religious farmer had watched the aerial battle from the front porch of his house. Why Satan had sent one of his minions on a hell beast to trample his hay was beyond him, but he wasn't going to sit idly by. He got behind the wheel of his John Deere class eight harvester, cranked “Onward Christian Soldiers” from the stereo and drove out to confront the dark sin. "Satan, I damn thee!" he yelled, as he threw the switches that started blades and choppers whirring in the harvester's jaws. The machine was made extraordinarily tough and powerful. It could devour a minivan, reducing it to the size of a hay bale in the time it took a decent God-fearing man to say “Praise the Lord.” 
"Praise the Lord!" the farmer shouted as he punched the turbine button and headed into battle.
 
The wedding ceremony was in full swing. The Reverend had finally relented to George's demand that he somehow be included up at the altar. He was installed stage left in the pulpit, where it was his job to motion to the congregation when they should sit and stand. He took the opportunity to give a running commentary via rudimentary sign language to the crowd. 
A college friend of Lily's sang “From This Moment On” by Shania Twain while wearing a pert strapless dress. From the pulpit George gave the a-okay and the thumbs-up with a wink.
While Steve's vows were several pages long (fourteen hundred words, to be precise), Lily's vows were rather short. She swapped her bouquet for a microphone and limply recited her lines to the room. "Steve, you came along at the right time. I had been through a lot and I was pretty sure I could never love someone again. But when the weeks stretched into months, you kind of grew on me and I realized I had to throw out my old idea of passionate, selfless, caring love and try to find a new definition. One based on companionship and ..." She whispered to Gilda, "Line?"
"Companionship, status and a level of sophisticated comfort and security that only a high-net-worth individual can provide," Gilda whispered under her breath from memory.
 
Leroy found Hugh crawling toward the church in the high grass. "Where do you think you're going?" He picked Hugh up and slung him across Grisly's croup.
"Please, just give me a few more minutes. Please," Hugh begged.
"That's some real fine groveling, dirt nap," Leroy smiled. "Keep that up and I'll go easy on you." He put one boot into a stirrup and got ready to mount.
Frenzied and wild, Morton crashed out of the hay and tackled Leroy's elevated leg. Morton, at only eighty inches tall, was a foot and a half shorter than Leroy but his angry passion more than made up for his lack of size. 
"You took her from me, you bastard!" Morton yelled, and he wrestled Leroy to the ground. On their feet again, they exchanged blows, and when Leroy went for his sickle, Morton kicked him in the groin. While Leroy was doubled over, heaving, Morton kneed him in the face, causing him to stand back up. Then, using the information he had gathered from the first kick as to the precise whereabouts of Leroy's twig and berries, he commenced rapid toe kicks to the cronal region, switching each focused blow between Leroy’s left and right man fruits. Having spent so much time drunk on the streets, Morton had picked up a thing or two about fighting, dirtbag-style. Leroy grabbed Morton close and they crumbled back to the ground. The sickle flew out of his hand and splashed into the sea of grass, sinking deep into the hay.
Leroy used brute force to bend Morton into a figure-four headlock and then crunched him into a pile driver. Reapers were trained in the ancient ways of the World Wrestling Federation, but the part about the fighting being fake was intentionally left out. Without his sickle he couldn't kill Morton, but he had several moves that could incapacitate him.
Morton dug his head out of the dirt and tried to shake it straight. Before he could regain his senses, Leroy grabbed him with one hand and with his other hand made his fingers into the shape of a rake. He dragged the stiff claw across Morton's chest while bellowing out in a low, undulating rumble, "Rake!"
Morton's heart arrested and he fell limp to the ground. Still breathing, but barely, he watched as Leroy stood up, brushed himself off and searched for his sickle.
A reaper's sickle was second only in importance to his pegasus. Forged in a molten blast furnace of hate and tempered in tears of torment, the sickle was born of crucified steel and honed so sharp that it could cleave life from the living with just a twitch. There was no way Leroy could return to the Kingdom without it, but finding a sickle in a hayfield was proving frustrating. Bent over, he searched, kicking at the grass, wading out in a frustrated spiral.
The harvester topped a hill and thrashed toward Grisly. She reared up, ejecting Hugh off her back and confronting the mechanical menace. Chrome lightning bolted from her hooves as she spread her wings and roared at the contraption.
Inside the cab of the harvester, filled to the brim with religious fervor, the farmer stamped on the gas pedal and sang out, "I will fear no evil, for thou art with me!"
Morton got to his feet, clutching his chest in agony. Leroy was bent over, searching, cursing the tangle of grass. With a few quick steps and a lurch, Morton was on his back, leveraging his forearm into Leroy's throat in a super-dirtbag choke hold. Leroy spun and twisted, trying to swat the throttling noose off. Like so many big, powerful men, all of Leroy's muscles were built to fight things in front of him. He lacked the core strength and range of motion to eject Morton off his back. He threw elbows back, but Morton dodged them. He tried to pull Morton's arms away from his throat, but he couldn't get a grip on the sweaty skin. Leroy fell to one knee and the corners of his vision began to fade. The anger Morton felt from losing Ana had been kept bottled up for so long it had fermented into rage. The cork had been pulled, and Leroy slumped lifeless to the ground.
The farmer wasn't turning back; he had the spirit of the Lord pushing him forward. Grisly launched into the air in front of the harvester's windshield. Smashing the glass with her electric steel hooves, she thrust her jaws to within an inch of the farmer's face. Slowly her lips quivered up, unsheathing her saber fangs, ready for the lethal bite when ...
Shock sparked in Grisly's eyes. She pulled back fast and hard. She beat a flustered retreat with her wings but it was no use; the reins had been sucked into the mouth of the combine and were slowly pulling her by the head into its gnashing carbide teeth. She squealed and cried, lashing her wings against the steel chassis, bucking and braying, desperate to get free.
Hugh stood up in the tall grass and watched as the terrified creature fought for its life. Her head, captured in a heavy leather bridle, was slowly winched toward the shredding whir of knifed gears. It was almost ironic. Grisly was about to be ingested, pulled apart and shredded, then finally defecated out the back end of the harvester. She was about to share the same fate as the hay her horse half loved so dearly.
Even though this flailing creature was a vicious monster sent to hunt him, Hugh couldn't help but feel sorry for her in her desperate struggle. Without thinking it through, he ran and jumped onto her back, climbing across her withers and pulling himself up her crest. 
The primary thresher began to take slices off the tip of her nose. Panicked, she kicked and snorted.
The farmer whooped and hollered, "The Lord's right hand has done mighty things!"
Without a moment to spare, Hugh reached down below her cheek and released the bridle from her head. She recoiled out of the mouth of the harvester, throwing Hugh off her back. She hovered above the farmer, thrusting her wings and snorting black blood from her grated nostrils. 
The farmer looked up at the angry beast, as her wings shuttered out the sun. He trembled under his breath, "Son of a b—" 
With a roar, Grisly streaked bolts of lightning from her hooves into the harvester, arcing and fusing all of its parts. 
The farmer slumped, smoldering, against the steering wheel. He would live, but the destruction of the leased machine would mean the loss of his farm and his good standing in the community.
Grisly circled the field and landed next to Leroy, who lay unconscious in the grass. She brayed at Morton, who beat a hasty retreat, then she gently nudged Leroy with her bloodied nose. She let out a whimper. Worried, she scraped her front hoof in the dirt and kept vigil by his side.




Wedding Rings and Handcuffs
 
"The rings?" Reverend Lucky asked.
Steve looked to his best man, who quickly searched his pockets. "Oh crap," he said, exposing his hillbilly novelty teeth. "I left them in my other pants." 
The Reverend groaned. "There can't be a unity of the spirit essence without the rings. There can't be, it just cannot be done."
Gilda quietly walked over to the best man and whispered, "Go get them, run." He hustled out the back of the church. Gilda looked at the audience and smiled. She gathered the other groomsmen in a huddle, their faces turned from the pews. "Spit ’em out."
"Come on, it's Halloween," one of them was brave enough to retort.
Gilda struck with silent precision, clamping his beanbags between her fingers. She tersely whispered, "It's the day after Halloween and," she clamped harder for emphasis, "it's Lily's special day." They complied, spitting the teeth out and shoving them into hip pockets.
Gilda floated back to her side of the lineup with a practiced smile.
 
Outside the church, Morton helped Hugh up onto the ledge beneath a stained glass window depicting Jesus on Palm Sunday. "Can you see her?" Morton whispered.
"Almost." Hugh bobbed back and forth between the milky gray glass of a donkey and the flesh-white glass of Christ's foot. "They're taking a break."
"Hang tight, I'm going to try and steal one of these cars." Morton looked at the luxury vehicles parked around the church. "We'll hit the road, drive like hell."
"We can't outrun them, sooner or later they'll get me." Hugh squinted through Christ's purple robe; Lily had her back to the window. If only he could see her face. 
"Yeah, but at least we can give those bastards a run for their money. Who knows, maybe we can stop at a sporting goods store and get some weapons. See how those reapers like a couple rounds of buckshot to the face." Morton spit and wandered off between the parked cars, pulling on their door handles.
Finally, Lily turned. Hugh quickly shifted his squinted eye to Christ's foot and took in her perfect face. He worked extra hard to etch the image of her into the deepest part of his memory. Her graceful nape, soft hair, supple lips. Her gentle eyes that he had so often ...
"No way!" The best man had discovered Hugh on the ledge.
"Whoa, wait, I was just looking." Hugh scurried away but the best man grabbed his ankle chains and reeled him in.
"You're not so tough without your gun, are you, buddy?" He dragged Hugh up the front stairs of the church and through the doors.
"Hey, Steve, look what I found." The room turned and gasped as the best man shoved Hugh down the aisle of the church.
Lily stopped breathing. "You finally came." 
It was him, he had finally shown up at the church on her wedding day. It's not a dream, she thought, nodding, it's a dream come true. She waited and waited and he finally came. She didn't know how to rationalize it, she'd save that for her therapist friend. She just knew that she had wished for this from the moment she was jilted at the altar. The church doors would open and Hugh would walk down the aisle. She had closed her eyes and squeezed that wish so hard. Somehow, it had come true and even though it was insane, it somehow made her happy.
"I'm sorry, Lil," Hugh stuttered. "I tried to go."
"It's okay." She smiled.
"You look beautiful."
She started to cry.
"Really?!?" Gilda blurted. "Now this? No, absolutely not. Nope, I'm not having it. Would somebody please be so kind as to remove the zombie ghost from the wedding."
The groomsmen grabbed Hugh and began dragging him out. He didn't fight, he just strained his broken neck to get a last look at her. He inflated his skin bag just a little bit more with a loving breath.
Lily tried to follow but Steve grabbed her, holding her tight. "Come on, Lil, don't embarrass me in front of all these people," he whispered, and he pecked her on the forehead.
"When they throw me down the vent you'll forget everything about me. You'll forget I existed." Hugh's voice stretched to reach her.
"No I won't, I'll never forget you." Lily wrestled with Steve.
"No, it's okay," Hugh yelled. "I want you to forget me, so you can be free, so you can love somebody again as much as I loved you."
"I can't," she yelled.
"Please, Lily, for me. Even if it's this guy, who is totally crazy, please ... love somebody again." 
Steve huffed, "Calling the groom crazy at his wedding, real classy, buddy. I'm not that crazy!"
"Hugh!" Lily broke away from Steve, her heart about to burst. She reached for him. "I ..."
A darkness descended outside the front doors of the church and the bray of a bloodthirsty pegasus hushed the church’s congregants quiet in trembling terror.
With a thundering crash, the front doors splintered and the armored head of Chuck's pegasus thrust into the church and trumpeted a roar. The wedding guests scurried for the exits but stopped with a scream. Through the stained glass windows the silhouettes of twenty-five, maybe fifty reapers circled the church. The guests retreated to the pews, whispering desperate prayers and cowering.
Chuck ducked down as he slowly rode his pegasus through the door. They made a slow, steady march down the aisle, the creak of oiled leather interrupted by bursts of scalding smoke jetting from the nostrils of the pegasus.
An old man grabbed his chest in pain. Chuck pulled back on the reins. "Whoa." His pegasus came to an agitated halt. He watched as the old man wheezed, loosening his tie, gasping for air. He unsheathed his sickle with his remaining hand and slowly taunted the old man with it. "Not yet, old timer." He gave his ride a little kick and she continued her march. 
Chuck looked back at the old man with a nod. "But soon, very soon." He turned and focused on Hugh, his eyes swelling with evil glee. "You've got a date with the horrible vent, my friend." He pointed the sickle at Hugh and continued his march.
Lily broke out of her frozen shock. "Run, Hugh, run!"
Hugh jumped from his spot but came lurching back. His wrist chains had been secretly handcuffed to a railing. 
Steve nodded to his dad. "You're right, those things are totally handy."
George gave him the thumbs-up and pulled open his coat to show several pairs of handcuffs holstered to his belt. "I was going to bring a gun, but you know who," he gestured to his wife, "wouldn't let me. Hey, Carol, don't you wish I had a gun or two right about now?"
Hugh tugged at the chains. It was no use. He was a goner. 
Chuck raised his sickle, ready to swipe, when suddenly Reverend Lucky blocked his advance. Arms outstretched, his sleeves shimmering purple, he raised a Native American spirit willow in one hand, a Nepalese prayer dagger in the other. "This is a house of spiritual peace. I command you to ..."
The pegasus bared her fangs and hissed, the translucent tangle of sabers an inch from the Reverend's face. He slowly backed away and gathered up his robe so he could run. "If anyone wants me I'll be in the rectory." He tucked tail and beat a hasty retreat.
"Fetch, girl, fetch," Chuck commanded his pegasus, who snapped her jaws down on the back of Hugh's collar. He went limp; it was time for him to finally give up. He met Lily's eyes with a shrug of his shoulders and a sigh. She mouthed the words, I love you. 
Chuck swiped with his sickle, cutting the handcuff chain with a spark. "Hee-yeah!" He kicked his spurs into his mount and she thundered up the aisle, crashing up through the cascaded flowers and leaping through the giant stained glass window above the altar. The colored glass smashed and showered down on the wedding party. 
The pegasus took to the air with Hugh in her fangs. The congregation watched through the gaping hole as the swarm of reapers fell in behind Chuck and flew off into the horizon.
"Wow, that was crazy." Steve smiled. He held his hand out to Lily. "I'm glad that's over. Come on, let's get this over with."
Lily gazed out the hole at the fading sight of Hugh, hanging lifeless from the pegasus’s jaw. Then she looked at her hand, at the giant diamond, bigger than a peanut M&M and prone to snagging on anything and everything. She slid it off and handed it to Steve. "I'm sorry ... I love somebody else."
"Come on, you can't be serious. He's dead, gone, worm food city," Steve whined.
Gilda got up in Lily's face, almost slapping her. "Are you insane? Listen, Lil, I know the perfect wedding is a bust but the rings are ready to go." She turned and yelled at the bridesmaids, "Somebody get that Reverend back in here." She stroked Lily's shoulders. "I'm sure that after a few cocktails at the reception everyone will forget all this, then it's smooth sailing. Husband, house, babies ..."
Lily broke away and turned to the congregation. "I know it's crazy, but I just can't seem to fall out of love with my dead fiancé." She walked back down the aisle with half a smile and turned back just before she reached the jagged hole that used to be the church's front doors. "Thanks for coming." She walked out, leaving everyone in the church stunned.
Steve slumped in a fit. "Aw man, this blows." He looked at the ring and then over at the bridal party. "Any of you want to get married?"
Gilda jumped, reaching for the ring. "I do!"
Across the church, the florist stood up. She had changed into a skintight sleeveless black dress and four-inch pumps that easily could have doubled as stripper shoes. "I do!" She gave Steve a coy wink.
George looked her up and down from the pulpit and nodded. Wetting his finger, he pointed to her with a touch and a sizzle.
Gilda was outraged. "She's not a guest, she's the florist! She's staff! Ineligible!" She slapped her right hand to the top of her head. "Ineligible receiver!" Grabbing Steve, Gilda got in close to him, looking up into his heavenly blue eyes. "I will be the perfect wife to you, we can do whatever you want whenever you want, or if you don't want me around I can keep myself busy with hobbies, and I promise my weight will not fluctuate more than three percent from what it is presently."
Steve shook her loose and turned his back to her. "Give me a sec."
The florist scooped up the bridal bouquet and sauntered toward the front of the church. Gilda met her with a growl and they played tug-o-war with the flowers. Once again the core and arm strength of the florist was a factor, she flexed her pipes and easily wrested the bouquet from Gilda.
Steve turned. "How do you two feel about secrets being the foundation of a good marriage?"
"Sounds right," Gilda said, nodding.
For a moment Steve entertained a thought and he kicked himself for not thinking of it sooner. Why was he limiting himself to one wife? Two or three or even five wives could crank out the kids in a fraction of the time. He looked out in the pews and did a quick social calculation. Best to do this one legit and keep the subsequent marriages under the radar.
Reverend Lucky walked back up to the altar. "Am I to understand there will be a bride substitution?"
Steve nodded. "Yeah, just cut to the I dos."
"Who's the new bride?" the Reverend asked.
Steve nonchalantly gestured over his shoulder. "That one."
"He gestured toward me!" Gilda shoved the florist hard and wrenched the bouquet from her. "He gestured to me." She stood next to Steve with a frantic nod and an elated smile. "It's my day, it's my special day. Can we please have the nonessential staff cleared from the room." She turned and shooed the florist away with her hand.
"Alrighty then." The Reverend flipped to the last page of his notes. "The drive-by version. Do you two want to get married?"
"Yes!" Gilda blurted.
The Reverend looked to Steve, who raised his shoulders and looked over at Gilda. "Are you fertile?"
"You have no idea how fertile I am. You could get me pregnant by just blowing on me."
"So, what's it going to be?" the Reverend asked Steve.
"Yeah, sure, why not." Steve nodded.
"By the power vested in me by www.e-church.com, I now proclaim to the spirits of love that these souls are one in joyful togetherness and ..."
"Just say man and wife," Gilda hissed.
"Man and wife."
Gilda grabbed the microphone from the Reverend. "Ladies and gentlemen, introducing Doctor and Missus Steve Moore. I may now kiss the doctor husband." She dropped the mic with a thud and grabbed Steve by his hair. Kissing him she almost took a bite out of his lips. "Boo-yah!" She yelled
and then looked around. "Now where's that engagement ring? It fits, trust me, I tried it on every time Lily took a shower."
 
Outside the church, across a rolling field of grass and through an iron gate, Lily quietly walked up to Hugh's gravestone. She ran her fingers in the crevices of his name.
Morton walked up behind her. "Did they get him?"
Lily nodded.
"Then it's really over." Morton deflated. "He was wrong, wrong about love."
"What do you mean?"
"He thought love would conquer all."
"Conquer?" Lily tilted her head.
"He thought love could conquer death, that if you loved him he could come back to life."
"But I do love him, I do."
Morton shrugged his shoulders and rested his hand on Hugh's stone. "I guess it doesn't matter now. He's back there," Morton motioned to the dark corner of the cemetery, "back being dead."
Lily looked down into the tangle of thickets. The fog still hung in the hollows.




Down Down Down
 
Hugh was marched at sickle point down the Avenue of the Damned. The street was lined with solemn faces wrenched in disappointment and despair. Any tiny spark of hope they had for love and life was forever trampled by Hugh's tragic footslog.
His chains rattled along the dusty pavers, his head swung back and forth around his broken neck. His broken bones ratcheted and crunched against each other as he was forced forward toward the horrible vent. 
Onlookers whispered, “Look what they did to him in the Land of the Living. It's so sad, it's so horribly sad.”
Ms. Swindon bent a mirror around and watched through a window as Hugh was marched past the Ministry of Life Accountancy. She shook her head and chewed, "Idiot. I told him he was making a big mistake." Missy sat at her desk, her lower lip quivering, and then she buried her head in her hands and heaved with sobs, racking sobs that convulsed her body and caused a seam on her seat cushion to split. The rush of highly compressed air flapped out the rupture and made a noise that usually only came out of a living person who was having trouble digesting something.
Patrick broke through the crowd and came to Hugh's side. Almost too distraught to speak, his posture was deflated in sorrow. "I don't know what to say. I didn't think I could possibly feel worse about this death, and now I have to feel bad for you? Think about you forever falling down the horrible vent? It's too much, I ..." He buried his head in his hands and sobbed.
Ahead in the processional, Crain looked back at the teetering Hugh, then at the glum faces of the crowd. He leaned into Jerry with a grin. "They're miserable, hopeless and heartbroken. Their pain will sour to anger and I will harness their wrath to start the war." 
Up ahead, spires of smoke rocketed up from the horrible vent. Crain's eyes went wide with gleeful anticipation.
Ana walked alongside Hugh. She didn't know what to say, so she kept her mouth shut, biting her lower lip as she fought back the tears.
"You were right,” Hugh said, “I shouldn't have gone. There is no such thing as true love."
She nodded and turned her face away in a twisted frown. "There must be," she murmured, "there must."
Hugh stopped and looked at the smoke trailing up from the vent. "Maybe it's better this way." A reaper prodded him forward. "The rest of time falling and suffering. At least the torture of hoping will be gone."
Ana couldn't take it anymore. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. "I'm sure she loves you, I know she does."
Hugh took his hand back and darkly stared at the road in front of him. "No."
His one-word response locked Ana in her tracks. For the first time in her existence she was questioning a truth she held above all else. "No such thing as love?" She whispered.
Ahead, Hugh stopped and swung his head around to address her. "He misses you, I promised him I'd tell you that." The reaper once again shoved him forward.
Ana wiped away a tear. "I just wish ... I wish he could be happy." She shook her head. "I can't wish. There's no hope, no love, there's only nothing."
 
Crain had arranged to have a sacrificial altar placed on the rim of the vent. An elaborate lectern of black steel skulls stretched into wailing faces was placed front and center. He took to the podium and unfurled an elaborate scroll. Hugh was jostled next to him by two hooded reapers.
Jerry smiled at Hugh. "Guess what? We're letting you go. Can you believe it? You're not going down the horrible vent. We might even let you cross over to the Land of the Living."
"Really?" Hugh's mouth fell agape.
"Sucker! You're gonna burn, lover boy."
The entire Kingdom had turned out. The onlookers stood shoulder to shoulder and formed a single dusty gray mass.
Crain's voice trumpeted out and hushed the whimpering sobs. "He set out to show that Laa ... La-a-ah-vue. Low-vee-oo ..." Crain took a step back. "Let me try this again. He set out to the Land of the Living to try and show that L-O-V-E could bring him back to life. That L-O-V-E could conquer death. That L-O-V-E could conquer all." He stepped out in front of the podium and lowered his voice. "That L-O-V-E could conquer us." He pointed to the crowd, then to himself. "He set out to show that L-O-V-E could destroy you and me." He walked back behind the podium. "He's not being punished for failing, he's being punished for trying, for hoping L-O-V-E was even possible. L-O-V-E will not save you, as if L-O-V-E even exists. It's a fantasy, a concocted dream to keep you shackled to the lie. It is a prison full of hopeless romantics pretending to be happy and free.
"We here know our lot in death!" Crain shouted, his voice echoing throughout the Kingdom. "We don't suffer fools whose actions remind us of our hopeless fate." 
The crowd slowly nodded, and whispers slipped out here and there, "Down the vent ... down the horrible vent. Down, down, down ..."
Crain held the scroll at arm’s length, reading, "Therefore I sentence you, Hugh Rudd, to a punishment beyond severe. You will serve the eternity of your perdition down the horrible vent."
The reapers prodded Hugh close to the edge of the platform. The toes of his wedding shoes dangled over the precipice. He dug into the pocket of his warm-up jacket and took out the engagement ring he had given to Lily. He squeezed it tight, hoping it would help him remember.
The vent belched and bellowed, rumbling its hunger for Hugh's soul. The reapers prodded him an inch closer. He balanced, his heels just barely remaining in the Kingdom.
Leroy sat upright in Grisly's saddle with the rest of the mounted reapers in a tight formation. The pegasus started to fidget as Hugh was prodded closer to the edge. She shook her head and fought her bridle. "Easy there, Grizz, easy," Leroy tried to subdue her.
"On my mark, reapers." Crain raised his hand in the air and the reapers got into position for one final shove.
"Wait!" Ana called out. "Wait!"
Crain relaxed his arm and the reapers uncocked.
"He doesn't deserve the vent. I put the foolish thought in his head, so I should suffer the punishment." Ana stepped to the foot of the podium.
"No, Ana." Hugh shook his head. "Don't do this."
"I was wrong. You've shown me that love doesn't exist. I want the vent." She took a step forward. "If it pleases the council, release him and throw me down the vent."
The crowd gasped in shock. The council ministers shrugged their shoulders, not sure what to make of it.
Crain shook his head and his nostrils flared as he lorded over Ana. "It does not please the council. It does the opposite of please the council, in fact it displeases the council. The council finds you and your plea un-pleasurable, non-pleasing even."
Crain raised his hand and the reapers once again got into position for the final shove. 
"Here is your complete and final proof of our Kingdom's immutable law." Crain lowered his voice to a growl. "Death reigns supre—"
"Wait!" The gatekeeper hustled to the foot of the podium. "Wait!"
Crain tilted his head back with a groan. "What is it now?"
Out of breath, the gatekeeper gasped, "Trouble at the gate."
"What?" Crain looked over at the Kingdom's gate. A lone woman dressed in white stood on the other side.




Trouble at the Gate
 
"Trouble, trouble, trouble at the gate. A difficult problem has arisen ..." the gatekeeper sang as he followed a step behind Crain.
"Silence!" Crain snapped.
The gatekeeper startled but kept mouthing the words to his improvised opera.
On the other side of the gate, Lily stood in her wedding dress with her hands clasped in front of her waist.
The gatekeeper shouldered into Crain with a whisper, "She wants in, and she's willing to sacrifice herself in ritualistic fashion." He nodded like it was a big deal.
"Suicide," Crain said, brow lifted.
Hugh broke away from his minders and crashed against the gate. "Lily, what are you doing here?"
"I can't live without you."
"No, Lily, get out of here. It's horrible, death is a horrible place. Please, for me, go back, run back to life."
The reapers recaptured Hugh and pulled him from the gate. Lily pressed against the iron bars, reaching for him. "I won't leave you."
"No, Lily!" Hugh shouted desperately. "This is a horrible place. Run, before it's too late."
"It's the only way we can be together, the only way we can be in love."
"No, Lily, no." He bowed his head and spoke in a low voice, "There is no such thing as love."
The crowd rabbled and then hushed to hear Lily's response. "I love you, Hugh." With a long face and a deep stare, Lily took a step back from the gate and pulled a twenty-two-inch tanto out of her oversized handbag. She had stolen the dagger out of George's luggage, where it was strapped in place with several other tactical knives, blowguns and weapons for hand-to-hand combat. The razor-sharp blade shimmered in the pale fog.
"Please, Lily, no."
"Promise you won't throw him down the vent," Lily demanded of Crain.
"Oh I promise," he nodded. "Come on over, child, be with us." He held his arms out to her and then whispered to Jerry, "The bride on her wedding day committing suicide. The delicate white of her dress stained in voluminous splashes of dark red. How terribly, terribly awful." He grinned.
Lily held the trembling blade to her throat.
"Witness the tragedy that the curse of L-O-V-E hath wrought. This poor, poor creature taking her own life, on her wedding day no less," Crain preached to the crowd. "We must free the living from their slavery of hope. When she cuts her throat, the life will spill out, the gate will swing open and we should hold it open. Cross over to the Land of the Living and release them, every last one of them, to their deaths. I'm talking about war. Who's with me?"
The crowd agitated and a low chant built, "Death reigns supreme, death reigns supreme, death reigns supreme ..."
Crain smiled with evil glee and turned back to Lily. "Yes, my dear, come on now. Just a little cut and you can be with us."
"No, Lily, please no. If you truly love me, go."
Lily pressed the blade tight against her porcelain throat and a teardrop of blood cried out, rolling down her nape and staining her dress just above her heart.
The gate began to creak, its iron jaws quivering, ravenous and ready to consume.
"No, Lily! There's no reason to cross over, because ... because I'm no longer here." Hugh broke free from the reapers and ran to the edge of the vent.
Lily took the sword away from her throat. "What are you doing?"
Hugh turned and looked at her one last time and whispered the words, "I love you." Then without hesitation he threw himself into the horrible vent. 
Grisly brayed and reared up on her hind legs. Leroy tightened his grip on her reins. "Whoa, Grizz, whoa."
Lily dropped the sword and reached with both hands through the gate. "No, Hugh, no!"
The vent roared with consumption and the Kingdom shook. Horrible cries and howls of pain trumpeted out of its depths. A bellow of hot smoke plumed and then everything went still.
Crain walked over to the ledge and looked down. "The one called Hugh Rudd is no more." He looked to the crowd. "Soon we will forget him."




Forever Forgotten
 
Back in the day when Hugh and Lily were just dating, before they had even considered moving in together, they went on a camping trip. The weather was horrible. Sheets of cold rain lashed their tent and a river formed under it, almost washing it out to sea. 
With soaked sleeping bags they retreated to the car. Everything they owned was dripping wet and to make matters worse, the car wouldn't start. A new battery for the 1993 Toyota Corolla was long overdue, and Hugh had used the last of its juice to run the headlights while they set up the tent in the storm. Why he didn't leave the engine running while the headlights were on is a mystery. Though the truth is, Hugh really didn't understand how cars worked. Gas and a trip to the quick lube twice a year was the extent of his automotive knowledge.
Their phones didn't work so deep in the woods, and Lily was pretty sure wild animals stalked the dark wilderness between them and the closest gas station. Wild, hungry animals. The storm continued to build and they watched through the windshield as the tent was blown across the campsite and off into the night. The winds howled, rocking the car back and forth. The conversation turned to tornadoes and lightning strikes. If a tornado was spotted, she was pretty sure they should lie in a ditch, but Hugh was almost sure that lightning never hits cars; something to do with the rubber in the tires. 
After some debate it was agreed that if a tornado with no lightning started winding toward them they'd hide in a ditch. If there was lightning they'd stay in the car, and if a tornado and lightning came together they'd push the car into a ditch and hide inside.
They were too cold to sleep. They huddled, wet and shivering, in the tiny car and shared a bag of soggy pretzels. The radio wouldn't work, so they took turns sharing their hopes and dreams for the future. She wanted to ride bikes through Spain, he wanted a new car, maybe enough time to road trip to California, start an alternative rock band. She dreamed of a small house with a small backyard, he dreamed of ... actually he dreamed of a lot of things but at that moment all he could dream about was a life with her.
Sometime during the night they fell asleep. The storm passed and the day’s first sun projected flaxen light through the pines. The warm glow kissed Lily's face and she was illuminated.
Hugh sat motionless, trying not to wake her. He watched her sleep and deep down he realized something had forever changed. He wasn't sure how they'd get the car going and he wasn't sure how they'd get home. He wasn't sure how much a new car battery cost or if he could afford it. He wasn't sure if they'd find their tent or the rest of their camping stuff. He wasn't sure about a lot of things, but he was sure of one thing. He was in love with Lily and he wanted to be with her for the rest of his life.
 
The memory of the camping trip, along with all the others, was starting to dissolve. Lily kneeled in the dead leaves outside the gate and quickly started to forget. She tried to hang onto them. The first smile, the first kiss, the first night in their apartment, a mattress on the floor, some candles, a pizza. They were all slipping away. Like trying to hold onto water, the tighter she grabbed, the faster the memories passed through her fingers, dripping to the ground. Soaking to the very bottom of nothing.




Singed, Scorched and Scalded
 
Grisly reared up and bucked Leroy off her back. She thrust into the air above the horrible vent and circled three times before tucking her wings and diving headfirst into the smolder. Bolts of black lightning and claps of thunder shattered from the smoking hole.
There was a long silence, and then a low undulating rumble crept up from below.
 
Dr. Steve and Gilda Moore's wedding reception was well under way. Lily's half of the guests had left after yet another fiasco at a church resulting in Lily not being married off. But Steve's friends and family were trying to make the best of it. Gilda was frantically crossing out Lily's name with a Sharpie and correcting it to hers on all the printed materials. 
George tried to get to know her. "Gilda, is that short for something?" He feigned a trip and a stumble but regained his balance with the help of Gilda's left ass cheek.
Morton slowly drove around Cedargrove in an aqua Bentley he had stolen from behind the church. The owner must have been in a hurry, because he’d left the keys in the ignition. With the windows rolled down, Morton searched for someone, but with each lap around town he started to forget who he was searching for. Eventually he ditched the car and made his way toward the cemetery.
 
The crowd around the horrible vent started to disperse, when all of a sudden Grisly burst forth from the scalding hell mouth. Her wings smoldering, her singed hooves climbed invisible steps in the smoking air, and clinging to her back was a scorched and near-lifeless Hugh Rudd.
The crowd gasped. "Back from the vent!"
Ana stepped forward. "Only one thing could bring someone back from the vent."
"Impossible!" Crain spit.
Grisly landed just in front of the gate and knelt down, stretching out her wing and creating a ramp for Hugh to roll his way down. He propped himself up against the gate and strained to huff a word out of his brazed lungs. 
"Lily."
She looked at him, her head tilted. She barely recognized him, worse, she barely knew him anymore. Almost all their shared memories had been jumbled into fragments and almost completely erased. 
"Do I know you?"
"It's me, Lily," Hugh begged.
Lily shook her head. "I ... I don't think I know you, I ..." She stumbled back, confused and afraid.
"It's me, Lily ... and I love you." He had said it many times but this was the first time he really meant it. He loved her more than his own life and was willing to sacrifice anything for her.
She stopped her slow retreat and nodded. "I'm not sure why, but deep down ... I love you too." She had never stopped loving him. Through it all, her love was true.
He fell to his knees and dug the engagement ring out of his pocket. "Will you marry me?" He held the ring through the iron bars and Lily slowly walked toward it.
She reached out for the ring and the tiniest spark went from Hugh's hand to hers. She smiled with a nod. "Yes, yes I will marry you." She slid on the ring and grasped Hugh's hand.
"We need a minister to marry them." Ana pushed out of the crowd and looked to the council members.
"Never!" Crain swatted his arms out, blocking any council member from stepping forward. "There will never be a union between the dead and the living."
Ana pleaded with the council, "Please, look at them, deep down in your heart you know what they have. This is it, this is true love."
The ministers mumbled and shuffled their feet.
"I reckon I'll do it," Rusty said, stepping forward.
"Don't you dare." Crain squared off with him.
"Get out of my way, Crain, I'm fixin' to wed these young-uns and there ain’t spit on a painted prairie you can do about it." He tried to push past Crain, who shoved him back into the group of ministers.
"No you won't!" Crain barked, and he pointed at all of them. "Keep in mind, my junior, very junior peers, I am the Head Minister, I speak for the council and I could very well have you, all of you, thrown down the vent for just a hint of insurrection."
"Shoe-me howdy shucks Crain, go right ahead, wrastle me down that there vent," said Rusty, stepping forward again. "But first I'm going to hitch these two lovebirds."
"Reapers, arrest him." Crain pointed at Rusty but the reapers didn't move. "Did you not hear me? I said arrest him!"
Rusty nodded and took another step forward. The rest of the ministers stepped up with him. Rusty said, "Us ministers have been chewin' the straw, Crain, and we figured it's about time you make like a tumbleweed and tumble."
"No, this isn't right," Crain raged. "This is all your fault." He grabbed Hugh and pulled him away from the gate, dragging him toward the vent. He made it half a step before Leroy stepped in front of him, his fist clapping into the palm of his hand. Crain turned to the side and Grisly bared her fangs at him.
"This is crazy, it's mutiny." Crain let go of Hugh and went to Jerry's side. "You will all pay for your insubordination." He looked to Jerry. "Right, Jerry?"
"What are you looking at me for?" Jerry sidestepped away from him in disgust.
"Well ..." Crain looked around. "Well ... If you're not going to obey me, then ... then I guess ..." The eyes of the Kingdom were on him as he dismissed everyone with a wave of his hands. "Then I guess ... whatever." He gathered up his robe tails and retreated through the crowd.




Cowboy Style
 
Rusty propped Hugh back up against the gate and Lily reached through, grabbing both his hands, helping to hold him steady. 
"I just wish we had more time to prepare. I know it's last-minute but we should decorate, it's a wedding, for Pete's sake," Patrick fretted, and he scavenged for last-minute decorations.
Hugh held onto Lily through the gate, and as if on cue a ray of sunlight illuminated her, casting her in a gentle glow.
"Reckon I'm gonna go ahead and hitch you two the only way I know how, cowboy-style. Now Hugh, do you take this beautiful filly to have and to hold, in green pastures and dusty badlands, where even your shadow won't grow?"
"I do." Hugh looked deep in her eyes and felt something inflating inside him.
"Now Lily, do you—"
She cut him off. "I do." She smiled and squeezed Hugh's hands.
"Well that went quicker than a cupcake in a pigpen. By the power I'm saddled with on this here council, I tip my hat to you and declare with a hoot and holler, you're mister and missus."
A cheer went up from the crowd.
Rusty leaned into Hugh and whispered, "You may kiss the bride."
Hugh’s and Lily's lips met in between the iron bars of the gate and in that moment, magic happened. Hugh went from ashen gray to a flourish of flesh tones. His bones healed, his neck went back together and his lungs filled with air. 
If the crowd wasn't applauding so loudly they could have heard his heart pounding away.
Ana stood and watched with a smile. "I knew it."
The kiss was interrupted by the gate trembling and creaking. The gatekeeper sang both parts of the finale duet from The Marriage of Figaro as the gate slowly ratcheted open.
Patrick hastily swaddled a piece of white fabric across a corner of the gate's coat of arms.
With the gate fully opened, Hugh walked out of death and into Lily's arms. They watched as the gate closed. Patrick had covered the words La Mort with the fabric. Hastily scratched on the white cloth was the word that changed everything.
The crest now read, L'amour Règne Suprême.

Roughly translated: Love Reigns Supreme.
Hand in hand, Hugh and Lily walked into life. Hugh stopped and looked back at the friends that would remain in the Kingdom. Their eyes were smiling as they pressed up against the bars of the gate, waving good-bye. He waved and said with a smile, "I won't forget you."
A dream had come true. Still hand in hand, they walked through the fog and out of the deep, dark corner of the cemetery. They stopped at Hugh's gravestone and watched as his name slowly dissolved from the polished granite. 
Up ahead, Morton paced near Ana's stone. They walked over to him, and he was startled at first. Who was this young couple in the graveyard, hand in hand and in love? He felt like he knew the guy from somewhere but he couldn't place it.
He took a drink from his bottle. "Hey, do I know you from someplace?"
"Yeah," Hugh said, nodding. He pointed at Ana's stone and put his hand on Morton's shoulder. "You know, Morton, she just wants you to be happy." He patted him on the back and then strolled out of the graveyard with Lily.
Morton looked at Ana's stone and then at the bottle of schnapps. "This isn't making me happy." He tossed the bottle in the bushes and crossed his arms. "I ... um." He looked toward where he threw the bottle and scurried over to retrieve it. He unscrewed the cap and dumped out the booze. "I should recycle this." He screwed the cap back on and realized he had just poured half a liter of cheap alcohol on Lou Fuller's grave. "Gosh, Lou, I'm sorry, no disrespect."
He nodded with a smile toward Ana's stone and straightened up to his full eighty inches. "I'll ... I'll try." 
He quietly walked out of the cemetery, shutting the gate behind him.




Snowblower, Maybe a Shed
 
It was dusk on the eve of Halloween and Professor Tweed opened the gate to the cemetery. "A portal from the Land of the Living to the ..." On cue, he caught himself and then stared coldly into the dark graveyard. "They say it's bad luck to name it." The tour group was double the normal size and Tweed kept flubbing his lines. He was too preoccupied estimating the evening's take.
He had made enough last season to get his riding mower but now he had his sights set on a snowblower and maybe a shed for his growing fleet of power equipment. The snowblower was in the bag. Depending on the tips from this group and the size of the shed he would need, his mind kept wandering to whether he could afford to have electricity run out to it. He shook his head clear and thought, I'll just run an extension cord out to the shed, and I can get power trenched in down the road. 
"Follow me into the beyond, if you dare ..." The group huddled behind him into the night.
 
Down the road past Frederick, which seemed a little shabby—maybe it was the pack of mangy cattle dogs that patrolled its perimeter—you turned left. After about two miles you crossed Victoria Place and continued on for a while, finally taking a right on Columbus Avenue. Halfway down the block was a cozy house with a small backyard. Three jack-o-lanterns glowed on the front steps. Two of them were large with big smiles carved into their orange shells, and the third was about as small as a jack-o-lantern could be.
Inside the house, Hugh was flitting about, taping up decorations and lighting candles. "They'll be here any minute. Did you leave the north door open? They like to enter through the north door ... or is it the west door?" Hugh twisted from side to side, trying to figure out which way was which. "Do we have a compass? Maybe I should just open all the doors."
"I don't want the baby getting cold." Lily cradled their three-month-old daughter, Anastasia, in her arms.
"Well, maybe she should put on a baby sweater or something." He stopped and gave his daughter a kiss on the forehead, then gave Lily a squeeze. "I'll just crack the doors open, or maybe just leave them unlocked, that's probably good enough. Hey, Morton?"
Morton was cleaned up, wearing a captain's hat, a white sport coat and boating shoes. This wasn't his Halloween costume. After he sobered up he had so much extra energy he got back into sailing. He couldn't quite afford a boat of his own, so he became an active member of the community sailing cooperative. 
"Yeah, what is it?" Morton was busy entertaining Lily's mom, Patricia, with a story about how he capsized with a group of kids he was teaching from the Boys and Girls Club. It was plain to see that Morton and Patricia had become more than friends, from the way he was compelled to bend over backwards and contort himself just to make her laugh and the way her laugh made him smile. 
Somehow Morton made peace with losing Ana. He didn't forget her, far from it. Somehow through it all he held her closer and closer. He ended up holding her so tight she became a permanent part of him so he never again had to worry about letting her go.
"Do you know which way north is?" Hugh asked as he poured candy corn into a skull-shaped bowl.
"I think it's that way." Morton pointed to the back of the house.
"Can you do me a favor and crack the back door open, just a little bit? It's a welcoming thing."
The doorbell rang and Hugh walked across the room to answer it. "Hey Morton, never mind, I guess they're just coming in the front door." 
He opened the door to a chorus of "Trick or Treat!" A motley bunch of real ghosts on leave from the Kingdom were on his doorstep. Hugh smiled. "The treat is all mine." He made a grand gesture, sweeping them into his house. 
Patrick instantly went for the baby. "My goodness, she has Hugh's eyes." Lily was a little taken aback at first. Who was this dusty ghost trying to hold her newborn? "But she has your smile, it's a beautiful smile," Patrick said to Lily. That was enough of a give, and soon the baby was smiling in Patrick's arms.
The gatekeeper made a beeline for the piano and started singing ragtime. It was a little over the top, but he was enjoying himself.
Rusty and the rest of the council ministers had traded in their dusty robes for cowboy hats, vests and chaps. Rusty loved the new style but readily admitted that it was a little too Village People-ish. They parked themselves on Hugh and Lily's sectional sofa from Pottery Barn. "Yep," Rusty said, "maybe we should keep the hats but wear really long dusters. Or even black leather dusters, kinda go for that saddle tramp style." 
"Like Neo," Jerry chirped. After switching his loyalty to Rusty, Jerry had gone hog wild with the Western motif. His hat was a little small and his jeans were a little tight in the seat, but he was eager to show off his new style. He spit his tobacco juice onto the floor but then popped up. "Harnessing horn jerky. Where are my manners?" He bent over and wiped it up with his handkerchief.
Crain wouldn't be partaking in the Halloween festivities. After his fall from grace, he knocked around the Kingdom for a while but then ended up filling a vacancy at the Ministry of Life Accountancy. It was a horrible job in a dusty little corner but there was an opportunity to move up quickly through the ranks. It turned out the boss's daughter had a thing for dancers.
Hugh and Lily's house was packed with ghosts singing and laughing, but Ana was nowhere in sight. From across the room, Hugh looked to Morton, shrugged and said, "I guess she didn't come."
With his head bowed, Morton excused himself from Patricia's side and walked out the back door of the house.
He looked up at the moon in the sky, and he held an armful of flowers. "I've started seeing someone else. She's real nice, you'd like her." He smiled. "I brought you some flowers, your favorites." He laid the bouquet of white tulips on the picnic table. "Sure do miss you." Touching the soft white petals, he whispered, "Thanks, Ana." He slowly turned and went back inside.
Hidden in the moon shadow of an oak tree, Ana waited until Morton was back inside. She quietly gathered the flowers in her arms, smelled them with a smile and walked back into the night with them.
 
The party was in full swing and Hugh was singing a duet with the gatekeeper when an all-consuming dark shadow descended on the house. In the front yard the full drape of pegasus wings blotted out the stars, and the steel hooves landed with a sick thud on the soggy grass. The hooded reaper dismounted, gloved hand resting on his sickle. He moved to the front door.
Inside, the doorbell rang and Hugh answered it with a smile that quickly snapped to dread. The reaper entered and Lily snatched her baby from Patrick, holding her tight. Hugh backed up, filling the space between the reaper and his family. His chest puffed up. He would fight. Morton got his back, tucking his gold yachting necklace into his shirt so it wouldn't get snatched.
"What?" Leroy brushed his hood back. "I thought there were no hard feelings ... I brought a hot dish." From under his leather robe he revealed a green bean casserole in a microwave-safe container. "It's got those crunchy onion rings on top."
Hugh exhaled in relief and shook Leroy's hand, saying, "Happy Halloween."
The party started up again but Lily wasn't about to let Leroy hold her baby. He could play little piggy with her toes, which he did, but the baby would be staying in her arms for the rest of the night.
Out front, Grisly grazed on Hugh's bushes. A neighbor's greyhound got loose and barked at her, nipping at her hocks. She swung her head back and roared hot breath at the dog through her weaponized mouth. The dog rolled over and whimpered, its tail tucked between its legs. She thought about eating the dog, but she had a soft spot for greyhounds.
Grisly's roar echoed through the town, and one block away, the kid who was now a couple of sizes too big for his Boba Fett costume was grabbed by his mom and squeezed tight, causing his KYD-21 blaster pistol to fall out of its holster.
 
THE END
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