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Аннотация
Remember those old VHS tapes with labels that said �banned in 40 countries� and �not for the faint of heart,� with titles like Faces of Death and Mondo Violence? Well, they�re back, only this time it�s a book. This book. Death Obsessed is Faces of Death with an identity crisis. Get ready for something mondo macabre!
Back when he was a teenager, Calvin was into the morbid stuff. He thought he outgrew it, but he�s only a video clip away from becoming obsessed, and what�s Ronnie going to think about that? She�s not the kind of girl who digs cemeteries and dead things. But Hazel, she�s something else altogether, and oh how persuasive is a woman who knows what she wants.
Drawn back to a place Calvin had forgotten about, and lured by the baritone drawl of Mr. Ghastly, who promises the much sought-after death scenes classic known as Death�s Door, Calvin trips down one hell of a rabbit hole, and everything is at stake. Can he leave his nine-to-five life in the dust for some real action, or will he be left sick, all alone, and death obsessed?


Robert Essig
DEATH OBSESSED


PART ONE
Hall of Hell


Chapter One

It was the Internet that reacquainted Calvin with his death obsession. He thought that was a chapter left behind in his oblivious days of teenage confusion, but there it was again, silently waiting for him like some dormant plague buried for years, festering amongst the remains of its last carriers.
It began with a video clip that was having its fifteen minutes: two cage fighters in a match. One of them kicked the other and broke his leg quite grotesquely. There were plenty of similar clips on YouTube of other such limbs snapping in unimaginable ways, but this particular clip was the current buzz on the national news outlets and social media sites. Something light in the wake of terrorist attacks and sickos molesting children.
Calvin laughed at Ronnie�s repulsion of the video. It wasn�t a mean sort of laugh, or at least he didn�t think so. She grimaced as the cage fighter took a step back on his newly broken leg only to have it bend ninety degrees, dropping him to the mat. The break was just below the knee, his lower leg lying there in an unnatural angle like an unfilled sock. The tight clenching of his teeth said more than his pained screams, which were muffled under the gasps of the crowd.
�Oh god!� Ronnie said. �That�s awful.� She shrank away and clutched her arms as if trying to comfort herself, like a child who�d been crushed by some ugly life reality.
�Let�s see it again.� Calvin hit the replay button and the nine seconds of visual torture played out quick and wrenching.
�That�s it, Cal. I�ve seen enough. Can you imagine the pain he must have felt?�
Calvin shrugged off her repulsion, ran his hand through his hair, which always got a bit sweaty in his stuffy apartment. �His body went into some sort of shock, maybe numbed the break. I don�t think there�s enough numbing to not feel that kind of break, though.�
Calvin chuckled like it was funny, but Ronnie was clearly perturbed. She shuffled into the kitchen. It was either that or go into the bedroom. They weren�t living together, so she wasn�t comfortable escaping to his bedroom. Not yet at least. Calvin�s bedroom was a bachelor�s bedroom with plain white walls and clothes littering the corners like afterthoughts. When he finally asked her to move in (or, who knows, asked for her hand in marriage), she would give the room a woman�s touch.
The tinny roar of the crowd broke the silence, and then the �OHHHH� after the fighter�s leg snapped.
�You�re watching that again.� Ronnie�s voice echoed from the kitchen with a sickened tinge as if Calvin was watching a stag film.
�It�s only nine seconds. It�s not like the guy died or anything. Besides, it looks like there are other videos like this. It�s not the first time this sort of thing has happened.�
�You know, I don�t think the news should make such a big story about a video clip like that. All it does is draw people to that site to view it, and really, I think that�s just morbid.�
The sound of the clip issued from the living room once again, all nine seconds of it. Ronnie sighed.
�It�s has over three-hundred thousand hits,� Calvin said as Ronnie re-entered the living room, his voice thick with glee.
�That�s sick.�
�Not really.� Calvin crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair at his computer desk. He had a smirk on his face that Ronnie may have once found charming. Once. Now it was condescending, although that was certainly not Calvin�s intention. �People slow down at a car wreck. Everybody. And what for? To see a dead body or an injury, that�s what. It�s a reminder of our mortality to see this kind of stuff. That�s why it�s so popular.�
�The only reason I slow down at an accident is because I have to, because traffic slows down.� Ronnie grimaced. �I don�t want to see a dead person.�
�I�m sure you have, though, at one time or another. On TV or the Internet or something.�
�In the movies.� Ronnie fingered a piece of long blonde hair behind her ear. Her eyes had softened into something like worry. �I�ve never seen a dead person before and I don�t want to.�
A light flickered in Calvin�s mind, something remembered from those curious days when he had been so fascinated with the very concept of death and mortality. He couldn�t believe Ronnie had never even seen a picture of a dead body. Hadn�t everybody? It wasn�t that taboo, was it? Not in this day and age. Not in the Internet age.
Calvin sat upright. His fingers went the speed of light as he used Internet search engines to look for something. Ronnie would hate him for it, but he felt obligated. They had been together almost a year, and though they weren�t living together she would stay the night at his apartment from time to time. With the baby on the way he felt a lot of pressure to pop the question, but they both believed in partnership and personal bond. Marriage was just a certificate. He knew a lot about Ronnie, but knew, as well, how oblivious he was to much of her very fabric, and this fear of death was something he pitied. It wasn�t healthy to fear death. At least he didn�t think so.
Quickly searching for a website he used to browse many years ago, Calvin wondered if Ronnie was even aware of her mortality. He had found that by viewing death and researching it, he had a newfound vigilance and value for his fragile life. He�d seen the results of an eighty-mile an hour car crash, seen what happens when people don�t escape a burning building, seen the victims of crime, what one bullet can do to stifle an existence, how bodies stiffen in odd positions beneath an avalanche.
�You mean to tell me you never saw any of those Faces of Death videos or the Red Asphalt videos in Drivers Ed?�
�I opted out during that lesson. C�mon, seeing that kind of violence doesn�t make people better drivers.�
�I don�t think I would call it violence, but more a reaction, something that could happen to any one of us at any time. I think it probably makes people more cautious.�
She sighed. �Do you think we could talk about something else? And what are you looking for anyway?�
�Got it, or something like it. It�ll work anyhow. Take a gander at this.�
Calvin pivoted his laptop so Ronnie could see the screen. He crossed his arms and sat back, a smirk on his face like he was going to somehow win her over with some digital act of chivalry.
Ronnie gasped. �My god, Cal.� She turned her head. �Don�t ever do that to me again. I don�t need to see that kind of stuff.�
�Oh c�mon, you really should see some of this. This guy was gunned down by a gang member. He was in the middle of a crossfire. Completely innocent. In the wrong place at the wrong time and bam, that�s it, lights out.�
Ronnie dashed across the room, gathered up her purse, tears filling her eyes. �I�ve got to go.� She made for the front door without even looking at her bemused boyfriend sitting before his little computer desk, mouth hanging open like a wet chasm.
Calvin leapt out of the chair. �Wait, where are you going? What�s wrong?�
Ronnie stopped with the door open, tears in her eyes. She looked as if some ugly reality had set in, one she wasn�t prepared for. �What do you think? I just need some time. I�ll call you later.�
She closed the door. Calvin had offended her when all he was trying to do was help her see just how precious life was. He neglected to realize that everybody sees life in their own light. He could appreciate life�s delicacy by viewing death scenes with the understanding that he could be next. Ronnie, she could live a happy existence without understanding the fragility of her being. And Calvin pitied her optimism.
Some forgotten old lyric sprouted in Calvin�s mind. Once you�re born you start dying.
He clicked the touch pad, bringing forth another picture of death, this one of a suicide. The body was wasted away, having not been discovered for over a week in the heat of a Texas summer. He clicked the touch pad again, revealing the next picture. They were pretty gruesome. It was almost hard to believe that there was a time when he and his best friend would scour the Internet looking for this stuff. Back in those infantile days of the World Wide Web it was all about rotten.com, and they had spent a lot of time staring at these kinds of pictures with stupid grins on their faces, priding themselves that they had the intestinal fortitude to eat lunch and look at this stuff. They had even joked once that a particularly gangrenous wound looked kind of like meatball marinara, and damn that made them hungry for a sub sandwich.
Calvin understood why Ronnie left, but was a bit confused as to why she fled so quickly. He wasn�t trying to be cruel or gross her out. He just wanted to calm what he saw to be an irrational fear. It hadn�t occurred to him that maybe the pregnancy had something to do with her response.
He clicked the next grisly photo: a half a body found floating in the ocean, likely the victim of a shark attack or perhaps the guy was sleepin� wit da fishes.
Ronnie couldn�t be far up Madison Avenue, but Calvin wanted to call her. She may not hear her cell phone ring, but would she answer anyway? He thought not. Ronnie was the type of girl who would call when she was damn well ready to talk. She�d always been that way. She might not have been able to stomach what Calvin showed her, but she was one of the strongest willed people Calvin had ever met. What in hell made him think he could enlighten her after the cage fighter clip had upset her so badly?
In the meantime he flipped through the pictures on deadthings.com. It wasn�t quite what he had been looking for earlier, before ushering Ronnie off in disgust. He had been looking for a video called Death�s Door. It was by far the most grisly death-scenes video he had ever seen, more infamous than the Faces of Death videos and harder to find than the Traces of Death series. It was the kind of video that you found at the swap meet, but only if you asked the guy selling movies, and only if he trusted you.
It was at the Museum of Death that Calvin first saw Death�s Door. He was but sixteen years old and more excited about being able to drive downtown to the infamous Museum of Death than he was anything else when he passed his driving exam. At the time, he was into heavy metal and horror movies, the more blood and guts the better. Texas Chainsaw Massacre was a great film, a classic, but not bloody enough for Calvin�s tastes. He had preferred Peter Jackson gore fests like Dead Alive and Bad Taste or Italian splatter flicks from Lucio Fulci and Umberto Lenzi. The acting and plot had been secondary to his insatiable passion for the red and chunky.
But that was back when he was an impressionable teenager. Eventually he began to realize the brilliance of films like Halloween and golden age classics going back to silent films like The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari and The Unknown. If it was horror, Calvin was into it.
He seemed to be able to find everything but Death�s Door. Calvin had always thought you could find anything on the Net, but apparently he was wrong.
A glance at the clock told him it had been a half an hour since Ronnie left. She would be home by now, probably telling her mother how much of a creep he was, a would-be serial killer, a goddamned freak-psycho-sadist.
He had never seen her get so mad over anything before, not to the point of fleeing his house and high tailing it down the road. She was strong willed, but not rash. Must have something to do with the pregnancy. Next to the images he�d just seen on his computer, he couldn�t get that thought out of his mind. He�d been insensitive. That shit didn�t bode well with pregnant women, even in the first trimester.
Maybe it had something to do with the fact that she was expecting and he hadn�t even popped the question yet. Though they had mutually agreed that marriage wasn�t something they believed in, he knew that opinions changed. What if this was just the catalyst for something deeper?
Till death do we part, thought Calvin. The notorious vow struck him as odd, so many people mentioning their mortality on the day of their marriage. It�s always there, death is, hiding in the shadows or peering over our shoulders, waiting for the fatal accident, a purposeful murder, a desperate suicide, a debilitating disease. Always there to collect on God�s bet.
God�s bet? Calvin wasn�t a believer, but he found himself using religious terms from time to time as if somewhere in his secular upbringing someone slipped subliminal Bible tapes in the stereo while he was sleeping.
Another look at the clock told him it had been two hours. He couldn�t believe he had been sitting at the computer for that long searching out a miserable video that seemed to have never been in existence, its scarcity lending to its dark aura and also to Calvin�s sudden obsession to find it.
He had called Ronnie once in that two-hour span. Left her an apologetic message, trying his best to sound sorrowful though he was half absorbed with the images of death on his computer. As he set the phone down, his eyes never leaving the scenes of lost mortality, the message seemed like a throwaway memory, and he wasn�t even sure what he said to her.
But that was two hours ago.
Downtown there was a tavern with a little stairway beside it leading to a door with an engraved wooden sign above that read: The Museum of Death. It was calling to him.
Once you�re born you start dying.

Chapter Two

There were two college types standing outside the tavern. They gave Calvin suspicious eyes as he descended the stairs beneath the weather-cracked sign of the Museum of Death. The stairway was dark like walking into an underground crypt. Calvin supposed that was a part of the attraction.
At the bottom of the stairs Calvin faced the door, but it was locked and there were no signs indicating what lay beyond, no hours of service, ticket prices�nothing.
He turned, looking up the narrow stairway and out at the world beyond, the bright sky and odors that mingled together into a distinctly urban, city smell. People walked by never looking down the flight of stairs as if these particular stairs had never existed. The overwhelming odor of malt-liquor-urine was a reminder that Calvin was standing in a bum�s bathroom. A space that was formerly the miniscule entrance to a place he had perhaps spent too many formidable afternoons in.
Cupping his hands around his face he tried to look through the window on the door, but it had been painted black long ago. Even if it hadn�t, he wouldn�t have been able to see anything unless there happened to be a light on inside.
Calvin had a sinking feeling just like when Ronnie walked out on him. He had an expectation, a hope that he could ask the man at the ticket booth where they acquired the Death�s Door video that had been shown in one of the small rooms of the museum all those years ago.
At Calvin�s feet was a cluster of bottles wrapped in brown paper bags and litter blown down from the street above. He knelt and carefully sifted through the trash hoping for a flyer that would have the new address of the museum, something, anything to lead him in the right direction.
It wasn�t a big place, the Museum of Death; rather small and cramped, but that lent to its ambiance. The man behind the glass window would solemnly take your five spot and give you a generic ticket like at a third rate carnival. You would then walk through the small rooms (clearly what used to be a living space or storeroom beneath the tavern), and question your sensibilities about life in general as you gazed upon crime scene photographs and serial killer fan mail, gritty police Polaroids and Pogo the Clown paintings.
The litter was nothing more than old newspapers and flyers for clubs and three-dollar punk rock shows with bands like Cock Mongers and Blue Orifice (Calvin could only imagine what kind of noise bands like that made).
He was about to leave, unsatisfied, when the small stairway at the bottom of which he stood became swallowed in shadow.
Looking up, Calvin was startled to see a form silhouetted in shafts of sunlight.
�You came for the Museum of Death, did you not?� the man said, his voice familiar, though Calvin wasn�t in a position to properly place his face�it couldn�t be seen with the sun glaring in from behind the figure. It reminded Calvin of the DVD cover to John Carpenter�s The Thing.
�Yes,� Calvin said a bit too eagerly.
�It is gone, as you can see.�
The man began descending the stairs, taking slow, deliberate steps.
Calving tried to process the voice, to understand why it was so familiar, but he couldn�t find a fitting face. The voice was deeply baritone, someone who would have made a good living doing voice-overs for horror film trailers, or maybe narrating Christopher Lee�s biography.
Calvin felt a tinge of fear as the man descended, but asked his question anyway, his newfound passion to find the Death�s Door video overshadowing his inhibitions. �What happened to it? Did it move to a new location?�
�No.� The man was three stairs away from Calvin, his bulk all but eclipsing the sunlight that beat upon his back. �I haven�t seen anyone so eager to return. No one would care to spend more than a minute down here in this piss-filled stairwell, wouldn�t rummage through the litter for a clue as the whereabouts of their precious museum.�
�Well�� Calvin didn�t know what to say. He was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with the strange man before him, his voice like an angel of death, the smell of him something better left alone.
�I have something for you,� said the deep voice. The man reached into his seemingly endless coat and produced a VHS tape. �I believe this is what you were looking for.� He reached out the video, clutched in a black-gloved hand.
Calvin pivoted his head to see the man�s face. Nothing.
�Take it.�
�What is it?�
�You know what it is. It�s the only one in existence. I want you to have it.�
Calvin hesitated right up until the shadow of the man before him grew to such a proportion that he blocked all light from the stairwell, cloaking Calvin in claustrophobic darkness. Calvin screamed. In no more than a second�s time the darkness disappeared, leaving Calvin alone with a video in his hand.
It was as quick as the blink of an eye, the man�s appearance, like something that never happened. Calvin was left with the faint and fading quality of a disturbed dream that drowned in one�s subconscious after waking.
The foul odor of recycled malt liquor infiltrated Calvin�s nose, returning his consciousness to the present. He took the stairs to the sidewalk above. The two college types were gone from the fa�ade of the tavern. It was an average midday in downtown San Diego. No one in the vicinity fit the description of the strange man, and the sun seemed brighter, like its very goal was to melt Calvin�s eyes.
Calvin looked at the tape, regarding it as something left over from the set of porno film shoot. The label had since worn off leaving only the residual ghost of the glue that once held it there. He wondered if the original label was even that of Death�s Door or some other movie, Death�s Door having been recorded over it.
The man had said it was the only one in existence, but Calvin had his doubts. It may be nothing at all, perhaps someone�s home video or a bad kung fu flick. The guy was probably messing with Calvin.
But Calvin wasn�t sure about that. As he took the bus home he thought about the man in the stairwell, particularly his voice. It was so familiar that Calvin was certain he would recognize him were he to see the man�s face. Perhaps that�s why the man hadn�t allowed Calvin to see his face. Maybe it had been on purpose.
On the bus, Calvin decided that the strange man must have had a cape or a sheet and raised his arms to blot out the sun after which he placed the video in Calvin�s hand and rushed out of the stairway, the brilliance of the light temporarily blinding Calvin for a moment. It wasn�t all that logical, but he couldn�t come up with anything better to explain what had happened. It was important for Calvin to rationalize what had happened. That was how he learned to deal with his fears when he was young. When things were rational, they weren�t as frightening.
The experience seemed otherworldly, but Calvin wasn�t about to go there with his musings. He wanted to see what was on the videotape. If it was nothing more than a random home video or a bad horror flick, it would be apparent that he�d been pranked, and that would be that. He could go on with his life and try to lure Ronnie back.
She would come back to him. This he knew. She was carrying their child. She needed him to be there when the baby was born. This wasn�t something he used against her, but a solid truth. Her leaving his apartment was perhaps not wholly due to the image he showed her of the dead body, but a culmination of things. Though they were both on board with living in a partnership, she had been hinting that it was time to live together. It wasn�t that Calvin was against this progression in their life, but that he had to be ready. And he just wasn�t ready yet. When the baby�s born� maybe then.
Of course maybe then! Most certainly then. What was he going to do, have Ronnie take care of their child at her mother�s house?
The bus hummed as Calvin pondered the complexities of his life. Things had been so simple after high school. Not at all as big and scary as his father and teachers had made it out to be. He got a job in construction and moved out of the house in no time. Screw all that college stuff. That�s where things got testy. That�s where the real stress in life started. But he�d avoided that. Did enough schooling all his damn life, so why voluntarily do more? Hard knocks, man.
Thing is, this whole baby deal was starting to get him nervous. That was part of why he dodged Ronnie�s conversations whenever she mentioned moving in together. He currently lived in a one-bedroom apartment in El Cajon, the largest city in eastern San Diego County. Some people called it the armpit of San Diego, but Calvin figured Logan Heights or the Barrio was the asshole. If he and Ronnie were to live together they could swing it in his place for a little while, but would ultimately need a bigger home. Two bedrooms so they could have a proper bedroom once the baby became a toddler. On his wage, in a city like San Diego, that was going to be a tall order, especially if they wanted to stay in a place as dapper as the Armpit rather than one of the many Assholes like Lemon Grove or City Heights. Ronnie acted like she could manage moving to a rougher city if need be, but Calvin wasn�t down with that.
In fact, the bus was now cruising along El Cajon Boulevard, which, despite the street�s name being the same as the town Calvin lived in, ran through many of the ethnic neighborhoods and meaner streets where rents were more affordable and schoolyards were fenced in and had metal detectors. Just rolling through these neighborhoods reminded Calvin of another thorn in his side: he didn�t have a car.
Ronnie had one, but he wasn�t keen on the idea of sharing her car. With a baby in the house she would need transportation while he was at work. Currently, he rode to work with his boss, but, well� maybe having only one car wasn�t as bad as he made it out to be. Maybe it was just another excuse not to have Ronnie move in with him, another way of avoiding his true feelings on the subject, or perhaps a fear of growing up.
By the time the bus dropped Calvin off a block from his apartment, all kinds of life realities were finally sinking in. Everything his father had told him was true. All that lip flappin� from teachers throughout his senior year wasn�t half the waste he had thought it to be. He only wished he�d had his ears open to glean something from their advice. Even now his father was chewing his ear off with advice for the young man who impregnates a woman before marriage. God forbid he tell his old man that they never intended on marrying. His dad wouldn�t hear of it. Intentionally living in a partnership was something akin to living an alternative lifestyle and no son of Lance Shudderton was going to live like some dropout beatnik (his father had this thing about beatniks, as if he was even old enough to have associated with the type back in the day).
�So when are you and Ronnie tying the knot?� his father asked whenever he could. Calvin hated that question. Made him feel uncomfortable, more so than he already felt in the presence of his father. A man of what Lance called Old Fashioned Values and a believer in vigilante justice, Calvin couldn�t be more different. He felt almost discriminated in his father�s presence, as if his very choice in attire was offensive to the man. Every time his pop asked when he and Ronnie were getting hitched, he skated around the truth like a politician, easing his father into the notion that they were going to live out of matrimony like two civilized human beings. For a man who was staunchly unreligious, Lance would have made for one hell of a tightlipped and acrimonious preacher had he taken up the collar.
Calvin figured his father�s imposition in any sort of social setting was in part due to his mother leaving them twenty years ago. Lance had been devastated. He loved her deeply. More than she ever loved him. Lance said that she thought she didn�t have what it takes to be a good mother. Her leaving left Lance the duty of raising Calvin. His military sensibilities came out in the worst way, but Calvin didn�t knock him for his strictness. His father couldn�t do anything about Calvin�s fascination with blood and guts. Lance didn�t like it, but he was smart enough not to completely restrict Calvin from the world regardless of how tasteless his interests were.
The video called to Calvin, and when he got home he popped it into his VCR (he had two of them, both in excellent working condition). Murder, death, violent crime scenes, decapitations, executions, South American Death Squads, rotting corpses, suicides�It was exactly how he remembered it.
Three hours of death.
Six hours later, after viewing the film twice, Calvin was tired, but sleep wasn�t so easy to come by.
And he had completely forgotten to call Ronnie.
# # #
The clothes hanging over the chair at the corner of Calvin�s room resembled a corpse in the dark of night. It was clothing, he was sure of it, but he could see the blank staring eyes glistening in the moonlight that invaded his room through skewed blinds covering the window.
Calvin closed his eyes. Cadavers danced about, their heads rotten and swollen. He could see images from the video: A tribesman gunned down by a proud Brazilian, a human poacher. The tribesman�s face imploded by the fatal bullet, his lower jaw contorted and biting down over and over again from nerve reflexes like a lizard�s tail after being pulled off by a curious boy. Twitching, over and over.
Bodies lined up after a massacre in Iraq, their skin riddled with boils and chemical burns, all haunting Calvin behind closed eyes.
Contorted jaw twitching, over and over.
Calvin felt something beneath the covers. He jerked his hand away fearing it was one of those slaughtered Iraqis, but when he opened his eyes there was nothing there.
The clothes on the chair remained corpse-like. Calvin took it upon himself to remove the dirty laundry and threw the pieces of clothing on the floor. It only took a few moments before he picked them up again tossing them into a hamper in the closet, as, in his mind, they now resembled a dead man lying there on the carpet, perhaps the victim of a self-inflicted gunshot.
Two in the morning and Calvin couldn�t sleep. All he seemed capable of was viewing mental images from his marathon with Death�s Door. And the images were everywhere. In his closet, creeping around the door, beside him in bed!
At some point he finally fell asleep. The morning light never looked so sweet. The warmth filtering in onto his face through his blinds felt like the heat of a kitchen oven. He�d slept all night without a blanket, which left him with chilled feet. Cold like the�
He figured maybe he could sell the rare video on eBay. It would be best to get rid of it, but the video wasn�t done with him.
As he placed the tape in the mouth of the VCR, the machine regurgitating images onto his television, he thought he was watching for his own pleasure. He wasn�t, and that�s when it struck him, nearly causing him to choke on a spoonful of cereal.
�The Narrator! That�s him.�
Calvin re-winded the video to the opening credits�very modest they were with such an underproduction of clips acquired from police files and odd sources.
The credits rolled in bright red bloody-looking script like the title of a Cannibal Corpse album. Calvin read aloud the name of the narrator, obviously a pseudonym. �I. B. Ghastly.�
As the video replayed, he listened closely to the narration: �Here we enter an apartment where a foul odor has been complained about by the neighbors��the voice was deeper than Christopher Lee�s��the rotting body of a suicide victim, his brains decorating the wall in little dried fragments. Was he a failed businessman, an adulterer caught by his wife, or maybe just a lonely old man? We will never know for there was no suicide note found at this grisly scene of self-inflicted mayhem.�
That�s his voice all right, but who is I. B. Ghastly?
Calvin�s phone rang. It was Ronnie. He answered, his voice perhaps showing a bit too much desperation and relief that she�d phoned. They talked for a few minutes. He made his apologies; then they made plans to have dinner at a caf� downtown. They�d eaten there several times in the past two months. He should have been saving his money for the big changes that were coming, but her cravings came at a cost, and he�d found out one night, after getting verbally bitch-slapped for not running out and picking up an eclectic batch of food from Taco Bell, that heeding to her cravings was a must.
During their conversation he had one eye glued to the television screen, watching a cornucopia of death scenes and beginning to anticipate what was coming next, the way one familiarizes themselves with a favorite rock album.
After watching the video, time nonexistent as blood and guts decorated the television, he called an old friend. He and Russ decided to meet downtown at a coffee shop in the Gas Lamp Quarter. It was a good place to meet since Calvin would have to be downtown for his dinner date� and because the Museum of Death was nearby. Not that he had intentions of going there again.
Back when they were teens Russ had always been an avid fan of the macabre. He and Calvin used to go to the Museum of Death together before they went their respective ways after high school, now only talking to one another on an infrequent basis, usually in passing at a party or through text message.
If Russ thought they were going to shoot the shit and catch up on what they have been doing lately, he was in for a surprise.

Chapter Three

�Death�s Door?� Russ said as if the video was something he had never heard of.
They were sitting in a little coffee shop on Fourth Avenue sipping steaming cups of caffeine. �Damn, after all this time I�ve sort of forgotten about that.� Russ smiled, his black goatee not quite full making him appear like a teenager trying desperately to look older. �Is the Museum of Death still open? We should check it out for old times sake.�
�Closed,� said Calvin. �I checked it yesterday.�
Calvin wasn�t sure he wanted to tell Russ about the cloaked man. It was such a strange experience that he was uncertain it had happened at all except for the fact that he had the Death�s Door video in his possession.
�All this interest because of that cage fighter video where the guy breaks his leg, huh? I saw that on the news. Pretty fucked up if you ask me. Thing flopped around like it was made of rubber.�
�Yeah, freaked my girlfriend out pretty good.�
�You�ve got a girlfriend, huh? What�s her name?�
�Ronnie Peterson. You know her? We went to school with her, but I didn�t know her back then.�
�Sounds familiar. Probably had a class with her.�
�Yeah, turns out she�s never even seen Red Asphalt or anything like that. I told her it would give her a better perspective on life to see some of that stuff, but when I tracked down that old website, deadthings.com, and showed her a picture of a murder victim, she freaked and walked out on me.�
�Naw, you didn�t.�
�Well, yeah, sure I did.�
�Can�t blame her for freakin� on you, dude. Chicks aren�t into that kind of thing.�
�Yeah,� Calvin shrugged, �I just think it gives life a whole new perspective, you know?�
�Not everybody sees it that way, bro. What about the video? Is it the real thing?�
�Oh yeah, it�s the real deal, man. I watched it three times last night. Shit got into my head, though. Couldn�t sleep.�
�Three times! Are you fucking crazy?� Russ shook his head. His demeanor changed, his eyes staring, troubled, into Calvin�s.
�What�s with the look?� Calvin said.
�You should chill on that stuff, man. I don�t think watching that much gnarly shit is good for you, you know? Back when we were in high school I was reading a lot of books about serial killers�Manson, Bundy, Berkowitz, all of �em. It got to be where I would sit there in my bedroom and look at the window wondering just when someone was going to invade my house and kill me. I mean it really got to me, to the point where I was beginning to think that if I didn�t become one of them I would become victim of one of them, you know, like if I didn�t become the killer I would become the victim of a serial killer.� Russ took a sip of his coffee. �I haven�t read a book about a serial killer since, not that there were many I hadn�t read at the time.�
�Naw, it�s nothing like that. I�ve got the video at my house if you want to come over and check it out.�
Russ shook his head. �Had enough of that shit when I was a teenager. Seeing all that death�� he trailed off, looking closely into Calvin�s vacant eyes. �You better watch yourself. There are some things that aren�t meant to be seen over and over again, and the images on that video� I think maybe they�re better left alone.�
�Your loss. Just a second ago you wanted to go to the Museum of Death for old times sake.�
Russ�s face soured. �Ug. I kinda forgot what it was all about. Forgot they showed that video. No thanks.�
They said their goodbyes. Calvin walked a few blocks back to the tavern with the little stairway beside it. No new tale to tell. Urine, empty bottles of Old English, rubbish and filth�standard street fare.
A look at his watch told him he had better high tail it if he was going to get across town to the caf� in time to meet Ronnie, but there was always time for another peek through the window on the door. It could be painted black or boarded up, but then again it may just be dark inside.
Cupping his hands around his face, he looked in wondering if there were any lingering artifacts or photographs. He was surprised to see that there was a dim light on inside, though the interior was still hazy and unfocused, the window glass too cloudy for a good visual.
Before Calvin could think about it, he was knocking on the door.
Was there movement inside? It was hard to tell.
He knocked again, harder.
The door suddenly opened a crack, the hinges creaking like the proverbial coffin lid. A musty odor perfumed his face like a moldy abandoned basement.
�Hello,� Calvin called to the darkness beyond the door. �Anybody in there?�
No answer.
He nudged the door and it opened with ease, wider than he had anticipated. He didn�t want to disturb whoever might be inside, but the place appeared to be deserted and he couldn�t waste this opportunity.
�Hello, is there anybody here. The door was open.�
Had the door been open? He didn�t think so, but it sure was now.
The light switch on the wall called for Calvin to flick it. Come see what I have to show you, it said, and he felt the need to oblige, so that�s what he did.
The overhead fluorescents came to life, though some of the bulbs flickered and others didn�t work at all.
Calvin eyed the place, amazed that nothing had been touched. There was the dust and cobwebs that were to be expected in any abandoned building, but the fact that the walls were still lined with framed pictures of infamous murderers and death scenes was a bit of a shock.
He stepped further into the windowless domain, a glance at the ticket booth showing him an empty chair behind a desk covered in a thick layer of dust with long ago abandoned webs weighted down with even more dust.
The door shut behind him much the way it had opened, but it wasn�t startling, couldn�t divert Calvin�s attention from the walls of death he found himself so insatiably attracted to.
He glided through the four rooms of the miniature museum, everything the way he remembered it, when something on the floor moved.
Calvin�s heart jumped. He could swear a mangled corpse was crawling toward him from across the floor, but it was nothing, just a garbage bag with a piece of wood protruding from it. The floor was littered with several black bags of junk as if the owner had been readying to move from the location and was interrupted. Maybe they lost the lease and the building owner had a lien on the property. Maybe they became ill. Maybe they died�
�Is anybody here?�
No answer. It probably would have scared Calvin half to death if someone had answered, but calling out like that felt right. It was the kind of thing you did in said situations just in case someone was there, that way it didn�t look like you were trying to rob the place.
It was as if everything slowly began to come alive, like out-of-focus maggots crawling over roadkill. Calvin saw movement from the corner of his eye, something creeping from the shadows. Pictures on the walls of murderers and slain bodies glared at him as if he were invading their territory, and wasn�t that exactly what he was doing?
It wasn�t their territory. They weren�t even real, just pictures, but there was something about them, like paintings in old castles that follow you around the room. Or better yet, like paintings in old Vincent Price movies, the ones directed by Roger Corman.
Calvin�s cell phone rang, disturbing the silence. The ring tone was �Love Her Madly� by The Doors, which meant it was Ronnie calling, which, consequently, meant Calvin was late for dinner.
�Shit,� Calvin muttered as he answered his phone. �Hello, Ronnie?�
He tried to sound as if he innocently forgot about meeting her, but there was no way around the earful he took from her. It was half past five already. �Thirty minutes!� she reiterated as if it were to be the last meal they were to share together. And maybe that was her intention. Maybe she had finally taken enough of his shit and was going to put the baby up for adoption or seek out full custody after it was born.
Calvin didn�t really believe that, but his mind was active.
He said he was sorry and told Ronnie to wait, that he was downtown and would be to the restaurant in five minutes. �I�ve been waiting for thirty minutes,� she said, to which he asked her, �What�s five more?� to which she hung up on him.
Calvin actually forgot about the strange museum he had somehow spent over two hours in. It seemed like twenty minutes. He made his way to the front of the place, the framed pictures on the walls laughing at his rushed departure as if they knew he was trying to save a failing relationship. The corpses that seemed to hide in the dark corners like scraps in a meat market were vanquished.
At the front door Calvin had a sudden fear that it wouldn�t open, that he would be trapped inside the Museum of Death to perish with the remains of the decaying fa�ade only to be found, photographed and framed like the people in the pictures adorning the walls, their final moments there for all to see whether the deceased wanted it or not.
But the door opened freely just as it had when Calvin entered.
Once outside, he dialed Ronnie�s phone number again, hoping she wouldn�t be in one of her �I�ll talk to you when I damn well feel like it� moods. As she answered, clearly irritated, Calvin saw something on the ground that caught his attention.
�Calvin!�
The flyer on the ground�red paper with black lettering�read: THE HALL OF HELL � COME ONE COME ALL � SEE THE NEW MUSEUM OF DEATH! It caught Calvin�s attention so abruptly and damningly that he once again forgot about Ronnie, but this time he was aware of the phone up to his ear, her voice screeching at him, and made a smooth retrieval of the situation.
�Ronnie? Are you there, you�re breaking up.�
�Can you hear me? Where are you? Are you coming?�
�Hang tight, I�ll be there in a minute.�
Calvin pocketed the flyer. Reading it right now would be bad. How he knew this and why it was so, he couldn�t say, but there was something in his guts that told him to save the flyer for later, that if he were to read it now on his way to the Moonlighter Caf�, somehow he would not make it there.
Two hours in the Museum of Death felt like twenty minutes, after all, and this flyer hadn�t been sitting on the steps when he walked in. Someone had put it there for him to find when he left, which meant someone knew he was in there.
How was that for unsettling?
He wondered what the words said on the flyer, wondered the whole way to dinner, but he knew better than to pull it out of his pocket, and thankfully the caf� was only a block away.

Chapter Four

�I don�t want to break up with you, Cal, it�s just��
Ronnie was clearly having trouble with the whole dinner thing. At first she wanted to maim Calvin verbally, but once they grudgingly conversed with one another she lightened up. That she was only pecking at her meal attested to the fact that she was distraught.
�It�s just what?� Calvin asked.
�It sounds so stupid, I don�t even want to say it. It�s just, what you did yesterday.� She bit her lip. �I like being with you, but I don�t find it very funny when you look at things like that on the Internet.� Ronnie looked down at her half eaten plate of food�a tuna melt and fries�then said, �It really creeps me out, and I don�t need that.�
Calvin could see how much it affected her. It was something he couldn�t quite understand but had to accept if they were going to continue their relationship. His mind had been plastered with images afoul in the past twenty-four hours, but he had also done a lot of soul searching and realized that he wanted to commit himself to Ronnie and their unborn child.
What about the flyer in your pocket? Gonna commit to that too?
�I�m sorry,� Calvin said�two words he said too frequently. It was the nature of the beast for man to be sorry to woman, or at least it seemed that way, but sorry was rarely enough. There would have to be some further explanation. It was clear in her eyes. They said, �Just how sorry are you? Pray tell,� and so he did.
�I didn�t mean to freak you out with the foot video, or the other one. I just thought it would be good for you, you know. At least I think it�s good to understand one�s mortality.�
Perhaps not the right expansion on �I�m sorry.�
�Well, I don�t think that way,� Ronnie said.
�I know. I should have thought about your feelings before I went and showed you the video. It was stupid of me to be so crass.�
Good one! That was definitely a point for Calvin. Now to lay it on a little bit thicker, but not too thick. That would show how much bullshit he was actually feeding her, and that would be just as devastating as saying nothing at all.
�I want to see us together. This past day without you has been hard. I haven�t known what to do with myself. You make me whole, Ronnie.� He grabbed her hand, his thumb rubbing circles over her knuckles. �And I want us to raise our baby together.�
That�s good enough, Cal. Stop right there. Note the glimmer in her eyes; that means it�s working.
�That�s sweet. I�ve missed you too, and I�m glad you�re finally willing to talk about the future.�
�Yeah, there�s a lot to talk about and I�ve been kind of a hard-ass. Better dig in before your dinner gets cold.�
Ronnie cracked a smile and grabbed half of her tuna melt. She�d only taken one bite. She nodded and said, though a mouthful of food, �This is really good.�
Calvin nodded and said, �Good, glad you like it,� but his mind was already beginning to wander. The flyer was burning a hole in his pocket. He wanted so badly to read the details of this Hall of Hell. Maybe he could just slip away to the bathroom and take a quick peek at the red slip of paper, just to stifle his curiosity.
Curiosity killed the cat, he thought. Well, good for curiosity. Never did like cats.
�I�m gonna use the bathroom, okay?�
�Sure,� Ronnie said. She bit into her sandwich with a competitor�s zeal. Looked like her appetite returned with a vengeance.
# # #
As Ronnie watched Calvin strut across the caf� floor to the bathroom, she was relieved that he had apologized for his stupidity. That was a little more than she expected him to do and very delightful, because she never really wanted to leave him, just felt a little time apart may help, and sure enough, it had.
Oh, how much time apart did you have? the devil on her left shoulder asked. A day? Grow up, girl. You let him off far too easy.
She�d dated guys throughout high school and a few after, and Calvin was still the best man she ever met. At first, when she missed her period three months ago she was devastated when the pregnancy test came out positive. She wasn�t ready for this, and certainly not with a guy she�d only known for a year. When she broke the news they didn�t jump for joy the way people who are planning a family do. Terrible thoughts went through her mind, whether to abort the child or at the very least give it up for adoption. In her darkest hours she still considered adoption as a possibility, but not an open adoption. If she were to give her child away she wouldn�t want anything to do with the baby. She firmly believed that whoever raises a child is the real parent. At that point she would be nothing more than the incubator.
Ronnie loved Calvin. That�s why her little freak-out yesterday over a gross video was so abrupt and uncharacteristic, because that�s exactly what Cal�s apparent joy in seeing the broken foot video over and over was: uncharacteristic. Up until then, she wouldn�t have thought him to be the type to salivate over something like that. She knew he liked horror movies, but gleefully watching a real person in pain was something else.
Then there was the other picture he�d dug up, the one with the man laying in a pool of his own blood. Where did that come from? It was as if he knew where to find it, like he had actually been to that website before.
Now for the voice of her inner reasoning, the one on the right shoulder: Perhaps he had. Maybe he had done research for an essay or book report or something. Maybe.
It was unlikely, and that was something she was going to have to talk with him about, but not tonight. What was it her mother used to say? �Men aren�t perfect, and it�s too easy to nit pick on them, so sometimes you have to swallow your pride and deal with it. They�re from Mars, after all.�
Ronnie smiled as she swiped two fries through a glop of ketchup. She mouthed the words �men are from Mars�. That was one of her mother�s favorite sayings, and it said just about everything that was unexplainable about the opposite sex. When Ronnie was a little girl and a boy did something she couldn�t understand�you know, the way boys indicate that they like a girl by making fun of her or trying to get her to eat a mud pie�her mother would simply say �boys are from Mars� and that would seem to make sense of it all, as if they really were from another planet. As she grew older and was stood up by a boyfriend or broke up with one, her mother (a bit older, but still using the same four words of eternal wisdom) would say, �Men are from Mars,� and that would always put a smile on Ronnie�s face.
# # #
In the bathroom Calvin pulled the piece of red paper from his pocket as if it were a golden ticket from a Willie Wonka chocolate bar. He read the inscription:
Come to the Hall of Hell! Saturday night @ midnight!

A place of everything lacking, everything wished and dreamed of. This is the new Museum of Death! There is plenty to do: games, videos, a photo gallery, and attractions. The admission is free with this flyer! You�re invited to bring one friend, but that�s it! You musn�t tell anyone else about this event, for it is strictly invitation only, and YOU have been invited!
Directions:
The Hall of Hell is currently located behind the abandoned Ralphs grocery store on Wintergardens Ave. in Lakeside. Present this flyer to security and you will be shown in.

He read it three times before pocketing the elusive invitation. Calvin knew he would go, but he couldn�t bring Ronnie with him, and he would certainly like to invite a guest if for nothing else than comfort in going to this strange attraction, but who?
Calvin knew Lakeside, but only faintly. It was a small sleepy little hick town in east San Diego County (if San Diego could even have a town that qualified as a hick town). He wondered how such an amusement would be set up. Was it a big top like a circus, or just some open field with wagons and booths like a carnival? With a name like the Hall of Hell, it left much to the imagination, not to mention the exclusivity of guests by invitation only.
Back in the caf�, Calvin sat down with Ronnie. She seemed a little more upbeat than when he�d left, but his mind was elsewhere. He could see the gothic script of the flyer, could read the words as if they were floating in the air.
�Are you listening to me?� Ronnie asked.
�What?�
�I asked you if you wanted to go see a movie Saturday night. I could come over afterward and stay at your place.�
Saturday night!
�Sure, sounds great, but I don�t think Saturday�s good for you to stay the night.�
Her smile collapsed. �Why?�
Calvin had to muster up his reserves if he was going to get through this one. The mere hesitation in his response was the sure indicator that he was lying, or at least holding something back, but he couldn�t think of anything sufficient as to not allow Ronnie to stay over at his house Saturday night.
You have to think of something! THINK OF SOMETHING!
�I�ve got to work.� Calvin blurted the words out unconvincingly.
Ronnie wrinkled her brow. �Saturday night?�
Calvin was an electrician�s apprentice and working at night was something he had never done before, but the next lie came as easy as the last one, though he stammered a bit.
�We�re doing this place, a restaurant.� He blurted out the word restaurant a bit too forcefully as if the idea had just sprung to his mind, which it had.
�A restaurant?�
�Yeah, a place in Lakeside called the 67 Diner. They close at midnight, so that�s the only time we can get in there to rewire the place.�
Now he was getting used to this lying thing. That last one came out quite naturally.
�Well, that makes sense,� Ronnie said, but there was something in her eyes that told another story.
�We could still see a movie, though. How about that new one, what�s it called, the new Tim Burton movie.�
�Oh, yeah, I know that one. Isn�t it a remake of an older movie?�
�Yeah, I think so. Let�s see that one.�
�Sure.�
�You can come over to my place anytime and we can get a bite to eat before we go to the show. Afterward, I�ll probably have to go home and get a few hours of sleep before work, though.�
Ronnie nodded. The lie came as natural as speech itself. Ronnie was believing his story, though he detected the slightest morsel of doubt in that simple gesture. He would just have to mind his Ps and Qs Saturday so he didn�t forget his lie in progress. It really was so much easier to just tell the truth, but in a strange situation such as this one, the truth would hurt.
After dinner, Ronnie dropped Calvin off at his house and then went home. She had to wake up early for work the next morning and declined his offer to come in and watch a little TV.
He was actually relieved that she wanted to go home. There was a peculiar red flyer in his pocket that was calling to him, and he couldn�t wait to get into his apartment, pull it out, and read it again.
And that�s just what he did, all the while watching scenes of murder and death via the unmarked, mysterious Death�s Door video, narrated by the haunting voice of I. B. Ghastly.
Once again, some kind of macabre spell washed over Calvin turning time into something nonexistent, as if time was a waist of time and nothing mattered but the images filling the unused storage in his brain through the gateway of his eyes.

Chapter Five

It was after midnight. Calvin had been dozing, Ghastly�s voice droning into his dreamy mind like a hypnotic self help tape. Mutilation, murder, suicide, death.
The front door was locked. Bass rumbled from the apartment next door. The neighbors were Calvin�s age, but never invited him to any of their parties. Not that Calvin would go, but an invitation would be nice, just to know he wasn�t completely out of the loop.
Fortunately, his bedroom was on the other end of the apartment, away from the low end of the party pad�s incessant rap beats. Sometimes Calvin wondered how it was they got away with such loud parties in an apartment complex. Probably that Celia slut that lives there, sucking off the manager.
There were three twenty-somethings living in the apartment next door�Celia, Marcus and Jose�and they were a handful. If it wasn�t for Calvin�s bedroom being on the other side he would have complained by now, and those weren�t the type of people you wanted to complain about, especially if Celia was giving the manager the ole tube snake boogie, and Calvin was fairly certain she gave just about everybody that treatment. She was a certifiable tramp. If you looked up �slut� in the dictionary there was a picture of Celia.
Ronnie hated Celia, hated the way she would sit in the green plastic chair in front of her unit smoking cigarettes and mad-dogging Ronnie as she walked up the stairs to Calvin�s place. Ronnie especially hated the �fuck me� eyes she flashed at Calvin. Always just a crook of a grin there. It was a practiced expression that Celia had probably mastered by the time she was thirteen.
�Hi, Cal,� the bitch would say, batting her fake eyelashes, makeup only a few levels below that of a clown. Ronnie could rip her face off the way she looked at her boyfriend, but that would only create a problem between Calvin and his neighbors, namely Marcus and Jose, so she just dealt with it and had faith that Calvin would never succumb to temptation, not that she thought he was tempted. You would have to be high on glue to want to touch a skank like Celia.
Calvin shut his door and slipped into bed. There hadn�t been too much trouble with the neighbors, but that could always change when someone�s favorite song came on the radio. Jose didn�t like him, Calvin knew that, and Marcus was nonchalant, but that damn Celia, she always had the look in her eyes like she wanted to eat his underwear for breakfast.
The room was dark, quiet and peaceful, until the shadows began to shift, replacing thoughts of Calvin�s neighbors with that of decaying flesh, dead bodies in puddles of blood like spilled red wine leaking from bullet holes, lacerations, decapitations. Death bloat. Rot. Execution. Dismemberment.
Calvin desperately wanted to sleep, but couldn�t relax, and his mind was beginning to get the best of him. Corpses stared from the dark, some of them creeping up all slow like zombies. All faces Calvin knew, faces from Death�s Door.
Calvin�s eyes darted around the room. He tried to see the corpses for what they were, just images in his mind like his eyes were able to project holograms, like sick effigies. The one staring at him with the destroyed mouth from a suicide shot, for example, was nothing more than his swivel chair with a jacket hanging on it. Try as he might, Calvin couldn�t shake the image of Suicide Man staring at him with questioning eyes. Hey man, nice shot.
�You�� the man said, his voice gurgling from the glistening mess that was once his mouth and throat. His voice came out in a sluice of thick blood and a pulped tongue. �You watch my suicide! Why?�
Calvin�s arms and legs erupted in gooseflesh. He reached his hand out and turned on the bedside lamp extinguishing the images that flooded his dark room and revealing what he knew was there all along: nothing but a bedroom. No dead bodies.
Russ� words echoed in Calvin�s mind: �There are some things that aren�t meant to be seen over and over again, and the images on that video� I think maybe they�re better left alone.�
But there was something like a spell, something that defied logic, calling to Calvin, a voice in his mind deep and demanding.
�I can�t sleep with the light on.�
Calvin tried to ignore the voice, to push it aside, but it was persistent, and it called for him to get the video from the living room and play it in his bedroom. The TV would create a light source that would keep the nasties away.
Because they will never go away, Calvin, said the voice.
�I�� but he couldn�t say anything, and before he knew it, he was retrieving Death�s Door from the living room and placing it into the TV/DVD/VCR combination unit in his bedroom.
He rewound the video to the beginning and smiled as I. B. Ghastly began a morbid narration, describing each death scene with lush reverence like a connoisseur of the macabre, a ringmaster of filth, a conductor of the vile.
Calvin could rest easy now that the faces weren�t looking at him, but locked in the video where they belonged. Mr. Ghastly�s soothing voice serenaded and soon enough Calvin fell asleep.
�� Smuggled in from Middle Eastern countries. Many of these images have never been seen on American soil: decapitation, death by firing squad, body pits, torture. Are you ready, Calvin? Have you not seen enough murder and death yet?�
Calvin was fast asleep by the time I. B. Ghastly began talking to him, and this time it was very much like a hypnotic weight-loss or quit-smoking tape. Very much indeed.
�These scenes are for you, Calvin, all for you.�
The videotape stopped, darkening the room. Mr. Ghastly�s narration continued in Calvin�s dreams, visions of a thousand deaths dancing in his mind like a putrescent version of the Dia de los Muertos parades in Mexico, only the skeletons weren�t made of candy, they were real.

Chapter Six

Ronnie arrived at Calvin�s house to pick him up for their date Saturday afternoon. She asked him when he was going to get a car, which was a go-to question almost every time she picked him up for a date. She wasn�t exactly old fashioned, but something about picking him up all the time was wrong. He had a good enough job, and was damn lucky his boss picked him up everyday�most electrician�s apprentices were required to have their own form of transportation. Maybe if his boss gave him an ultimatum Calvin would actually hit some used car lots or check out Craigslist.
He told her that he had a truck once, when he was sixteen. It was a gift from his parents, a Frankenstein vehicle that was assembled from his uncle Gus�s junkyard. He wrecked it when he was nineteen and never looked back. Ronnie wondered if it was the wreck that frightened him from driving again or if he was just too lazy and unenthusiastic to bother. With an uncle who owns a junkyard, she would have thought Calvin�s options to be pretty well open.
Calvin didn�t know shit about cars, though. He couldn�t even change his own oil much less fix up an old junker, because the truth was, Uncle Gus would give him a vehicle from his junkyard as long as Calvin fixed it up himself.
�Uncle Gus only says that because he knows I don�t know how to work on engines,� Calvin said after Ronnie drilled him about his car situation. �He�s not as nice as he seems, you know. He charged my dad for my old truck, and it was a piece of shit.�
�That damn Celia was sitting out there when I walked up,� Ronnie said, changing the subject on the drop of a dime, as she was known to do. �I can�t stand her.�
�They had a party last night. Probably hung over.�
�How do they get away with that? Doesn�t anyone complain?�
�I think the manager parties with them, that and the fact that they have a corner unit. Besides me, their only other neighbor is number C down stairs, and I think they�re old and deaf.�
�Number C?�
�Number, letter, whatever.�
Calvin�s fuse was short despite him waking up feeling better than he had in weeks. He really hadn�t been looking forward to seeing Ronnie. He couldn�t explain why if asked, but going out with her tonight seemed like going to a birthday party for a co-worker because you feel it�s the right thing to do, watching the clock like an eagle for enough time to slide by so you can leave without looking like a complete asshole.
It was going to be a long night, that�s for sure.
�You ready?� Calvin said.
Ronnie�s brow wrinkled. �There�s something going on here.�
�What?�
�You tell me. What�s wrong, Cal?�
�Nothing�s wrong.� He looked at his watch. �But we better get a move on if I�m gonna be back before my shift.�
He had the whole night shift thing pretty well figured out, and if he played his cards right he could use that as an explanation for his rotten mood.
�Is that what it is? You�re upset because you have to work the night shift?�
�Yeah.� He looked away. As natural as lying had been yesterday, he wasn�t quite up to it now.
Ronnie nodded. �Well, I�m ready. Let�s go.�
Celia was still sitting on the green chair, cigarette in her crooked hand, the ash just about to fall to the concrete landing (which was exceptionally filthy in front of her door).
�Hi, Cal,� Celia said batting her clumpy eyelashes.
Ronnie scowled at her.
Calvin blandly said, �Hi.� He didn�t want to show that slut any emotion north of annoyance.
�Where are you two going?�
�None of your business,� said Ronnie. If looks could kill, as the saying goes, Celia may have dropped dead right there on the spot.
Celia shifted her attention as she took in a lungful of smoke.
�What is it with bitches like Celia?� Ronnie said as they walked through the courtyard. �It�s like they have to put their nose in everyone�s business.�
�Yeah.� Calvin was off in the clouds. There was an enticing red flyer dancing through in his mind, the thought of which would prove to be the carrot dangling in front of his eyes that would help him make it through dinner and a movie without going completely insane.
On the other side of the gate to Calvin�s apartment complex, where Ronnie had parked her car, stood an old man. He looked lost, confused, or perhaps waiting for someone, but Calvin saw something else altogether. He saw the old buzzard dying, clutching his chest as the Big One hit, the look in the old man�s eyes like he knew what was happening, perhaps had thought about it every time he felt a tingle up his left arm. He gasped, mouth wide as if he was having trouble pulling in oxygen. The vision was so vivid, so real, that Calvin stopped dead in his tracks, no pun intended.
�What�s up, Cal,� Ronnie said, regarding Calvin and the old man with confusion.
The old man wheezed. Nothing came out of his mouth but spittle, as if he wanted desperately to scream, but was unable to. He fell down rather hard without even trying to break his fall, and his head hit the pavement with a CRACK!
The vision left Calvin in a flash, replaced with that of the old man standing there looking like maybe his Depends were soiled and he was a trifle embarrassed about it.
�What is it?� Ronnie said, weaving her arm through Calvin�s.
�Nothing.� Calvin blinked his eyes and shook his head. �Thought I left the stove on.�
�Go check.�
�No,� he closed his eyes tight, �it�s off. Lets go.�
Calvin walked past the man as they approached Ronnie�s car, gave him another look from the corner of his eye, and he could actually see the reaper dancing about in the ether, in the man�s blood-red aura, waiting for the old bastard to croak, and yet there was something about what Calvin glimpsed. The figure shrouded in dark, was it the reaper, or was it Mr. Ghastly?
Ronnie drove a little Ford Escort. It was an early nineties model, but still had some life left in it as long as she had her oil changed regularly. With her previous car she learned the hard way that pistons need oil or they tended to seize up, and when it�s a car that�s only a year old, it is very devastating to have to junk the motor for something as simple as forgetting to check the oil.
�Look, Cal,� Ronnie said as they sat in the car with the motor idling, �I�m sorry about walking out on you the other day, but I needed time to think. I know you�re upset with me, but can we just get over it. I mean, you�ve hardly said a word to me, and it�s really bringing me down. It�s like you�re mad at me or something.�
�Sorry. I�ve got things on my mind, that�s all. I�m not mad about the other day or anything. Don�t worry about it.�
Ronnie gave him a reassuring smile and put the car into drive. �Okay, I�ll try not to, but you need to treat me nice. I�m serious. If you�re not mad, don�t act so bummed out to be around me.�
Calvin nodded. �Loud and clear. I�m not bummed, just not looking forward to work tonight, that�s all.�
Situated near the movie theater was a chain restaurant that tasted about as horrible as Denny�s with the atmosphere of an old folks home. Over chicken fried steak that must have been frozen before they entered the restaurant, Calvin decided that the old man wasn�t going to die right there in front of his apartment after all. The image of the old man having a heart attack kneaded his troubled mind all the way to the restaurant. Once inside, with wafting aromas of mediocre food, Calvin knew what he�d seen was just a vision of that man�s death, not where his death happens, because what he saw inside the restaurant�the sheer masses of overweight people stuffing their gullets, testing the strength of their hearts as their blood pressure rose, as arteries became filled with cholesterol, elderly folks hanging on to the last threads of their frail lives�would have accounted for some sort of spontaneous mass murder. Not everyone was dying, at least not in Calvin�s eyes.
Only some of them.
The old and frail, the unhealthy.
Some of them.
The meal was in desperate need of salt, and that didn�t even do much to perk up what flavors must have been hiding there somewhere, but Calvin wasn�t really interested in his food.
Ronnie was in a chatty mood, but really she was trying to alleviate the uncomfortable silence between them. Calvin wasn�t being himself and he knew it just as well as she did. There was nothing he could do about it. It was too hard to concentrate on his girlfriend when the old and the sick were dying all around them. There was one point when Calvin did say something, but his conversation was off kilter, at least considering what Ronnie had been talking about, and what had she been talking about? Calvin couldn�t remember. He hadn�t even been listening to her.
�Look at that woman over there,� he said.
Ronnie looked over her shoulder. �That who you�ve been looking at all night? What�s with her? She kind of looks like my grandma.�
�That�s all, huh? You don�t see anything strange about her?�
�She�s on a breathing tube, but that�s not exceptionally strange. A lot of old people are on breathing tubes. Calvin, don�t stare, that�s rude.�
�No, that�s not it.�
Calvin scanned the dinner crowd looking for another, sure that what he was seeing wasn�t just some hallucination. Couldn�t be, right? �What about him,� Calvin all but pointed out an old man with a walker standing like a sentinel beside his chair.
�Cal, knock it off. Stop looking at people like that. What�s with you?�
�There�s nothing strange about him? He looks perfectly normal to you?�
�Well, yes.�
To Calvin the old woman was as pale as a dead fish and teaming with nasty purple veins, her slumped body practically slipping out of her chair and onto the ground. There were no signs of trauma, just the waxy look of someone who died alone and wasn�t discovered for a few days. As for the old man with the walker, he was withered away to a skeleton with a thin layer of flesh draped over it, his skin speckled with liver spots, bruises, and sores where the thin layer of flesh caught on things and tore open, giving up the battle to cover his anatomy. He, too, was clearly dead, eyes cataract and staring off into the great big nothing.
Ronnie was becoming increasingly upset. �Calvin, what�s wrong with you? You�ve been acting strange all day.�
She was peeved and it was evident in the way she called him by his full name whereas she normally addressed him as Cal. That was one of those little things you picked up on after being with someone long enough to pop the question.
Calvin looked her in the eyes, the fa�ade of people in the restaurant appearing normal from the corner of his eye, the old dead woman suddenly alive and leaving with her husband (equally aged, but evidently not as close to death). Ronnie was worried about him, it was there in her eyes, eyes that were so tender and caring, eyes that had grown to love him.
He wanted to say, �I don�t know what�s wrong with me. Help me, Ronnie,� but couldn�t bring himself to do so. There was something wrong, no doubt about it. What was right about witnessing the final moments of so many people around him? How could he explain that to her? Shit, he couldn�t even explain it to himself.
�I don�t know what�s wrong with me. I guess I�m just out of whack because of this job I have to do tonight.�
He dipped back into that one again. There was a little truth in it considering where he was actually going that night, but the job bit was getting old.
As they finished dinner and headed to the movie theater�Images of the old and unhealthy, dead in their seats like corpses propped up for a final meal before crossing the river Styx�the fear of what lay ahead that night began plaguing Calvin.
His mind writhed with little maggots of paranoia. Everywhere he looked people were dead or dying in a multitude of ways. Some were suicides and others murder victims, and many more were withered away from one form of cancer or another. Some of them even looked at Calvin as if they knew he could see the vision of their death, and that was perhaps the worst thing of all.
The visions had to be tied to Death�s Door, but how could a video place images into his mind like this?
Obsessive-compulsive viewing?
The movie they decided to see was a romantic comedy�well, Ronnie decided to see it. After the way Calvin had been acting, he wasn�t about to protest and suggest they see the Tim Burton movie they had talked about last night.
He had been successfully ignoring the death-visions. Fresh air and hours away from his apartment was good for him. As the night went on and they sat in the movie theater with a bag of popcorn and a large soda, he began to realize how warped he had become. He finally began to loosen up. Things seemed normal for a minute there.
The lights went out. Popcorn, chocolate and gooey nachos mingled into a uniquely movie theater fragrance. A flickering beam of light blasted from the little booth above the audience and onto the screen creating a series of images that turned into a good twenty minutes of previews and then the feature film. The actors on screen were alive and well, playing out fake roles in imaginary lives. Calvin couldn�t help but wonder about their deaths. The images his mind created were frightening. He could see these people keeling over and vomiting their insides out or getting run over by a bus, grasping their chests in cardiac arrest or suffering from spontaneous gun blasts that blew away generous chunks of life like strawberry rhubarb pie filling.
He closed his eyes for a moment. Why was it he couldn�t enjoy anything anymore without fantasizing about death? It was enough already, and yet it seemed he couldn�t do anything about it. He opened his eyes to see that his mental issues were hitting a new low that almost caused him to scream in the movie theater like a little girl discovering a spider ascending the hem of her dress.
Calvin found himself in the midst of a body pit. The walls of the theater transformed from a nicely painted structure to crumbling dirt. All around the patrons sat haphazard in their seats, wrapped in black bags, some of them heaped on others like useless refuse. Small fires created eerie flickering light that caused mysterious dancing shadows.
Calvin had seen pits like this one on the Death�s Door video going all the way back to his days patronizing the Museum of Death. It was something common in Middle Eastern countries and during Hitler�s Nazi rule, and here Calvin was, caught in the middle of one. He could smell acrid burning plastic mixing with decay and expelled bowels, an awful m�lange of rancid odors that threatened a gag reflex.
He scanned his surroundings, looking for a chip in the ghastly veneer, but everything was authentic right down to the dirt-smudged black plastic wrapped body next to him that was Ronnie.
He gasped and drew a quick breath as his eyes caught her wrapped shape beside him, and then the body bag moved, as if facing him. She said, in a whisper, �What�s wrong?�
That seemed to be the question of the day. Calvin couldn�t answer to a talking body bag, yet he knew it had to be some sort of wicked hallucination. His voice caught in his throat. He swallowed hard and said, �Nothing. I thought I saw someone I know.�
Yes, it sounded lame, as did many of Calvin�s follow up remarks to his temporary insanity, but what else could he do?
Ronnie gave him a strange look before redirecting her attention to the screen. It was one of those movies with Jennifer Aniston and some up and coming male lead who were just married and dealing with the troubles concerning one another�s in-laws. An overused plot that has been beat to a pulp after its eminent death, but movies such as this one still brought in the young date crowds, some of them necking with animalistic fury, although through Calvin�s eyes they more represented visions of people clutching one another as they became covered in rubble and mummified in a lover�s embrace.
Closing his eyes, he focused on the movie and hoped that it would bring him back to reality. He grabbed Ronnie�s hand, happy that it was not sheathed in plastic or cold and rot-gooey.
Ronnie giggled with the crowd. Something funny on the screen. The sound of laughter brought Calvin back to reality. The dead don�t laugh.
Calvin opened his eyes, confident the grim visions would be gone. He was relieved to see a movie theater with couples watching a rehashed romantic comedy, to smell popcorn.
There was no further incident during the rest of the movie or during the ride home.
# # #
Ronnie and Calvin sat in her car in front of his apartment. �So, what are you doing tomorrow?� she asked.
�If you want to come over we can get a pizza and hang out and my place. I�ll be tired anyway from working a night shift. Not used to that.�
�Alright, that sounds good.�
He smiled. �I promise I won�t show you any videos of kick boxers breaking their legs.�
�Deal.�
They kissed. It was a rather long kiss that, were Calvin not going to work, would have led to his bedroom. Perhaps it was a precursor for tomorrow night. Calvin hadn�t thought about sex much in the past few days. Hadn�t thought about much other than�
�I�ll see you tomorrow,� Ronnie said. �What time do you want me to come over?�
�Fiveish?�
Ronnie nodded. Calvin opened his door and stepped out of the car into the steady and familiar din of Madison Avenue.
�Have fun at work.�
�I�ll try.�
Calvin waved goodbye as he approached the gate. Ronnie blew him a kiss that he comically grabbed out of the air and slapped on his mouth, which put a smile on her face.
Ronnie drove home pondering their relationship. Maybe she�d given up the honey too early, didn�t make him work for it, not that it should be something to work for. If he can have his cake and eat it too, why invest more into this relationship than he has to? Maybe things would have been different had she not gotten pregnant. Now there was a thought that kept her up nights. Always led to the big question: Are we really happy together? And then an avalanche of doubt would fill her mind with sorrows.
Is Calvin going to be a good father? Will he leave me? Is he going to have an affair? 
She hoped desperately that Calvin wasn�t capable of these things, but he was a man after all, and in his twenties, probably the most selfish time in a man�s life. He wasn�t the type to use her for companionship and sex, not the type to ditch her after the kid was born like so many deadbeat boys do�a man wouldn�t walk out on his child. Then again, she might have wool over her eyes.
Men are from Mars, she heard her mother say.
Maybe she shouldn�t just hand her body over to him tomorrow like every night she stayed over at his apartment. Maybe she should play hard to get. Maybe that would bring his feelings out. Stupid to think about when she was pregnant. Why play games when they�ve already conceived a child? It wasn�t like she didn�t enjoy the sex. As far as she was concerned, it was an important part of a loving relationship.
And then there was the slut that lived next door to Calvin. Why Ronnie was worried about Celia, she didn�t know�well, she did know. Knew perfectly well that it was irrational jealousy. Ronnie was tall and lean, had a nice figure and a pretty face. She dressed moderately, but not conservative. If done right, a little cleavage went a long way. Celia, on the other hand, dressed like a whore and wore far too much make up, not to mention her reputation. One rumor was that she had sex with a man in an empty dumpster back in high school; another was that she�s had just about every VD except for HIV.
As much of a slut as Celia was, Ronnie had this fear that if she didn�t give herself to Calvin, he could just saunter next door and get what he wanted.
Calvin wasn�t that kind of guy, but that didn�t mean her mind could rest easy. As long as that bitch lived next door, and as long as she batted her clumpy eyelashes at him and cooed his name as he walked by, Ronnie would have a feeling in her gut like sour bile and writhing earthworms, an uncertainty that would gnaw at her.
As Ronnie pulled into her driveway (at twenty-eight, she still lived with her mother), she decided she would have to wing it and see what happened tomorrow. It was easy to tell herself to play hard to get, but could she? Sex was hardly a disappointment except for those few times Calvin was so excited that he only lasted a few minutes. She got nothing out of that, and he was always mildly embarrassed, but the other times they made love were legendary. He made her feel things in her body no other man has done before.
She walked into her house smiling, said hello to her mother, who was watching CSI Miami, and then went to her room.
She couldn�t wait for tomorrow evening.

Chapter Seven

Calvin felt bad about going to the Hall of Hell without Ronnie, not that she would have had any interest in going with him anyway. It was the little white lie he told her about working that bothered him. He was a believer in building a strong foundation to make a relationship work and here he was lying about some place called the Hall of Hell.
After calling a cab Calvin paced his apartment waiting for it to pull up outside. He hated waiting around for anything. Made him nervous, and worse was the guilt trip he struggled with. Was the Hall of Hell even worth it? What was he chasing anyway?
He looked out of his street-facing window. No cab. He went into his room, eyed the blank videotape sticking out of his VCR like a rectangular tongue. Death�s Door.
An overwhelming impulse to push the tape into the VCR and hit the PLAY button tickled Calvin�s mind. He didn�t want to watch the video, at least he didn�t think so�not on a conscious level at least. Yet seeing it there sent comforting waves through his body. It was like comfort food for the mind, or sitting in a favorite recliner. Death�s Door was, for Calvin, like a football highlights real to a coach.
A honking from outside fractured Calvin�s dazed reverie. A shiver ran up his spine when he let go of the videotape still hanging out of the VCR. He couldn�t remember walking across the room and preparing to push it into the machine.
The horn honked again. Calvin went back into the living room and poked his head out of the open window (there had never been screens in any of his windows). He hollered to the cabby, �I�ll be right down.�
�Meter�s runnin�,� came the response, almost too muffled from street noise for Calvin to hear. Of course the meter was running. Calvin expected no less. The definition of �cabby� in the dictionary shows an illustration of a leech with a five o� clock shadow.
He grabbed his jacket, slapped his back pocket to make sure his wallet was there (check), and did the same with his front pockets to be sure he had his cell phone and keys (check, check).
Outside, Celia sat in the green plastic chair next to her door directly across from Calvin�s apartment. She had her lips on a cigarette, taking a drag like sucking smoke out of a leprechaun�s prick. She raised her eyebrows as she exhaled.
�Where you off to?� she asked.
Calvin had his back to her as he locked his door.
�Gotta work late tonight,� he said over his shoulder.
�No shit, huh. Not dressed for work.�
Nosey bitch.
Calvin didn�t have anything to say to Celia. He wasn�t beholden to her. Fuck her. What he was doing was none of her business in the first damn place.
�You going out to a club or something?� she asked as Calvin began to descend the stairs.
�Gong to work,� he reiterated.
�If you�re going to a club or something, I want to go.�
Calvin didn�t even respond to that one. He had a cab with a running meter out there on Madison. He wasn�t going to have a conversation with the town slut while fattening the cabby�s wallet.
As soon as Calvin stepped into the cab, the cabby said, in a heavy Middle Eastern accent, �The meter has been running since I put car into park.�
�Yeah, I know. Take me into Lakeside. Go Second Street to Wintergardens, �kay. That�s the fastest route.�
�You telling me the fastest route? I�m the taxi driver. I know how to get where you want to go. Don�t have to tell me.�
Calvin wrinkled his brow as he looked at the cabby in the rearview mirror. �Okay, whatever, man. Let�s get a move on. I�m not paying you to sit here and chew me out. I�ve had cabbies drive me in a freaking circle when they could have taken a straight shot, you know.�
The driver shook his head. �Not me. I take you there the fastest.�
�Cool. Let�s go.�
The cab took off. Calvin eased into the seat, idly watching the dealers and winos on Madison Avenue. They walked around like they needed a cane or suffered from scoliosis. Central casting for extras in a zombie film, most of them. Calvin had to admit that he�d been getting tired of living in downtown El Cajon. It had always been bad, but the place was going downhill on greased axels.
He caught a glimpse of the driver looking at him from the rearview mirror. The cabby�s eyes looked away as soon as Calvin met them with his own. They were the eyes of the dead. The driver was a corpse. An old one by the sickly sweet odor of decay that filled the cab. From Calvin�s vantage he could see the man�s right hand clutching the steering wheel. It reminded him of the cover of the 80�s horror flick House, all gangrenous and rotten.
Calvin closed his eyes and tilted his head back. It was better to have this one cabby transformed into a corpse than an entire movie theater of people. He could go the rest of his life without a repeat experience of that.
�Is there an address you want to be dropped off at?� the cabby asked.
�No. The old Ralphs building is fine.�
�I do not know old Ralph building.�
�I thought you knew the town. Just drop me off at the Weinershnitzel. You know where that is, right? On Wintergardens.�
�I� I�m not so familiar with Lakeside.�
�You can�t miss it. On the left hand side of the road just after O�Reilly�s.�
The smell of decay subsided. Now the cab smelled faintly of body odor and cheap cologne and that unmistakable smell, however faint, of the many asses that have graced this very seat. Better to smell ass than decay.
The cabby kept stealing glances in the mirror, but Calvin pretended that he didn�t notice. He just hoped the guy wouldn�t try to talk to him. He had too much on his mind to entertain a lonely taxicab driver.
The Weinerschnitzel was a bright yellow and red affair with nary a car in the drive-thru at this time of night. Lakeside in and of itself was one of those towns that pretty much went to sleep around eight in the evening save for a spattering of beer bars and a few fast food joints. The hotdog chain was on the street side of the lot. It appeared to be the only business that was open, surrounded by so many that had failed and were never resurrected into something new. None of the stores were occupied at the rear of the huge lot where the old Ralphs building was located.
Calvin decided to have the taxi drop him off closer to the street, that way the driver didn�t know where he was going. He paid an exorbitant fare for what proved to be but a ten-minute ride and tipped the guy a buck. He thought of pulling the ol� rip a five- or ten-spot in half and promise the cabby the other half for the assurance that he would be there to pick Calvin up later in the night, but there were plenty of cab services to choose from. No use wasting good money on a ten-minute ride.
According to the flyer, the Hall of Hell was somewhere near the old Ralphs building. There certainly was no indication that anything was going on back there. The tall lights that once lit up the parking lot when Ralphs was in full swing were either turned off or had burned out and never been replaced, which created an even more eerie depth to the vacant strip mall.
As Calvin walked out of the illumination from the vibrant yellow-and-red hotdog palace, he became aware of the shadows. The parking lot was an open expanse of lights sprouting from blacktop like the husks of dead trees and broken, crumbling parking blocks. Not a lot of places for shadows, yet he caught glimpses of black all around him, as if someone or something was following him.
Bathed in unease, Calvin increased his pace. He still wasn�t sure where he was going. Dead ahead was the Ralphs building. To his left was a fence with a large drainage ditch that he assumed went under Wintergardens Boulevard and into the sewer or wherever drainage ditches led to. Perhaps to a more central ditch that weaved through the cities and eventually led to the ocean. To his right was the massive expanse of parking lot that was completely vacant, but how could that be? If others were invited to the Hall of Hell there should be cars. There was no way everyone else took cabs or public transportation.
Shadows taunted him from the corners of his eyes. If he shifted his gaze they disappeared like elusive hallucinations that never quite formed. As he neared the Ralphs building, Calvin began to wonder whether or not he was stepping into a trap. Maybe he was being set up. Before the night was over he could end up one of the corpses on a new video. Or could he? The images on Death�s Door were from police files, not snuff films, but he couldn�t stop his mind from going there.
Calvin stopped on the concrete walkway at the corner of Ralphs, maybe a hundred yards from the door. The shadows were more intense here, but the shadow beings seemed to have retreated, for now at least, whether in the flesh or just within the walls of his mind.
There were a few options to consider. The Hall of Hell could be inside the abandoned building; parking could be in the rear to avoid unwanted street-side attention, which would make sense. Who sets up a secretive meeting and then draws attention with a full parking lot in an abandoned strip mall? Back in the day Calvin�s friend Russ used to go to those spur of the moment raves that would take place in abandoned supermarkets or warehouses. They were planned in advance, but no one was given the location until less than twenty-four hours to show time, that way it was harder for the police to be tipped off. On the other hand, this could all be some sick prank. Maybe a deadly prank.
Maybe a prank that ends in a body bag.
Calvin took a tentative step toward a strip of one-lane blacktop that wrapped around the abandoned grocery store to where the dumpsters and loading docks were located. On the other side of the asphalt was a fenced-off drainage ditch. The building cast an immense shadow that stretched across the weathered drive and almost reached the fence. There was nothing in the shadows, yet Calvin�s mind filled the void with so many vile images roiling like some formidable beast formed of human death, a vile thing of decayed torsos and ripe heads dripping with viscous gore and rancid flesh. It was so real he could smell it, could hear thick, slimy gore drip and splat on the ground like globs of melted cheese.
He walked steadily, telling himself that when he turned the corner he was going to see cars back there behind the supermarket. He was going to see cars and maybe even some people. Like-minded people. His people. All of these petty fears would be abolished and he would flash a knowing grin and maybe even the flyer, just to make it clear that he was there for the same reason. Yes, folks, I�m just as fucked up in the head as you are.
Picking up his pace, Calvin felt a sudden confidence about this whole ordeal. Starting something new had always made him nervous going back to when he was a little boy. He remembered his first day in grammar school. He�d been worried sick about finding his classroom and making friends and whether or not his teacher was going to be mean or nice. He hadn�t even eaten his lunch that day. He felt the same way whenever he started a new job, and he felt that very nervousness, that tightening in his guts as he turned the corner at the rear of the building, now cloaked in darkness.
No one was there.
No cars. No people. Nothing.
Calvin lifted the flyer to have a look at it. Had to hold it close to see in the dark. He thought that maybe he had the wrong time, or even the wrong day, but no, he was there on time.
A tap on the shoulder almost caused him to piss his pants. He shuddered and stifled the girlish scream that threatened to rock his vocal chords. When Calvin turned around no one was there. No one at all. He couldn�t imagine that someone would be able to dash into hiding without him getting even a glimpse of them.
�Down here,� said a voice so close it could only have come straight out of Calvin�s mind. �Come to the fence.�
It was Mr. Ghastly.
Calvin pocketed the flyer as he walked toward the fence. On the other side was a large drainage ditch overgrown with weeds and teeming with moss and slimy greenish muck where a trickle of water ran down the middle. He looked to his right where the ditch was consumed in darkness and trees, past which was a neighborhood butted up against the rear of the huge strip mall lot. Calvin then looked left, toward the street, and saw the huge concrete culvert that the trickle of water from the ditch drained into. At the entrance to the massive pipe was a tall skinny man in a black suit. His face was pale, waxen, his hair thin and white. He gestured to Calvin with his bony index finger and then turned, hunched down, and began walking into the pipe.
�Wait!� said Calvin. He dashed, scaling the fence as he scrambled toward the pipe. He couldn�t imagine that old man climbing over. Then he saw a disturbed portion of fence, a thatch at the bottom that had been clipped and curled like the lid of a sardine can.
Before kneeling onto the ground and slipping through the fence, Calvin glanced at the pipe. The old man was gone. Calvin cursed and then dropped to his belly and slid through the opening.
On the other side, Calvin was faced with a gradual incline of dirt that met the concrete ditch. The sides of the ditch were sun bleached and dry. Calvin had no trouble maneuvering his way down. The trickle of water running through the center of the ditch was a sluice of green algae, rotting leaves and dirt.
The pipe the old man had walked into was about five feet tall and illuminated by a series of trouble and Christmas lights strung together with extension chords. The generator must have been hidden somewhere far enough within the system of pipes that Calvin couldn�t hear it.
He stood there at the edge of the tunnel deciding whether or not he wanted to go through with this. There was no indicator that he was in the right place, no sign on the side of the tunnel wall, no one to greet him except for the old man, and he could be a hobo for all Calvin knew.
The idea that Calvin could be walking into a trap occurred to him again, and then Mr. Ghastly�s voice blossomed in his mind like a corpse flower and everything was all right.
�Come on, Calvin. Don�t be afraid. Nothing in here you haven�t seen before.�
Calvin glanced toward the parking lot hoping to see someone else arriving who had a flyer like the one in his pocket, but nobody was there. He was going to have to do this on his own.
He stepped into the dank drainage pipe. It smelled faintly of sewage and mold. He walked as much in the center as he could without walking in the thin trail of grease-slick algae. Above was a universe of cobwebs, some hanging so low he had to shift to avoid running into them. He couldn�t see any spiders, but they had to be there somewhere. These webs didn�t make themselves. Calvin wasn�t a fan of arachnids. He�d conquer a common house spider like a man, but when it came to a black or a brown widow his knees went weak.
To put thoughts of poisonous spiders out of his mind, he thought about the prize at the end of this tunnel. Calvin didn�t even know what to expect, but as long as there were lights to follow, he would continue.
At one point he turned back and almost felt a wave of claustrophobia when he realized that the tunnel had been gradually turning and he could no longer see the opening. He hadn�t gone all that far yet, but it felt like he was halfway to El Cajon.
Soon enough he came to a series of three openings. Two of them were dark, empty chasms. They could go on for miles or drop twenty feet. The opening straight ahead was lined from one side of the floor to the other in an arch of blindingly bright lights that resembled flashbulbs in some agonizing perpetual flash. He thought of Caroline�s mother in Poltergeist saying, �Do not go into the light.�
Even using his arms to shield his eyes from the intense illumination, Calvin was unable to see anything beyond the bright white brilliance. After a moment of hesitation, he closed his eyes, ignored Caroline�s mother, and walked into the light.
The chamber beyond the brightly lit opening was large with a comfortable ceiling height. It was the central drainage corridor that ran beneath Wintergardens Avenue. The floor was wet, but not slick like the center of the pipe he�d just emerged from. Claustrophobic thoughts of what would happen in the event of a sudden downpour occurred to Calvin, but he was too awestruck to care. It wasn�t as if there would be a sudden downpour in San Diego anyway.
There were three openings like the one Calvin had come through. One had words in red painted above it: Photo Gallery, and another with the words, in all caps: FREAK SHOW, and the third said: Death�s Door.
Was that in reference to the movie or was that some kind of entrance to the reaper�s lair, to a room with a blood-slick operating table and an array of torture implements adorning the walls, the sharp and blunt edges alike crusted in the blood of any number of victims? Step up to Death�s Door, folks, right this way. The reaper is waiting for you�admit one: soul for the taking.
�First time?� The voice drew Calvin away from the many dark avenues his mind had been traveling.
A woman stood there with a sickly smile painted up in lipstick as black as squid ink. Her eyes were outlined in so much eyeliner she looked half dead, yet Calvin had to admit that beneath the gothic veneer she had a strange sort of beauty.
Calvin stammered, �Uh, yeah, first time here. This is the Hall of Hell, right?�
She giggled. �What else?�
Calvin looked over the room again noting that there weren�t a whole lot of people there. Maybe they were in the three chambers. Maybe this absurd party was that exclusive.
�How about you?� Calvin said. �You been here before?�
�My first time too. You want a drink? There�s a ghoulish looking guy in the corner acting as bartender, but they don�t have much of a selection.�
She gestured toward a dark corner of the chamber where a man who could have been an old beatnik refugee sat behind a small foldout table with an even smaller assortment of bottles and a bucket of ice next to little clear plastic cups like those found in cheap motels.
�I could use a drink,� Calvin said.
He and the girl walked over to the slack-eyed man at the makeshift bar. The guy looked up at Calvin, his eyes hiding beneath a gray golfer�s cap. He had what once was a strong jaw that now had the deflated look that a toothless maw could account for. �Have a drink?� he asked.
Calvin scrunched up his face all non-committal. �What do you got?�
�We got some shit domestic beer in that cooler by yer feet, couple of bottles of the hard stuff here on the table�on the rocks if you like it that way. Not much for cocktails, you know.� He grabbed a slender bottle of dark blue glass with a white skull and crossbones painted on it. It was corked with a decorative skull. �But there�s one drink preferred by the Gorehounds. Know what that is?�
Calvin decided that saying no was better than asking whether he was referring to the Gorehounds (whatever that was) or the drink.
The bartender grinned like the Crypt-Keeper from the old EC comics. �A Helldahyde. Want one?�
�What is it?�
�Whiskey on ice with a jigger of formaldehyde.�
Calvin grimaced. �You shittin� me?�
The bartender just stared at him like his damaged neurons were malfunctioning.
Calvin was about to ask the woman he met what she was drinking, but she was gone.
�Sure, whatever, I�ll have a hellda-whatever-you-call-it.�
�Helldahyde.�
As the bartender prepared the drink, Calvin absorbed the diminutive room. The walls were made of concrete and huge pipes. There was strange music coming out of one of the rooms, dark and melodic from what sounded like a wind instrument. Maybe Pan�s pipes.
��ere,� said the bartender.
Calvin grabbed the drink and was about to walk away when he realized that he hadn�t left a tip much less paid for the drink.
�How much?� Calvin asked.
�Comes with admission, and don�t worry �bout a tip. Hall of Hell don�t work like that.�
Calvin brought the drink to his lips and said, before taking a sip, �You sure?�
�You�ll get it sooner or later, if you stick around. Ain�t gonna last all night, kid. Better have yerself a look-see.�
Calvin nodded, turned and walked away. He sipped his drink. It tasted mostly of whiskey with a pungent undertone that must have been the formaldehyde. Not too rough on the palate.
Of the three rooms, Calvin was most intrigued by the one that said Death�s Door above it, but he wasn�t ready to go there yet. He still had his reservations not only about that particular chamber, but the entire Hall of Hell. There was a feeling like walking through water in a dream, like maybe he would turn around and everything would change and he would be off on some other eerie adventure before waking up in bed just as things were getting good.
Calvin stood there for a moment sipping his drink and deciding where to begin. People walked in and out of the three chambers, some of them stopping for a refill or to grab a shitty domestic beer. Some of them sized Calvin up as they passed by; others nodded a curt, unspoken hello, but none of them as friendly as the woman he met when he walked in.
All of the rooms frightened Calvin. Though he�d been invited to this charade, he couldn�t shake the feeling that he was being set up, and if he was, he knew the stakes were high. Life high. Death high.
�You�re amongst friends,� said Mr. ghastly.
Calvin turned, expecting Ghastly to be standing behind him, but no one was there. If the old man who had gestured to him from the opening of the drainage ditch had been Ghastly himself, he was nowhere to be seen.
Calvin lingered in front of the Photo Gallery, peeking in and sipping his drink. From what he could see, the walls were lined with framed pictures. Some of them were bodies, most likely dead ones, and others were too obscured from his vantage point to see clearly. When he spotted the woman he�d met earlier, he decided to go inside.
There were three people in the small chamber examining pictures on the walls that were exactly what Calvin had thought them to be. The first one he set his eyes on was of a woman�s torso lying atop a pile of bloodied hay. The photo was black and white and appeared to be authentic. The next one was a gruesome close-up of a suicide aftermath: shotgun to the head. Something about that one didn�t strike Calvin as the average police photo. It was in vivid color as if taken with a high definition camera.
�Oh, there he is,� said a familiar voice.
Calvin gave the goth chick a nervous smile. It felt awkward to be examining such morbid photographs with other people. Wasn�t so different from the Museum of Death, but that had been a long time ago. Now Calvin was older. He wasn�t as comfortable sharing the intimacy of the dead with strangers.
He offered his hand. �Never did properly introduce myself. I�m Calvin.�
She licked her lips seductively. �Hazel.�
Wrapping her pale fingers around his outstretched hand, she gently shook in a most feminine way that almost defied her dark nature.
They slowly shuffled along together looking and commenting on a myriad of death scenes like snobs at an art gallery.
Calvin noticed that she was drinking a beer. �Not into the whole Helldahyde thing, are you?�
�Not sure I want to put embalming fluid in my body. Not until I�m dead at least.�
He took a sip. �Not so bad really. You�d be surprised.�
She nodded to a particularly gruesome photo. �Dental records,� she said.
�What�s that?�
�Probably how they had to identify the body.�
�Ah. Hey, have you heard the term Gorehound?�
�Hmmm. I think that�s what Christians refer to people like us as.�
�People like us? What do you mean?�
They stopped perusing photos and stood in the middle of the room facing each other. Hazel took a drink of her beer, which left black lipstick residue on the mouth of the bottle.
�You dig the gory shit, right?� she said. �Hostel, Aftermath, Evil Dead, Nekromantic, stuff like that?�
Calvin nodded, though he�d been drifting further and further away from those types of films since dating Ronnie. He hadn�t seen Human Centipede or any of the ultra violent stuff coming out of Japan. Even before meeting Ronnie his tastes had been changing.
�Oh yeah,� he said, �I love the gory stuff. Spent a lot of time at the Museum of Death back in the day.�
�You too! I thought I was a weirdo. I used to bus downtown and hang out in there on summer days. Eat my lunch watching Traces of Death �n� shit.�
Calvin nodded and grinned. This was one crazy chick. �Have you checked out the Freak Show yet?�
�No. I peeked in when I got here.�
�Let�s check it out.�
She took a drink of her beer and said, �Sure.�
On their way to the Freak Show Hazel grabbed another domestic beer, but Calvin passed on freshening his Helldahyde. It wasn�t quite as good as he tried to convince himself.
Inside the Freak Show chamber there were two people nestled into the corner playing ghostly tunes with a bongo and the wind instrument Calvin had heard on arrival. The bongo player was tattooed with scales like a lizard man. The flute player had undergone a massive plastic surgery transition and an alarming series of body modifications that made her look like a human cat. There were lumps in her head and some kind of lip implants that gave the appearance of a cat�s lips, complete with a cleft down the middle. Whiskers dangled from her cheeks like snipped guitar strings. She wore contact lenses that gave her glowing green cat eyes.
Dancing to the strange music were three human abstractions, two women and one man. After getting an eyeful of them, Calvin looked at hazel and was stunned to see that she was truly enjoying this.
What kind of sick�� ?
The woman on the left side of the trio was wearing a tattered shroud that looked as if it had been wrapped over something that had been buried for a long time. Her hands were missing and the stumps didn�t look right. They were all twisted and wrinkled like the dried ends of a homemade sausage cased in animal intestine. Her dance was awkward yet she flowed with the creepy music, head lolling this way and that as if her spine were made of gelatin. The eyeless cavities were perhaps her most gruesome affliction, well, almost. Her hands, for whatever reason, were dangling from huge rings in her earlobes like the most surreal and gaudy earrings ever.
In the middle was the man, towering over the women a good two feet, skinny like maybe he was a skeleton that someone wrapped in pizza dough. His arm and leg joints bulged like burl wood knots. It looked as if he would inadvertently break a bone while doing his stiff little dance. He had an impressive array of screws protruding from his head in all shapes and sizes as if they had somehow been administered through his skull from within.
Calvin shuddered, again. He couldn�t remember shuddering as much as he had tonight. He insisted that he wasn�t scared, but�
Hazel whispered in Calvin�s ear, �Wow. Look at her.�
The woman to the right of the skinny screw-headed man was something else altogether. She stood there naked, her flesh decorated in a maze of intricate fine, puffy lines. It took Calvin a minute before he realized that the puffy flesh was the result of some kind of branding, but not the typical branding that leaves thick designs. The maze-like pattern that covered the woman from head to toe was as fine and delicate as if drawn on with a ballpoint pen.
�She�s beautiful,� Hazel said.
Calvin, speechless, found it difficult to see the beauty in these unusual specimens. The title painted outside of the entrance to this chamber was apt: Freak Show.
The music hypnotically drummed into Calvin�s ears. He watched the absurd trio do their little dance and soon enough he found himself swaying slightly. Hazel was swaying to the beat as well, and so were the others who had wandered into the room, however few they were. Notes from the flute drifted like some ethereal fluid, dripping into Calvin�s ears and saturating his mind like acid being absorbed into blotter paper.
Calvin felt something cold in his hand. It was Hazel�s hand and it was deathly pale. Almost had a bluish hue like a corpse on a rolling slab in a morgue. A glance at her face showed him that she was dead. Nothing horrible, no violent trauma, but dead nonetheless. It was clear in the sunken cheeks and lack of color. Her eyes were hollow and milky, staring at the gruesome trio of macabre musicians the way a corpse would stare out of a coffin at a viewing, had no one closed her eyes.
Sneaky minor notes filtered through Calvin�s brain, soothing him from the terror he felt at the icy grip Hazel�s corpse had on his hand. He took a deep breath and watched the freaks sway like cadaver marionettes.
There was no way for Calvin to know just how much time he spent in the Freak Show. It wasn�t until he was back in the central chamber sucking down another Helldahyde that he was in control of his faculties. He couldn�t even remember getting the second drink.
�Stuff climbed right on top of me,� he said to no one in particular.
Hazel, standing beside him, responded. �Yeah? Maybe I should have one of those.�
Calvin took a drink and had a good look around. He watched the smattering of people wandering from one chamber to the next. His best guess was that there were maybe twenty sickos like himself, and he wondered if they had all been lured here with a mysterious little flyer the way he had.
Hazel introduced herself to another woman who was wearing a conservative skirt and blouse. One look at her outside of this dingy sewer and you wouldn�t guess she was into this kind of shit. Calvin would have tagged her for a Christian who�d never done anything more adventurous in bed than missionary and preferred a good PG-13 romantic comedy. Calvin wondered if maybe she had wild tattoos of serpentine dragons with skeletal heads hiding beneath the ultra conservative fa�ade.
Hazel and the woman walked into the Death�s Door room. The blue light filtering out of that room flickered like an old reel-to-reel projector, the kind that Calvin remembered in school back when he was a kid. As he watched the light dance upon glimmering concrete just outside the chamber, he became absorbed. He could swim in those dancing beams like a fly caught in a puddle. He could drown in it. He could find death in it.
A deep and somewhat slurry voice said, �Only fifteen minutes left. Use them wisely.�
The sickly sweet and equally pungent smell of Helldahyde breath was left in the bar tender�s wake. He continued on, whispering the same warning to each and every patron like some creeping ghoul sucking souls from unsuspecting ears.
Calvin slipped into the room. A film was being projected on the side of a wall where a large sheet had been stretched to create a screen. The room was darker than the others, only illuminated by the brightness of the film, which was pretty dark in both contrast and content.
Calvin took a deep breath and then he watched in silence. It wasn�t Death�s Door, at least not the Death�s Door that was sitting in his VCR right now back at his apartment. In the same vein, but certainly not the same movie. Some of the clips were your typical police video footage and yet there were other clips that had a certain morbid sensibility. Those bits of footage startled Calvin, for reasons he didn�t yet understand. He�d watched enough of this stuff, so why did this particular film make him feel so uneasy?
�Now watch this,� Ghastly�s voice said over the projected images. �Absorb this into your sponge-like brains.�
The images were even more disturbing than before in that they seemed to be filmed at that very moment the killer took the life of his victim, scenes that were rarely recorded, and were even more rarely witnessed by those outside of the police and FBI. Some of the footage was so horrendous, so vile and raw that it could be nothing less than snuff.
�Did you like that?� asked Mr. Ghastly.
The six watchers nodded in unison.
�Good! Now take a look at this.�
More images, equally depraved, danced upon the screen. Glancing at the half a dozen people in the room, all watching in silence as if in some kind of celluloid trance, Calvin realized that he was the only one who had any clear reservations. Hazel was wearing that sick grin she�d sported as they watched the Freak Show. The conservative looking woman appeared to be in awe, as did many of the others. Some of them�particularly a bald man with facial skin that sagged like melted cheese�just stood there all stoic like they�d not only seen worse, but may have participated in such atrocities.
The film stopped suddenly. Calvin felt a jolt and almost yelped. The projector wheel spun slapping the tape at the end of the reel.
Slap. Slap. Slap. Slap.
There were nervous laughs in the dark chamber, but Calvin couldn�t make out any of the people standing around him.
Slap. Slap. Slap. Slap.
People began shuffling out of the room. Calvin stood there, still a bit dazed and overwhelmed by everything he had experienced in the past hour or so. He was ready to go home, ready to lie down in bed and wake up with the sun shining through the window, but home seemed so far away. A world away.
A death away.
A solitary light came on. It was enough to dimly illuminate the room, which helped Calvin gain his bearings. He was the last one out. He could see through the doorway that everyone else was being ushered through the door that led to the large tunnel he had walked through to get to this place.
On his way out of the Death�s Door chamber Calvin saw a couple of flyers tacked to the wall with a strip of masking tape. He couldn�t make out the words in the murk, but it had some kind of macabre Uncle Sam with an old school coroner�s top hat. Compulsory instinct commanded Calvin to grab a flyer. He only glanced at it before neatly folding and placing it in his pocket.

Chapter Eight

Coming out of the dimly lit drainage tunnel into the dark of predawn wasn�t very encouraging considering the weird shit Calvin had just experienced. Back when he used to go to the Museum of Death he would walk out of the place after spending hours inside gazing over corpses and violence and death and the brightness of a San Diego day would act as a sort of balm for his soul. Witness too many death scenes and one becomes quite aware of his mortality.
Calvin looked around considering whether he should try to hitch a ride, but he was one of the last ones out of the Hall of Hell and the last of the headlights were pulling out of the parking lot onto Wintergardens Boulevard. Where the hell did all the cars come from?
Then a voice spoke in Calvin�s ear, startling him. �Cal,� said the voice. He turned around, but no one was there.
From across the parking lot, behind the rear of the Ralphs building, someone appeared, tall and silhouetted in darkness. A solitary lamp on a tall pole shined a soft yellow light behind the man.
�I�ll give you a lift,� Mr. Ghastly said as if his mouth was pressed up against Calvin�s ear. Calvin jerked his head to make sure the strange man had not somehow snuck up on him.
�Follow me,� Ghaslty�s deep voice droned, at which point the man stepped behind the Ralphs building.
Calvin followed without apprehension.
It would seem irresponsible for him to follow a dark figure behind a dark building at three O� clock in the morning, especially after what happened to his father several years ago. Mel worked the night shift for a company that produced turbines for military aircraft. One night he decided to go for stroll while eating his ham sandwich during a two AM lunch break. He worked in the industrial part of town and neglected to realize, by the sheer amount of tagging visible in the daylight, that gangs hung out there at night. The industrial side of town was great for thugs being that it was dark and forgiving and the cops rarely patrolled there.
Mel was beaten rather severely, robbed of everything right down to his wedding ring, and left for dead. It wasn�t until a half an hour after lunch that a search party was sent for him. He survived with three broken ribs, a broken finger (his ring finger), and a fractured skull.
The situation Calvin found himself in should have brought that memory to mind, but his conscience wasn�t working properly or was being blocked, because he rounded the rear corner of the building with all the confidence of a lion.
There stood the figure he had seen at the Museum of Death, only this time he could make out the features better, even though the man was bathed in yellow lamplight. He was massive, not only tall, but with features that seemed larger than the average person. His lips and nose and the huge bags beneath the dark cavities where his eyes were hiding dwarfed those same features on Calvin�s face.
�I�ll give you a lift, Cal,� said the voice, causing the hairs on Calvin�s neck to stand on end. Ghastly�s mouth didn�t move when he spoke.
Behind Mr. Ghastly was a rusted-out old hearse. The engine came to life and Calvin started. It sounded like a beefed up V8, and was well in tune compared to the disarray of the exterior. The paint was faded and dinged in places where the metal rusted. The miniature cotton drapes in the rear windows were moth eaten and coming apart as if a cat had gotten to them.
Mr. Ghastly entered the hearse on the driver�s side. The passenger�s side door opened by itself.
�Coming?� said the baritone in Calvin�s ear.
Mr. Ghastly, sitting behind the steering wheel of a vehicle constructed purely for the transportation of the dead, looked like a nightmarish version of the reaper. He looked like a grave robber, a mad scientist, and a murderer all in one.
For a moment there, Calvin wondered if Ghastly was dead, and this was his ride into the next realm, and what realm would that be? This guy could only be driving the dead to Hell, but that was preposterous. Right?
Calvin entered the hearse. It smelled musty and earthy like an ancient coffin, or at least what he assumed and ancient coffin smelled like. Perhaps there was a body in the back, but Calvin didn�t think so. The smell of a dead body would be very different and completely intolerable. The interior was in equal distress as the exterior, the dashboard cracked from time sat in the sun, the seats torn and spewing shreds of foam cushion.
�I know where you want to go, Cal,� said Mr. Ghastly, this time from his mouth.
�I live on Madison Avenue.�
�But that�s not where you want to go, is it?�
There must have been something left within that could sense trouble, because Calvin suddenly felt uncomfortable next to the man who narrated the most disturbing videos in the annals of American history, the man whose voice had been narrating his dreams and nightmares as of late.
�We�re heading to the Museum of Death,� said Mr. Ghastly out loud. �I have something there I want to give to you,� he said in Calvin�s ear.
Whatever it was Ghastly had to offer, it calmed those pesky lingering fears that were warning Calvin away from the best thing that had ever happened in his life. As he thought of that, a nagging voice spoke up in his mind: Isn�t Ronnie the best thing in your life?
Mr. Ghastly looked a bit piqued as he glanced at Calvin while navigating the empty road. �Forget about her,� he said. �She doesn�t understand you, Cal, not the way Hazel does.�
Confusion attempted to infiltrate the barrier around Calvin�s mind. He loved Ronnie, but Hazel was into things Ronnie could never understand. Hazel seemed kind of wild. Interesting.
�She�s no good for you, that Ronnie. She�ll only bring you down, and there are so many things for you to experience in this world. The edges of experience are limitless.�
Calvin nodded slowly, his eyes taking on the dazed look of a somnambulant. Death wasn�t all that important, not enough to dump the woman he loved. The woman carrying his baby inside of her. At least it shouldn�t be that important. Life was important, not death. Life.
�You�ve seen some of the possibilities, in the videos,� said Mr. Ghastly. �In some parts of the world death isn�t such a taboo, Cal. Some people practice cannibalism and death worship. Some people hold onto the remains of their relatives rather than burial or cremation. Some cultures accept and prepare for death as sacred ritual.�
Calvin wanted to ask Mr. Ghastly questions, wanted to ask if he had seen any of these things he spoke of first hand, but he was unable to�physically unable to as if his mouth was wired shut. He couldn�t open it. This should have worried him, but just as soon as the wariness entered his mind, it was gone with the wind whipping through an open window.
The hearse was once again silent. This time Calvin�s mind was so filled with possibilities that he had completely forgotten about Ronnie. He didn�t have to face her until tomorrow, so why think about her? Better to enjoy the gift Ghastly had offered. This was a truly unique opportunity.
There were virtually no cars on the freeway as they merged onto southbound interstate 5. People leaving after parties, tweakers roaming about aimlessly, late night thugs, cops. The old rusted hearse must have been a sight.
They pulled off at 6th Avenue, made their way to 4th, and then parked in front of the pub beneath which was the Museum of Death.
Calvin finally found his voice. �Do you own this place?�
�No. I lease the space beneath the pub.�
�Why don�t you open up for business anymore?�
�Too much attention.�
They stepped out of the hearse and down the dark stairwell. There was a passed out homeless man at the bottom, sitting on the piss stained concrete landing with an empty forty ounce bottle of Steel Reserve between his legs.
�Hey you!� said Mr. Ghastly.
The bum stirred groggily, his eyes opening just a crack, but when he focused on the tall, cloaked figure before him, they opened wide.
�Reapers,� said the filthy street person. �Reapers!�
He stood and scrambled out of the stairwell ranting into the silent, cool night. Mr. Ghastly grabbed the bottle and threw it at the vagrant. It shattered on the sidewalk attracting the attention of a few tattooed thugs who had been hitting a meth pipe in a nearby alley.
Mr. Ghastly opened his eyes wide, staring at the late night gangsters with empty sockets. They went white with fear, and fled muttering prayers in Spanish.
The museum looked much the same as it had the last time Calvin was there. A chill traveled up his spine. Did Mr. Ghastly know he had been there? That was trespassing, wasn�t it? Was that why he had taken Calvin here? To kill him?
The thoughts were pure paranoia, but this whole night had been so out of place and abstract that Calvin had absolutely no expectations of what might happen next, and that included him being lured to the very place he had entered without permission. It seemed plausible. And that was terrifying. Calvin didn�t want to become a part of some black market death scenes video.
�Don�t worry, Cal. You�re safe here. You were always safe here.�
It wasn�t until now that Calvin realized the way Mr. Ghastly seemed to read his mind. It should have shocked him right from the start, but then again, a lot of things he was taking with a grain of salt should have shocked him, like he�d somehow been conditioned for this kind of madness.
�I don�t have a lot of time before I must retire, but I want to give you something.�
From behind the ticket counter Mr. Ghastly produced an old shoebox and removed the lid revealing a pile of Polaroids. He shuffled through the photos mumbling and grunting before choosing one.
Looked around the museum, Calvin thought about what I.B. Ghastly had just said about always being safe here. Did that mean he was welcome to come and go as he pleased?
�Here,� said Mr. Ghastly, handing over a solitary Polaroid from his collection.
Calvin took the picture and looked at it, almost repulsed at the gruesome image. It was a butchered body, what looked like a woman. The photo seemed authentic, perhaps because it was a Polaroid. It could have been a police crime scene photograph, but it was a little too sloppy.
�Is this� ?� was all Calvin could say.
�It is yours, Cal. Take care of it. Keep it with you always, and when you�re feeling uncertain, look at it. It will help you. It will guide you.�
Ghastly placed the closed shoebox beneath the ticket booth. �You are safe here, but never remove anything from the premises. These artifacts of the dead,� Mr. Ghastly gestured his hands as if showcasing the room, �are not meant to leave here. Do you understand?�
Calvin nodded.
�Only that photo I have given you is yours.� Mr. Ghastly started for the door.
Calvin wanted to ask him about the photo�who is it? Is it real? When did it happen?�but he couldn�t articulate properly. �But�� he said, along with random syllables and fractured words that made him sound like an idiot.
�I have to leave,� said Mr. Ghastly. �Here.� He held out a half sheet of bright red paper. Calvin took it and grinning after reading the heading. Ghastly said, �Be sure to bring a friend.�
Before Calvin could say or ask anything further of Mr. Ghastly, the ominous man was up the stairs and seemed to dissipate into some sort of unseasonable blast of fog.
Calvin flew up the stairs and onto the sidewalk, photo in one hand, flyer in the other, but the hearse was too far down the road for him to chase after, and then it too seemed to just fade into the ethers.
The flyer was for the next Hall of Hell, this time in an abandoned warehouse downtown. Calvin looked at the Polaroid again, a feeling deep in his gut telling him it wasn�t right. Police photo or not, it wasn�t right. There was a smudged bloody fingerprint on the white strip at the bottom where the police would have written perhaps a number or word relating to the crime to catalogue the photo as evidence.
It�s real!
Calvin dropped it, suddenly afraid of the photograph. It was a killer�s photograph. A piece of a crime, a murder. Photographic snuff.
Then again, it may have been evidence in a case, a photo discovered at the scene of the crime, and, Calvin rationalized, it wouldn�t be unusual for a museum such as this one to have acquired memorabilia from famous crime scenes. Hell, if it hadn�t been for someone torching his house, Ed Gein�s belongings would have been auctioned off after he was caught.
It was five in the morning and Calvin had a good walk ahead of him to get back to El Cajon�he would have to pick up an early bus. The urge to further investigate the museum was strong, but day would break soon enough. His eyelids felt like lead weights. He needed sleep.
All the way home fears began to seep into Calvin�s peripheral vision, taking him back to the frightening experiences from the movie theater and the restaurant last night.
From alleyways lurked beings with flesh melting off the bone. He saw several homeless folks, but they were corpses shrouded in tattered clothes, faces green and rotten, eyes cataract as they watched Calvin pass by.
As the sun began to rise, the visions became worse. Now people were on their morning jogs, but they were all dying, some of them collapsing from heart attack, and others suffering spontaneous bullet shots that came from unseen guns. Hands reached from runoff drains and out of the bushes adorning well-manicured yards as he passed through a nicer part of town. Gardeners became crippled with disease and lay on freshly cut lawns in agony.
By the time Calvin arrived at his apartment he had taken the Polaroid from his pocket, half crazed from the visions he�d been dealing with. Everyone around him�the old man who walked this time every morning, Mrs. Frazee locking her door on her way to work, and every person in every car that passed by�were dead or dying in this living Romeroesque nightmare.
Calvin examined the photo, considered how distraught and depraved his mind was becoming, and he couldn�t believe he had accepted such a morbid gift. What if Ronnie found it? What would she think? What if it is evidence? What if this is a setup?
The photo is free, Cal, Mr. Ghastly whispered in his ear, voice deep and soothing in its absurdity. His words were like verbal fingers massaging the folds of Calvin�s brains. Look at the blood. It�s free. Look at the body. The soul has been freed. We are all just matter concealing a soul that wants to be freed. Don�t you see that?
Calvin looked around again. Mrs. Frazee was gone. So was the old man. There were other morning walkers who replaced them. They were normal, healthy human beings. Only then did Calvin realize he�d been holding his breath. He exhaled like hydraulics on a city bus.
�And when you�re feeling uncertain, look at it. Isn�t that what Mr. Ghastly said?
With his mind cleared, at least for the moment, Calvin opened the gate and went into his apartment. He suddenly felt used up as if he could just collapse on the floor and sleep for a day or two.
He made it to the bedroom, stripped down to his boxers, pulled the covers up to his chin�
�And put Death�s Door on the TV before falling into slumber.

Chapter Nine

Ronnie had called Cal twice, but his phone must have been turned off. Probably tired from his night at work, keeping it off to sleep in peace. She would just have to wait until he turned his phone on and called her back.
That meant she had to sit and think, which was normally a good thing, but ever since Calvin showed her that picture on the Internet, that� dead guy, she�d felt a pang of uncertainty. On top of that, Cal had been cold and reserved ever since she�d stormed out of his apartment, as if she�d done something wrong. How did he expect her to react to something like that?
Ronnie understood the inevitability of death, but chose not to think about it. When it was her time, then she would face that subject, and only then.
Hopefully in my sleep after a full life and hoards of children and grandchildren.
Wouldn�t that be nice? How very perfect. If only life had such a gleaming silver lining to it. No, that�s probably not how it will end at all. I�ll probably have a few children, one of them turning to drugs when life becomes too real and he can�t bear to face responsibility; my husband gets a heart attack at forty-two from all the grease that�s coursing through his arteries as a result of a trans fatty fast food diet; I come down with kidney failure and have to take dialysis and miss my daughter�s wedding because of severe sickness, then comes the cancer that leaves me emaciated and weak and on the verge of suicide, death swooping in to alleviate my misery just as I cannot bear to acknowledge what life has become.
That�s more like it.
Ronnie banished the thoughts. They were only a result of Cal showing her that man with his head� She didn�t even want to think about it. It was gruesome and was beginning to bear fruit in her mind. She was a natural born pessimist, though she tried desperately to see the glass as half full. Life just had a way of sticking the knife in and twisting.
Her father had three heart attacks before he passed. The last one was big and took him quickly, but the first two were painful not only for him, but for her as she was home with him when they hit, her mother off at a television studio doing her correspondence gig with CNN.
Ronnie�s brother was a hapless alky, one paycheck away from the gutter. It was only a matter of time before the cash advance stores stopped advancing him money and he went under. Ronnie loved Beau dearly, but his temper after a bottle of cheap wine was frightening, and he seemed to be drinking all the time.
Ronnie was no stranger to the foibles of life and all its unavoidable tragedy. Death, as a concern, was one of those things that could be avoided, at least until it was necessary to deal with, like her father�s third heart attack.
When Calvin asked her if she had ever seen a dead person before, the question startled her a bit. First of all, who asked a thing like that? It was so odd and preposterous that she was left dumbfounded. Then an image she hated came back to her. It was something she wished dearly that she could eradicate from her mind, but it came to her from time to time, sometimes when she was lonesome, sometimes when the heat and noise of the shower blotted everything out, everything but what she could never forget.
Ronnie had seen a dead person before. Nothing grisly or gruesome, but dead was dead, and there was an unmistakable look to someone after their soul departed.
She was there the night her father clutched his left arm in pain. He knew from experience what it was, but it traveled fast, the pain, and before she was off the phone with the emergency dispatcher, he was dead.
After administering CPR, she had sat there with her father, staring into his glassy eyes, hoping upon a hope that he would magically catch a breath and wake, but he was gone.
There were times when Ronnie could hardly remember what her father looked like before that night. Those minutes before the ambulance arrived were seared into her memory, as if that nightmare vision of his lifeless body and empty eyes had been forever pasted over her previous memories of him.
She now lived with her mother in the very house her father perished in. It took a long time to shake the feeling of dread that shrouded Ronnie like her own personal rain cloud. Eventually she convinced her mother to allow her to paint and redecorate, and Ronnie was quite sure that helped with the lingering grief.
Time oozed by so very slowly that Ronnie wondered if it had stopped, then her cell phone rang, a familiar ring that was personalized. It was Cal. She let it ring twice as not to seem like she was waiting with her hand hovering over the phone (which was very close to the truth). It seemed silly, but Ronnie knew that men sensed desperation, and she was damned if she would allow Cal to feed upon her weaknesses, not that he was the kind of guy who would take advantage of desperation. If anything, he might see desperation as a red flag.
Cal told her to come over whenever she wanted. He said he was still tired because of the night shift. Ronnie told him to go back to sleep. Said she would be there in about an hour or so and would pick up a pizza on the way. She hated chain pizza restaurants and elected to go to a little hole in the wall joint a few blocks from Calvin�s apartment that didn�t deliver. Itallia used real cheese and a lot of it.
Ronnie readied herself by dressing and undressing in about ten different outfits before deciding on one, and then, after applying half of her makeup, deciding again on another outfit she had already tried on twice before.
She didn�t know why she was so nervous, but for some reason it felt like a first date. She wanted to look good, and that was her enemy. It wasn�t that she was ugly, she wasn�t (she did, however, tell herself that she was getting fat, but the guys that ogle her whenever she was out in public would beg to differ).
There was something between her and Calvin that was teetering. It was deeper than a senseless video on the Internet, though that was certainly a contributor to their division. But there was that mysterious something�love? Their unborn child?�that caused her to feel so desperately determined to hold onto Calvin, to make sure he knew how much she cared. If he didn�t reciprocate those feelings�
Ronnie ran a tube of lipstick over the curves of her lips�candy apple red. She liked that color. It really popped and accentuated what she deemed to be her best feature. Sure, the shirt she chose had a low cut neckline that, with the right bra and positioning, would create an eyeful of cleavage, but her lips sealed the deal.
Through the vanity mirror, Ronnie could see her mother standing at her door, a playful smile on her lips. And then her mother frowned. �What�s wrong?�
Ronnie turned to face her mother rather than speak to her through the mirror. �Oh, I don�t know.�
�I would say it has something to do with hormones, but I can tell that�s not it. You want to talk?�
Ronnie slumped in her chair. �Cal�s been really strange lately. I don�t know what to make of it. It�s like he doesn�t like being around me or something. He seems distracted.�
�He probably is. He�s going through changes, just like you. I mean your changes are more physical, but it�s not always easy for a man to commit. Back in the day a girl got pregnant and her boyfriend would ask for her hand in marriage right away, sometimes just because that seemed like the right thing to do. Kind of foolish really. You don�t marry someone just to raise a child together, not in my opinion. People shouldn�t stay together if they hate each other is what I mean.� Ronnie�s mother shrugged. �Some times the chivalrous acts of men are fueled by heart and no brains. Thing about Calvin, he�s thinking things through.�
�I guess. Doesn�t really feel that way to me. I dunno. He just doesn�t seem interested. I can�t help but wonder if he doesn�t want the baby.�
�Has he told you that?�
�He avoids talking about important stuff like moving in together and, well, the baby.�
�You�re both still young. You�re not even showing yet. Once you�re showing and he can feel the baby kicking he�ll come around. Calvin�s a good guy. Maybe a little quiet, and you know what they say about quiet guys, but that�s all bull. He�ll do the right thing. You both will.�
Ronnie tilted her head, considering her mother�s words. �I hope you�re right.�
�There�s paternal intuition within both men and women. Men are protectors; women are nurturers. If he�s still distant after feeling the baby kick, then you need to have a talk.�
Ronnie nodded. �Thanks, mom.�
With an overnight bag tucked under her arm�Calvin hadn�t mentioned her staying overnight, but she was pretty sure that�s what would happen�Ronnie said goodbye to her mother, and quickly left the house before she could comment on the overnight bag with an earful of idioms and advice. Ronnie had heard it all before.
It was a good thing she had a key to Calvin�s apartment, because the door was locked and he wasn�t answering the doorbell or his phone.
She figured he was deep in sleep, but what she found was something that, in its own way, seared into her brain much like the picture of the dead man he had shown her.
# # #
�Hello? Cal?�
Ronnie entered the apartment with caution�why, she didn�t know. There was no need for her to feel like she was entering somewhere she shouldn�t have been, but it was unusual that she had to use her key. He almost always left the door unlocked in anticipation of her coming over.
The living room was dark, as was the tiny kitchen just off the living room, and by the lack of light beneath the closed door to his bedroom, she concluded that Calvin was sleeping.
The pizza would get cold, but what the hell.
Compassion sunk in and she felt sorry for him. Let him sleep.
Ronnie set the pizza on top of the oven and began tidying up. Calvin wasn�t a pig, but just as any bachelor there were always a few dishes in the sink and the room could use a good dusting, not to mention straightening up the pillows on the couch and the sloppy array of DVDs around the television, and clutter on the coffee table.
It didn�t take long for her to make his place look like a model home, and with a glance at her watch it was already five-thirty.
�Wakee wakee,� she said as she made her way to the bedroom door. She wasn�t going to allow him to sleep the whole day away. If this was what the night shift did to him then forget about it.
At the door she thought about knocking, but that was preposterous, right? She was his girlfriend, after all, not to mention his lover. She had his child growing in her belly. There was no reason to knock before entering. It was the very fact that she hesitated and considered knocking that caused her further alarm. There had been a feeling of unease since she showed up that seemed to swell within.
Ronnie turned the handle and gently swung the door inward. There were several things at play in the back of her mind, things she wished could be banished. It was the jealous streak in her that reared its ugly head, insisting on the preposterous, but what she saw in the room wasn�t Calvin in bed with the whore next door.
Given a start, Ronnie took a step back, not fully entering the room. She squinted her eyes, as if what she saw was a living dream and would dissipate into the vision she expected of Calvin lying solitarily and snug in bed.
Blinking her eyes several times, she couldn�t shake the image of him sitting cross-legged on his bed, eyes open and just about popping out of his head, mouth slightly agape, lips cracked and dry. He stared at the television screen, face aglow in a radiant blue hue.
�Cal?� Ronnie asked, voice just a hair above a whisper. She swallowed a lump in her throat.
Calvin didn�t move.
�Cal?� She was a bit louder this time, yet he remained as if frozen. For a moment� she wondered if he had died like that, and if she touched him he would be stiff and cold and good God she couldn�t deal with finding him dead. Not after her father and his heart attacks.
What was so entertaining as to leave him asleep with his eyes open like that? It was eerie. The worst part was that he appeared to have been amazed into a state of awe and just� froze that way.
A shiver ran up her spine. It was creepy and she was beginning to feel dread as she looked upon him, his breathing so shallow that the threat of him not breathing became a reality.
This time, with a gentle shake, she said, �Cal, wake up. It�s five-thirty in the afternoon. Time to rise and shine.�
Nothing.
At least he was warm. She couldn�t fathom discovering another loved one dead. That would do her in, put her in the hospital with the white walls and jackets that wrapped her arms up and buckled in the back. She had actually waited longer than she wanted to touch Calvin for fear that his skin would have that clammy feeling her father�s had by the time the paramedics and police pulled her away from him. It was the fear�one of many that she couldn�t shake�that she would discover the bodies of her loved ones, dead. More than anything, that was why she hated having to use her key. There was always that thought that he might be dead or dying, and she knew from experience that the paramedics didn�t always get there in time.
Ronnie sighed. �Calvin, this isn�t funny. Wake up.�
Still nothing, but then his lips pursed, and he began mumbling nonsense, something that sounded like, �Ister ass-tee��
Now Ronnie smiled. She�d be damned, but he really was in one hell of a deep sleep, strange as it were, sitting up in bed gazing upon the TV�s blue screen.
�Cal, wake up.�
She shook him more vigorously this time and he woke with a start as if suddenly pulled into another dimension without warning. He retreated for a moment, and the general fear displayed upon his face put a chill up Ronnie�s spine. He looked as if he had seen something truly awful and lived to tell the tale.
�Are you all right, Cal?�
His eyes shifted about the room from one corner to another, from his computer desk to the bookshelf, and then they rested their gaze upon Ronnie. He licked his lips, so dry they were beginning to crack. There was a small drop of blood there. He took a deep breath, feigned a smile, then winced at the pain of his cracked dry lips.
�I�m fine. That was one hell of a nightmare.� There was pregnant pause, as if he had been contemplating sharing his nightmare with Ronnie before saying, �I�m starving. Do I smell pizza?�
# # #
�So you�re telling me you don�t even remember talking to me?� asked Ronnie.
Calvin sat on the couch scarfing down pizza like it was his first time eating such cheesy perfection. His appetite was gluttonous with a thirst for cold beer to match.
�Nope. Must have been too tired to think.�
Ronnie picked at her pizza and sipped her beer. �Well, what were you watching when you went to bed? It was so weird the way you were sitting there asleep with your eyes open. You don�t normally sleep with your eyes open, do you?�
�No,� with his mouth full of pizza�his third slice in record time. He swallowed the chewed up dough with a gulp of beer, then belched triumphantly.
�Very nice, Cal. You probably disrupted the party next door with that one.�
Calvin laughed and she smiled. It wasn�t that his lack of manners was something she valued, but that he was beginning to cut loose for the first time in days. It was good to see him shake the funk he�d been in.
�That�s three nights straight that they�ve been partying,� Calvin said. �They�re all going to need a liver transplant by the end of the week.�
�So, you never answered my question.�
�What�s that?�
�What were you watching that so captivated you to fall asleep sitting up?�
For just an instant, Calvin�s expression altered, but he caught himself and smiled. When in doubt, smile and act stupid. He was happy that it was his own voice in his mind and not Mr. Ghastly.
�You know, I don�t really remember. I put the TV on and� I guess I was so tired I just passed out sitting up.�
Ronnie gave him a sly smile, perhaps one of the expressions she practiced in her mirror yet rarely used. �You�re sure you weren�t watching a porno or something.�
Calvin laughed, a bit nervously. �Oh sure, what do I need porno for when I have��Death�s Door��you.�
Ronnie smiled again and took a rather large bite of her pizza. It seemed as though her appetite finally made an appearance.
Calvin�s appetite was sated, but there was something tugging at his mind. It felt good to get all that sleep (refreshing, in fact), but something was missing. Sure, Ronnie was there, and he loved her dearly, but there was a piece of the puzzle out of place, a void that she no longer seemed to fill. That alone was a bizarre conclusion to consider. Only a week ago he had been thinking about taking their relationship to the next level and moving in together, which wasn�t something he took lightly, and here he was with some newfound realization that he was empty inside and she didn�t have the stuff to fill him up with.
As Ronnie finished her pizza, Calvin stared at the television, but he wasn�t watching the program so much as seeing through it, his mind mingling in the dark depths of uncertainty, the refreshing feeling his long sleep provided him with seemingly diminishing as he drank post-pizza beer and felt the carbonation mingle with chewed up dough in his gut.
Some sitcom rerun was on TV, perhaps Seinfeld or Scrubs, he really couldn�t tell, or even remember, and when he did try to focus on the show, all he saw were corpses and laugh tracks replaced with low moaning voices of the damned. From within the television the corpses looked at Calvin as if he owed them something, as if he were responsible for their deaths, and though he knew it was all a figment of his imagination, it was terrifying.
Calvin stood robotically and went to the bathroom. Inside, he rubbed his eyes and face and sighed. Something was wrong with him. He was off-balanced, as if suffering a terrible hangover that left him groggy and disoriented. The refreshing feeling after his nap seemed to have dwindled away leaving him exhausted all over again like coming down after an energy drink spike.
Something was terribly wrong, and though he should have pinpointed the Museum of Death and Mr. Ghastly as the culprits for his oncoming madness, he was searching elsewhere to point his blaming finger.
Calvin�s thigh itched. He scratched the itch, but it intensified and then something in his pocket moved. He could feel it through the fabric of his denim pants, something square and firm almost like a piece of hard plastic or thin metal.
Calvin slapped the foreign object, but that seemed to anger it, which became clear when it began undulating furiously beneath the fabric of his jeans. Calvin quickly unbuttoned his pants and slid them off, kicking them into the corner where the bathtub met the wall.
His mind flashed images of scorpions and exotic spiders, but the shape of the object wasn�t that of any type of arachnid Calvin knew of. There was nothing logical that he could think of in that shape and size that would be able to move.
The pants began to stir ever so slightly. Whatever it was, Calvin was going to have to face it because he couldn�t come out of the bathroom without his pants on and try to explain to Ronnie what the hell was going on. She was already teetering on the notion that he might be losing his mind after finding him sitting up on the edge of his bed asleep with his eyes open. If he went running out of the bathroom right now in his boxers she�d lose her shit.
From the furls of denim came something familiar, inching like a caterpillar. It was the Polaroid Mr. Ghastly gave him. It made its way across the bathroom floor, slinking along in an arch, black back facing up, and flipped itself over at Calvin�s feet like a puppy looking for a belly rub, proudly exposing the butchered woman.
Calvin expelled the breath he�d been holding. A sick smile surfaced on his face as he knelt down to retrieve the photo. He had forgotten all about it. He held up the Polaroid, momentarily retreating to a miserable, foggy void filled with the massacred woman in all her glory staring dead-eyed at him in black and white.
The faint sound of canned sitcom laughter on the television dissolved. The drab white walls of the bathroom and the glossy surfaces of the toilet, tub and sink had blended together into a blissful white nothingness. The only shadows, the only black and gray was the image of the mutilated woman, the blood on her hacked up body like chocolate syrup. Isn�t that what they used in Night of the Living Dead? Chocolate syrup for the blood?
The woman�s body moved in the white void, as if seeking a more comfortable position than that she had died in, the chocolaty blood smeared across her pale skin. Calvin�s stomach grumbled. Where only a moment ago he was busting at the seams with pizza and beer, he now felt a pang of hunger. More than anything, at that moment, he wanted to lick the syrupy blood from the corpse. He wanted to taste it. Would it taste coppery or chocolaty?
A knock rattled the bathroom door, jarring Calvin from the great big white nothing he had retreated into.
�You okay,� came Ronnie�s voice through the door.
Calvin clutched the photo defensively as if she had walked in on him and he didn�t want her to see the dead woman, didn�t want her to snatch the photo and send it through a paper shredder.
�Uh, not f-feeling well,� he stammered. �Stomach�s acting up. I�ll be out in little bit.�
�Do you want some Tums or Peptol Bismol or something?�
The Polaroid pulsated in his hands like a living thing. The feeling of it beating like a heart simultaneously repulsed and exhilarated him.
�No, I�ll be alright,� said Calvin.
�Okay.�
After enough time to convince him that she had gone back to the couch, Calvin looked at the Polaroid again, assuring himself that it hadn�t somehow been altered. He put on his pants and then put the Polaroid back into his pocket where his fingers brushed against something. He pulled out a wrinkled crumple of papers. Two of them. One was the invitation to the Museum of Death that Mr. Ghastly had given him. The other was the flyer he grabbed off the wall in the Death�s Door room last night.
Calvin unfolded what turned out to be some kind of sign-up sheet with an illustration of Mr. Ghastly looking like a living dead Uncle Sam. His pointing finger was all rotten and bony. The top said: WE WANT YOU! The bottom said: TO BE A GOREHOUND, beneath which was smaller print that, at a closer look, proved to be a sort of pledge with a blank line for a signature.
Calvin whispered one word. �Weird.�
He pocketed the flyer snug against the Polaroid and exited the bathroom after flushing the toilet to make it look like he had actually used it.
Calvin did everything he could to banish all thoughts of gorehounds and dead bodies and spent the rest of the night with Ronnie.
They watched a movie and ate junk food. At times the actors in the movie looked like reanimated corpses, only they weren�t watching a zombie film�they weren�t even watching a horror film. Calvin didn�t let it get to him. When he did, all he had to do was put his hand on the Polaroid in his pocket. It would breathe and he would feel better.
At the end of the night it was quite obvious that Ronnie wanted to stay over. Normally Calvin wouldn�t have second-guessed a night with Ronnie, but he was in no mood for it. That meant he would have to tell her that she needed to go home, and that could lead to problems. He couldn�t remember ever telling her that she had to go home. Spending the night together, making love in his bed, those were the great nights. Waking up together and fixing bacon and eggs, those were good mornings.
�I�m bushed,� said Calvin, yawning.
�I could stay here��
�I don�t know. I really do need to catch up on sleep after my night shift. I have to go to work tomorrow anyway, you know?�
Ronnie nodded, but she couldn�t hide the disappointment on her face. That was a look that only a week ago would have melted Calvin�s heart, a look that he would have heeded to in a heartbeat, but not tonight.
Tonight he had a date with death.
Calvin stood up. �I�ll call you after work tomorrow, �kay?�
Ronnie stood, her eyes searching the couch and the floor for her purse. She looked confused, which was exactly what Calvin didn�t want to happen, but there was nothing he could do about it. The deeper urge growing like cancer in his psyche told him that he needed to watch the video. Couldn�t get to sleep without it. Had to get sleep too, and how could he get sleep if he didn�t watch the video, and how could he watch the video if Ronnie stuck around?
How can you have any sleep if you don�t watch the video? YOU CAN�T HAVE ANY SLEEP IF YOU DON�T WATCH THE VIDEO!
Ronnie took off after another few minutes of awkward conversation. Calvin promised to call her after work and she solemnly nodded. They shared a passionless kiss at the door that was perhaps a bit too forced, and then she was on her way home.
After Ronnie was gone Calvin methodically closed the house down, shutting windows and turning off lights as if he were going to bed. In his room he took the flyers out of his pocket and placed them on the nightstand. He then took out the Polaroid and slipped it beneath his pillow like a kid does with a tooth in hopes of a silver dollar from the tooth fairy. It vibrated softly in his fingertips as he stashed it there. It was a comforting kind of vibration much like a cat�s purring.
Calvin turned on his television. He was about to push in the tape sticking out of his VCR when he noticed a label on the oblong edge where, were it a real movie, the title would have been. It was a plain white sticker that said, in rigid sharpie pen: Death�s Door II.
He drew his hand away. A pang of fear crept over him for he hadn�t written that on the video�It wasn�t even his handwriting�and that meant someone had been in his room.
The window was open, but he was on the second floor. He often left the bedroom window open. It wasn�t as if someone was going to slap an extension ladder against the front wall of the building and climb up. That kind of brazen action on Madison Avenue would have a number of police calls in no time.
Unless the intruder was wearing a uniform and looked like a tradesman or something.
No, that was crazy. There was no way someone sneaked into Calvin apartment while he slept, and certainly no way Ronnie could have, or even would have done something like this.
Just push the tape in, said Mr. Ghastly through the ethers and into Calvin�s mind. Enjoy.
How can you have any sleep of you don�t watch the movie?
Calvin did as he was told.

PART TWO
The Museum of Death


Chapter Ten

In the following weeks Calvin must have watched Death�s Door II at least a hundred times. He watched it every night while going to bed, every morning when he woke, as soon as he got home from work each day, and whenever else he could squeeze it in, which was pretty much whenever Ronnie wasn�t around.
She would have been around a lot more, but Calvin was quick with a lie and weaved tales of working late, pulling night shifts, meeting with his uncle at the junkyard to try and scrape something together for him to drive. That actually made Ronnie kind of happy. She was growing tired of having to pick him up every time they went out. She once complained that it felt as if she were courting him when it should have been the other way around.
Thing about them being apart more was that when they were together things were fresh and there seemed to be a stronger connection between them. Even Calvin felt it. It was undeniable, palpable even. There was this electricity when Ronnie came around. For her, it was a tingling that radiated from her heart outward. For Calvin it was something altogether different. What he felt was brought on by something more powerful than love. Or perhaps it was love, a developing, burgeoning love for something deeper and darker than that which two people share exclusively with one another.
Calvin was beginning to fall in love with death.
Watching the Death�s Door videos had become as tame as reading Dr. Seuss books. Sometimes, while in that hazy state of mind, as sleep was beginning to sweep over him, it felt as if he were floating in a sea of corpses. The ones from the videos. The ones from so many grisly websites he�d been viewing on his smartphone during lunch breaks at work.
What caused the newfound connection with Ronnie was what she was becoming, or at least what Calvin perceived of her.
With every passing day he witnessed the world decaying around him. Trees drooped as if suffering from spontaneous drought, some of them long dead and leafless, naked branches reaching for the gray sky. The sun was almost moonlike, which at first had been terrifying, but he became used to it the way he became used to the hoards of dead people he interacted with on a daily basis.
Ronnie was dead in the best possible way. Her throat was slit all jagged like someone had taken an old knife, one that had rusted so badly the metal started braking away, and ripped it across her neck. It was a glorious wound all plastered up with dried black blood. Her face was unblemished. Pale, yes, like the belly of a fish and teaming with tiny purple veins like paper-thin octopus tentacles. Her lips were so deeply purple it almost looked as if Ronnie was into the goth scene or like maybe she spent her nights sleeping on a slab in the morgue.
The first time Calvin saw her like this his heart lurched as if it was being yanked by a string. He let her into his apartment and looked into eyes as milky and cataract as a butchered animal in a Bangladesh bazaar. She once had green eyes if he remembered correctly, but they could never have dazzled the way they did now.
That night they made love for the first time in a week. What he saw when he took off her clothes sealed the deal. Even better than the gash across her neck were the many stab wounds that covered her body like absurd blemishes. And then there was her stomach. She had been eviscerated. Her guts were hanging out in the most sexy way. Like her neck wound, the exposed innards were crusted over in a glossy film of blood and plasma somewhat resembling something from an effects prop warehouse, something that couldn�t possibly be real.
At first it was hard to go on with life in a regular manner when everything around Calvin was dead, and being in bed with Ronnie and her magnificent wounds was a test of fortitude. He wanted to finger the dried guts like teasing her labia before intercourse. He wanted to ease his fingers inside of her belly and feel the moist warmth of her insides, to twist her intestines between his fingers. He thought of other things he wanted to do with the slit in her neck, but she didn�t see what he saw. No one saw what he saw and to finger her entrails or flick his tongue in the stab wounds would appear to be the actions of a crazy man.
It was a few weeks after the Hall of Hell, as Calvin became comfortable living in a world of death, that he noticed something strange�well, strange for a man turned on by the vision of his girlfriend�s mutilated corpse.
Everyone Calvin came into contact with was a walking corpse, all in their own personal death, however Celia across the hall was as she had always been.
Calvin remembered seeing her in an active state of decay several weeks back. It was but a glimpse and it had frightened him at the time, but now that Celia was the only one who looked alive, she kind of startled him.

Chapter Eleven

Ronnie found a parking spot right in front of Calvin�s apartment building. Not always an easy feat on a street as busy as Madison. She put the car in park and pulled the emergency brake.
She sure hoped Calvin would get a car from his uncle soon. It wasn�t so much that she was getting tired of having to pick him up when they went out, but that she disliked the reversal of roles. Times were a changing and so were traditional relationship roles, but Ronnie had a streak of the old fashioned in her. She liked the idea of a man taking charge, paying for dinner, and treating her like a lady. She thanked a guy for opening a door for her�It was a respectful gesture�and yet there were so-called feminists who detested such actions. Just a few weeks ago Calvin told her about opening a door for a woman who was walking out of the post office just as he was walking in. He said that she scowled and said, �I can open the door myself, thank you very much.�
Ronnie walked up to the gate and entered the code Calvin had given her back when they started dating. She was sure the manager, Mr. Fingers, would have shit a brick, but it was such an unnecessary pain in the ass to use the callbox. On top of that, Mr. Fingers was such a cheap-ass that he didn�t even send an electrician to fix the intercom in Calvin�s unit. Because of a short that damn thing only worked half the time. Back when they started dating Ronnie would have to toss pebbles at his window to get his attention when the callbox wasn�t working.
She walked up the concrete and iron stairs to the second floor. Celia sat in the plastic chair outside her apartment, smoking. Jesus-god it smelled like she was smoking a clove cigarette. Who the fuck smoked those anymore? She think she�s a vampire or something?
Celia smirked and flicked her ash. She wore that glossy lipstick that men supposedly liked so much. Ronnie didn�t get it. She figured sluts wore that shit. Made it look like they were sucking dick all day.
�How you doing?� Celia said as she blew smoke into the air.
�Doing alright, how about you?� Ronnie could have slapped herself for saying something so stupid. How are you? Like she gave a damn.
�Meh. I�m still alive.�
Ronnie nodded as she passed by. Under her breath she said, �Well good for you.�
�Maybe you and your dude should come over here and have a shot sometime,� Celia said.
What, so you can ply my dude with alcohol and try to steal him from me?
Ronnie knocked on Calvin�s door. She looked at Celia over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. Figured that would send the right message. She didn�t understand why Celia even bothered to talk to her in passing like that. Probably to be a bitch. Sluts did that kind of thing. Made them feel good about themselves when deep inside they felt like offal.
Calvin opened the door and greeted Ronnie with a smile. �Hi, it�s good to see you.�
Ronnie gave him a kiss in the open doorway so that Celia would see, and then she entered the apartment and closed to door.
In the past few weeks the spark Ronnie had felt in the honeymoon stage of their relationship had come back in waves. Though they had only been together for a year, they had become comfortable enough to slip into that often times disastrous stage people find themselves in when they forget to admire and cherish the one they love. Work and circumstance began to take front seat as compassion was slowly pushed to the back and all but forgotten, which had begun to worry Ronnie and cause her to consider whether she and Calvin were meant to be. Her mother had always told her to give a serious relationship a year before even expecting a proposal. Two years would give you enough time to really know someone, and any longer than that without a proposal and you don�t have a man�you�ve got a boy. Run like hell and don�t look back. No woman wants to go through life with an adolescent man-boy.
Ronnie set her purse on the small table in the dining area, not that they did much dining there. Calvin couldn�t cook a grilled cheese sandwich without a fire scare and Ronnie, though a decent enough cook, couldn�t make a proper meal in a bachelor pad that hardly had a matching set of dishes much less measuring cups and cooking utensils more advanced than a fork, knife and spoon. When they ate at his house it was always fast food, consumed on the coffee table in front of the television.
Calvin sat next to her and asked, �So how are you?�
�I�m good. The whore next door said we should come over for a shot.�
�She says a lot of things.�
Calvin reached for Ronnie, gently caressing her arms and legs with the backs of his fingers like he used to do.
�I don�t like her,� said Ronnie.
�Neither do I.�
�You should move.�
Ronnie didn�t really mean that, not as some sort of ultimatum or anything, but it would be nice not to have to face the whore every time she came over. And maybe it would be nice if they moved in together, not that she would bring the subject up. That was on Calvin. He was going to bring it up eventually, right? What did he think they were going to do after the baby was born?
�I would if I could. Gotta get a car first.�
�No shit, Sherlock.�
The attention Calvin was giving her was nice, but she was beginning to feel smothered. It was when he ran his fingers across her neck that she drew the line. Something about that gesture freaked her out. She wasn�t scared of Calvin�had no reason to be�but the way he glided his fingers across her neck was creepy, almost as if he had some kind of fascination. Just the other night, while they were making love and he was going to come, he kissed her neck, whipping his tongue around like slurping up ice cream dribbling off the cone on a summer day. It was so strange that she was completely drawn out of the moment, but he didn�t even seem to notice her go frigid.
She could see the bulge of his erection and knew now that he was caressing her because he was horny. Calvin always had a strong sex drive, but recently he was like someone else in bed. Not just the business with her neck, but an entirely different exploration of her body during foreplay. She liked it, but then again it made her wonder where he was learning these new techniques.
With Celia fresh in her mind, Ronnie was in no mood for sex.
Gently, she repositioned herself to make it clear that his efforts were not going to move them into the bedroom�maybe later, but not now. �So what are we doing today?�
Calvin withdrew his hand, clearly getting the picture. Unlike so many other men Ronnie had been with, Calvin was good at picking up on her signals.
�Let�s go to Balboa Park. They have that Organ Pavilion and lots of cool trails. Plenty to do.�
�I haven�t been there in a long time. I think the last time I went was back in high school on a trip with some friends to the museums to look at a painting for a project or report or something. What a bore-fest.�
�There�s a lot more to see than just the museums.�
Ronnie shrugged. �All right. Let�s go.�
# # #
Ronnie drove them to Balboa Park. Calvin had his driver�s license, but since he hadn�t had a car in so long Ronnie was more comfortable driving. Calvin didn�t mind. It was far more relaxing and entertaining to watch people in the cars beside them or on the street. He found it fascinating to see the various ways their corpses were presented to him. They were like little gifts. One man in an old Ford escort wagon had so much of his head missing it looked like he went into a wood chipper head first but was pulled back just a minute too late. Calvin could swear his eyes were globs of pulped jelly, and yet somehow he was driving.
Ronnie talked about this and that. Calvin only half listened to her. He smiled a lot, but it was easy to smile when she spoke, for her neck wound was like a second mouth and seemed to echo the words coming out of her mouth. Just a few days ago he suggested they have a cigar, which was such an unusual request that Ronnie laughed at him. He fumbled out some half-assed excuse for celebration, but she wouldn�t have any of it. �I�m pregnant. Duh!� she�d said. Really he just wanted to see the smoke drift up and out of her throat. Wanted her to take a drag from the laceration. Wouldn�t that be fucking cool!
Then again, he wondered whether she could even do that. She wasn�t aware of the way she looked to him. None of them were. He kind of wondered whether any of it was real at all. Where he once harbored resentment, back when the images of death haunted him, he now found great comfort. Death was a great big goddamned quilt, the kind made with the blood, sweat and tears of a loving mother or granny. The kind that a child cherishes and drags along everywhere he goes.
That�s why Celia bothered him so much now. It wasn�t her sluttish nature�that was Ronnie�s beef�but the fact that she looked the way Calvin looked in a mirror, for he did not see himself as the dead. He considered himself a man walking in a world that had fallen, yet survived without the knowledge that all of them, every damn one of them, were now living an existence of decay. And he was the only one living. To share his existence amongst the functioning dead with Celia bothered him. What made her so goddamned special?
Pulling into the parking lot at Balboa Park, Calvin couldn�t remember what the hell Ronnie had been talking about. He�d been responding�maybe not with riveting dialogue, but a series of nods and terms of agreement. There were other things on his mind and some of those things�obsessions if you will�were beginning to rule his consciousness. It wasn�t so bad when he was alone in his apartment with the brutality that was Death�s Door II playing in the background, but when his mind traveled away while he was with Ronnie his focus would stray, and then she would give him an accusatory look. Only so many nods would keep her at bay before her suspicions piqued.
There was a fine line Calvin had found himself walking. While at work he sometimes struggled, but he�d been working on a tract home development and had a lot of time by himself, didn�t have to entertain anyone with his wits.
He had to get into character.
Ronnie parked the car in the second parking lot, which was a few cars shy of overflowing. Good thing she had a compact vehicle. Some asshole parked a lifted truck in two spots.
Ronnie groaned. �What does that guy think he is, God�s gift to the world?�
�Huh?�
�Over there. Dumbass parked that bro truck in two spots. Everyone knows parking is at a minimum here.�
�How do you know it�s a guy?�
Ronnie lowered her sunglasses and raised her eyebrows in that you kidding me sort of way she does. �See the rubber testicles hanging off the back axel? You know a girl who�d drive something like that?�
Indeed there was a pair of large blue balls hanging from the rear of the truck. They were sagging cockeyed in a detailed scrotum with veins and all, implying that the truck had torque, cajones.
Calvin thought about cutting the rubber balls off of the truck, waiting for the douche bag who owned it, and beating him senseless then shoving the absurdly large fake testicles down his throat.
�We could cut �em off,� Calvin offered.
�Sure, and then what? Probably some testosterone freak with a pitbull anyway.�
�Yeah, probably. Fucker.�
They took a path of sidewalk that led to the Prado where street performers, photographers, and vendors sold their wares for donations. There was a man playing a saxophone who wasn�t too bad, though you could tell his heart wasn�t in it. He had a hat on the ground with coins and dollar bills. Another guy was doing some kind of performance art where he flung paint onto a canvas and then smeared it around like a baboon or maybe a two-year old. You watched and wondered what the fuck he could possibly be doing, and then, low and behold, the mess was shifted with a drag of fingers and a smear of his palm and there was a cityscape or a horse. He had an open briefcase that was generously filled with loose greenbacks.
There were popcorn venders and a guy pushing boiled hotdogs and even a group selling an array of shelter animals from dogs to cats to exotic birds, but Calvin wasn�t really absorbing any of it. The birds, for instance, were featherless and gray, bones showing through and eyes eaten away by ants. The people were putrefied, some of them, others just dead, as if they�d recently strolled out of the morgue after a heart attack. The performance artist was a perfect mess of cuts from the top of his body to his toes. Some were so deep that they opened and closed as he moved, which was far more interesting and satisfying an experience to that of watching him create a portrait out of paint smears.
After walking through the Prado, Ronnie and Calvin made their way to the Organ Pavilion. The Spreckles organ is one of the largest outdoor organs in the world. On an average weekend one of the few people allowed to play the massive 4,000 pipe melody maker would be serenading the whole of Balboa, and this day was no different.
In front of the massive organ were a series of metal benches for concerts on summer evenings. People loitered around, listening to the music, eating lunch, taking pictures. As Calvin led Ronnie to an open spot on one of the benches, he realized just how morose the piped music was. It was like Mussorgsky�s �Night on Bald Mountain� meets the darkest depths of Brahms with a hint of Beethoven�s �Moonlight Sonata�. It wasn�t a piece Calvin recognized, not that he was a connoisseur of classical music, but it just didn�t feel right. It was depressing, and yet it fit when Calvin took a hundred foot view of the corpses mingling with one another like extras on the set of an epic zombie film. It fit quite nicely.
They sat there listening to the music�Calvin was sure that Ronnie was hearing something else, considering how happy she appeared to be when the music Calvin heard could paint a frown on a clown�s face�when he saw Hazel.
He lurched up and briskly sat back down as if tethered to the bench. How could he explain Hazel to Ronnie? Talk about awkward.
�Something wrong?� Ronnie said.
�No, nothing. I thought I saw someone I know.�
Calvin continued watching Hazel as she walked past the front of the pavilion, hand in hand with a man. Calvin didn�t recognize the guy from the Hall of Hell, but that experience had been kind of a whirlwind of madness and he really hadn�t gotten a good look at everybody who�d been there.
What bothered Calvin was that both Hazel and the man were as normal looking as him and Celia. They stood out in a sea of death like blood on an arctic plane.
�Who are you looking at?� asked Ronnie.
Calvin shifted his gaze. �No one, nothing. Thought I saw someone.�
�Who?�
�Uh, someone from work.�
Ronnie scowled a bit as if she didn�t believe him, but he figured she would get over it. To hell with her. If she didn�t believe him then she could kiss off.
�Come on,� said Calvin as he stood from the uncomfortable metal bench.
�Where do you want to go?�
�I dunno. Let�s just walk and see where we end up. There�s a lot to look at.�
�Sure, okay.�
Ronnie took his hand. Hers was cold to match the dreary music. They walked, Calvin leading the way.
He followed Hazel.

Chapter Twelve

Calvin didn�t want to make it clear that he was following Hazel, which was easy at first considering how many people were milling about.
�So I was thinking,� said Ronnie as they walked by the koi pond and botanical garden. �We�ve been going out now for over a year. That�s a pretty long time, don�t you think?�
�Yeah, sure it is.�
Hazel turned toward the museums, which could mean that she was going back to one of the parking lots. Could mean anything, really, but Calvin didn�t want to be led back to the parking lot.
�We haven�t gone on a trip together yet,� Ronnie continued. �Just you and me.�
�A trip? What kind of trip.�
Hazel and her guy walked up a small flight of stairs to a large hallway that was reminiscent of an old college campus. Lining the walls were doors that led to rooms for any variety of uses. A sign proclaimed a plant show in one room. Another was holding a free course on English as a second language.
�You know,� said Ronnie, �a trip to Mexico or a cruise or something.�
�Isn�t that what people do on their honeymoon?�
�Well, yeah, I guess, but a trip is a trip. I think it would be good for us, don�t you?�
Does she ever shut the fuck up?
Calvin stopped suddenly. The last question posed to him had completely fallen from his radar when Hazel and her dude found a dirt path that led down into a small canyon that flanked the south side of the park just west of the Urban Beats Center and a huge playground.
There was no way Calvin could lead Ronnie into the canyon without Hazel realizing that she was being followed. There were jogging trails down there, but most people didn�t know about the canyon. It wasn�t like there were stairs that led down there. Mostly kids went into the canyon to smoke and drink away from the crowds. The trails were little used due to the danger of muggings and prowlers. Place was a rapist�s paradise.
�What�s up?� said Ronnie. �Do you know them?�
Calvin snapped out of his daydream. �What?�
�Earth to Calvin. Hello? Anybody home? Those people you�re staring at. Do you know them?�
�No, it�s just�� He trailed off.
�Where are they going? Do you think they�re supposed to go down there? Doesn�t look like a trail to me.�
�Naw. I don�t think it is. But there are jogging trails down there, bike trails, something like that.�
�I�m hungry,� Ronnie said.
Calvin detected annoyance. �Okay, sure.� He walked to the railing that overlooked the slope into the canyon and peered over the edge, but couldn�t see Hazel or the guy she�d led down there, for it was clear to Calvin that she�d lured him.
# # #
Later that evening after watching one of the latest superhero movies rented from their local Redbox and drinking beer (soda for Ronnie), she and Calvin sat on his couch in one another�s arms watching the eleven o�clock news.
Calvin was back in the horny body exploratory mood he�d been in when Ronnie arrived at his house earlier that day, and she was perfectly all right with that. She wasn�t so perturbed by his obsession with her neck. She thought her best asset were her lips, though she figured men probably like her breasts, considering how many times she caught someone looking at her cleavage. This neck thing, though�
�What�s this new obsession with my neck,� she said with a voice that was all smiles. She didn�t want to make him self-conscious about it. If he was into her neck, so be it. Just so long as it was her neck and only her neck he was worshipping.
�Oh nothing.�
His voice was low and whimsical like he could read secret fortunes by gently caressing Eve�s peach. Sometimes it gave Ronnie the shivers, but as strange as it was, she was kind of beginning to like it.
�Maybe we should take this into the bedroom, what do you say?�
�I say lead the way, beautiful.�
Ronnie put her arms around Calvin and then placed her lips on his. He held her tighter and reciprocated with a deeper, more fevered kiss.
The news droned on in the background: �� Shocking discovery at Balboa park today. A body was found in a canyon just west of the park near the Organ Pavilion. The body hasn�t been identified, but police say that it does appear to be a homicide.�
# # #
Calvin was following Ronnie into the bedroom when he heard the news report about the body found at Balboa Park. He went rigid for a second there, wondering if it somehow had something to do with Hazel, and then Ronnie said his name and he turned to see that she had already taken her shirt off. The puckering wounds on her stomach and chest were staring at him like empty, sunken eye sockets. He�d always loved seeing her naked body, but now, with the addition of her deathly pallor and array of lacerations, he was more turned on than ever.
As they lay together on his bed fondling and caressing one another, Calvin wished she would allow him to put on the Death�s Door II video. She wouldn�t have any of that. He didn�t even ask, but he sure would have liked to be able to peek up from time to time to see the glorious dead, the blood, the decay. He�d recently taken to masturbating to the video. It was almost as if watching the dead was more exciting than being with a live woman, crazy as that sounded.
They kissed as he entered her. He thought about the body that had been discovered in the park and wondered what it looked like, what had happened to it. His mind was ripe with possibilities. Imagining the various ways the person could have died was turning him on. If he didn�t cut it out he was going to come before she could get there, and Ronnie wouldn�t like that one bit. He could have extended foreplay by going downtown, but her body, the current incarnation with the stab wounds, hadn�t been cut down there, so it wouldn�t be nearly as fun as giving special attention to her lacerated neck.
He dropped the thoughts of the Balboa park body and directed his lust toward Ronnie�s gaping neck wound. It looked dry. The blood was black and crusty and he wanted to make it moist and then he wanted to� No, she would never let him do that to her, and he wasn�t even sure he would be able to. What he saw wasn�t necessarily what existed in the real world (Calvin had to constantly remind himself of this), but then again he had probed the gash with his finger last time they had sex.
He kissed her lips and then her chin, working his way down to her neck where he lingered, flicking his tongue in and around the horizontal cut, teasing the crusted flaps of torn flesh, nibbling the jagged bits. Ronnie moaned in response and Calvin couldn�t hold back any longer. His own body reacted as he thrust his tongue deep within her neck, tasting blood. His mouth pushed harder into her flesh and he felt those familiar tingling sensations that preceded orgasm. Ronnie screamed as he probed her neck harder as if trying to wrap his tongue around her larynx. Calvin paid no mind that she was trying to push him off of her. He pumped her harder until he came to orgasm in a series of grunts muffled by her neck that was now even more wrecked, at least in his eyes, than it had been before.
Ronnie pushed him. �Christ, Cal, what the fuck was that?�
Calvin reared back. His mouth was glistening with saliva. When he wiped his lips he saw dark blood like chocolate syrup smeared across the backs of his fingers. It didn�t taste like syrup, not like the blood in Night of the Living Dead. It tasted like rust.
�I� I don�t know,� said Calvin.
As he snapped out of the sick trance he�d undergone during this maniacal bout of sexual exploration, he saw glimpses of Ronnie as a normal human being. For a second there her neck was whole again, albeit red and slathered in his slobber.
�That hurt. I swear to God, Cal, if I have bruises on my neck I�m gonna be pissed. I have classes to get to and it�s too hot for a scarf. Jeez! A hickey�s one thing, but�� She shook her head and then slipped off the bed and reached for her clothes.
Calvin was at a loss for words. For him it was one of the best sexual experiences he�d ever had, and yet he knew he couldn�t tell her that. She was so traumatized that the filter his mind had been perceiving the world through was beginning to crumble. Calvin felt bad for what happened. It all seemed so natural to him, and now that the veneer, the death visions were fading, Calvin found his heart clenching. He could hardly remember what he�d done, and now the rusty taste of old blood had faded and he tasted sour beer.
Ronnie put on her bra and panties in rigid jerks, silent. It was the silence that hurt. Calvin had seen this side of her as recently as the time a few weeks ago when he showed her the image of a dead man on his computer. If he couldn�t calm her down before she left his apartment she would give him the silent treatment for a day or two, and he didn�t want that. Anything but that.
You�ve got Death�s Door II, said a voice in his mind. Not Ghastly�s, but some other voice equally persuasive.
�I�m sorry,� Calvin said lamely. He hated when that squeaky child-like quality reflected his insecurities.
She�d pulled her pants on and was now smoothing the wrinkles out of her shirt. �I don�t know where you�re coming up with this stuff, Cal. The past few weeks have been great in many ways, but there�s this other part that I don�t understand. Now I�m just baffled, because you�ve never done anything like that to me. And I�m kind of pissed. I told you to stop. Do you realize that? You were hurting me.�
Calvin hung his head. �I�m sorry.� He truly was. At this desperate moment he was sorry for a lot of things. Sorry he�d shown her the dead man pic, sorry he�d gone to the Museum of Death, sorry he�d gone to the Hall of Hell, sorry he�d met Hazel.
�I�m going to go,� said Ronnie.
Calvin lifted his head. She was standing there staring at him with glassy, piteous eyes. It was better than anger. He knew that if she left like this they would speak tomorrow and he would be able to smooth things out much the way she had smoothed the wrinkles out of her shirt.
Calvin got out of bed and pulled on a pair of boxers. His mind struggled with asking her to stay and letting her go, battling like the flickering visions of her death-side and her life-side.
You don�t like the life side and you know it.
�I�ll walk you to the door,� said Calvin.
He stood, but Ronnie didn�t move. Her stare was relentless, as if trying to optically examine his brain.
�Who is she?� Ronnie said. �Is it Celia?�
Calvin�s face dropped. �What are you talking about?�
�You�re so different in bed. I was talking to a girlfriend and she said that when a guy changes in bed so drastically that means he�s cheating.�
�What? Are you kidding me?�
�No. I�m dead serious. Who is it?�
�No one. I�m not cheating. You know me. You know I wouldn�t do that to you.�
�I thought you wouldn�t do that, but what do I know. Maybe Celia likes it rough.�
Calvin sighed. �Please, stop it with the Celia shit. She�s a fucking whore. That you think I would have anything to do with her hurts.�
�Then who is it?�
�No one. You have to believe me.�
�Then what�s going on? Something isn�t right.�
Calvin thought for the right words to ease her mind. �You said the past few weeks have been good, right? Well, they have been good, so why all this cheating stuff. I can�t make sense of it.�
�This whole fascination with my neck and the way you touch me in bed. It�s not like you.�
�Well, it is me. You know I�m not the cheating type.�
Keep pushing it and I might turn into the cheating type.
�All I�m saying,� he went on, �is that things have been good, so let�s not mess it up, �kay?�
Ronnie stared into the carpet like she was trying to see into the apartment below. After a tense moment, she nodded, wrapped her arms around Calvin and they shared a big, strong hug.
�I love you, Cal,� she said into his ear. Her voiced cracked, sounded close to tears. �Please, don�t do me wrong. I couldn�t take it.�
He whispered back, �I love you too, and I�ll never do you wrong.�

Chapter Thirteen

After Ronnie left his house, Calvin threw himself onto his couch and let out an exhaustive sigh.
He wouldn�t go as far as saying he thought he was losing his mind, but something startling was happening to his psyche. The frightening part was that Ronnie recognized something was wrong.
After weeks of becoming completely accustomed to going through life with some absurdist view of a living zombie apocalypse, Calvin had become quite comfortable in his new skin. Just before Ronnie came over he had been reflecting on how wary he was about Celia since she didn�t look like everyone else. Things seemed to have been flipped upside down and now the normal people, the ones who looked lively, appeared to be abstractions, freaks, weirdos.
The man Hazel had been walking with, he too looked healthy and alive, and Calvin didn�t like that.
He now wondered if somehow he�d been bamboozled into some dark belief system, and how far would he go? It must have had something to do with Mr. Ghastly, but he couldn�t figure out how. It wasn�t as if he�d been injected with a serum that altered his brain, manipulating his thoughts, but he couldn�t think of another explanation.
He�d seen a glimpse of the alive Ronnie, the real Ronnie. He�d had a simultaneous pang of revulsion and comfort and for a second there he realized how sick his mind had become, how perverted his fantasies had devolved, and how he was losing himself.
Suddenly the idea of watching Death�s Door II, something that would have been a balm for any mental wounds and reservations, was as distasteful as drinking the juice from the bottom of a garbage bag.
Perhaps what Calvin needed was a good night sleep. When was the last time he slept well? Just about every night since� since the Hall of Hell. Those weren�t sleepless nights (Calvin had been feeling particularly pert in the mornings, regardless of how advanced a state of degeneration the world around him appeared to suffer), and all thanks to what? Thanks to Death�s Door II?
He didn�t want the video on. Not tonight.
Calvin turned off the TV in the living room and made his way to bed.
Soon after falling asleep the VHS tape sticking out of the VCR was sucked into the machine. The display said PLAY and the TV came to life� or death.

Chapter Fourteen

Calvin woke refreshed, but if he expected to see the sunshine morning everyone else saw, he was mistaken.
He stretched, walked into the living room and turned on the TV. That was about as automatic as taking a piss in the morning, if not more so. Morning news was a great way to break through the haze of a good night sleep�that and a cup of coffee.
The skies as seen through the Madison Avenue-facing window were gray and dreary, but Calvin figured it was probably a beautiful day in everyone else�s eyes. He sipped his coffee and stared out the window. Corpses shuffled along the street. Trees devoid of leaves stood like organic skeletal masses of twigs and branches. Cars lined the sidewalks in rusted heaps. Buildings of chipping paint and cracked stucco housed the souls of the damned.
Something on the news caught his attention: �� The identification of the body. At this point there are no suspects. The police have told the media that this is an ongoing murder investigation. Anyone who has any information is urged to call Crime Stoppers. You can remain anonymous.�
They weren�t releasing the identity of the murder victim, but there was an aerial shot of Balboa Park, footage from yesterday, that showed a body bag lying in a small canyon.
The same canyon Calvin had watched Hazel lead some guy into.
No, she couldn�t have.
Or could she?
Calvin made toast and poured a glass of spoiled orange juice dotted with floaters of mold. His mind swarmed with images of murder and death the way a catchy song does when you get a nasty earworm. The thought of Hazel killing the man in the canyon should have been terrifying, yet Calvin found a sickening sense of comfort and wonder. Had she done it? If so, did she enjoy it?
He would�ve liked to have gotten Hazel�s phone number when they met. It wasn�t as if he could call her and blatantly ask if she had been involved, yet he felt they had shared something that night at the Hall of Hell that he could never have shared with Ronnie or even Celia if he felt inclined to talk to that slut about anything more substantial than the weather.
Calvin was reminded that the man Hazel had been walking with was similar to Celia in that he�d looked perfectly normal, alive. That was why the urge to follow her had been so strong yesterday. Had she been walking with a corpse he might not have thought anything about it. He might not have even noticed her if it hadn�t been for the healthy breathing man in her company.
That brought up another question. Thinking back, Calvin wasn�t sure what state Hazel had been in. She hadn�t appeared as dead as so many others he came into contact with, not like Ronnie with the gaping gash on her neck the beautiful array of stab wounds. Pale, yes, but hadn�t Hazel been a perfectly gothic shade of pale when he met her? Some people died from natural causes or strangulation or overdose, something that doesn�t leave distinguishable marks.
In the bathroom Calvin examined his face in the mirror. He looked alive, but seeing his own face didn�t cause him the same queasy feeling of disgust as seeing Celia�s or the guy Hazel was with yesterday. What he saw in the mirror was what he�d always seen in the mirror. Well, almost. There were subtle differences. Not physical; something deeper. Something in his eyes that wasn�t there before, a vacancy as if the eyes that stared back had seen things no one should ever have to witness. Eyes that battle-scarred soldiers come home with. Eyes of a remorseful murderer. Derelict eyes.
Calvin exited the bathroom figuring he would finish his orange juice and have a shower before heading out�not that he was sure where he was going�when he realized that Death�s Door II was playing on the television in the living room.
A mix of shock and comfort spread throughout his body like the gut warming sensation of straight whiskey. He paused, witness to a body burned like a barbequed chicken leg that had fallen on the charcoal. A faint whispering tickled the back of his mind like the very renderings of some lost soul searching its way to what lies beyond. Calvin couldn�t recognize the voice for it was too soft and too far in the recess of his consciousness�a hoarse whisper of broken glass, inaudible yet soothing.
He downed the juice and pushed back the realization that there was no way Death�s Door II could be playing on this television when the only VCR he owned was hooked up to the television in his bedroom.
Minor detail.
Hardly worth losing sleep over.
The sandpaper whisperings told him so.
Calvin left the house with the TV on, figuring that even if he turned it off, the video would play until it was damn well ready to stop. Let it play. Let it fill his apartment with death.
To Calvin�s relief, Celia wasn�t sitting in the green plastic chair. He didn�t want to have to deal with her smart-ass quips and sultry confrontations. A whore is a whore is a whore, he thought as he descended the stairs.
�Been some complaints about noise,� said Mr. Fingers, startling Calvin from his disjointed thoughts.
�Huh?�
Mr. Fingers stood in the doorway of his apartment on the first floor, wrapped in a blood-red bathrobe. His face was thick and splotched with sores. He looked like a walking disease.
�Complaints,� said Fingers.
�Not my apartment. I don�t even play music loud.�
�Well, someone is.�
�The apartment across from me, they�re always having parties. They treat that place like a frat house.�
Mr. Fingers shifted his gaze to the landing, but he couldn�t see the apartment in question, not that seeing it right then would have confirmed anything. Butterfingers huffed and mumbled and then retreated into his apartment.
It was typical for Mr. Fingers to watch the courtyard and find something to bitch and complain about. If anything, he was an equal opportunity complainer. Everyone got a taste of ol� Butterfingers. Even that little old lady in 4A. Harmless old thing was chewed out one day for propping the gate open so she could bring her groceries in without having to fumble around for her key when she had to make multiple trips to her car. By the tongue-lashing she got you would have thought that she�d been luring young boys into her apartment with candy and showing them stag films in her living room.
Calvin took the bus on Madison and then transferred onto the trolley at the El Cajon transit station. The trolley was moderately filled with a variety of people ranging from suicide cases to sickly pale cadavers. The odor was noxious like the corpses had been standing around in the sun before stepping onto the trolley car. Calvin breathed it in. The rancid reek hit his nostrils with an almost burning intensity, and then, like ripping open a piece of limburger cheese, he began to consider the nuances of the trolley�s putrescence. Had he been an aficionado, he would have considered what wine would have gone well with something so ripe.
As Calvin traveled through San Diego on his way downtown where he would catch a bus to Balboa Park, he considered his motivations. Why Balboa Park? That was the scene of the crime, and it would be swarming with police and CSI peeps. No way he was getting close to the canyon. What was he going there for anyway? Did he really think he was going to find Hazel there?
Fat chance.
Instead, Calvin hopped off the trolley downtown. The first thing he saw was a pair of cops hovering over a body that was slumped over a separate pair of tracks. The cops were perfectly rotten. The guy on the tracks, however, had that distinctly alive look, though he was clearly in an advanced state of inebriation or perhaps a drug frenzy that had come to a crashing end leaving the poor bastard in a dangerous position just north of a coma.
Another homeless man whose face was more skull than flesh got right up in Calvin�s face and asked, �You spare a buck? Need a trolley ticket, man. I�ll take whatever you got.�
His breath was foul, and not in a decomposition sort of way. It was like malt liquor and cat shit.
�Naw,� said Calvin. �Sorry, man.�
�No change,� insisted Skull Face.
�Who has change these days. Everyone uses a debit card.� Not like you�re gonna scrounge up enough money for a face transplant or something. Calvin chuckled.
After making his way through the bastions of bums and beggars, Calvin walked the big city streets without a destination in mind. The sounds of traffic and police sirens, sidewalk cafes and lunchtime bars almost blocked out the whispering, but its tiny shards thrashed though Calvin�s mind.
After wandering for an hour or so he found himself on a familiar street. By the time he saw the Museum of Death sign there was only a split second to make the connection before he took notice that someone had just gone down the very stairs where he had his initial confrontation with Mr. Ghastly.
Picking up speed, Calvin crossed the one-way street, eyes never averting from the stairway entrance to the Museum. Whoever that was, Calvin wasn�t going to let him out of his sight. He was sure it wasn�t Mr. Ghastly. The figure wasn�t as tall, and Ghastly didn�t strike Calvin as the type to go slinking around like that. Ghastly didn�t seem like the type that saw much daylight.
By the time Calvin made it to the stairwell, no one was there, which meant that the person who descended the stairs had gone inside.
Even in the middle of the day the stairwell was cast in shadow. It was darker than shadows from the boughs of a tree or even an alley between businesses. It loomed like a pit, almost as if the stairs would drop from beneath Calvin�s feet, plunging him into an even darker abyss where his nightmares waited.
And yet he couldn�t deny the enveloping sense of comfort that put him at ease, like smelling Mother�s cooking or lounging in a favorite hideout when he was a child.
He tentatively took the steps, watching the door for movement. Ghastly had told him that he was welcome here, that he could stop by anytime he wanted, but even through the vibrant sensations of comfort that drew him in like the urge to be close to a lover, he couldn�t shake the feeling that he wasn�t supposed to be there. It was the same feeling he had when he came down here for the first time after so many years.
At the door, Calvin considered knocking or just going in. Ghastly�s voice spoke up. Not the voice that guided him from time to time, but a remembrance of what Ghastly had told him. It was all right to go inside. There was no need to knock. Shouldn�t he go in before someone saw him standing there and started asking questions?
Hand on the doorknob, Calvin felt an immediate sensation that radiated through his arm like tiny bolts of electricity. It wasn�t like being shocked from a live wire (something Calvin knew a little bit about considering his profession), but more akin to intense static electricity.
He walked in and closed the door. Inside it was quiet. If someone had sneaked in there they were probably aware that the door had opened and were keeping still. Calvin froze as the thought occurred to him that he might be sharing space with someone who may have been prepared to burglarize the place, maybe someone loaded on drugs and one wrong move away from an ill-fated gunshot.
Who the hell would want to rob this place?
The only light filtered in through scratches in the black paint covering the window in the door, which was hardly any light at all. Calvin remembered where the light switch was and had his hand planted on it, prepared to brighten up the situation, which meant he had to be prepared for whomever was standing somewhere in this hodgepodge of debris. Person doesn�t know their way and they�d trip over something. Then again, person knows their way and what does that say? Says they�ve been here before.
Calvin flicked the light switch. He had been expecting a brighter set of fluorescents, but the lighting was poor, which lent to the ambiance. Calvin couldn�t see anyone. Not yet at least.
Something fell and echoed off the ground. Sounded like it came from the room that had once been used for viewing Death�s Door. There had been an upturned coffin with a television in it, but Calvin couldn�t remember if it had been there when he was here a few weeks ago.
Calvin wasn�t going anywhere. This had been his destination whether he knew it or not and he wasn�t going to be dissuaded by some imposter. He looked around for something to use as a bludgeon. There were plenty of pictures on the walls and a clutter of shelves, but nothing solid. At his feet in a corner covered in dust was the taxidermy dog that greeted customers on their way into the place back when it was open for business. Calvin thought it was maybe an English setter, but he was no good with canine breeds. It was moderate in size and curled into what, back when it was alive, was probably a comfortable position.
Another noise echoed. Sounded like the scuffing of a foot.
Calvin crouched down and grabbed the dog, not that he knew what he would do with it. He stood, grasping the hollow, light-weighted animal. His grip was on one of the dog�s paws. There was a ripping sound like dry papier-m�ch� tearing and then the bulk of the dog fell to the floor. It was so dry and poorly preserved that it cracked in half on impact.
The sound of the thing hitting the floor gave Calvin a start. He looked up, eyes darting through the scattering of shelves to the room where he�d heard the previous noises. The silence was intense.
Having had enough of this strange waiting game, Calvin started forward, dry dog hindquarter in hand. He lifted it like a weapon and wasn�t sure why. He maneuvered through the room without attempting to hide his footfalls. He and the stranger both knew that they were sharing this small space. The fact that the other person hadn�t made a move told Calvin that they probably weren�t aggressive.
Entering the smaller room, crusty dogleg poised, Calvin was ready for anything. This room was much cleaner than the previous one. The rows of folding chairs were just as they had been before, albeit scattered like someone had maybe fallen amidst them. He looked to his right, and flat against the wall was the coffin, only there wasn�t a TV inside like there used to be.
There was a woman inside.
And she didn�t look dead.

Chapter Fifteen

Ronnie tried to call Calvin three times before she gave up. Had half a mind to drive over to his place, but didn�t want to upset him. Maybe he needed some time alone. Things had been good recently, and yet Ronnie couldn�t ignore the reality that he was changing.
Something about his general attitude was off, but that could be attributed to any number of things, and really that wasn�t such a big deal. What her mind came back to was how strange he�d been in bed lately. Last night was so odd that she had completely lost the mood. For a second there she wanted to push him away like he was a rapist and she felt like a witch even thinking such a thing. But the way he was sucking on her neck, it was horrible. Not tender kisses but forceful gnashing like he was trying to rip her throat out.
This was something she couldn�t go to her mother for advice about. Ronnie had a fairly open relationship with her mother, but sex was something she always felt awkward talking about. She didn�t talk to her mother about the recent complexities of Calvin�s sexual desires. It was hard enough telling her mother that she was pregnant. Ronnie was a woman, but she felt like a little girl when the subject of sex came up while talking with her mother, who, on the few occasions that they did talk sex, had a refreshing perspective.
Some days Ronnie considered abortion, wanted to break it off with Calvin, focus on her studies and get a career before even considering a serious relationship, and then other days she was helplessly in love with him and the idea of starting a family together. Life would be so damn confusing.
She looked at her phone, thought about calling him again, but what was the use. He�d call her back, probably at the most inopportune time like when she was in the middle of an exam. She�d have to remember to put her phone on vibrate mode to avoid the embarrassment of a phone chime in the middle of an auditorium of concentration.
There was a midday talk show on TV that primarily focused on low class people and paternity tests. Who�s the father? That was the question of the day. Maybe the question of the year. Maybe even the question of the decade. Ronnie wondered why there hadn�t been a show called Who�s Your Daddy?
The reason these tramps were on the show was that they were such sluts they could never pin down who the father of any of their brood was. Four kids and four different Baby Daddies. It was sick. Not even sad, not anymore. It might have been sad back when Ronnie first saw this kind of program, but now it was just plain out negligence. The sad part was the ratings, which must have been good considering how long this tired clich� was played out day after day.
Ronnie couldn�t say for sure, but she figured Celia was a prime candidate for a couple of welfare babies by an aspiring bunch of ex-con Baby Daddies. She�s probably had an abortion and most certainly used the day-after pill.
There was no way Ronnie was going to admit that she was jealous of Celia, but that�s exactly what it was. Girls like her had this sultry way about them that tended to attract the opposite sex. So many men were idiot pigs. See a flash of cleavage and too much makeup and they become helpless the wiles of the skank. Some men were such pigs they were attracted the very idea that a girl was loose, like she didn�t carry diseases or something.
Calvin wasn�t that type of guy, but Ronnie worried about his proximity to Celia. She�d noticed the way Celia looked at Calvin whenever they walked by, the offhand comments she made. Ronnie knew she shouldn�t worry about the bitch, but she couldn�t help it. What kind of girl lived with two men? The kind who likes a good gang-fucking, that�s who.
Ronnie banished her thoughts, ashamed that she had allowed them down such a dark path. She liked to have sympathy for her fellow woman whenever possible, but Celia rubbed her wrong and that was something she couldn�t shake. For all she knew there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for Celia�s behavior. Maybe she had a crush on Calvin and had a ridiculous way of showing it. Maybe she wasn�t as bad as her reputation depicted.
Maybe you�re making excuses, Ronnie thought. You know that if she didn�t have roommates she would have tried to lure Calvin into her apartment.
And she knew that Calvin would have turned her down, perhaps too politely, because he tended to be that way. One of the things Ronnie liked about him, though at times she wished he would just express himself when faced with confrontation. Maybe if he told Celia off she would leave him the fuck alone.
Ronnie brooded on her life as she readied herself and eventually made it to her afternoon courses. She did her best to forget about Calvin and focus on her studies, deciding that she would call him after her second class to see if he wanted to have dinner later.
After finding a choice parking spot at Grossmont Community College, Ronnie got out of her car and made her way onto campus.
Even in the afternoon there were a lot of students, considering how difficult it was to get into just about every curriculum they offered, so it was no surprise that she didn�t notice the man who was following her.

Chapter Sixteen

There was an intense moment as the two of them stared at one another before Calvin recognized the woman standing in the hollow of the upright coffin. It was clear when she smiled that she too recognized him.
However mischievous was a sinister grin. Her fair complexion gave her the waxy tone of a corpse waiting for autopsy, however there was something about her that was more alive than what Calvin saw in everyone else, including his own girlfriend.
�What are you doing here?� Calvin asked.
�I could ask you the same thing, but maybe I know why. Are you here for the same reason I am?�
Fucking riddles. �Not sure. You wanna come out of there?�
Hazel stepped out of the coffin. It must have been fixed to the wall to have been able to support her without tipping. That had probably been a precaution back when it housed a TV.
Hazel gave a coy smirk. �I knew there was something about you.�
She wore the same clothes she�d been wearing when Calvin saw her yesterday at Balboa Park. Black skinny jeans and a tight black Motorhead shirt with the helmeted toothy demon that was their unofficial mascot. She had ripped fishnet stockings on her arms and tattered black and white chucks. Her lips were done up in dark red lipstick and she wore enough black makeup around her eyes to give her a feral raccoon sort of look, though Calvin supposed it went well with her ghostly getup.
Calvin didn�t know what to say. His mind kept flashing back to seeing Hazel lead that man into the canyon. The feeling that he was in the presence of someone dangerous played around in his mind, yet he couldn�t deny a sort of attraction to Hazel not only of the flesh, but the soul, as if he could see deep into the complexities of her dark heart, and he liked what he saw.
�This is a safe place,� Hazel said.
�So I�ve been told.�
She nodded. �Mr. Ghastly?�
�Who else?�
Hazel flashed Calvin a sly sort of expression. �So why are you here?�
Good question. Why was he there?
�I� I�m not sure exactly.�
Hazel nodded slowly. �You here looking for me?�
Calvin thought about this for a moment. The Museum of Death hadn�t been his conscious destination when he left the house this morning, but there was no denying that he seemed to be guided here.
�I was going to Balboa Park, but I ended up here.�
Hazel�s eyes widened. �Balboa Park, no less? Why ever would you want to go there today?�
Calvin decided to shift their conversation. �So why are you here?�
�Avoiding my question, are we? I think you know why I�m here, don�t you?� She slanted her eyes. �I thought you were here for the same reason, but now I�m not so sure.�
�It�s a safe place, right? I�ve been here before. A few weeks ago. Thought I�d drop by since I was in the neighborhood.�
�Expect to find me here?�
�No. I thought maybe Ghastly would be here.�
Hazel crossed the diminutive room and flipped through some pictures resting atop a foldout chair�photographs of serial killers and mutilated victims.
�You killed him, didn�t you?� Calvin asked.
Looking up from the pile of photographs Hazel smirked. �Aren�t we astute.�
�I saw you at the park yesterday.�
�Oh yeah. You spying on me or something?�
�No, I was there with my� girlfriend.� Calvin could have punched himself for stammering just then. Why the hell did Hazel make him so nervous?
Her face brightened. �Your girlfriend, huh? How sweet. Did you watch?�
Calvin shrank back. �Did I watch? What do you mean?�
�Me. Did you watch what I did to him?�
�No. How could I?�
�Oh, yeah, your girlfriend. So she�s not into this stuff then, is she?�
�You mean the death stuff?�
�Ding ding ding, you got it.�
�No.�
�So how�s that going for you?�
Calvin�s eyes darted away from Hazel�s. That was the million-dollar question he�d been asking himself for the past two weeks, though he wouldn�t really admit to it. Probably had something to do with the way he felt in Hazel�s presence, that feeling that they shared something he didn�t even share with Ronnie, something that was of great spiritual importance.
After an extended moment of silence following her last question, Hazel dug into her small black leather purse and pulled out a crisp Polaroid. She extended it to Calvin. He took the picture and looked at it.
�Recognize him?� she asked.
Nodding, Calvin said, �You take this?�
Hazel�s assuredness seemed to falter just then. It was only a minor hesitation, but Calvin noticed it and it made him feel better about himself. Maybe she wasn�t the hardened murderess he thought she was.
�I take it you haven�t started the program yet,� she said.
�What program?�
�To be a Gorehound.�
The flyer Calvin had grabbed at the Hall of Hell flashed in his mind. He�d forgotten all about it.
�No, I haven�t.�
�You really should. It�s enlightening. You�ll feel free, truly free for the first time in your miserable life. Is your life miserable, Calvin?�
He didn�t lead what he would have referred to as a miserable existence, but then again he couldn�t exactly call his life a bowl of peaches and cream.
He glanced at the Polaroid again. �Not sure I�d call it miserable, but��
�There�s always a but. No, I didn�t take this.� She shook the picture in her fingertips. �Ghastly did. It was a sign of his approval. I�ve made it to the next step of the program.� She put the Polaroid back into her purse and took a wider look at her surroundings. �These are my digs now. I�m a wanted woman.�
�You live here?�
�I�m going to. It�s a part of the program. You really should consider it. No one else is doing it that I know of. I�m the only one here, at least, so I guess no one else is trying out for the Gorehounds at the moment. It�s a tough group of misfits to join. I know I�ve got the stuff, though. What about you, Cal? You got what it takes?�
�I don�t even know what it is.�
�Ghastly�ll tell you if you ask.�
�Maybe I will.�
�He thinks you have the stuff or he wouldn�t have invited you to the Hall of Hell.�
�I also have an invitation to a party or something that�s taking place here.�
She nodded. �Me too. See, that�s a good thing. Mr. Ghastly has an eye for the kind of people who will fit into his little group of fuck ups.�
�You�re really gonna live here?� Calvin asked.
Hazel shrugged. �Sure. Where else am I going to go? Can�t go home. Don�t know if anyone else saw me with you-know-who at the park yesterday. I�m sure there are cameras that caught us together. Police are probably already going through footage to find clues.�
Hearing her speak what she had probably been thinking for the past twenty-four hours was unreal. It was hard for Calvin to imagine living the life of the fugitive, harder yet to understand how this woman standing before him could take it with such stride, as if she had been preparing for this all her life.
�Where did you live?� Calvin asked. �How could you just drop everything like this?�
Hazel stepped closer to Calvin, close enough for him to feel a pang of nervousness. The look in her eyes was something he hadn�t seen in Ronnie�s eyes as of late. He hadn�t noticed passion in Ronnie�s eyes because he had been so fixated on the gash in her neck.
The slyest of grins curled the edges of Hazel�s mouth. �I can�t help but think that we were brought together for a reason.�
She grabbed the collar of his shirt in tiny fists. Her body was now close enough for Calvin to feel the curves of her breasts against his chest. Her breath smelled sweet and almost flowery. He had a moment of self-consciousness, fearing that the smell of his breath would start to melt her face.
She stared into his eyes like she was trying to put him under a spell. Her lips parted just slightly, just enough for Calvin to understand what she wanted, and though he knew it was wrong, he wanted her too. He had never been a cheater, not with Ronnie and not with any of his past girlfriends, but hazel was right. There was no way to deny that they had been brought together like this for a reason, and to disrupt fate would be a mistake.
Their lips met in a kiss that proved to be more explosive than Calvin had been prepared for. There was little tongue, but the feeling of intimacy gave him a rush. He could feel hazel in his veins like he injected her essence into his arm with a needle, and he liked it.
She pulled away first and smiled wide. �Now that�s what I�m talking about.�
Calvin looked like he just got off a roller coaster that was more intense than he thought it would be. He swallowed hard. He wanted more.
She said, �You know where I live. I�ve got to go, but you come back here and visit me, �kay?�
Lost for words, Calvin nodded his head like a damn fool. He swallowed again and said, �Sure. What about the program? I want to join.�
She poked his chest with her pointer finger. �That�s between you and Ghastly.�
There was a pause that hung in the air. Calvin said, �Am I gonna have to��
�I don�t have a clue what you�re gonna have to do. Don�t think too hard about it. I�m guessing you see everyone dead too, right?�
Calvin nodded.
�Yeah, and now you just go with it, right? You�ve learned to accept it. That�s a big part of your training. You�ll be surprised how easy it all is when you truly let yourself go. Now, I�m kind of hungry and I kind of have to get a bit incognito, so I�m going to have to ask you to leave.� She pondered what she said and added, �or not. This place is a safe place. You can stay here if you want to.�
�No, I better go. I have to get back to my apartment anyway.�
Calvin left. Outside, everyone was dead, or at least they appeared that way. It was like some kind of fucked up zombie apocalypse that lacked the general destruction and disarray one would expect to see. A withered world.
Calvin just went with it.

Chapter Seventeen

By the time her Anthropology class was over Ronnie felt like she could crawl into a corner and sleep for a year or so she was so bored. Ronnie had been having doubts about her major as of late. What kind of job could she get with a degree in anthropology anyway?
She�d always liked the idea of discovering the past and the people who came before. She fondly remembered learning about ancient Egypt back in fifth grade. That�s where the seed was planted in her mind. One of the activities she had to do was to take a chicken and put it through the mummification process. She and her best friend Georgina stuffed the bird with spices (Ronnie did most of the dirty work since Georgina was kind of prissy), and then they wrapped the bird with gauze. It was cute. They named it King Tutanchicken. When they took the bird home they decided to bury it so that they could dig it up when they were adults. Of course, both of them wanted the bird in their own backyard, so they flipped a coin and Ronnie lost. King Tutanchicken was buried at Georgina�s house. Ronnie suggested they bury it on the hill near their neighborhood, but Georgina insisted on her backyard. Ronnie had looked forward to exhuming the bird, but she and Georgia had a falling apart in high school. For all Ronnie knew Georgina�s family may have moved out of the house. Unless someone tilled the yard for a garden, King Tutanchicken was probably still buried there.
Now that she was going to school and learning about anthropology front to back, she sometimes found herself wondering what for. It didn�t help that her professor was about as animated as a dead tree. He could manage to make a course on sex, drugs, and rock �n� roll feel like underwater basket weaving. Didn�t do much for Ronnie�s recent lack of enthusiasm concerning the fine art of digging up bones.
Funny how death was a big part of what she wanted to do for a living and yet she had had such an adverse reaction when Calvin had shown her that image on his computer several weeks ago. It was one thing when the corpse had been buried or even mummified, but photos of a murder victim� she didn�t want any of that. There might be death in anthropology, but there was no blood. She wasn�t getting into forensics or something.
Walking from the auditorium, Ronnie decided to grab a soda from one of the machines. She had some time to kill before her last course of the day, after which she would call Calvin about dinner.
Ronnie rarely bought soda on campus. They were pushing two dollars for a sixteen-ounce bottle, which was highway robbery as far as she was concerned, but she had a serious thirst and the prescription was Diet Coke.
Soda in hand, she sat on a bench and people-watched. There were a lot of what she liked to call �kids�, eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds right out of high school. You could spot them anywhere based on their idea of fashion and how they treated college like some kind of contest. Yeah, it was just community college, but that whole I�m better than you attitude that so many kids harbored in high school had to go. No room for that shit here in the real world.
�Hey,� said a man sitting on the next bench over. Ronnie looked over and realized that he was talking to her. �Hi,� he continued. �You might think I�m crazy to ask, but I have to�hell, I�m pretty damn forward anyway. Look, I saw you earlier and I�m so jazzed I ran into you here again. You�ve got such a beautiful face, I just��
Ronnie knew she was getting red in the cheeks and she felt embarrassed.
The guy was tall and wiry. If he were an insect he�d be a praying mantis or a stick bug. He was cute in a charming sort of way, which could have something to do with his demeanor, and the compliments�don�t forget the compliments. He talked so fast she had to focus just to get what he was saying to her.
�Look,� he said, �I�m and artist. I work in all mediums�paint, sculpting, digital�everything. One of my artistic passions is realism. I love it. When I saw you I knew I had to sculpt you. Sometimes that�s how it is, you know. I see someone and I know they have to be my model. So what do you say, you want to pose for me?�
Talk about straightforward.
�I� um.� She was lost for words. What the hell was she supposed to say to this guy?
�I know what you�re thinking,� he said. �And no, I�m not asking for you to pose nude or anything. I wouldn�t come out and ask for something like that. That�s crazy.� He laughed nervously.
�Um, that�s quite a compliment, but I�ll have to decline. I� have a lot going on right now.�
The man nodded. He had a grin on his face that saw no end. �I�m not asking you to come to my studio or anything, in fact we could do it right here. I don�t have to do the sculpture right this second. I start with sketches anyway. You don�t have to do much but sit there and look pretty. Would you mind if I sketched you?�
There was no denying that his flattery was getting the better of her. What would be the harm in letting the man sketch her right here, right now? Didn�t have to worry that he was some psycho killer trying to lure her to his house, and if he was, he�d never succeed, because she wasn�t going anywhere with anyone.
�That�s fine. I�ve got some time to kill before my next course. You have a name, Mr. Artist?�
His smile managed to widen, which had a look like a pale and sickly jack o� lantern. He extended his hand. �Lance.�
They shook hands and Ronnie noticed that his grip was much stronger than it looked, considering how thin and lanky his appendages were.
Lance wasted no time before opening his bag and retrieving a sketchpad and pencil set. He went to work at a feverish pace, perhaps trying to get as much done before Ronnie had to head off to her Logic course. Soon enough she forgot about him as her thoughts prepared her for another day of logic, which was nothing more than glorified math. It was her weakest course. That she was pulling a decent grade attested to her dedication. She just didn�t get it. How it was someone could actually reduce arguments to mathematical equations was beyond her.
�Very nice,� Lance said under his breath. His right hand was moving like a damn bumblebee across the paper. He�d already changed pencils several times. Ronnie figured they must have different tips to achieve desired shading or fine lines or something.
�Coming along good?� she asked.
His eyes were wide, which almost looked comical in his super thin face. She supposed he was the epitome of the starving artist.
�You�re a great model,� he said.
�Thanks, I guess. Not really doing much but sitting here. Kind of weird knowing someone is drawing me, though.�
�You get used to it if you do it enough.�
�Let me guess, you�re majoring in artistic design or something.�
�Good guess, but no. My college days are past me. Couldn�t deal with all the general ed. shit. Naw, I take classes here and there to learn new techniques. I�m freelance all the way. I do book covers and magazine illustrations for the small press and even sell paintings from time to time. Makes ends meet.�
Ronnie looked at her phone and realized that more time had elapsed than she thought. She was going to have to head out soon.
�You have five minutes and then I have to go,� she said.
His face dropped perhaps for the first time since they met, but only for a moment before his charm kicked in full swing.
�Okay, fine, I appreciate you letting me sketch you like this. Look, I really would like to sculpt you and I understand how awkward and strange it is to have someone you hardly know ask you to pose. I wouldn�t do that to you, but would you mind if I took a few photographs of your face? It will help greatly when I�m doing the sculpture. I just didn�t have enough time to sketch you from every angle like I wanted to.�
�How about you let me see what you did?�
�Well, sure. Here, have a look.�
Lance handed over the sketchpad and Ronnie�s jaw dropped.
�I don�t know what to say,� she said. �I can�t believe you did this in a half an hour.�
�Aw, that�s not even my best. It was rushed. That�s why I could use the pictures, you know, so I don�t have to sculpt off of memory alone.�
Ronnie pondered it a moment. She would allow him to take her picture, but she wanted to make him nervous. This may be some kind of elaborate come on, but she couldn�t deny that she was intrigued.
�On one condition,� said Ronnie. �I want to see the sculpture when you�re done.�
Lance was already pulling a camera from his pack, nodding enthusiastically. �Oh, you�ll see it, I�ll be sure of that.�
He pulled out the strangest camera Ronnie had ever seen. She vaguely remembered one like it from her childhood.
�What kind of camera is that?� she asked.
Lance put the clunky box up to his eye and snapped a photo. It made a high-pitched whine that slowly faded and then a black and white square popped out. Ronnie then recognized what it was.
�Who uses a Polaroid these days?� she said.
�I do,� said Lance. �With a subject such as you, who has time to develop film?�
�I thought everyone was using digital these days. You could send it to your phone and print it up as soon as you get home. If you have the right printer, I guess.�
�That�s just it, I don�t have that kind of printer and I don�t exactly have that kind of money. People don�t use these things anymore, so I got a huge lot of materials on eBay a while back. I don�t go anywhere without my trusty Polaroid.�
�Fair enough.�
Lance took a few photos from various angles. When he was finished, Ronnie stood. �I should get to my class,� she said. �I�m looking forward to seeing the sculpture.�
�Oh, you will.�
�See you around, Lance.�
Ronnie walked across campus to her logic class with butterflies in her stomach. It was a feeling she hadn�t had since she�d met Calvin that was warm and exiting as well as frightening, for it forced her to admit that there was something amiss between Calvin and she.
Ronnie looked back and Lance was gone.

Chapter Eighteen

After checking his messages and finding out that Ronnie had called him no less than five times, Calvin turned off his phone, deciding to ignore her.
He�d been doing a lot of thinking since leaving the Museum of Death. He walked for a while and then rode the trolley and watched all the dead folks milling about doing their daily rituals and routines, shopping for groceries and getting haircuts, and he realized that they were all alike. He hadn�t noticed before, but they were slaves to the world around them, the world created by their ancestors. The way of life that revolved around money and hard work. Some people cherished hard work, said it made a better man, but Calvin wasn�t so sure about that. Not anymore, at least.
Hazel had seemed to leap right off the grid. No more routine, no more daily bullshit alarm clocks and wearing a fucking uniform to a place of business for pennies on the dollars you earn for said business. No more of that shit.
What Calvin noticed about the people around him that differentiated them from himself and hazel was that they all appeared dead. It took him these last few weeks of pondering, but he finally decided that he understood why Ghastly wanted him to see the world in this way. He was witnessing the internal struggle of the common man. These people were dead inside. They didn�t see it, but Calvin did and he knew that wasn�t him. He was determined not to be like these lemmings changing tires, making sub sandwiches, begging for loose change on the corner, selling goods, selling food, selling their souls. They were all slaves.
By the time Calvin got home and opened the security gate to the courtyard of his apartment building, he realized too that Ronnie was no better than the best of them. Even thinking about the cute gash in her neck did nothing for him. All this time he�d misunderstood why she looked that way. His mind had twisted it into a sick fantasy, but now he knew, and that bothered him.
Ronnie had said in one of her messages that she wanted to come over after school, maybe get a bite to eat. Calvin hadn�t been in the mood to see her and felt further distanced from her now that he was putting things together. It was as if Mr. Ghastly had been showing him the secrets of life that were always there but so hard to see when you were just as desperate and greedy as everyone else. It was as if Calvin was seeing with new eyes.
Ascending the stairs, a gust of cigarette smoke billowed into Calvin�s face. He looked up as he took the steps and saw that Celia was standing outside her door, smoking. She seductively took a drag from the cig when Calvin looked up.
�Where�ve you been all day?� she asked, as if it was any of her business.
Calvin pulled a ring of keys from his front pocket. He really wasn�t up to speaking with another common lemming. It wasn�t as if Celia�
He did a double take as he passed her. Only yesterday he�d noticed that she too was unblemished by death. He�d wondered if maybe she was dead, but didn�t show visible signs like everyone else. Now that he was standing right in front of her he could see her breathing, could see color in her face through the makeup. He could see life in her eyes.
�Just been around,� Calvin said. He had no idea what to say to a girl he�d avoided like the plague since the day they met.
He couldn�t imagine that she was like he and Hazel. Certainly not into the morbid stuff. Couldn�t be. Wasn�t that type of girl. But then again, was there any real way to see what type of person anyone was just by looking at them? Plenty of businessmen were fetishists. There have been grammar school teachers who lost their jobs due to acting in porn on the side. Never could tell a person by the way they presented themselves.
Calvin opened his door and went into his apartment. With dusk coming down, the hue cast through his windows was almost blinding, but he could see clear enough that someone was standing in his living room. For a split second he thought it was Ronnie, that she was there waiting for him since he hadn�t returned any of her calls, but the figure was too tall.
�Hello, Calvin.� Mr. Ghastly�s voice boomed like his throat was equipped with tiny explosives.
The way the light came into the room from the open bedroom door behind him, Mr. Ghastly was cloaked in shadow. Only his gleaming eyes could be made out, but Calvin thought he could faintly see a grin on his face. Perhaps he could hear it in his voice too.
�Hi,� Calvin said. His voice was weak next to Ghastly�s
�How have things been?�
�Okay, I guess.�
The intrusion of his apartment sent Calvin on edge. In the presence of this man he felt threatened, as if at any moment he could be turned into one of the many images in a Death�s Door video.
�You don�t have to be afraid,� said Mr. Ghastly. �You�re amongst a friend.�
�I know, it�s just��
�I frighten you.� Ghastly chuckled. �I have that affect on people. But you don�t have anything to worry about.�
Calvin thought of Hazel. She�d been dealing with Mr. Ghastly too, so why was he so scared?
�I want to join the program,� Calvin blurted.
�The program?�
�Yeah. I want to be a Gorehound.�
�You have a strong will for the living, you know that? Do you love your girlfriend, Calvin?�
�Ronnie? I�� He stopped to think about it. They�d used the word love for a while now, but for Calvin it had been one of those things you do after going out with someone for a long time. It had truly been love once, but not any longer. Hadn�t been love in a while�a few weeks at least.
�No,� said Calvin.
�I think maybe you do, or else you wouldn�t have such a hard time letting go. Maybe it�s your family. Maybe a secret lover. Something is causing you to hold out, and if you hold out too long you�ll miss your opportunity. They say opportunity knocks, but that�s bullshit. Opportunity waits for no one to open the door. If you can recognize it, you can harness it, and then you can truly be free.
�Do you want to be free?�
Calvin nodded.
�To be a Gorehound is to be free. Hazel is well on her way. It has been some time since we�ve had not only a willing participant, but one who shows so much promise. Do you think you have what it takes?�
Calvin wasn�t sure, but he said, �Yes.� What else was he supposed to say?
�Good. That�s what I wanted to hear.�
�How do I start the program?�
Ghastly took a step forward, which brought him out of the strange back lighting he had been standing in. �Why, you have been in the program for three weeks now.�
Calvin�s brow wrinkled. �How�s that?�
Mr. ghastly pulled a piece of paper from a hidden pocket inside his jacket. It was rolled like a scroll and tied with a thin piece of red ribbon. Ghastly pulled a lose string and the bow collapsed. He unfurled the piece of paper and handed it to Calvin.
�Here�s your contract.�
Contract?
Calvin grabbed the paper and read it. It was written in mind-bending legalese, but Calvin ascertained its meaning. Quite simply it was a contract between he and Mr. Ghastly entering him in a rigorous program of mind and body training to prepare him for possible membership in a group of the Darkest Arts called the Gorehounds. Calvin�s signature was at the bottom of the page in what appeared to be dried blood.
�Yes, your own blood,� said Mr. Ghastly as if he could read Calvin�s thoughts. �You don�t remember?�
Calvin shook his head.
�You signed it in your room, right here in this apartment. It�s that strong will of yours, the one that causes you to hesitate, to question what is happening that caused you to forget.�
�So what does this mean?�
�Don�t be foolish. I don�t have time for trifles. It means you are already training to be a Gorehound. The problem is that you have been foiling your own program. You have to let it all go; only then will you be able to finish your training. There are certain tasks you have to complete before the next meeting at the Museum of Death. If you let yourself go, you will understand.�
There was so much running through Calvin�s mind right then that he stammered out a response. He had so many questions, but he didn�t want to ask the wrong ones, didn�t want to waste Ghastly�s time.
�What happens if I don�t complete the training? What then?�
�The Wall of Suicide. I�m afraid I don�t have time to discuss it, and hopefully you never have to experience it.�
Mr. Ghastly crossed the room to the front door and opened it. He turned to Calvin and said, �Let yourself go.� He then walked out without closing the door.
Calvin saw Celia outside, now sitting in the green plastic chair. She looked up at him.
He let himself go.

Chapter Nineteen

Ronnie pulled her Nissan Sentra along the sidewalk in front of her mother�s house. It was an old house in a fifties development. Over the years people have modified and added onto the houses, which gave the neighborhood a unique vibe for a development.
She stepped out of the car and opened the trunk to gather up her books and things. This day in age you would think she could just download half her textbooks onto a tablet, but she still had to pay exorbitant prices for hefty tomes to lug around. Should bill the damn school for future chiropractor fees.
She slung her book bag over her shoulder, grabbed her purse and then slammed the trunk.
The man standing beside her car was such a shock that Ronnie yelped.
�Oh sorry,� he said. �Didn�t mean to scare you. I thought I recognized you.�
It took just a fraction of a moment for her to realize that it was Lance, the artist. She felt a sudden tightness in her gut. What the hell was this guy doing here?
He grinned like a lunatic, like maybe that expression was permanently affixed to his face by clever plastic surgery.
�I know what you�re thinking,� he said. �What am I doing here, right? I was just walking by and I saw you pull up. I could tell it was you. All I had to do was see that face and I knew.� He glanced at her mother�s house. �You live here?�
Ronnie realized that she hadn�t taken a breath. Seemed like it was caught in her throat. She swallowed hard. Didn�t want to tell this guy where she lived, but how was she going to get out of this? He hadn�t really freaked her out when she met him earlier in the day, but this was weird. She knew about stalkers. Not from personal experience, but she�d watched 20/20 and Dateline. Seemed like stalkers were a dime a dozen these days.
Thinking quick, Ronnie said, �This is my friend�s house. Doing some studying before heading home for the night. Good to see you again, though.� She moved around Lance and started up the walkway. �I better get inside.�
Lance�s grin sunk just the slightest bit, hardly recognizable really, but Ronnie could tell. She could feel his eyes on her as she walked to the front door. She would have to knock on the door rather than use her key, just in case he was still watching her. Of course, her car was out front, and he would certainly recognize it in the future if he was indeed stalking her. He would see it in the morning.
She knocked. Her mother opened the door and she rushed in.
�Forget your key?� her mother asked.
�No, just�� Ronnie looked out the window but Lance was gone. �Strange guy out there. Kind of freaked me out. I told him this was a friend�s house.�
Her mother approached the window and opened the blinds wide. �He out there?�
�I don�t see him.�
�We should call the police.�
�Naw, I think he�s gone. Might have been a coincidence.�
�How so?�
�I met him at school today.�
Her mother�s eyes narrowed.
�He�s gone,� Ronnie said. �Might have just been a coincidence.�
Her mother rolled her eyes and took a drag off the cigarette she was smoking. Her mother was never far from a smoke and she would be damned before she�d try an e-cig. Ronnie left it at that and went to her room.
Ronnie was close to her mother, but sometimes that look the woman gave her was too reminiscent of how she treated her in high school. Ronnie�s mother could be strict and didn�t mind throwing around her know-it-all attitude, what came from her career as an expert psychologist for various media outlets. She had her doctorate and she once ran a successful practice. Whenever there was a tragedy involving someone with mental disorders, CNN and FOX and all the local television stations came calling, and her mother was only too happy to be held on their pedestal, if only for the duration of the tragedy. Thing is, her mother brought that attitude home, that self assured smugness that made her think she could talk down to anyone because she was an expert. It hadn�t always been this way and Ronnie was getting sick of it. The closeness they had once shared had been deteriorating. Now all it took was that condescending look her mother gave her when she sucked in a lungful of carcinogens. Ronnie could do without it.
Her thoughts quickly drifted to moving out, as they had so often lately. Easier said than done for a college girl. She would have to pull a part time job and even that wouldn�t be enough to rent a place in San Diego. The thriving market did nothing more than jack up rental prices. She�d be lucky to get a loft somewhere, if she could find one. More likely she would have to rent out a room in someone�s house, and she wouldn�t feel comfortable with that.
If only Calvin would invite her to stay with him. It would be a heck of a big move, but she thought they were ready for it, especially with a baby on the way. Or at least she had thought that. She wasn�t so sure lately, baby or not. And what would she do if she had moved in and they broke up? Her mother would take her back. She�d give Ronnie the ol� men are from Mars speech (so astute for a psychologist), and welcome her back with an ear-load of advice.
It was almost eight at night, which meant that Calvin should be home. He rarely stayed out late considering how early he woke for work.
Ronnie called him, but his phone went straight to voicemail.

Chapter Twenty

In the past two years he�d been living there, Calvin had never had Celia in his apartment. He�d never considered the idea. What business did she have in his place anyway? Even had he been single he wouldn�t have considered her as an option. Not even for a one-nighter. A night with Venus for a lifetime with mercury, as his uncle says.
It didn�t take any coaxing at all for Calvin to convince her to come in. It was as if she had been waiting for this moment, and she probably had. She was the type of girl who never missed a sexual advance. She was like a miner of dick, making her stake on any willing man and always keeping an eye out for new prospects, and her eyes had been on Calvin for a long time�probably since he�d moved in.
�I�ve always wondered what it looked like in here,� said Celia.
She moved around like she was in a perpetual state of seduction, as if, to her, missing even a single moment to flick a guy�s switch was to miss the greatest of opportunities.
Calvin didn�t really know how to respond to just about anything she said. To her, this was going to turn into a moment of sexual exploit; to him, it was going to turn into something so much better, something he couldn�t tell her about, which made it all the more difficult for Calvin to communicate.
�Never thought about asking you in,� Calvin said. �Not until tonight.�
Celia made herself comfortable on his couch, crossing her legs in a way that revealed a heavy dose of thigh, something that might have been learned from watching Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct. Her lipstick was deep red and she knew how to make those lips talk without saying a word. Her eyes did the same, all decked out in black. She�d never taken the less-is-more approach when it came to makeup.
�Have a fight with you girlfriend, whatsername-Ronda?�
�Ronnie. No, not exactly.�
�Ronnie.� She smirked. �Sounds like a boy�s name.�
Calvin shrugged. Normally he would have stood up for his girlfriend if someone were to say something like that, but he had other things on his mind. He looked at his cell phone. It was still off.
�Want something to drink?� said Calvin.
�Sure. What do you got?�
�Some beer in the fridge, some vodka.�
�Vodka.�
�Shots or you want me to mix it with something.�
�I�ll do some shots, but only if you do some with me.�
�Coming right up.�
Calvin went into the kitchen to retrieve the vodka and a pair of shot glasses. On his meager wages he was pretty much a bottom shelf kind of guy. He didn�t drink much more than a few beers at night to take the edge off, but he liked to keep some hard stuff handy just in case.
Calvin lingered in the kitchen for a moment before returning to the living room. His eyes went to the knife block on the counter. No, too messy. He looked around for something else. There was twine in the junk drawer, but what could he do with that?
Reentering the living room, Calvin set the bottle and shot glasses on the coffee table. He poured a shot for Celia and one for himself.
�I�m not a big vodka drinker,� she said, �but I never say no to a drink. Not as bad as whiskey, at least. That, I cannot stand. Especially scotch. Yuck. People say it�s so good, but� I don�t know. Not my thing.�
�Me neither. You want something to chase that with. I�m gonna have a beer. I don�t do shots without a chaser.�
Celia picked up her shot and downed it. She swallowed and made a face almost like she�d sucked on a lemon, and then said, �No, I don�t need no stinking chaser.�
�Suit yourself.�
Calvin searched the open fridge for something he could use, anything, but what was he going to do, smash her in the head with a jar of pickles. Too messy and what if the jar broke? There�d be pickle juice all over the damn place.
Calvin grabbed a beer. He was having a hell of a time with this. As much as he told himself to go with it, like both Hazel and Mr. Ghastly had told him, he was nervous about killing Celia. It was what Mr. Ghastly wanted, what would elevate him to the next level of his training, but the struggle, the inability to find a proper weapon, was killing him.
I should be killing her.
Back in the living room he took a shot chased with beer. He figured the liquor would help him go with it, as Hazel and Ghastly had said. If only he could lose his inhibitions a bit he just might be able to go through with this.
�Chicken,� said Celia with a sly smirk, maybe even a sexy smirk.
Damn, everything about this woman exudes eroticism.
�What do you mean?�
�Gotta have a chaser. That�s chicken, right? Better yet, that�s a party foul.�
�Party foul? What is this, high school?�
�You know what a party foul is, right?�
�Uh, I guess. I sorta remember getting punched in the arm a few times for stuff like that, but I didn�t really hang out with people who enforced the whole party foul thing.�
�That�s boy shit. When you�re with me a party foul means you have to do something I ask of you.�
Jesus, where�s this gonna go?
�I want you to take your shirt off.�
Calvin�s eyebrows rose. �You kidding me?�
�It�s a party foul. If I have a party foul you can make me do whatever you want.�
I bet I could.
Though he wasn�t crazy about it, Calvin took off his shirt. He immediately took another shot and had the beer to his lips when he realized what he was doing and put it back on the table. He swallowed the firewater and felt like he was going to vomit. His eyes watered and he had to swallow repeatedly before the feeling went away. As soon as he thought it was safe, he took a swig of his beer and kept a hold on it.
�Almost had another party foul,� said Celia with a flash of her devilish grin.
She was enjoying this way too much.
Calvin was beginning to resent Celia more than normal. �You better not have a party foul,� he said. �I�ve got something in store for you.�
Celia poured herself another shot. She brought it up to her lips and downed it. She said, �Maybe next time I�ll grab a beer and chase it just to see what you�ve got in mind.�
�Now that wouldn�t be a party foul, would it? Can�t be a foul if you�re doing it on purpose.�
She shrugged. �Party foul�s a party foul. Some of us are gluttons for punishment.�
Calvin nodded.
He could feel the liquor hit his bloodstream, the affect of which was far more singular that downing beer, and he wasn�t a big drinker when he did drink. A couple brewskis at night did the trick. Drinking shots would throw him for a loop if he didn�t watch out.
�I have to use the restroom,� Calvin said. �You can find something to listen to if you like. I�ve got Music Choice on the TV. In the five-hundreds.�
Without hesitation, Celia reached over the coffee table and grabbed the remote, bending down more than necessary, showing off her cleavage.
Calvin locked the bathroom door once inside. He didn�t have to use the toilet, just needed a reason to get away from her. It was driving him nuts having her in his apartment. Try as he might, he couldn�t let himself go. The words of Hazel and Mr. Ghastly bounced around his mind like rogue pinballs and there was nothing he could do to change the way he felt, and what he felt was that he wanted to get Celia out of his goddamned apartment. She didn�t belong there.
More importantly, he didn�t think he could kill her, and that�s what he had to do.
I can�t kill her. What am I gonna do with the body? Where am I gonna go? What about the cops? Who? What? Where? When?
He knew exactly where he would go. He would go to the Museum of Death, that�s where he would go. He�d live there with Hazel, and� And then what? That, he didn�t know. What was Hazel going to do? What was her plan?
Heart palpitating, Calvin had to steady himself and take a deep breath. He could go out there and tell Celia she had to leave. She would be upset, but she would be alive and Calvin could go to sleep without something horrible on his conscience. Then again, if she were to leave he would be letting Mr. Ghastly down.
He would be letting Hazel down.
Why do I care about Hazel so much anyway? I hardly know her.
The sound of various music stations came through the door: funk, rap, disco, new wave. He caught glimpses of songs, but not enough to recognize any one artist or group. Celia must have had a good ear for music. That or she was determined to find a specific station, because she was plowing through the channels. Probably looking for slow jams.
Calvin looked in the mirror. The flesh was the same, but something in the eyes was off, something inside the eyes. Some people call eyes the window to the soul, but Calvin didn�t really know what that meant. Was the soul in the brain? Was that the implication? He kind of thought that maybe the soul resided in the heart, and that the brain was the control center of the body. The more he thought about it, it seemed kind of stupid to think the soul was in the heart. Sounded like a romanticized view of human anatomy.
What he saw though the windows of his eyes was menacing, evil, what he would have called Manson eyes had he seen the same in the eyes of an adversary, or even someone he made eye contact with in passing. It was madness he saw in his eyes, but it was restrained. Perhaps what Hazel and Mr. Ghastly had been trying to get him to do was to unleash that madness. Let it go.
Let it go.
A throbbing in his pocket took his attention away from the mirror. Calvin sank his hand into the fabric of his pants and pulled out the Polaroid. He looked at the face of the dead woman and he could swear she spoke. Her voice wasn�t clear at first, but the more Calvin focused the more he could tell what she was saying.
Her voice was soft and cryptic and kind of wheezed like she was speaking through a torn trachea bubbling with mud or coagulating blood. �You must give yourself to it. That is the only way to join. Once you let it all go and give yourself to it, you won�t have reservations. You have to��
A sound ripped Calvin from his deep concentration. He dropped the photo. Voices echoed through the door. Female voices. Celia�s and�
Ronnie!
�Oh shit.�
Calvin open the bathroom door to a living room that was on the verge of what would have been one hell of a cat fight were Ronnie and Celia to have gotten into it. Ronnie was furious. Calvin had never seen her like this. He thought she was going to grab Celia and rip her head off.
�It�s not what you think,� Calvin said, instantly grabbing the attention of both girls in his apartment. It was just about the stupidest thing he could have said and he regretted those words about three and a half seconds after they left his mouth.
�It never is, is it?� said Ronnie. She was furious. �I should have known. No, I did know.�
Celia was on her feet and looking for a fight. She probably figured that she could stand up for Calvin and get Ronnie out of the picture, have him all to herself. Or maybe she liked confrontation and drama.
�Look, bitch,� said Celia, �you don�t like it, you can get the fuck out. There ain�t nothin� going on here, yo. Fuck. You kidding me here.�
Celia slipped into what must have been her more natural lingo, what she probably used around her roommates. She�d always had that chola swagger. Calvin had even wondered whether her roomies were gang bangers.
Ronnie was visibly shaken, probably by not only the situation at hand, but the threatening tone in Celia�s voice.
�No need for violence,� said Ronnie. �I�m done here.� She looked into Calvin�s eyes. �And I�m done with you.�

Chapter Twenty-One

After Ronnie slammed the door Calvin sort of blacked out. It wasn�t the alcohol�he hadn�t drunk enough for a blackout. He really wasn�t sure what it was, but it happened.
He came to later. His eyes burned like he hadn�t slept in days. The throbbing headache was a direct result of the vodka. Didn�t take much for him to have a hangover, and mixing beer with vodka was a bad move.
Lifting his body and propping his torso up with his elbows, Calvin discovered that he was in bed. It was dark. The illumination of his VCR display cast a green light on the room that reminded him of the zombies on the cover of Return of the Living Dead. It was 3:24 in the morning.
Calvin rubbed his eyes and blinked several times, trying to remember what happened, how it was he ended up in the bedroom. Had he slept with Celia? No, he was sure that hadn�t happened. There wasn�t enough booze in the world to get him to stick it to her.
She must have gone home, but he couldn�t remember. The last thing he remembered was Ronnie slamming the door as she left.
Ronnie? What the fuck was she doing here?
The tape that was hanging out of the VCR�s mouth sucked into the device. The TV came to life, filling the room with a quick burst of static and then a bright blue screen that bounced as if the video needed to be tracked, or maybe the tape had a nasty kink in it.
Staring blankly at the TV, Calvin felt an all-encompassing calm spread over him. Something about the TV and its jittery image grounded him, took away the questions that were haunting him at this absurd hour.
The jumpy blue screen changed to a title card like those from old silent films with a decorative border interwoven with skulls and bones. The title card said: Girl Problems starring Calvin and Celia. Filmed in Terrorvision. An I. B. Ghastly production.
He should have been horrified, yet Calvin watched as if he�d been expecting this film. As if he had known it was waiting for him in the VCR where Death�s Door II had been. As if his and Celia�s names weren�t cause for concern.
Let it go.
The title card was replaced with a familiar image. It was Calvin�s living room and the stars of this one-reeler were engaged in some kind of macabre dance. Celia looked afraid and enthralled all at the same time, and Calvin, well, he looked like a shark in the moment before lumbering onto its prey. His eyes were dead, determined. It was a struggle, played out in jumpy black and white. Missing frames caused the duo to flicker forward. A hair flickered around the upper right hand corner of the film like the tail end of an ornery sperm.
Their strange dance turned psychotic and now Celia was scared. She scratched at Calvin as he struggled to grip her neck, but she wouldn�t let him. She was determined to live.
Calvin watched the odd film and wanted popcorn. He watched as, on the film, Celia scratched his left arm. His hand went to that very arm and his fingers traced raised flesh.
He continued watching as he and Celia struggled. His hand clenched into a fist and he smashed her in the face several times until she fell down. She put her hands to her face and wormed around the floor. Calvin stood over her. He looked around for something. Drops of black blood fell onto the carpet from her broken nose, spilling from between her clasped hands.
Though it was a silent film, Calvin could hear her cries and pleas in his mind. He could hear her whimpering sobs and feel the burn of her deep scratches on his left arm.
The Calvin on the film left the gaze of the camera. He went either into the bathroom or the bedroom. Celia collapsed. Her hands drew away from her face revealing a bloodied mess. Her nose gushed. Black wetness coated her face and began to soil her shirt.
Calvin returned with a pair of scissors and a belt.
The real Calvin glanced at his stationary desk, to the coffee mug that held his pens and pencils and�
On the film, Calvin knelt down and wrapped the belt around Celia�s neck. She attempted to stop him, but she was too weak. He slipped the end of the belt through the buckle, then pulled it tight. Her hands went to the loop of leather around her neck. She couldn�t get her fingers in before he pulled and her head came back violently. She then grabbed the length of belt between her neck and Calvin. Her hands were so slick with blood that she couldn�t get a decent grip. Calvin positioned the belt so that he was behind her and then he yanked it, pulling her head back like someone training an unruly dog. He yanked again and soon enough she was on her hands and knees.
Real Calvin watched the film with wide, expecting eyes. His breathing accelerated, his mouth watering as if he was in for a treat. When the grisly finale happened Calvin didn�t so much as flinch. His grin grew wider and a soft chuckle reverberated out of his throat.
On the film Calvin held the scissors out with one hand about a foot away from the back of Celia�s head. He then yanked the belt repeatedly, pulling her head into the scissors. At first the thrust of her head batted the scissors back, her skull too hard to puncture. Calvin held them firm and continued the assault until he found a soft spot, or perhaps attacked the same area enough to fracture the skull. After that, the scissors broke through and the back of her head turned into a gaping hole of chunky pudding.
A title card replaced the gruesome scene. This time it said THE END with the same skull-and-bones decorative border. Another half a minute and the screen went black. The video popped out of the VCR and the eerie green glow of the time display lit up the room.
Calvin pivoted his head toward his stationary desk again. He couldn�t see so well in the dark, but he was sure his scissors were missing from the coffee cup of pens and pencils.
Mind at ease, Calvin lay down and pulled his covers up to his chin. He lay on his right side as not to agitate the scratches on his left arm.
He found falling asleep after such a beautiful movie to be quite easy now that he had let it all go.

Chapter Twenty-Two

As Ronnie drove home she felt as if she could drive her car right off a cliff or maybe pull up the off ramp onto the freeway going the wrong way full speed. Not that she would give Calvin the satisfaction of knowing that she committed suicide in the wake of his betrayal.
Not that she would actually commit suicide. Even during the self-loathing and trying years of teenagedom she had never truly considered something as selfish as suicide.
She rubbed her belly. There was another life to think about.
Ronnie had gone through rough breakups and heartache and never had she felt so crushed as she did when she saw Celia in Calvin�s living room. To add insult to injury, he walked out of the bathroom with his shirt off. Had Ronnie given even the slightest shadow of a doubt it had fled her troubled mind when she saw him like that. It was a clear indication of what they had done or were planning on doing, what Ronnie was now sure Calvin had been doing for some time. Maybe it was Celia who had a fetish with having him suck and lick on her neck. Maybe that�s where he was getting his strange desires, what Ronnie had misinterpreted as a newfound interest in her.
She passed the turn that would have taken her home, electing to drive for a while so she could think. To go back to the room she had grown up in wouldn�t help right now. There was no peace in that room. Just a lot of old memories, tears shed when boys turned out to be dogs and hearts seemed to be meant for breaking over and over again. Now that she was older she couldn�t fathom crying in that room again. Calvin was something special, or at least she�d thought he was. He was going to propose to her and they were going to have a child together and she was going to get out of that house and away from her mother. She was going to live a good life, have some kids, buy a house. Sure, it was the atomic American family dream, but who cares? She could dream just as well as anyone else.
Images of the confrontation with Celia played in her mind like a looped clip of footage on the evening news. Celia had basically said that Calvin had chosen her now. And Calvin, he just stood there like an imbecile, like he couldn�t understand how it was that Ronnie had appeared at his door that time of night after he�d had his goddamned cell phone turned off for hours on end. What did he expect Ronnie to do? That in itself was suspicious enough for a welfare check. And she had to admit that a part of her suspected she would find something�maybe not Celia, but someone.
She told herself to forget it, but how was Ronnie supposed to forget something like this? Not in a matter of hours and not even days. She could drive and think, but really all she was doing was wasting gas, and what for?
She slowed to a stop sign and pulled an illegal U-turn when she didn�t see any police in the vicinity, deciding to head to her mother�s house. Looks like she was going to have another night of crying herself to sleep after all. Maybe it wouldn�t be as bad as heartache had been when she was a teenager. Maybe she would find that she could accept loss and move on. Focus on her studies. Don�t worry about meeting a man and getting married. Too many of them were dogs. Too many of them were the cause of so much hurt. Her mom was right�they were from Mars.
On the other hand, she was pregnant with his child.
Her child.
There was a lot to think about.
Ronnie pulled her car up to the curb in front of her house and put it in park. The night was cool and quiet. The neighborhood was one of families and sleeping children, by and large, with the occasional elderly couple of whom have been staples of the community for many years.
She walked up a cracked concrete path to the front porch. There was a paper folded and crammed into the handle of the screen door. What Ronnie assumed to be an ad for landscaping or painting turned out to be quite a detailed pencil sketch of her face.
She looked up from the piece of folded paper. Her gut seized and she felt, for a second there, like she was going to puke. Adrenalin surged as she looked up and down the street, but there was nothing to be seen. It was a perfectly average midweek night.
The picture had been placed there by Lance. Maybe he was trying to be nice, but it was coming off as creepy and Ronnie didn�t like it. It also told her that he wasn�t convinced that she was just visiting friends. Either that or he thought she would get the picture when she left. She didn�t remember it being there when she left, and that had only been an hour ago. Either she missed it or Lance had been here recently and placed it in the door handle, which would indicate that he thought she lived there. Why else would he leave the sketch when her car was gone?
It was a good sketch; however, unsettling to find it tucked into the door handle like this.

Chapter Twenty-Three

The blaring of Calvin�s alarm clock was like a nuclear reactor warning, blasting him from a great sleep. He just about smashed it with his fist to turn the damned thing off.
He didn�t remember setting it last night. Must have done it out of habit, because he had absolutely no intention of going to work today or ever again for that matter.
Calvin sat up and wondered how he could be so sure he wouldn�t need to go back to work. How was he going to make enough money to pay the rent?
He stretched and yawned and somehow knew that he wouldn�t have to worry about rent any longer. He wouldn�t have to worry about the petty things normal people stressed about. His life was on a completely new track and he couldn�t be more thrilled, though he felt somewhat in the dark. It was a strange feeling to know that life as he knew it had changed so drastically, yet he couldn�t say why he was so certain of this fresh development.
And then he opened the bedroom door. He saw the body just as his nose registered what had been released from her bowel and bladder that danced a sickening waltz with the lingering aroma of blood. There was a large stain in the carpet around Celia�s mess of a head that was so dark it was black. The scissors protruded from the back of her cranium the way an axe sits in a stump after chopping wood. The mound of flesh, brain and crushed skull where the scissors were embedded looked like a damaged chocolate lava cake.
Calvin was not surprised or shocked at what he saw. He couldn�t remember having committed this atrocity. He remembered the strange film he watched last night, and though what he saw were dodgy black and white images, he held them as dearly as he would a cherished memory.
You did this. You know that, right? You and you alone did this.
Calvin nodded.
Yes, he knew that. Through his stoic and reserved exterior he was exploding with excitement from within. This would surely please Mr. Ghastly.
Hazel too.
Twenty minutes later Calvin hit the street with a backpack slung over his shoulders and a small carry-on bag in hand. He wasn�t concerned about leaving his possessions behind. He was just going with it. All those material possessions were nothing to a Gorehound. Time for hesitation was over. What Calvin needed to do was to prove himself to Mr. Ghastly, and that�s just what he did. He wasn�t even uncertain about it�he knew it as deep as he�d once known he loved a girl named Ronnie.
But that name meant nothing to him now.
Ronnie who?
It took an hour and a half of busses and the trolley to get downtown. For someone who had committed a homicide last night, Calvin was calm, cool and collected. He�d taken a book with him that he read during transit. The A-Z Guide to Serial Killers. It wasn�t that Calvin had any desire to become a serial killer. The book just seemed to stick out to him when he was packing his bags for departure. He bought it back in high school when he had an avid interest in such things. It had sat dormant on his bookshelf for years until now.
As he sat on buses reading, he felt a kinship to the men pictured within. Their stories were varied, but they shared the common thread of murder, something most people would never understand.
As Calvin walked from the trolley to the pub beneath which was the Museum of Death, he watched the people around him and realized for the first time that they were no longer displayed in the various states of demise that he had become accustomed to. Everyone was alive and thriving�well, some people were hobbling around, tired and forlorn, but they were alive nonetheless. Only yesterday Calvin would have found this surprising, maybe even shocking, but now he understood that he�d finally made the transition. He wasn�t a Gorehound, or at least he didn�t think so, but he was well on the way. The images of death all around him were a part of his conditioning, and it had worked. Even the Polaroid stopped pulsating in his pocket. He was hardly aware of it now as anything more than a morbid keepsake. He didn�t need it anymore.
Descending the stairs, Calvin was hit with familiar odors of equal repugnance. Where he had once been trepid he was now bold. He did not knock or hesitate, for he knew that the Museum of Death was the only place he was truly welcome.
He turned the handle and pushed open the unlocked door. Inside, the place was glowing with soft candlelight. Calvin closed the door behind him. He didn�t see Hazel, so he decided to have a look around by himself.
The place had changed since he was last there. Hazel had been doing some redecorating, but not in a way that would qualify for a feature in Home and Garden Magazine.
There were candles sitting atop tables, in sconces, and surrounding mini-shrines dedicated to a number of serial killers and infamous death scenes. One shrine had several photos on the wall of a man and a woman who had taken pictures of one another holding the decapitated head of their murder victim. Calvin had seen these pictures before. In one photo they stuffed the unfortunate man�s mouth with his own severed penis. Another shrine was in honor of Ed Gein, and another one was arranged for Albert Fish. The X-ray of Fish�s pelvis was particularly interesting. The man would have never made it through a TSA screening considering the amount of pins and needles therein.
Calvin slowly walked through the place, entranced with the many shrines and candles and photographs. He felt comfortable, at ease. It was almost as if there wasn�t a dead woman lying on the floor of his apartment, as if he hadn�t only yesterday been dating a woman named Ronnie and thinking about a future so different from the one he now considered.
�So you did it?� asked a voice, disturbing Calvin�s silent reverie.
Startled, he turned toward the voice, immediately registering it as that of Hazel. Who else would it be?
�Did what?� said Calvin.
�It.� She was in the small room that had been used as a mini-theater, the same room she had been in when Calvin was last here.
Nodding, Calvin said, �Oh, it. Yeah, I guess I did.�
Hazel brightened up. Her greenish eyes popped in white orbs surrounded with copious eyeliner and dark eye shadow. She was every bit as goth as Calvin remembered. The smile looked almost out of place.
�Come in here, sit down,� she said. �Tell me all about it.�
Calvin hesitated. Her eagerness to hear about what he did last night was kind of off putting. He wasn�t entirely sure what to expect, but talking about murdering Celia wasn�t it. He nodded and joined Hazel in the mini-theater, sitting beside her on a fold out chair after slinging his backpack over a vacant chair and depositing his bag in the seat of said chair.
Hazel�s sardonic grin softened into a smirk. �I have to tell you, I didn�t think you had it in you. Not yet at least. I thought maybe after more intense conditioning or something.�
Conditioning?
Had that been what he had gone through?
The problem was that Calvin couldn�t remember killing Celia. He remembered it from what he saw in the silent film last night, but he couldn�t remember the murder the way he remembered important occasions in his life like the first time he and Ronnie had sex or even the way he remembered their visit to Balboa park. What bothered him was that it felt as if he hadn�t killed Celia at all, and yet he knew that wasn�t true. The sick part was that he wanted full credit for her murder.
And yet he didn�t want to talk about it. Not the way Hazel did.
�You�re quiet,� she said. �Something wrong?�
Yes, there was, but he couldn�t tell her. Everything had been all right until she showed up. He had been expecting her, but what he hadn�t been expecting was all this talk about killing Celia. Now that he had to face that reality he was struggling with it. He could accept what he had done for the sake of his training (conditioning), but that didn�t mean he had to like it.
On the other hand, shouldn�t he like it? Hazel certainly did. Murder seemed to come to her naturally.
�Nothing�s wrong, it�s just��
�You killed your girlfriend, didn�t you?�
Calvin shook his head. �No.�
�Someone random?�
Shook his head again.
�Who then?�
He cocked his head to look into her eyes. She was gleeful, as if he were about to let her in on a good book or the details of some juicy gossip.
�I really don�t want to talk about it.�
Her eager expression faded and Hazel nodded knowingly, though she couldn�t possibly understand. She had no qualms about her murder. She didn�t seem to understand what Calvin was going through.
�I have to wonder if the conditioning is working for you,� Hazel said.
Calvin said nothing. The silence in the room was getting to him. This was a safe place, so why was Hazel making him feel so uncomfortable. The more he thought about the body in his apartment, the more he struggled with the reality of what he was going through. He was beginning to panic.
Hazel placed her hand on his. Contrary to her pale skin and deathly appearance, her touch was warm and comforting. Calvin was surprised by how much he needed the human interaction of something as simple and a tender show of consolation.
�We don�t have to talk about it, but I think it would be important. I find it kind of strange that you could have gone through with it and come here and yet you�re closed up as tight as a clam.�
�Maybe I don�t kiss and tell, so to speak. You seem so cheery. What�s your story? Last time I was here you weren�t so eager to spill the beans.�
�True, but that�s because I didn�t want to frighten you off. My can of beans is a big one. And I�ve been waiting for a chance like this for a long time.�
There was a small period of silence between them. Calvin wasn�t sure if she was going to tell him a little bit about herself or what.
Hazel squeezed his hand. He had been absently looking at the floor, and then shifted to look her in the eyes. She said, �It�s just you and me here. That says something, don�t you think? No one else has been able to do what we did. Of all those people at the Hall of Hell we�re the only ones who made it this far. That�s something, isn�t it?�
�I guess.�
Calvin was confused, but he liked that she was making light of their situation. That�s what he needed. He�d tell her about Celia soon enough. Right now everything was coming down too fast.
�So what�s your story?� Calvin asked.
�My story.� Hazel paused and looked up as if she could see some kind of blackboard in her mind with all the details of her life in some kind of Cliffs Notes version she could rummage through to find the exact point in which she wanted to begin.
�I�ve never killed anyone before Aaron.� She paused, clearly thinking hard on something. �But I�ve been fantasizing about killing since I was maybe thirteen. It was a great way to deal with my frustrations. Growing up with devoutly religious parents and not having a religious bone in your body will cause a lot of resentment. But I couldn�t have killed them if I had the chance. Wouldn�t. As much as they pissed me off, they were my parents, you know. You love �em even when you want to see their heads hanging from the outstretched hands of their goddamned savior at the goddamned church that brainwashed them.
�I was a shy girl. Liked scary music and scary movies and boys thought I was weird. I was awkwardly tall and lanky, so skinny they called me scarecrow and twiggy. I took their shit and silently killed them in poetry and short stories. Gave me a little satisfaction. A little.
�Later on I got into the goth scene. Marilyn Manson and Nine Inch nails really spoke to me, you know? Dyed my hair black, wore a lot of dark makeup and black clothes. That�s when I met Aaron. He was kind of into the scene, but really he was more of a metalhead. And a dickhead. But I was too stupid to realize this from the beginning. When you�re the one being cherished by the dickhead it all seems okay.
�We were going together for maybe six months before he hit me. Not in the face or anything like that. He jabbed me in the spine. It was so stupid. He was all bent out of shape �cause I lent someone his Helmet CD of all things. He wasn�t even a big fan of them. After he calmed me down he apologized profusely. We had make up sex and that sick routine happened way more than I want to admit to. Only thing is, over time the hitting got worse and he stopped apologizing. The son of a bitch had somehow turned things against me, caused me to feel guilty like it was my fault he had to hit me. The make up sex was a blowjob. Aaron was such a sick fucking deviant conniver that he made me feel like sucking him off after he beat the fuck out of me was the only way I could make things right. You believe that shit?�
Calvin shook his head in silence. What did you say to something like that?
�People tell women they should leave an abusive relationship,� she continued, �but it isn�t that easy. By the time things got so fucked that I was getting on my knees in a sort of Pavlovian response to being slapped around we were out of high school and living together in an apartment in North Park. I didn�t have a lot of friends. Mostly the people who hung around were his friends, and they were assholes just like him. They probably knew what he did to me and didn�t give a shit.
�Took me a long time to get the courage to leave him. There�s this absurd notion that the abuser shows his love through violence, as crazy as that sounds, and I had it like the flu. Gets to where hurting almost feels normal. But deep down I knew what he was doing to me wasn�t right.
�I had no one to go to. My parents had all but disowned me and were happy to have gotten rid of me. I started drinking more than usual and taking pills to hide from what my life had become.
�One night Aaron came home drunk, I mean really tossed, and he wasn�t happy with how our apartment looked. I should have cleaned it, he said. By this time I was getting mouthy with him. That shy little twiggy girl from high school had died somewhere along the way, drowned in alcohol and sedated with pills. I was just about as angry as Aaron all the time, only I didn�t have someone to knock around to alleviate the frustration, not like he did.
�He comes come and he�s pissed and he punches me in the face, hard. I almost lost consciousness. Aaron stepped back when he saw me, like he realized he had finally gone too far. I was sobbing. Blood ran from my nose onto my shirt. It dripped like a faucet and I kept thinking how I had to stop the leaking or Aaron would be even more upset. Kept thinking that I had to bleed somewhere else. Then I felt something small in my mouth. I fumbled the object from one side of my mouth to the other with my tongue. Couldn�t figure out what it was, so I stuck out my tongue and plucked the item off of it. A bloody tooth.
�I remember looking up at Aaron, holding that tooth between my fingers. My eyes were wide and I suddenly didn�t give a damn about dripping blood on the carpet. I felt the gap in my jaw line where the tooth was missing. It was one of my upper front teeth.
�For the first time in a long time Aaron pleaded with me, showered me with pitiful apologies, but I had had enough. It�s true that a woman who suffers from abuse has a hell of a time leaving her abuser, but we all have our limits. It�s just too many women end up seriously hurt or even killed before they reach that low. Him knocking out one of my teeth was my low.
�Somewhere along the line I had grabbed my cell phone. I often grabbed it when his abuse got bad, threatening to call the police. The few times I actually did call the cops I couldn�t bring myself to press charges. One time they actually arrested him because of a shiner he gave me. He spent a night in jail and I paid for it when he got home the next day. This time I looked him in the eyes and said it was over. He lunged for me but I was quicker and went for the front door. I knew that once I was on the street he wouldn�t fuck with me, or at least I thought so. I took to the street, a complete mess, and dialed 911. Just as I started to tell the operator what had happened, Aaron came from behind and yanked me to the ground.�
Hazel stopped there and refocused her eyes on Calvin. She had been staring toward the wall as she told the story, as if she could see these tragic events playing out on some imaginary projection screen.
�Holy shit,� said Calvin. He shook his head. �I can�t believe you went through all that.�
�Believe it. Lots of women go through it. Too many. I don�t remember what happened after that. He beat the shit out of me, that I know, but someone must have seen him and called the police. I woke up in the hospital. This time I pressed charges. Whoever had seen what happened didn�t testify and though the police found Aaron with blood on his hands, he only got a few years. Was out in half the time for good behavior.�
�Damn. Kind of makes what you did to him seem appropriate.�
�I suppose murder is never appropriate, but he had it coming, that�s for sure. I would have liked better to have had a few days to make him suffer, but what I did was hard enough. See, when he got out he tracked me down and started calling and sending emails. Said he wanted to get back together, that he missed me, that he was a reformed man. I had grown up a lot in those years he was in the pokey. I shed the former Hazel like a snakeskin. I went out and learned self defense, I began working at a veterinarian office and started making some friends. I wouldn�t have touched Aaron with a ten-foot pole, so I ignored him. Really, I was scared of the guy. Doesn�t matter how many defense classes I took and how much of my confidence I got back, I was terrified that if he found me he would finish me off for putting him behind bars.�
�So what�d you do? I mean, I know what you did, but how?�
�I think I said I was in the goth scene. I guess you can tell I never really left it. When I was with Aaron he tried to �straighten me out� as he put it, but I�m just a dark kind of girl. I always liked horror movies and I found some good friends, after Aaron went to jail, who liked to watch them. The bloodier the better was my motto. I still had those fantasies about killing people. Mostly had them about killing Aaron, but I never thought I would do it even if I got the chance. That�s a pretty big commitment, killing someone. You have to belong to that shit, you know?�
Calvin nodded. Yeah, he knew.
Hazel continued, �I found the Hall of Hell flyer with a VHS tape of all things. A VHS tape! I didn�t even have a VCR anymore. But there was something so fucking intriguing about it that I went to some thrift shops until I found one. I�m guessing you went through the same thing, right?�
�Pretty much,� said Calvin. �I already had a VCR. I�m kind of a horror film buff. I actually found the flyer here at the front door. Ghastly gave me the tape.�
Hazel nodded. �I didn�t meet him until the night of the Hall of Hell, but I watched the tape� a lot. Too much. Obsessively. Fucked with my head, but I kind of liked it, you know. After the Hall of Hell I started the program. When I found out that I needed to kill someone in order to advance toward being a Gorehound, I knew who to target.
�I called Aaron and he was genuinely surprised to hear from me. He sounded calm and he apologized for everything he had done to me over the years. He sounded sincere, I have to say, but after what he�d put me through I couldn�t care less. Fucker could be a saint, a goddamned deacon at his church he was so reformed and I would have done what I did to him. I was still scared of him. I was afraid he was putting up a front to get me into his clutches so he could finish me off. I figured he must have been furious with me for putting him behind bars like I did, so I asked if he wanted to meet in the park. It was public enough to be able to get away if he became abusive. On top of that, I had my self-defense training and figured if push came to shove I could knock his ass down and run away. I wasn�t about to let anything happen to me. Not again.
�We met at Balboa Park and I played the part of his long lost lover. It was hard. He seemed to have changed and I think he might have been off-put by my style. I had gone back to dressing the way I liked while he was locked up. Fucked up thing about it was that he couldn�t have been sweeter. I never dropped my guard, though. I figured he was trying to get my trust again, like he�d done so long ago when we were in high school. For a stupid girl there would have been a honeymoon stage and then the abuse would begin, tempered with apologies and maybe flowers or something. Next thing you know, stupid girl is back in the same old abusive relationship. Not me. I lured him away from the crowd, down into the canyon and I killed him. Simple as that.�
�How did you feel afterward?�
�Like it didn�t last long enough.�
Calvin harrumphed. Hazel raised her eyebrows as if offended. �He deserved more.�
�Sounds like it.�
�How about you? What�s your story, Cal?�
Cal. That�s what Ronnie called him.
Calvin clenched his teeth and willed Ronnie out of his mind. He wasn�t ready to talk about it, and yet he knew it would be a great release. Might help him deal with this incredible life change he was going through.
�Well, It�s all convoluted to tell you the truth. I� I don�t really know how it happened, it just sort of did.�
Hazel wrinkled her brow and smirked. �What, you didn�t plan it out or anything. You just spontaneously killed someone?�
�Kind of. It was my neighbor Celia. She�s a total slut��
�Was.�
�Huh?�
�Was a total slut. You killed her, right?�
Calvin nodded. �Yeah, right, she was a total slut. I lured her into my apartment. Didn�t take much effort. A box of rubbers to Celia was like a steak to a pitbull. We drank some shots and one thing led to another.�
�You fuck her first, is that what you�re saying?�
Calvin detected something akin to jealousy in Hazel�s voice, but that couldn�t be, could it? They shared a kiss last time he was here, but that was nothing.
�No. I wouldn�t touch her with two condoms on. I mean I��
Just what did he do? He didn�t remember killing her. All he knew was what he saw on the video, and even that was grainy and weird like some old silent film discovered after collecting dust for a half a century or so. He could tell her those details, but it wasn�t right.
�I don�t remember killing her. Must have blacked out.�
�Holy shit. You�re lucky you didn�t get pinched. Killing someone in an apartment is some risky stuff.�
Calvin shrugged and shifted in his seat. �You have anything to drink in here?�
�Like a beer or something?�
�Like anything. I�m parched.�
�Yeah, sure. I�ve been remodeling a little bit. Ghastly said it was all right, so, you know, gotta find something to do while I�m hiding out here. I picked a few things up yesterday. Turned the ticket booth into a little kitchen. Found a small microwave in the storage closet. I think the closet might have been used as a break room back when this place was in business. C�mon, follow me.�
Hazel walked through one of the openings and through the adjoining room toward the front door. She flipped up a section of counter that was on a hinge like at a diner and they both slipped into the ticket booth.
�Unfortunately there�s no fridge or ice, but I have some water and a few warm beers.�
Calvin accepted a water and drank half of it in one guzzle. �Needed that. Want to show me around? I see you�ve put together some shrines. Your favorites?�
Hazel raised her eyes and nodded. �You could say that.� She grabbed a warm beer. �I�m gonna have one of these. Follow me and I�ll give you the grand tour, free of charge.�

Chapter Twenty-Four

Two days since leaving Calvin�s apartment after walking in on him and Celia, Ronnie saw his name on the news.
She was sitting at her desk in her room studying for a test with the TV on in the background. She hadn�t been paying attention to the various stories until she heard the name Calvin. Even then she thought it was just a coincidence, but she glanced at the TV anyway, mind still cramming information she hoped would come in handy for the exam. Her eyes returned to the textbook before what she saw on the TV registered and then her head swiveled like it was freshly greased, just in time to see his picture on the screen.
�Calvin Lawson is a person of interest. He hasn�t been seen for at least two days. If you know any information that may lead to his whereabouts, police would like you to call CRIMESTOPPERS at��
Ronnie grabbed her remote and scanned the other news channels for more information on the story. She caught the entire story from the beginning and that�s when she heard that Celia was found dead in Calvin�s apartment.
The floor dropped from beneath her. It felt as if gravity had been sucked out of the room with a vacuum. Ronnie couldn�t believe what she was seeing. Calvin? Really? Was he even capable of doing such a thing?
Her fingers flew across the laptop keyboard entering commands in the form of words, searching for information. The story was so fresh that the details on the news were about as up to date as anything she found on the Net.
She felt a compulsion to go to his apartment just to see if it was all true. How could it be? How could�?
There was no reason for her to do that. The story was everywhere. It was real and Calvin was caught in the middle. Might not have been him, though. Could be Celia�s boyfriend found her with Calvin and killed the both of them. Maybe he took Calvin so that he would be the person of interest. Things aren�t always what they seem. Ronnie couldn�t imagine Calvin, her boyfriend, committing murder. He�d been acting strange lately, but everyone has the capability to act a little weird from time to time. She got kind of strange herself during midterms. Didn�t want to be around anyone, tired from lack of sleep. But that was, by all means, not a reason for someone to commit murder.
It had only been two days, but Ronnie was beginning to come to terms with the fact she and Calvin were done. She couldn�t go back after what she walked in on. There was no telling how long he had been fucking that bitch, and who knows how many others. How could she kiss him without thinking of Celia? Worse than that, how would she be able to sleep with him? Even a clean test wouldn�t be convincing enough that he hadn�t transmitted some disease from the slut. Ronnie had heard that AIDS sometime took several months to show up.
She tried to get back into her studies, but that wasn�t happening. How could she study when her ex was involved in a murder? She had just been to his house, had actually seen the murdered woman on the night she was...
Should I call the police?
Now there was a question. She had seen both Calvin and Celia together that night. There wasn�t much to say about it, but she may have been the last one to see Celia alive. The police would like to know about that. Were she not to call them they might even get suspicious about her.
There was a light knock on her bedroom door. �Ronnie,� came her mother�s voice. �I think you�d better come out here.�
Oh crap, Mother saw the news.
She hadn�t told her mom that she and Calvin had broken up. Maybe it didn�t feel like a break up since they hadn�t actually talked about it. But she didn�t want to talk. She would just assume leave him be.
Ronnie got up, crossed the room, and opened the door to her mother standing on the other side with a mixed look of concern and scrutiny.
�The police are here,� she said. Her voice was low and even. �They want to talk to you. Look, is there anything I need to know? I saw the story this morning, about Calvin.�
�We broke up a few days ago,� Ronnie said.
Her Mother nodded. �That girl found in his apartment?� She sighed and rolled her eyes.
Ronnie nodded as tears welled in her eyes. None of this had seemed like a reality until now.
�But you didn�t have anything to do with what happened, right? Be honest with me.�
�No, of course not.�
She put her hand on Ronnie�s shoulder. �I�m not accusing you, I just want you to be prepared. The police are going to want you to go into the station for questioning. You just tell them everything you know and you�ll be fine.�
Ronnie nodded. �But I have an exam today. Do you think I�ll be out of there in time.�
�I really don�t know. This is serious stuff, though. You�ll have to answer some questions.� Mother took a drag off her cigarette. �You may have broken up with Calvin, but I�m sure you would want to do whatever you could to help find him.�
Ronnie nodded and felt like a shit for being so selfish. Even though she didn�t like Celia that didn�t mean she deserved to die. The girl had her problems, but she was a person too.
�Don�t keep them waiting,� said Mother.
Ronnie nodded and walked down the hall.
Two detectives were waiting for her in the living room, one sitting, the other pacing back and forth, three or four steps at a time real slowly like he was pondering something grave.
�Ronnie Dower?� said the detective seated on the couch. He stood as she entered the room.
�Yes,� Ronnie said.
�Hi, I�m Detective Hernandez, and this is my partner Detective Rawling. If you don�t mind, we would like to ask you a few questions.�
�Sure.� She took a seat across from the detective who now sat down. The one who had been pacing stood still. It made Ronnie nervous the way he stood there rather than sitting, like he was hovering over her or something.
�Have you seen the news yet today?� Hernandez asked.
She nodded. �I just saw the story. That�s why you�re here, right?�
He nodded. Rawling just stared at her like he was studying her reactions.
�You�re dating Calvin, correct?�
�We broke up.�
The detectives glanced at one another. �That so?� said Hernandez.
�A few days ago.�
Hernandez nodded. �What was the reason?�
�Caught him cheating.�
�You caught him?�
She nodded. �Not in the act, if that�s what you�re thinking, but close enough.�
�When was this exactly?�
�The other night. Two nights ago.�
Another nod from Hernandez. Rawling watched her closely. Something about him was intimidating. Where Hernandez was a little plump in the paunch and had a reasonable attitude and demeanor, Rawling scowled like he already had his mind made up that she had done something wrong.
�So who was the girl� uh, it was a girl, right. You never know these days.�
�Yeah, it was a girl. The one found in his apartment. Celia.�
�I didn�t want to make assumptions, but that�s what I figured. Look,� Hernandez stood, �we�d like to ask you some questions down at the station. We need to get any information we could that may lead us to Calvin. At this point in the investigation he�s a person of interest.�
�I� I have an exam today.�
�It won�t take long.�
�I haven�t seen Calvin in two days. He hasn�t called me or anything.�
This time Rawling took a stab at it. �We understand that, Miss Dower, but you may have credible information and not even know it. We would like to ask you a few questions on the record. It will be of great help. Answer a few questions and you�re free to go when you like.�
So he wasn�t quite as staunch as he appeared. Ronnie pinned him for a cop�s cop. He probably ate glazed donuts and put back a few brewskis at some cop bar after his shift.
�Okay,� said Ronnie, �but give me a minute to get my books. I�m going to have to get to school right afterward. I don�t know where the station is, so I�m going to follow you. Is that all right?�
��Course,� said Hernandez. �We�ll wait for you outside.�
Ronnie followed the police car to the El Cajon police station. She spent just over an hour answering bursts of questions between lengthy expanses of time alone in a tiny interrogation room with a two-way mirror that wasn�t fooling anyone.
Afterward she rushed to school. They would have kept her longer, but she elected to leave. She didn�t feel like they were treating her right, leaving her alone the way they were. She wasn�t stupid. They were watching her through the two-way glass to see if her behaviors were suspicious. The interrogating officers never came right out and said it, but she could tell that they considered her a person of interest. Their questions kept on returning to Celia and how Ronnie found her with Calvin. Certainly gave her a motive to want the bitch dead.
Though the reality of what had happened had sunk in throughout the past several hours, Ronnie knew it would take days before she understood the implications. Even her breakup with Calvin, being so short lived, would take time to sink in. This was going to get even worse. And what would happen when he was found? What if he was the one who killed Celia? What then?
What if he�s found dead?
Most of their questions were what Ronnie assumed were standard fare. She figured they were looking for indications that she was somehow involved with the crime. She told them about the last time she had seen Calvin and how their relationship had been weakening as of late. She also told them about Celia and which apartment she had lived in, just in case they didn�t already know, which they did. When the questions came to her relationship with him, one of the officers asked how their sex life was. Made her feel uncomfortable, but she pretty much told them that they had been sexually restrained until a few weeks ago. She even told them that though Calvin�s sexual appetite had returned, he was different in bed. She told them she thought that might have something to do with Calvin cheating on her. They became very interested when she told them that she was pregnant. She had nothing to do with the murder, and yet the detectives had a way of making her feel guilty.
She liked to think that her involvement in all of this was over, but the deep pit in her gut would remain all day long and even into the night. What she didn�t realize as she parked her car at the college and fumbled around the trunk with her backpack and books was that she needed closure. Even in the wake of the breakup she was lacking closure and that would have haunted her until Calvin eventually called her, or she him. With him missing, a part of her was missing too, no matter how much she tried to ignore it. Deep down, beyond the hurt and disappointment, she still cared about Calvin. Just so long as he wasn�t a murderer.
Her class had already begun, and though Professor Green would often refuse to allow a student access when they were as late as she was, he had leniency considering it was the day of a big exam. Ronnie had an outstanding attendance record, and she figured that influenced Professor Green�s decision.
The exam proved difficult, but not due to the material it covered. Ronnie was prepared as far as that went. What she wasn�t prepared for was how tumultuous her mind was after everything she had been through. Might have been a good idea to nix the test and try to make it up. Green wasn�t much for make-up tests. He wasn�t much for make-up anything.
Ronnie had one more class in a half an hour, but she wasn�t in the mood and there was nothing pressing. Though she took pride in her attendance, she could afford to miss one class. Wouldn�t do her any good to sit there while her mind was miles away. She figured she would grab something to eat, head home and try not to obsess over Celia�s death and Calvin�s destiny.
There was a man standing next to a car that looked like hers. He was leaning against the vehicle like a greaser sidling up to a 57 Chevy. All he needed was a white t-shirt, a pompadour and a cigarette in his mouth. Well, and a 57 Chevy.
There was something about the way the guy looked at Ronnie as she walked through the parking lot that bothered her. It was as if he was expecting her.
For a second there she thought it was Calvin, that he was waiting by her car and that made her feel simultaneously happy and frightened. It was a strange feeling considering how much she despised him after finding out about his secret life with Celia. The shot of happiness must have been due to lingering feelings for him. The fear was that he might be a murderer.
But it wasn�t Calvin.
It was, however, her car.
Oh shit.
�I wasn�t sure when your class got out,� Lance said.
Ronnie�s approach slowed. �I was supposed to have another class. What are you doing here? I got your picture last night.�
�At your� friend�s house?�
Ronnie opened her mouth to say something, but the words caught in her throat.
�Hey, look, don�t get all freaked out on me. I�m not stalking you, I swear.�
I swear? I hate when people say �I swear�. It�s a bad sign.
�I�ve got to go,� said Ronnie. She walked around the car to the driver�s side.
�Don�t you want to see the sculpture?�
�I have a lot going on right now. It sounds fantastic, and I�m truly flattered that you decided to use me as your subject, but I really have too much on my plate, so if you don�t mind��
She let it hang in the air, hoping he would get the picture.
He stood straight, prying his back off the car and pivoting to face Ronnie. She opened her door and paused before getting in.
�What were you really doing in my neighborhood yesterday?� she asked.
�I live nearby. Just one of those weird coincidences. Kind of funny, don�t you think?�
�Yeah, real funny.�
�I want you to see the sculpture. It�s coming along very well.�
�You seem to know where to find me. Why don�t you get me when it�s finished? Maybe I won�t have so much shit on my mind.�
With that, she slipped into her car, shut the door and cranked the engine. Had her missing ex-boyfriend and a murdered girl in his apartment not been straddling her mind like a cowboy on a bronco she would have been more creeped out by Lance.
She would have realized that she was dealing with a stalker.

Chapter Twenty-Five

�This series of pictures always fucked with my mind when I was a teenager,� Calvin said as he and Hazel gazed over the infamous photos of a naked man and his wife posing with the dismembered body of the man they murdered. Calvin had seen this series of photos back when he used to frequent the Museum of Death. Hazel had them enshrined with candlelight.
�I like these ones a lot,� she said.
The photos had an eerie and macabre quality to them that your average death scenes photos failed to elicit. It probably had something to do with the fact that the pictures were taken by the two deviants who had murdered the poor man and fucked around with his chopped up corpse.
�Do you know anything about them?� Calvin asked.
�There was a small plaque with the details, but I took it down. Said that the woman had an affair. She and her boyfriend killed her husband and took a bunch of pictures. Looks like they had fun. They were caught when the film developer saw the pictures.�
In one photo the woman, skinny as a rail and pale like a mushroom, was straddling the headless body of the man. Her boyfriend held the head by its hair and positioned it to her face, her lips puckered out kissing the decapitated head. Another photo showed the man and woman lying with the corpse between them, its head resting on its stomach. And then there was the infamous photo of the man�s decapitated head with his severed penis crammed in his mouth.
�Love scorned, huh?� said Calvin.
�You could call it a pact, I suppose. They weren�t going to allow anyone to get in the way of their love.�
�That�s one way to look at it.�
Calvin and Hazel wandered down the wall of photos, paying close attention to the ones surrounded by candles.
�Do you still love your girlfriend?� Hazel asked.
�Who, Ronnie?�
�Duh, who else?�
�Uh, well, no, I��
�I was just wondering if you killed the chick in your house as sort of a pact, you know, like the people in those pictures.�
�Nothing like that.�
�You sure?�
Calvin nodded. �It was for the Gorehounds.�
Hazel stopped and looked Calvin in the eyes like she was making an attempt to peek into his soul. �So she doesn�t mean anything to you anymore?�
He liked the way Hazel looked at him. Reminded him of how she looked into his eyes before they kissed last time he was here. The kiss hadn�t been a deciding factor concerning what he did to Celia, or at least he didn�t think so, but he wanted more.
�She�s history,� he said.
Hazel smiled. Their mouths met and their kiss was more passionate this time, fueled by a mutual interest in the grisly pictures surrounding them, like something blossoming within that only the two of them could understand.
�You�re a good kisser,� Hazel said when they unlocked lips to take a breath.
�You�re not bad yourself.�
Calvin�s heart thudded in his chest. The palpitations reminded him of so many other times he kissed so many other girls for the first time. Those were the best kisses, so full of passion and lust and yearning. These were the kinds of kisses that tended to lead to sex, though the first time with a girl wasn�t always what it was cracked up to be. Some girls just lay there like a dead fish expecting him to do all the work, almost as if they didn�t get off on the ol� bump and grind. Made Calvin feel awkward and kinda rapey. Those were the girls who notoriously faked their orgasms, and always at the same time he climaxed, which would be a great thing in a perfect world. Hazel, she seemed like a wild one and Calvin thought that maybe their first time in the sack would be something to remember, something he would yearn for more deeply than just getting off.
He went in for another kiss and she accepted his mouth with gluttonous rapport. Frenzied moaning and wet kisses escalated quickly. Her hand danced across his body, testing the firmness of his chest and abs. Calvin took this as an invitation to explore her body and he took it with pleasure. The excitement between them grew and soon they were fumbling around, moaning and giggling and whispering and looking for a good place to lie down.
They made their way into the mini-theater and bumped into the upturned coffin.
�I got an idea,� said Hazel, her eyes lighting up like fluorescent bulbs. �Let�s fuck in this coffin.�
Had there been music playing or even the chirping of birds, as absurd as that would be, or maybe even a bank of old school telephones ringing for a goddamned phone-in marathon, it all would have gone silent in the wake of those words. An A-bomb went off in Calvin�s head, blowing puffs of black smoke from his ears like a horny wolf in an old cartoon.
Hazel didn�t mince words. She fully intended not to make love or even have sex, but to fuck him. And she didn�t want him on a blanket on the floor or even on the counter in the ticket booth. Nope, not Hazel. She wanted to fuck him in a coffin. Jump his bones proper.
�Uh,� Calvin stammered. He was hard as a rock and somehow this strange opportunity that was presented to him�something that he would have scoffed at no more than a month ago�made him feel hornier than ever. �Okay, sure. Don�t know how we�re gonna do this, but why not give it a shot, right?�
The sadistic grin that dominated Hazel�s face would have been frightening under any other circumstance. Maybe Calvin should have been frightened. Who knows what she was like in bed� well, what she was like in a coffin.
It took a good ten minutes to get the coffin positioned right. First Calvin had to take the TV out of it, along with a DVD/VCR combo player. There were small holes in the back that the wires were fed through. He and Hazel then lowered the box to the ground.
�Looks comfy,� she said. �Plush red satin.�
�Kind of a tight squeeze,� said Calvin.
�I�ve managed in even tighter places.� She winked and pulled the Motorhead shirt over her head. Her bra was black with fine lacey details. She reached behind her back and undid the strap.
The erection Calvin had lost during the melee of unloading the coffin and positioning it on the floor had returned in spades. Hazel was fit and toned. Her skin was pale and her breasts were perfectly proportioned to her frame. Her smile faded into a slant-eyed look of raw lust. She shimmied her pants off and slipped into the coffin with nothing but a pair of red and black panties.
Standing there like a goddamned junior high schooler who�d snuck into the girls locker room, Calvin felt almost embarrassed to disrobe and join her. This was the kind of thing that he�d dreamed of (well, not the coffin part), but never expected to happen.
�Don�t get all shy on me now,� she said.
Calvin pulled off his shirt and dropped his shorts. The tip of his erect penis comically poked through the front of his boxers. Hazel giggled as she reached up from the coffin like some bride of Dracula and grabbed him as if she was going to pull him into the coffin by his rod.
�Whoa there,� said Calvin. He stumbled forward and almost fell, which would have been a disaster. She let go of him, electing to grip his hips instead. He did his best to kneel down inside without crushing her. They kissed and fondled one another and clumsily took off the rest of their clothes.
How it was that they managed to screw around in something as compact as a full-sized coffin was a feat of determination. There were giggles and laughs and it was uncomfortable at times, but Calvin had no real trouble climaxing. Unlike the dead fish girls he�d encountered in the past, Hazel was full of sexual prowess, and she wasn�t finished with him. She told him to keep going, and though that was a challenge after expelling his load, he did his best and she managed herself quite a loud and seemingly satisfying orgasm.
There were no thoughts of Ronnie. Not even the lacerated flesh on her neck that had become such a fascination for Calvin. He breathed heavily as he stumbled his way out of the steamy coffin. Several muscles in his legs ached from the various positions they had to improvise, but it was well worth it. Hazel lay back in the coffin, her chest rising and falling with deep breaths.
Calvin swallowed hard, his throat dry. �That was probably the best first-time sex I�ve ever had.�
�Probably?�
�Okay, that was maybe the best sex I ever had.�
�Maybe?�
�Definitely.�
�That�s better. And I have to agree.�
Calvin grabbed his boxers off of a chair in the corner of the room (he couldn�t remember tossing them there, but that�s where they ended up), and discovered an old Polaroid camera beneath.
�Holy shit,� he said. �Have a look at this.�
Grabbing the camera and fiddling with it, he turned and stepped toward the coffin with the oversized boxy contraption held up to his face. He used the cuff of his boxers to wipe off the dirty lens. He again placed it to a squinted eye and looked through, aiming the lens at Hazel. She smiled, stuck out her tongue and closed one eye like she was trying to give him a scary face. He pushed the button to take a picture, prepared for failure, but low and behold the camera worked.
The Polaroid was spit out of the front, and though Calvin had no experience with this type of dinosaur technology, he knew that he would have to shake the picture to assist the process of development. At least he remembered that from a song that was popular about ten or so years ago.
After shaking the picture for a minute, he looked at it. It hadn�t fully developed, but he could see a dark image of Hazel in the coffin. The colors were muted like a photo from the seventies.
�Check it out, it worked,� he said as he handed the picture to Hazel.
�No shit?� She held the photo close to her face. �Kind of dark, but what the hell, right?�
She popped up real quick. �Wait a minute. I have a fucking great idea.�

Chapter Twenty-Six

Hazel laid out her fucking great idea and Calvin was left speechless. He�d known it before, but what she had just told him certified the notion that she was one crazy bitch.
�You�re kidding, right?� said Calvin.
She shook her head. Her eyes never left his. That stare was piercing and full of motion. Those were the eyes of the damned and for the first time since meeting Hazel, Calvin felt a tremor of fear. He tried not to think of the meticulous method of which she lured her ex to his deathbed.
�What do you think? Pretty good idea, right?�
Calvin hesitated, took a deep breath. He didn�t know what to say to her. Here he was trying to come to grips with the fact that he�d killed his neighbor and had become a fugitive, and now this. No matter how much he tried to �go with it�, he had this niggling feeling that there would be a series of knocks on the door, the kind of knocks that could only come from the clenched fists of the law.
Hazel stood up and stepped out of the coffin. For being in the presence of a man she had only just acquainted herself with sexually, she was comfortable with her body and chose not to put on so much as her panties or a shirt. She walked through a door and into one of the galleries where she had created her shrines. Calvin knew which one she was going to, and he knew she was dead serious about her proposal.
She came back a minute later with a stack of photos in her hand. �Have you ever seen those picture people take of their kids in a bathtub or something when they�re adults that mimics the exact same shot from when they were kids? Or sometimes people have an old picture of their grandparents in front of a memorial or stature or something and they take one of their own in the exact same pose?�
Calvin nodded. �Yeah, I know what you�re talking about.�
�Well, that�s what we should do. I could get a guy down here in a heartbeat.�
She handed over the pictures. It felt strange to be holding the very photos Calvin remembered so well from when he was a disgruntled teenager, hanging around a place like this the way other kids frequented the mall. It was almost as if he could feel some kind of power radiating from the images. The naked woman posed with a dead man�s head between her legs, which actually reminded Calvin of that 80�s movie Re-Animator.
�We could recreate each one of these photos,� Hazel said.
�We could, but should we? I mean, should we be bringing someone down here to murder? We�ve got to keep a low profile as it is.�
�This is a safe place.�
Calvin wasn�t so sure, but was reluctant to express his doubts. The look on Hazel�s face said she had no qualms whatsoever, as if she had been engaging in this kind of behavior all her life and found murder and mutilation as safe and comforting as Sunday dinner or a warm bath.
�How are you going to get someone down here without someone else seeing you?� Calvin said. �There are a lot of people outside. There�s a fucking pub next door. Someone�s bound to see you.�
�Chickenshit?�
Calvin rolled his eyes and tossed the pictures onto a chair. �I know I�m supposed to just go with it, but I don�t feel good about this.�
So much for concealing his doubt.
�I do. I feel fucking great about it.� Her eyes narrowed. �I thought you wanted to be a Gorehound.�
Calvin didn�t like the way things were turning. What the hell did Hazel feel she had to prove? Was this all about her training, her conditioning? Was she trying to impress Mr. Ghastly?
A sudden wave of nausea crashed over Calvin like an unexpected breaker in the shallow of the beach. He closed his eyes, feeling faint, and willed the awful feeling to go away.
�I don�t know,� said Calvin. �I need a moment to think. Alone.�
He turned and walked into the room just off of the entryway and the ticket booth. He was surrounded by scenes of death like absurd deities to the Gods of the Macabre. It wasn�t that such grisly scenes bothered him, but that the shadow of doubt Hazel created with her absurd idea of fun was beginning to cause a thread of paranoia. Pull on the thread and everything could come unraveled, and then what? He was in deep. Murder deep. By now his apartment was swarming with police, CSI, detectives, you name it. There was no going back, but the resolve he had felt during the bus ride downtown was beginning to fade, and that was frightening.
Why did she have to start up psychotic things like recreating those crazy pictures? Why was she so eager to spill more blood? And why the hell did she think they could get away with it?
Calvin wasn�t sure how long he�d been alone, lost in thought, when Hazel came in. She was dressed and had her purse stung across her shoulder.
�I�m going out,� she said. �Not sure what you�re gonna do, but��
�What are you going out for? Your face is probably plastered all over the��
�No one knows my face. I wasn�t stupid enough to kill someone in the place that I live. I�m outta here. I�ll see you later.�
After a good five minutes staring at the door, Calvin returned to the room with the chairs and sat down. Hazel leaving like she did made him nervous. That constant fear of the police pounding on the door intensified, as if she would double cross him. She had a point though. It had been stupid to kill Celia in his apartment, but he couldn�t do anything about that now. He just wished he had a TV with cable so he could watch the news.
Calvin lifted his head and looked at the TV he had taken out of the upturned coffin. He didn�t see a coaxial cable where the coffin had been leaning against the wall.
The urge to watch the news intensified. He was probably the big story. If he could learn anything about the investigation he would be able to find out if hiding out here was a good idea. What if his image was caught somewhere on a surveillance camera or something? What if someone recognized him from the trolley?
The TV came to life. A screen of fuzz blared its harsh rhetoric and then turned solid blue. Bright white letters that said PLAY flashed on the screen and then the blue was replaced with an image that caused Calvin to tilt his head questioningly. Once what he was looking at registered, he shifted to the right and looked straight into the lens of the camcorder Mr. Ghastly held up to his eye.
�How are you, Calvin?� Ghastly asked.
Calvin was taken aback. He swallowed hard. Ghastly was well over six feet tall and cloaked in black like he was wearing a shadow for clothes. One eye was winked closed and the other looked through the camera.
�Okay. I guess.�
�Hm. You guess.�
Calvin swallowed again. Nerves caused it to feel like he had a mouth full of cornstarch.
Mr. Ghastly removed the camcorder from his eye. His face was as pale as the belly of a catfish, his nose large and twisted, perhaps the result of vengeful knuckles. The sadist grin on display was enough to set Calvin�s marrow on deep freeze, and those eyes...
�I had high hopes for you,� said Mr. Ghastly. �And after what you did last night I thought for sure you had the balls to be a Gorehound, but� now I�m not so sure. In fact, I�m not sure at all. Hazel, on the other hand, now there�s a gal who has the taste for blood. I don�t have to worry about her one bit. I�m almost confidant enough to allow her to forgo the test, but then again I would just be taking something pleasurable away from her.
�But I have to wonder, Calvin, if you will find the test as pleasurable as she will.�
Ghastly paused and Calvin thought that he should say something to reassure the domineering man that he indeed had what it took to be a Gorehound, whatever that was. He certainly didn�t know if he had what it took. He didn�t even understand what the hell he was getting himself into.
�What if she gets herself caught?� Calvin said. He kind of sounded like a whiny child blaming one of his friends to get out of some kind of trouble. It was pathetic.
�She knows what she�s doing. This is a safe place. Here you can do whatever you like. No one knows about this place, I can guarantee you that. Not even back when you were but a demented teenager could anyone else see, or did anyone else know of the Museum of Death. Don�t you worry about Hazel.�
Ghastly set the camcorder down. The image on the TV was a black and white sidelong view of Calvin sitting in the chair.
�Let me show you something,� said Mr. Ghastly. �Follow me.�
Calvin followed Ghastly to a door at the far end of the room, what Calvin had supposed led to the alley, though now that he thought about it that was impossible. They were beneath the pub, which was street level, so it must have been some kind of storage closet. When Ghastly opened the door, Calvin was mistaken, and shocked.
On the other side of the door was another room. Considering the size of the space the rest of the Museum of Death took up, this room must have been so deep that it was beneath the building on the other side of the back alley to the pub. That or it was some kind of magic portal. Ghastly himself seemed to be steeped in something unworldly.
Calvin followed him into the room. He grimaced at what he saw. He hid it well, but almost puked right there on the floor. Had Calvin done that, Ghastly would have slaughtered him on the premises, he was sure of it. Puking was not the kind of response a Gorehoound would have. Not at all.
�Not going to be sick, are you?� said Ghastly.
Calvin shook his head.
�Good. I want you to understand what you are up against. I want you to understand how serious a decision you made when you signed a contract with me.�
Before them was a wall standing a good twelve feet high�which made no sense considering the eight or nine foot ceilings in the museum�that was plastered with a mess of faces. Calvin stared at the gruesome sight in silence. He heard Ghastly�s voice but didn�t register what he was saying, for what Calvin bore witness to was insane, perhaps even impossible. Each face was hanging by a single nail through an X in the forehead. The strange thing was that, aside from the blood that had dried almost black, they all seemed fresh. The flesh hadn�t dried up and wrinkled the way dead flesh does over time. The faces retained structure as if they had been cut away from the head with a bone saw, skull-face and all. They reminded Calvin of a grotesque version of those cheap Halloween masks for children that cover just the face with a string that wraps around the back of the head. The masks were lined up perfectly and though there was no room for more, Calvin had a good idea that this particular wall could stretch higher if Ghastly so desired, and dwell in the deepest depths is he so wished.
�This,� said Ghastly, �is the Wall of Suicide.�
This statement brought Calvin out of the daze he�d been drawn into. �Wall of Suicide?�
Ghastly nodded. �This is where those who cannot handle my training go. The Gorehounds are a group of special individuals who are given special opportunities in life and death. Very few attempt to join us and even fewer make it all the way. Hazel will make it, but you I am concerned about. You see,� Ghastly stepped up to Calvin and tapped his forehead with one elongated, bony finger, �you have it in here, what I am looking for, but you also have an incredible sense of doubt. The kind of doubt that will destroy you when faced with the final challenge. This is where those who fail the final challenge go.�
�Why?�
�Once you go down the road to becoming a Gorehound you cannot go back to civilian life. We have survived amongst normal people for decades, hiding in the cracks I�ve created here and there, but someone who knows as much as one of my trainees could potentially harm the institution that is the Gorehounds, and I cannot have that.�
Calvin�s mind was cramped with so many questions that they stacked up like cordwood. �So these are all the people who failed?�
�No. Just in this region. There are six museums around the world, just like this one. All of them have a Wall of Suicide.�
�What if I decide not to go through with the final challenge?�
Ghastly raised his eyebrows and gestured to the wall. �You go up here on my wall.�
�Wait a minute.� Calvin took a step back. A rising tide of panic surged. He did everything he could to settle it and not make a fool out of himself. �So I have no choice then? I either become a Gorehound or I die?�
A bubbling tar chuckle leaked from Ghastly�s mouth. �If you don�t become a Gorehound your body dies, but your soul belongs to me, hence the Wall of Suicide.�
Calvin�s eyes climbed up and down the wall, examining several of the faces and tracing the contours and cracks and dried crusts of blood. A shock of revulsion cascaded through his body when he saw the face of one man twitch his lips as if trying to scratch the bottom of his nose with the bristles of his moustache. One of his eyes opened enough to show capillaries in a milky, jaundiced orb.
�Oh fuck, they�re still alive.�
�No. Not quite. The bodies are dead, but the soul, well, the soul lives on with me. No one really knows what happens after death, but I know more than anyone. No one can say with surety that there is a Heaven or Hell, whether there is one god or many, but I have found out that suicide is something that damns the eternal soul to this world. It�s really too much to explain to you now, but I have been at this for a long time. I can tell you with certainty that those who have committed suicide have not moved on to whatever lies beyond like all other souls do. I have also found that there is power in the soul, and I have found out how to harness that power.�
�But you�re not religious, right? Isn�t suicide as a mortal sin something religious people believe?�
Ghastly nodded. �There is always a little bit of truth in legend, and from where I stand that�s all the Bible is. A legend. A grand story. I�ve spent many years studying the dead, digging up corpses and sifting through sweetly rotten grave dirt for the answers, and over the years I have found them. The root that connects life and death is the soul. It�s what makes people and even animals cognizant on this side of the realms. I don�t expect you to understand, and don�t even ask, but that�s what I have discovered. That�s why I formed the Gorehounds. I�m not looking to take over the world or anything like that. I just want to share what I have found with likeminded individuals.
�I want you to understand something, Calvin, something even Hazel does not know. To be a Gorehound is to be forever. What I have to share with you is something so many people would sell their soul to know, but oh so few have the intestinal fortitude to actually seek out.�
Mr. Ghastly gestured to the faces. More of them were shifting, noses twitching, eyes fluttering. Some mouths gaped while other remained tightlipped. �These souls have enough power to fuel many lives. The body grows old and rots and dies, but this kind of power source is like an elixir. Countess Bathory thought she could retain her beauty and even practice immortality by bathing in the blood of virgins. She was close, but the soul isn�t in the blood, and it�s not so easy to harness.�
Ghastly grumbled and gestured for Calvin to retreat from the cramped suicide closet. Once they were back in the room with the coffin, Ghastly closed the door. Calvin sat down in the chair where he had been sitting when Ghastly appeared out of nowhere, filming him with a damn camcorder. It felt like an M-80 had exploded in his head.
�What I came here to tell you is that you have two options. If you manage to pass my tests, you will live out the rest of your life in my little tribe of misfits and we will teach you how to harness the power of the soul, to feed upon it, to ride it.�
Calvin had so much on his mind that he couldn�t respond if he wanted to. Felt like he was caught up in a whirlwind of insanity. The idea that he was now on some crazy ride into a world he never could have imagined was too much to process. What he had just seen was even worse. The idea that he could suffer the same damning fate was horrifying.
Eternal suffering.
Hell.
The door to the Museum of Death opened.
Mr. ghastly shifted and watched Hazel as she walked in. She had a grocery bag in one hand with what appeared to be a jug of wine and snacks. The general somberness she radiated as she shuffled into the room vanished when she saw Mr. Ghastly.
�Well hello there,� she said. �So good to see you.�
�Ah, Hazel. So pleased to see you again. Looks like you brought some party favors, yes?�
She shrugged. �Just a bottle of cheap wine, some cigars, chocolate.�
�Interesting combo,� said Ghastly.
Calvin was relieved to see that she had come back alone, but he wasn�t about to say anything. He wasn�t there to bitch and complain like an unruly child. Not anymore, at least.
�I know most people like cheese with wine,� said Hazel, �but I�m not most people.�
�Good,� said Mr. ghastly. �At least you have something to celebrate with, because tonight is the party.�
Calvin had been looking at the ground, thinking more than engaging himself with this weird passing conversation. His head shot up when he hard Ghastly�s comment.
Hazel set the bottle of wine on a chair and looked around with an expression that said: party� what party?
�You see, you�re the only two who have made it this far, so the party is more of a private affair. Drink and be merry, my little Gorehounds in training. I must go, but I will be back later. We have a few things to talk about. For now, I want you to celebrate making it this far.�
Mr. Ghastly turned and walked through the doorway into the next room, fading into a wisp of nothing and swallowed in darkness.
�Care for a drink?� said Hazel, as if she wasn�t the least bit alarmed that Mr. Ghastly vanished like some mythical b-movie effigy.
The wine was some kind of Cold Duck piss that would give an old wino a boner. Calvin would have preferred another beer or better yet some rum or whiskey the way he felt, but beggars shouldn�t be choosers.
�Yeah,� he said. �I can definitely use some of that.�
Hazel unscrewed the cap and frowned when her venture into the toils of cheap wine were spoiled by a cork. �Gotta corkscrew?� she asked. �A Swiss army knife?�
�No. I might have something in my backpack.�
�No worries. I have a knife.�
�You don�t want to cut the cork up. It�ll fall into the wine.�
�Yeah, but it�s better than no wine at all, isn�t it?�
From her purse, hazel produced a kitchen knife with a blade half the width of your average paring knife. She stuck the blade into the apex of the cork and softly plunged it, delicate enough not to push the cork in. Once the blade was deep enough to have penetrated the entire cork, she began twisting with such finesse that Calvin figured she�d done this before.
The bottle made a dull pop when Hazel finally used her fingers to pull the cork the rest of the way out after shimmying it with the knife. Hazel took a swig, licked her lips and passed it to Calvin. He took a swig, grimaced down the sulfuric flavor that tasted like a headache and passed the bottle back.
That�s when someone knocked on the door.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

There was one police car parked outside of Calvin�s apartment building when Ronnie drove by after school. She figured the door to his apartment was sealed with police tape. The cop in the car was probably positioned there in case Calvin returned. Detectives could be scouring the place for clues (not like it was Scooby Doo or something), though it was more likely they had done that thoroughly in the hours after Celia�s body was discovered.
When Ronnie thought of Celia she felt a pang of guilt. She�d always hated that girl and secretly she�d even wished the worst on her. Terrible to think that of someone, but when the threat of violence and sickness aren�t evident, one�s hatred can become a wrecking ball. She couldn�t help but wonder if she�d still have felt sympathy if Celia had been murdered elsewhere. Ronnie probably would have said that it wasn�t shocking considering Celia�s proclivities. When the body is found in her Ex�s house, on the other hand, well, that changes everything.
It was hard to believe any of this really happened. Even through Ronnie had decided to end her relationship with Calvin, her love for him had been strong and so very recent that she had a deep connection that caused this all to be very troubling. She wanted to forget, to just turn her back on Calvin and what he was involved in, but the unsettling mystery of his disappearance weighed heavily on her mind. What if he was looking for her?
Going to school was supposed to be something to take her mind off of everything she had been through, but coming off of her interrogation at the police station it would have been better to just go back home. Her mind had been so far from her studies that she�d been little more than a shell sitting in a chair listening to professors that better resembled the muffled horn voice of Charlie Brown�s mother than a master scholar. If there was anything important to take from any one of her courses today, she missed the opportunity.
As Ronnie pulled up to her house she wondered what her mother thought of all this business with Calvin. Sometimes people commit heinous crimes and all of the sudden everyone comes out of the woodwork saying that they suspected he was a little strange or that it didn�t surprise them that he murdered the girl. She sincerely hoped that wasn�t the case, though her mother tended to be wary of men as a general rule. If ever Ronnie was dating someone her friends or family thought was a pervert or raging homicidal maniac she sure hoped they had the decency to address her with those concerns before an unfortunate event occurred.
The neighbors had taken up the street parking in front of the house, so Ronnie had to park her car two houses up the block. She hoped this wasn�t an indication that the neighbors were having another one of their legendary birthday parties. It seemed like everyone in their family had a brood of kids and when they partied, they tended to disregard their neighborhood with loud mariachi music (sometimes even a live band) and quite a din of drunken talking that could only be reproduced or rivaled at a boisterous bar. You could see their parties from outer space, no doubt.
Ronnie put the car in park and sat there for a minute as so many thoughts rushed through her head. It would be one of those melatonin/Benadryl nights as far as sleep was concerned. Maybe even a Nyquil sleeping pill, though she avoided them at just about all costs. They tended to cause unbearable drowsiness the following day. Either way, she was going to have to take something just to stop her mind from thinking so she could get some decent rest. She had a full day of classes ahead of her tomorrow.
Ronnie stepped out of the car and slammed the door. She paused at the thumping of bass and whiney echo of a typical mariachi horn section. She groaned and then turned toward the trunk for her books when an all-too-familiar voice said, �I�ve finished the sculpture. You should come and see it.�
Lance stood on the sidewalk at the rear of her car. She must have been too preoccupied with her thoughts to have not noticed his approach.
In the soft light of dusk Lance looked menacing. He wore some kind of green coat that was almost big enough to be classified as a trench coat. After what happened in Columbine all those years ago with the so-called Trench Coat Mafia, Ronnie had always been kind of frightened by large concealing clothes. Could be hiding anything under there.
Ronnie became aware of the fact that her mouth was agape. She closed it, swallowing hard and taking a deep breath. �I really don�t have time right now,� she said. �Maybe some other time.�
For a split second she thought of not opening the trunk for her books, but she told herself that this guy wasn�t dangerous. He was just an eccentric artist. There was nothing to fear. He was probably just eager for her to see his work.
She went to the trunk and slid the key into the lock. With a twist, the latch popped. The hinge groaned as Ronnie lifted the trunk. Lance stood there on the sidewalk, seen only from the corner of her eye, staring at her.
�You really ought to see it,� Lance said.
Ronnie grabbed her books and closed her eyes as if willing the artist away. Why do some guys have to be such�?
The thrust caught her in mid-thought. Her yelp was cut off when her head hit the trunk. Lance put his hand over her mouth and though she screamed, he was quick and no one was near enough to hear her frenzied, muffled pleas. She kicked and flailed her arms as much as possible, but the element of surprise was working to his advantage. He deflected her blows and even landed a few of his own, on her legs and arms, some so brutal that she eventually deflated. He took that opportunity to shove her into the trunk and, just before closing the lid, grabbed the keys from her balled fist. She tried to prevent him from prying open her fingers to extract the keys, but he was stronger and started digging his nails into her skin, which proved too painful for her to continue the struggle.
Lance slammed the trunk, extinguishing whatever possibility she had at gaining the attention of one of her neighbors. A great cheer erupted from the yard where the mariachi music emanated. Lance slipped into Ronnie�s car, put the key in the ignition, and drove away.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Calvin tensed at the knock on the door, but Hazel seemed to expect it.
�We�ve got a visitor,� she said.
She stood up, flung her head back and took deep pull from the hefty wine jug before passing it back to Calvin. He took it and grimaced in preparation for the fermented grape flavor he�d never been accustomed to.
Hazel said, �This should be fun,� and then she turned and fled through the next room to the front door.
When she opened the door Calvin half expected to hear the serious, gravel-edged voice of the law, but instead he heard the unmistakable drawl of your average San Diego twenty-something, all full of �dude� and �like�.
The door closed. The man�s voice was young and energetic, but soon dropped in tone. �What the fuck is this?� he asked.
�Oh, you don�t like?� said Hazel.
�Dude, there�s fuckin� pictures of dead people all over the place.� His voice took on a twinge of fear. �What kind of place did you bring me to?� Dropped a few octaves too.
�I didn�t bring you anywhere,� she said. �You came here of your own volition. Besides,� her voice dropped to a cutesy pout, �I thought you wanted to fuck me. You didn�t say as much, but I could see it in your eyes. Don�t you wanna fuck me?�
Calvin couldn�t help but smile. That minx. How could this guy resist? Even Calvin himself, wallowing in a twisted pit of remorse and confusion, felt a stirring in his groin from the seductive tone in her voice. His mind flashed back to the coffin and he wished they could lie down together in a bed next time.
�You into this kind of shit?� the guy asked.
�Me?� said Hazel with exaggerated innocence. �No, not me. I just found this place abandoned. What, would you rather do it in an alley or something?�
�Well, no, it�s just��
�Come here,� she said.
Hazel walked through the door and Calvin knew it was show time. Whatever the fuck she had planned was about to go off and there wasn�t a goddamned thing he could do about it. He stiffened and felt acute intensity like some internal electrical spark that thrummed adrenaline through his body.
The man walked through the door like a terrified kid in one of those downtown haunted houses on Halloween. He was in his twenties, dressed like he was ready to hit the clubs. His hair was perfect. He stopped and whatever dopey expression he had on his face dropped. Calvin could see in his eyes that the man knew he had been duped. His fear was palpable, radiating from his hollow stare.
�Wh-what�s going on here?� said the man.
�Pick up the camera, Cal,� said Hazel. �Take a picture of me and my new friend.�
The man turned and looked at Hazel as if searching for some kind of explanation without outwardly asking for it. He was shocked and clearly he didn�t know what to do. Calvin saw him glance through the entryway toward the front door.
He�s planning his escape.
Calvin grabbed the Polaroid camera.
He can�t get away. He�s seen too much. He might even recognize me.
Hazel smiled and said, �Cheese!�
The man�s head pivoted toward Calvin. The slack-jawed look of awe turned into horror.
He can�t leave here.
Camera to his eye, looking at Hazel and their sacrificial lamb through the lens, Calvin pressed the button. The flash took the man by surprise. He winced, reached his arm up to cover his eyes as if the flash would continue to blind him.
Calvin had no idea where she came up with the wire, but as soon as the man pulled his hands away from his eyes, Hazel whipped it over his head and pulled it tight across his neck like an assassin using a garrote. The man�s hands clutched at the wire, but she had it pulled tight. Her face contorted into something primal, all teeth and eyes and a double dose of madness.
Kicking and swinging his body, the man almost brought Hazel down with him, but Calvin came up and launched a punch right in the guy�s gut. The guy bent forward in natural reflex to the blow, which tightened the wire around his throat. He screamed and swung his head left and then right, which caused the wire to saw into the soft flesh of his neck. He howled and then the wire sank through his larynx. Blood spilled from the wound like juice from a ruptured pomegranate, bubbling through his throat and out of his mouth in pink foam.
Calvin stood back and watched. The man continued to struggle, but he was weaker by the second. What was happening filled Calvin with revulsion and shock and excitement and awe. His heart pounded and he couldn�t reject the reality that this very act was giving him a hard-on and somehow reminding him of what he and Hazel had done in the coffin only a few hours ago. He couldn�t believe it and didn�t want to even admit it, but death was turning him on.
The man died, his weakened screams replaced with hazel�s uneven laughter. She breathed hard and chuckled like someone who had a future on the straitjacket end of the psych ward. His body went limp. Hazel let go of the wire. Mr. Player slipped to the bloodied floor and flopped forward into an awkward pile.
Hazel pulled the wire from the man�s body and ran the length of it through her fingertips, blood gathering and dripping on the floor. She circled her thumb over her fingers as if testing the viscosity of the man�s life force. She had a thousand yard stare, but Calvin understood that more than ever before, and he accepted it.
He took her in his arms and they embraced. Her warmth was so inviting, so alive. She dipped her fingers in the still-warm blood and rubbed it over his mouth. She then kissed him and he accepted her tongue and the copper saltiness.
He wasn�t afraid.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

�I�d say I�m sorry it had to come to this, but then I�d be lying,� said Lance. �No need to lie�not anymore.�
Ronnie said nothing. She�d already pleaded with him, just like she�d seen women do in so many movies, and like those movies her pleas did nothing to stop the psychopath from harming her. When she told him that she was pregnant he just laughed, which caused Ronnie�s body to tighten. A man with no regard for children was someone to be feared.
He hadn�t beaten her or anything, but she was restrained in a chair, and that was bad enough. She could imagine the many despicable avenues this situation could take at any moment, and that�s why she decided to stop pleading. If this man grew tired of hearing her whine and cry he might do things to her. Better to go along with it and remain as calm as she could.
�Look,� said Lance, �I meant what I said when we met about you being a great muse for my art. You are. Soon enough you will play a part in one of my most intense and major productions. You should be so proud, but if I had to guess I�d say you�re scared out of your head. Can�t blame you there.� He selected a paintbrush from a coffee can sitting atop a large table he used for his artwork. He dipped it in some oil paint and added a detail to the chin on a portrait of Ronnie he was painting.
He went quiet, just painting, glancing at Ronnie from time to time, but not looking her in the eyes. Just looking at her for details. He�d even positioned lights around her to put shadows on her face.
The studio was in a cold room that appeared to be partitioned off from other rooms. The ceiling was unfinished wood that reminded Ronnie of a garage or barn, but the place smelled of oil paints rather than hay or axel grease. The partitioned walls were covered in paintings of herself, tacked up haphazard with nails and staples. One wall had an emblem mounted at the center like a morbid coat of arms with the letters GH in Gothic script. She figured his name wasn�t really Lance and those were his initials.
At first the chair had been comfortable with exception of the leather bands wrapped around her wrists that were now quite restrictive. The skin was red and sore from friction. Her legs were bound to the legs of the chair and they were beginning to cramp. She could only shift so much, but not being able to scratch even the smallest of itches proved to be a torture all its own.
�I�m thirsty,� she said, her voice timid and cracked. It had been maybe two hours since she said anything.
This time Lance looked Ronnie in the eyes. He had this stupid half-assed grin on his face at all times that made Ronnie want to puke. The way he looked at her made her feel icky, like he was imagining her naked.
�Sure thing, honey,� said Lance.
He stood from his desk and grabbed a bottle of water with a straw sticking out of it. He placed the straw to her lips and she sipped. She liked her water ice cold, but this room temperature beverage was as good as water ever tasted.
Lance returned to his chair and continued painting, stealing glances at Ronnie and applying more details. Next to him was a bust of Ronnie made out of clay. She hated to admit it, but lance was a damn fine artist. Her eyes went back to the bust like it was some kind of focal point. She was impressed at how alive the eyes were. It was amazing someone could achieve such detail in clay. The many portraits on the walls were equally detailed and lifelike. Some of them were so exquisite they were like looking into a mirror, and many of those had been painted before he had kidnapper her.
Ronnie had showered Lance with praise at one point, but that fazed him nothing. Compliments and pleas rolled off of him like water off a duck�s back. She constantly thought of new ways to gain his confidence, to manipulate him into letting her go, but even through his silly grin the man remained stoic in his position as her captor.
It had only been a day or so, but it felt like time had slowed to the pace of sap dripping out of a wound in a tree trunk. When Ronnie became tired she would nod off and wake with a start the way one does when driving while tired. Her head would loll to the side and she would jolt awake, sometimes attempting to lift her arms, which was part of what caused her wrists to become so inflamed.
Her stomach growled and though the idea of eating food in such a situation seemed inappropriate, absurd even, the tightening of her guts was becoming a real issue.
�I�m hungry,� she said. As much as she tried to quell the timidity in her voice, there really was nothing she could do about it. When only speaking in small bursts once an hour or so, her voice tended to sound foreign coming from her dry throat.
�Hungry, huh?� Lance said. He looked around the room as if food would miraculously materialize out of nothing. �Guess I�ll have to go get some grub.� He picked up an X-Acto knife from his desk, a detail tool he used when sculpting clay. �But I�m in the middle of something here, you see? I don�t really like to be interrupted.�
Lance was calm, voice even, but he wasn�t sculpting, so why did he grab the razor knife? Made Ronnie nervous.
Lance shifted toward her, knife held up. �Ever get your lips so chapped that they crack and split?�
Ronnie didn�t say anything or even move. Was he asking her a question or launching into some kind of tirade. And what was he doing with that knife?
Lance�s eyes brightened. He drew the razor to his mouth. �You just make a few small cuts.� He placed the edge of the blade on the soft flesh of his upper lip and dragged it down a half an inch, creating a small red line. He did this twice more on top and another few times on his bottom lip. He did it with practiced patience, though his head trembled and he gritted his teeth, sucking in air as he did so.
Ronnie couldn�t believe what she was seeing. She wanted to scream, but there was no point in that. Long ago she discovered the power of not allowing enemies or bullies to get the better of her. That gave them a thrill, and that thrill only made them want to harm her more.
�You see,� said Lance, �there�s the cracks. You must have had bad chapped lips, right. They crack and then what?�
There was a pregnant pause like a deep chasm between them.
Lance pulled off the biggest smile his face seemed capable of. The slits he�d created with the razor blade opened into tiny fleshy crevices from which blood dripped down his chin, dotting his white t-shirt. A truly sinister and psychotic grin, something one would expect in a funhouse or perhaps an asylum.
As much as Ronnie didn�t want him to gain any pleasure from affecting her, she could no longer hold back her screams. She shrieked, wiggling and twisting in the chair, but unable to go anywhere. All she could do was close her eyes from this craziness, and she was sure the razor would be biting into her flesh soon enough.
Lance laughed.
He laughed and laughed until he howled at the moon like a damn werewolf or a dog on a police siren. He laughed and howled until his voice rivaled Ronnie�s.

PART THREE
Riding the Dead


Chapter Thirty

The coffin was propped up, the top half open with the TV back inside. Most of the chairs had been stacked in the corners, all but two, next to which was a makeshift bed constructed from a twin inflatable mattress and several comforters that had been discovered in the closet (the Wall of Suicide was gone, much to Calvin�s disappointment�he�d wanted to show Hazel. She would have gotten a kick out of it). They discovered a mini fridge in the ticket booth area. It was now stocked with beer, soda and some food. There were twice as many shrines, the largest and most revered being the one with the guy Hazel and Calvin had murdered together. That shrine was constructed on the wall above their bed.
In the past week Calvin found himself engulfed in that particular mural. They found out that the guy�s name was Danny Grant, aged twenty-six. According to his driver�s license he lived on Loring Street in pacific Beach. Now he was immortalized in a series of photos of Calvin and Hazel posing with his dismembered corpse.
At first they had emulated the photos that inspired the macabre photo shoot, but soon enough they took things to another level. Calvin had been scared at first. He couldn�t remember killing Celia, so when he cut the man�s head off it felt like the first time committing such an act. The man was already dead, but nothing about dismemberment was normal. It was a grisly task that made him feel cold inside while he performed it. They didn�t have something like an axe or even a saw, so Calvin had to cut through the flesh and muscle with the kitchen knife Hazel had concealed in her purse. The spine was an unruly bastard and all the blood made everything so slick that Calvin�s hands kept slipping, which made Hazel laugh. Soon Calvin was laughing and joking and that cold feeling inside was replaced with a deep warmth he could only remember feeling in the best days of his relationship with Ronnie, but she was out of his life and he wasn�t going to think about her now.
Hazel produced some towels she found in the ticket booth area and he tried to clean up a bit before completing the severing of Danny�s head. After that they decided to let the body cool off a bit, figuring a little rigor mortis would make chopping it up a bit easier. In the meantime they had propped the head up on the guy�s stomach as if he was watching them, and they fucked right there on the cold floor. All the coldness that Calvin had felt while cutting the guy�s head off was replaced with the heat of passion. Sometimes he stole a glance at the severed head and it made him feel waves of pleasure that rippled through his body equal to those he felt from Hazel�s touch.
They ended by taking pictures posing through the process of dismembering the man they referred to as Dead Danny. At one point Calvin had severed a hand, breaking the bones over his knee rather than trying to cut through them. He said, �Can I give you a hand,� and stuck the cold hand out to Hazel. She laughed and grabbed Dead Danny�s head. �Got a head above the rest,� she said.
By the time they were finished they had run the gamut of stupid puns and senseless jokes.
�One foot in the grave.�
�That one was a knee slapper!�
�This little piggy went to the market, this little piggy stayed home��
�Oh, of corpse!�
�I�m all ears.�
�Farewell to arms.�
Calvin�s favorite was when he extracted Dead Danny�s eyes and placed them on Hazel�s stomach while she was lying on her back. �I�ve got my eyes on you.�
Now Calvin lay upon the bed, staring at the pictures, remembering each and every one of them like it was yesterday. The body parts were tossed into the closet. That was another reason he had for showing Hazel what he thought was going to be the Wall of Suicide. They put the body in there and used towels to wipe up the blood. A sizable stain was left on the floor, but after it dried the coppery odor became stale and they were used to it. Even the body, which must have been decomposing, didn�t bother them. They couldn�t even smell it.
At the time, killing Danny was surreal. Though at first Calvin had been terrified, once he and Hazel had come together and shared the warmth of their live bodies, he dove into the acts of mutilation like maneuvering his way through a pleasantly sickening dream. Even now, eyes darting from photo to photo, he had a feeling similar to that he felt when he woke up to find Celia dead in his living room. The feeling wasn�t as strong, but the more time that passed, the more it seemed like the pictures were stills from a movie.
�Are you ready for the test?� said Hazel.
Calvin wasn�t aware that she had been standing there behind him. Just knowing she was there made him feel good. He wondered what they were to endure and if they would be allowed to take the test together.
�As ready as I�ll ever be, I guess. How �bout you?�
�Oh yeah. I�ve been ready for some time. I have no idea what the test is gonna be, but I�m ready for anything.�
Calvin didn�t doubt that. Hazel�s full throttle, no bars held, full speed ahead attitude was inspiring, and even a bit intimidating at times. But he liked that about her. He didn�t look at it as a reversed roles sort of thing, though that had certainly crossed his mind. It was just that there was something comforting about her look on life and the fact that all of this didn�t get under her skin.
Calvin, he sat there looking at the pictures because when he didn�t, when he tried to do anything else, he began to doubt. The pictures had power. Hazel didn�t need that power (she had somehow harnessed it herself and even seemed to know how to use it), but Calvin couldn�t function without her or the pictures.
�I wonder if we can take the test together,� he said.
Hazel let out a burst of a chuckle that could easily have been taken in offense. �Don�t think so. Until this week we�ve been going through this alone. I have a feeling that�s how we�re going to be tested, that way we can�t� play off of each other. You know what I�m saying?�
Calvin smirked. �I guess. It�s just��
He didn�t want to say what he was thinking. Didn�t want to come off like some kind of pansy-ass, but when he was alone, when he wasn�t with hazel or the photos of Dead Danny, he was scared.

Chapter Thirty-One

In addition to Ronnie, Lance was keeping someone else hostage in the strange barn-like structure. A man.
After a week strapped in the chair with nothing to look at but portraits of herself and that strange coat of arms emblem with the stylized GH on it, Ronnie had a hard time pinning down a routine. Lance was spending equal amounts of time in a room on the other side of the partition, though there was no rhyme or reason to his separation of time between Ronnie and the man she couldn�t see, but knew was there. The unpredictable manner in which Lance led his life was unsettling. The situation was beyond unsettling. There was something about the randomness of Lance and his time divided between the two that made it even worse. How do you expect the unexpected?
The first time Ronnie was aware of the man on the other side was after Lance�s stunt with the razor blade and his lips. Once his maniacal laughs and her shrill screams died down, Lance seemed pleased with his scare tactics and left to get some food. As soon as he was gone, the man on the other side of the partition said something.
�Are you alright?� he said. His voice was muffled due to the drywall between them. It carried above and it was clear that he was trying to speak up so that she could hear him.
At first Ronnie was terrified. She had been so relieved, if only for a small period of time, that Lance had left. It felt like she had a chance to think for the first time since he�d abducted her. She was hesitant to respond, assuming it was Lance messing with her mind, but then the voice called out again.
�Can you hear me?� he asked.
Ronnie had been so shaken from what she had seen Lance do to himself that she trembled and sobbed. Her face was saturated with tears and snot ran down her lips and chin and there was nothing she could do about it. Couldn�t even wipe her face, which was downright maddening.
She still didn�t respond.
He raised his voice. �My name is Vince. I�m strapped to a chair that�s bolted to the ground.�
Another pause. What the man was saying had been registering with Ronnie, but she was too shattered to say anything. Perhaps he recognized this, because that was the last thing she heard him say that day.
Lance was feeding them regularly and he never took a hand to her. If she protested he would cut himself and then he would laugh about it. Must have been some kind of messed up reverse psychology, and it worked. She didn�t like watching him abuse himself anymore than she wanted him to lay a hand on her. His wide array of clay detailing tools had a way of shutting her up if she started talking too much.
For Vince it was something else entirely. From what Ronnie could hear, Lance had tried using various tactics when Vince became loud. Vince was often furious and who could blame him. She felt the same way, though her anger was internalized. Yelling and screaming about it wasn�t going to do anything to improve her situation, no matter how good it might feel to get some of this out of her system. Eventually Lance would do something to Vince and he would start screaming and even whimpering, which was terrible to hear. That, in addition to Lance cutting himself, was enough for Ronnie to keep quiet most of the time.
Vince didn�t like keeping quiet though. She could only imagine what lance had done to him. Sounded like a regular POW torture camp next door. That�s why when Vince spoke to her during the times Lance went out for food she rarely spoke back. Ronnie was terrified to find out what Lance had been doing to cause Vince such pain. When Vince wouldn�t shut up she feared that he would bring her into his world of pain as some kind of accomplice. Once or twice she almost yelled at him to shut up, dammit, shut up!
It took two days before Ronnie said anything to Vince. Lance left for food twice a day. They could hear his car start up each time, which turned into the signal that it was safe to communicate, though Ronnie kept herself reserved, always listening for Lance�s return. Best to keep quiet so he didn�t expect anything, not that Vince seemed to think in those terms.
�My name is Ronnie,� she had said one time, just after Lance�s car took off.
�I knew you were there, but I was beginning to wonder,� said Vince. �You�ve been so quiet.�
�I don�t want him to hurt me,� she said.
�What? Sorry, I can�t hear you. Can you speak up?�
Ronnie didn�t want to speak up, but she would have to for her voice to rise above the drywall barrier.
�I don�t want him to hurt me,� she repeated.
�How long have you been here?�
She thought about that. There were no windows or any real indication of what time it was. The overhead lights were always on. �Two days,� she�d said.
He had grunted and said, �I�ve been here a few days longer, I think.�
There was a moment of silence that whined in her ears. �Is he hurting you?� she asked.
�Sometimes. But I�m going to escape.�
A glimmer of hope. �How?�
His delayed response killed that small bit of hope. �Not sure, but I�ll try. One of these times when he goes out for food.�
�If you do, will you come get me?�
Another delayed response that didn�t exactly fill her with the hope she�d glimpsed. �Yeah.�
After that they were quiet until the next time Lance went out for food.
Over the course of the week they spoke to one another over the partition each time Lance left.
�What do you think he wants with us?� Ronnie asked.
�Don�t know. There must be something going on with all this artwork. I�ve never heard of a psycho artist kidnapping people to paint and draw and sculpt. Doesn�t make any sense.� After a moment of silence, Vince asked, �Has he� done anything to you? I mean, has he�?�
�Raped me,� she said. �No. Nothing like that. He hasn�t even laid a hand on me.�
�Strange. I can�t figure it out, and that bothers me. I feel like any moment he might just snap and finally kill us.�
�Yeah, me too.� Her voice was as delicate as thin blown glass.
�I�m working on loosening the straps,� said Vince, �but he keeps tightening them.�
Just then a door opened. Ronnie couldn�t see, but knew it was Lance.
�You planning to escape?� said Lance. �That what I just heard?�
Vince backpedaled and stuttered out a plea. There was a commotion, the sound of chair legs scraping on the ground. Vince was sniveling.
When Lance spoke his voice had a hint of good cheer. �You aren�t getting away from me. I�ll be sure of that.
�What the fuck are you doing with that?� said Vince.
�Just hold still and it�ll be over in a flash. It�s not as bad as you think. I kind of like it, just for fun, you know.�
As Vince�s pleas became shriller, Ronnie fought to keep it together. She was beginning to feel claustrophobic in her restraints. Vince�s panic was catching.
And then the loud banging plowed over the partition, a succession of five blows followed by agonized screams
�See, when I do it I don�t bleed,� said Lance. �I�ve been conditioned to like it. But I tell you, you�re pinned down now. Ain�t gonna be sneaking away anytime soon, that�s for sure.�
Lance appeared on Ronnie�s side of the partition with a hammer and a greasy bag of food. �Hungry?� he said with a grin.
Ronnie had been crying. Her eyes were sore. She shook her head.
�Me, I�m fucking starving.�
�What did you do to him?� she asked. Her voice came out all congested.
�Him?� Lance gestured toward the partition. �Nothing I wouldn�t do to myself. You know what my mom always said? Don�t do something I wouldn�t do, so I didn�t. In fact, I�m gonna do it to myself right now.�
Lance set the bag of food on his desk and jiggled the hammer in his hand. �You ever heard of Bob Flanagan?� he asked.
Ronnie shook her head.
�Oooh, well then you haven�t heard of shit. Bob was a goddamn revolutionary in the art of masochism. What that man could do with nails and a hammer would blow your fuckin� mind.�
Lance set the hammer down and retrieved a nail. He scoured through boxes of tools in the corner of the room and came back with a rubber mallet.
�This�ll do,� he said. �I�ve gotta make sure you�re gonna cooperate with me now more than ever. Can�t have you squirming around and fucking things up, you hear?�
Ronnie nodded. She was becoming increasingly nervous about what Lance had in mind. The hammer and nails and now a mallet. Vince�s whimpers and cries had subsided, but only a little bit. Clearly he was in a great deal of pain.
Lance dropped his pants and Ronnie thought for sure he was going to rape her. She�d feared this since being kidnapped, but maybe it would be her only chance at escape. He would surely have to unfasten her restraints, and then�
Then he pulled off his underwear. Ronnie felt embarrassed, but when someone does something like that the first thing you do is look at them, and what she saw startled her. His penis was limp, much to her surprise, and it was awkwardly kinked. Lance slapped his prick on the desk. He held the hammer firm in his other hand. He grabbed a thick wooden ruler and slipped it beneath his member. When he placed a nail on his penis Ronnie winced. She didn�t have the same equipment, but she could imagine what it would feel like to�
Thwack! Lance brought the hammer down in three consecutive whacks, nailing the ruler to his penis. He clenched his teeth, but didn�t cry out or show much pain at all. If anything, he seemed quite pleased with what he had done to himself, as shown in the tightlipped grimace and the absurd glint in his eyes.
�Alright,� he said in the voice of a man holding back a great deal of pain, �now we�re going to get down to business.� Lance took a deep breath, tilted his head back and closed his eyes tight.
Ronnie�s eyes kept darting downward, shocked at what he�d done to himself. The ruler dangled between his legs like some crude method to stretch out his prick. There was little blood, which may have been the most disturbing part of it all. She�d heard of Indians who could stab needles through their skin without pain or blood. They believed it had to do with deep faith and mind power. She wasn�t sure what Lance thought he was pulling off, but apparently he had Bob Flanagan to thank for it.
She wondered if this was what he�d done to Vince. Lance lowered his head and opened his eyes again. He must have been practicing the art of mind power just then, mentally stopping the blood and ignoring the pain.
�I�m gonna have to do a latex mold of your face,� said Lance. �You can�t move. If you move I�ll do something to you that won�t give you half the pleasure nailing this ruler to my rod gives me. You want to cry like Tough Guy over there, you just fuck with the latex and the plaster. I fuckin� dare you.�
She shook her head. �I won�t.�
�I didn�t think so, but,� he grabbed the ruler and lifted it to examine his handiwork, �I had to do this so you would know I�m serious, and, of course, �cause I like it. I fuckin� love this shit, man.�
Maneuvering around the room butt-ass naked with a ruler dangling from his painfully stretched penis, Lance gathered what he needed and whipped up a small batch of latex. He slathered the sticky substance over Ronnie�s face and followed that with an eighth of an inch of plaster, being sure to leave holes for her nose and mouth.
�I do appreciate your cooperation. Your face is going to turn out great and soon enough the big day�ll be here. You�ll do fine, I just know it. Meathead next door, though, I don�t know. He gives me any shit I�ll fucking knock his ass out and get a decent mask.�
Ronnie said something that came out too muffled to be understood.
�How long?� said Lance, guessing at what she had asked. �Not too much longer, but I don�t want to pull the plaster too soon or I�ll fuck it up. In the mean time��
Lance placed the ruler back on the desk and produced two more nails.
This time Ronnie closed her eyes when he pounded them in. She wished she could do the same with her ears.

Chapter Thirty-Two

Calvin knew the initiation would be tough, but he couldn�t have prepared himself for what he was to experience on the other side of the door to this crumbling fa�ade. The guy who drove him there had a face as pale as a grave worm. Wasn�t much for conversation, but he did tell Calvin that they were headed to a place called the Dungeon of Lakeside. It wasn�t that the �dungeon� was located at a lake�s shore or that it was indeed a true-to-life dungeon. Named for the rarely used street that marked its locale, it was nothing more than a title attached to a dilapidated building in Lakeside, a town some considered the redneck Riviera of San Diego County.
Though he had speculated, Calvin didn�t know what to expect. The moon was but a paper-thin sliver in the black sky beneath which stood a large building, perhaps a mini mansion, the kind of place someone took a lot of pride in once upon a time. Someone who wanted the peace and quiet that only comes from isolation. Or someone who chose isolation as a result of extreme paranoia.
Faint light glimmered through the cracks of boarded windows and fragments of shattered glass. Candlelight. The front door was ajar, a beam of light shivering on the ground outside. Calvin looked back at the marshmallow-faced creep sitting in the car who looked straight ahead as if in a trance. No help there. Calvin pushed the door open. It creaked on rusted hinges.
Inside, candles lit the room in dim, flickering light. Cloaked in darkness and shadows was a tall man that Calvin assumed to be Mr. Ghastly. Always concealed in shadow, Calvin began to recognize Ghastly by silhouette.
�Hello, Calvin,� said Mr. Ghastly. �I�m glad you made it this far. Too many promising pupils bow out in the eleventh hour. What you will go through in the next hour or so will prove whether or not you have what it takes to be one of us. If you don�t make it� well�
Suicide.
The idea that Calvin would somehow be damned to suicide if he didn�t pass the tests was absurd, and yet looking into the dark and vacant holes of Ghastly�s eyes made it all too real. Having witnessed the Wall of Suicide made it real. He didn�t want to find a place in eternity there with the others in some perpetual state of agonized animation.
�I�m ready,� said Calvin. His voice was a mouse�s squeak in the quiet of the crumbling building, a reminder of how insecure Calvin had felt all his life, that tiny voice of his always overshadowed by everything around him. That very insecurity was partially responsible for his love of death. He could watch the most bizarre death scenes and it thrilled him. He could watch the most violent horror films or surf the web for sites that showcased grisly murder scenes and it made him feel like somebody. Bearing witness to the dead made him feel a sense of superiority, as if by viewing their corpses he obtained God-like power. He�d forgotten that feeling for a time, but this man before him� he brought it all back in spades. God-awful, black-as-death spades.
�Very well,� said Mr. Ghastly. �There�s no turning back now.� He crossed the room to the door Calvin had entered through and locked the deadbolt from the inside with a key. �There are only two ways in or out of this place; now, only one. You will have to go down that hallway,� Ghastly pointed toward a dimly lit corridor, �and follow the candlelight. You will meet a series of challenges supervised by senior members of the Gorehounds. You must do what they ask to make it through each test. At the end we will be reunited�if you make it that far. Then you will ride the dead.�
Calvin smiled like a hatter. It wasn�t necessarily how he felt inside, but what he thought Ghastly wanted to see. Inside he was scared. Suddenly the idea that he had to roam through the ruins of an old building to face a series of challenges was terrifying, but he would never let on to his insecurities. Adrenalin coursed through his body releasing endorphins, which helped to quell his reservations.
There was another moment of uncomfortable silence. Calvin wasn�t sure whether he should say something or begin his walk down the hallway. Ghastly�s eyes were trained on Calvin�s as he backed into the shadows and seemed to disappear. Calvin squinted but couldn�t locate the strange man who seemed to be mystery defined. Again, Ghastly had simply vanished.
The quiet screamed in Calvin�s ears like some kind of hissing or what he assumed it would be like to be deaf. Even the sounds of scurrying rats would comfort him, but no, the building was devoid of noise as if even the beams and framework had been there for so long that they no longer creaked.
Calvin�s footsteps echoed off the hardwood floor louder than life as he walked toward the hallway. The walls glimmered in fractured light dimly illuminating the black mold that found refuge there like dancing specks of ink. Part of Calvin was excited, yet there was something in his mind that shunned everything about the building.
He did his best to banish his fears and took to the hallway.
Three-wick candles lined the floor intermittently. In between each candle was enough of a stretch to create a darkness that caused the mind to wander. The candles led Calvin through a series of rooms and corridors in such a desperate state of disrepair that he wondered how long this place had been abandoned.
His musings were immediately disrupted when he stepped into another room, this one heavily illuminated with a light source other than that of a candle. There was a coffin upended and leaning against the wall, the top portion open displaying an old television that showcased a screen swimming with snowy, soundless fuzz�a familiar sight, this coffin. In front stood a solitary chair, clearly a refugee of the building by the rickety look of it and the peeling lacquer like leathery dried flesh.
Calvin sat in the chair, wary of its structural stability. It proved stronger than it appeared. The television flashed on displaying a room that looked similar to the one Calvin sat in. The walls were in ruin, paint flaking off in jagged sheets, fissures like miniature canyons stretching from floor to ceiling. The camera began to pan left to a decrepit wheelchair seating what appeared to be a homeless man who would have fit nicely in Charles Manson�s Spahn Ranch. The man�s glossy eyes screamed true terror, something undeniable, as if he was witness to something off camera that put the fear of God into him.
Beyond the darkness of the room and the blue glow of the television Calvin became transfixed on the man in the wheelchair. He was strapped in tight, shifting this way and that. Then a woman appeared from behind the camera. She was third world skinny and model tall, her hair chin-length and mousy brown. Very plain save that for the machete she wielded, the object of the man�s discontent. Now Calvin knew without a doubt what had frightened him so. The man screamed, but Calvin couldn�t hear him. There was no sound on the video. The woman turned, looked into the camera and smiled. She then faced the man once again, this time raising the machete above her head. His eyes inflated like tiny bloodshot balloons in his face. Two things happened simultaneously: the machete was swung into the man�s head at the very instant loud, raucous heavy metal music erupted somewhere in the room Calvin sat in, startling him out of his seat.
Guttural vocals emanated from the coffin, drowned in a cacophony of distorted guitars and pounding drums. The machete hacked and slashed at the man�s restrained body turning him into something indistinguishable, bits of him launching from the blade, decorating the strange woman as if her body was a canvas for a revolutionary gore-spattered art movement: Post Mortem Modernism.
As much as Calvin tried to ignore it, as much as he wanted to enjoy the artistry of what he was being shown, he couldn�t deny that this unnerved him. He had never seen anything quite like it. The violent act was obviously being shown through the glory of make-up and effects, but it looked so very real. Real enough for Calvin�s stomach to lurch, and that was quite a feat for someone who had put in so many hours watching Death�s Door and it�s elusive sequel. He hadn�t felt this way while mutilating Dead Danny�s body. But that was different. Hazel was there, and together that cat of brutality seemed natural. Now, alone, fear crept in.
A smile cracked Calvin�s lips. Perhaps it was real, something a psycho filmed that had been smuggled out of police files as so many clips that he had seen on the Net were. Real like the photos he and Hazel had taken earlier that week.
The woman then turned and faced the camera. Her smile was illustrious and decorated with fragments of flesh and blood spatter. She stepped toward the camera, her eyes boring into Calvin�s as he watched. He felt unease. She was mad, crazed, like a walking effigy of a portrait that would follow people around the room of an old house.
Close enough to kiss the camera, she stared as if able to see through the lens, her maniacal grin red with blood rather than lipstick. She picked a bit of gore from her cheek and placed it on her tongue like a hippy taking a hit of acid. She closed her mouth and eyes making an expression of something akin to carnal pleasure. She quivered and then fell from the camera�s view.
The corpse lay in the wheelchair, mutilated beyond a recognizable genus. Calvin couldn�t tell whether it was real or fake, but he supposed the general showmanship of the woman�s retreat was enough to assure him that he had witnessed a very authentic bit of filmed horror. Something of a fake snuff film. There weren�t any different camera angles or cuts in the film. If it wasn�t real, it was the most amazing example of practical effects he�d ever seen.
Whatever it was, Calvin didn�t feel quite right. Sure, he had seen some fucked up shit in his time and even killed two people in cold blood, but in this strange, dark building the knowledge that he was being watched freaked him out.
Without warning, the TV turned off stifling what proved to be the only light source in the room. Calvin�s fears intensified. The candles that had been there to guide him from one hall to another seemed to have been removed.
Breathing heavily, Calvin tried to assess himself. He wasn�t much of a drinker, but he wished desperately at that moment that he had a flask for his nerves. He tried to remind himself that it was all a test, that they meant him no harm, but he couldn�t shake the feeling that he was in terrible trouble, that perhaps he had bitten off more than he could chew. Maybe all the conditioning was for their amusement. Perhaps they were watching him, laughing, and he would become another butcher-case at the end of the maze.
Just deal with it. You�ll get through this. It�s nothing.
He tried to sooth his nerves, but he trembled like a junkie with one goddamned big monkey on his back and no dope.
What about riding the dead? Don�t you want to ride the dead?
He didn�t even know what riding the dead was?
Faint sounds like audible illusions tickled Calvin�s mind like spirits dancing in the shadows of the shadows he was immersed in. Screams drenched in dread rose from within, only to be stifled just before exiting his mouth. He had to be strong. Had to remember the Wall of Suicide.
A door opened revealing a timeworn hallway illuminated in candlelight. Calvin took to the light like the proverbial moth, hoping there would be someone there if for nothing else than the comfort of another�s company, but the hallway was empty. Whoever opened the door was stealthy. Calvin supposed the deprivation of one�s own mind was a part of the challenge. Gorehounds enjoy darkness in life as well as mind; they swim in it via shocking horror films, grisly death scenes documentaries and over the top horror novels. And murder, of course. Can�t forget murder.
The hallway was lined with windows on the left, all of them boarded over, the outside world just beyond. Calvin had to banish those thoughts else he yearn too much for cool air and begin to feel the tight clenching of claustrophobia. He suffered from the anxiety of claustrophobia but only in the back of two-door cars or tiny cramped spaces, but if his mind got the better of him, he could just as easily have a panic attack in a dark, unfamiliar place, and that could get ugly. Were he to freak out and start screaming like a little girl right here right now he would surely be damned to a soulless existence on Ghastly�s suicide wall.
At the end of the hall Calvin entered a room dimly lit with a solitary candle in a dish at the center of a rustic, heavily blemished hardwood floor. The corners were shadowed and clustered with the random leftovers of former people and a former time. There was something that looked like a broken chair that could have been a menacing nightmare shrouded in evil, but it was likely just a chair.
Deprivation, thought Calvin. Then it occurred to him that it really was all a part of the initiation, that they were indeed trying to bring him to an elevated state of terror and paranoia to prove that he was worthy of being a Gorehound; worthy riding the dead.
He had begun to feel nervous about the experience, but now that he understood the group�s motivations, he felt a confidence that would lead him through the dark maze they created for him. He could only go forward at this point, anyway.
Faint piano music echoed off the walls, out of tune, but just slightly enough so that to the untrained ear it would sound somewhat melodious, if not perhaps a bit dreadful.
Calvin grinned. Ambiance. Eeriness. They�re trying to really fuck with my head. He felt a lot better about the experience now that he could see what they were doing to him. The idea that he was their pawn began to diminish.
The next door led to a hallway much like the previous one, lined with sporadic candles that cast a shivering glow that bounced off the peeling paint and debris littering the corners�beer cans, broken glass, papers, dead rats. It stank to high heaven of piss and defecation, as if this particular hallway had been used for a bathroom since the building became a broken down palace for teenagers, derelicts and the depraved.
At the end of the hall Calvin arrived at a staircase. Candles led the way and Calvin obliged, taking one step at a time. At the top of the stairs was another similar hallway, this one lined with doors.
�I�ve been waiting for you,� said a male voice. The hair rose on Calvin�s back. It felt as if the temperature dropped ten degrees. �Come in here, won�t you?�
The man stood inside one of the rooms just beyond a grime-smeared door. The man, tall and lanky, hid in the shadows. Something about him was off kilter, but Calvin couldn�t put his finger on what it was. He supposed everything about this place was designed to appear that way. It was a part of the test.
The man stuck his hand out and gestured with a long-nailed pointer finger for Calvin to follow him into the room. �Right this way,� said the voice. It was the very opposite of Mr. Ghastly�s voice, high in pitch, yet troubling, like a little guy who does hits for the mob. There was something about his attire that was off, and still Calvin couldn�t figure out what it was.
As the man turned to walk back into the room, the candlelight shivered over his bare ass and Calvin gasped when he finally realized what was so strange about the man�s appearance.
I�m not following a naked man into that room! What the fuck is this?
Calvin had no time to think. It was either go or retreat, and retreat meant something worse than death. If the man in the room made a move on him he would... What would he do? What if the man was a sadist or a dominatrix? What if the room was set up as a torture dungeon? What then?
Calvin shook his head to clear the shit from his mind and moved forward. It was getting to him, and that�s what they wanted. They were using shock value with the amazing, realistic effects during the mock snuff video (you know that was real, dammit!), and this was just another shocking test, probably a real fucked up one too. Fuck the video. He and Hazel had done worse than that. What the fuck did they think Calvin was made of anyway?
He followed the naked spindle of a man into the room and was taken aback. Calvin�s stomach sank at the sight of what appeared to be a dead woman lying provocatively�as if anything about a dead woman could be provocative�on an old chaise sofa. Calvin�s mind froze in that moment. It had to be a fake, an elaborate dummy with a professional effects makeup job, but the odor that attacked his nostrils told no lies. Were these people crazy enough to conceal a dead animal for the effect of a death stench to match an immaculate dummy corpse?
No. Dead animals smell different. The odor in the room had to be human death. It was something Calvin had never smelled before. It was horrid, overwhelming and seemed to nestle in his sinuses causing his eyes to water.
The spindle man grinned. He was dirty, particularly his pelvic area and flaccid penis. In the dreary shadows of the candlelit room Calvin couldn�t tell what the filth was, though he didn�t have to look any further than the corpse on the leather chaise, particularly the way it lay on its side with one hand positioned beneath the head as if the cadaver was attempting to be comfortable in its death, comfortable after what the spindle man had done to it.
�So, Calvin,� said the naked man, �why don�t you come in here and make yourself comfortable.�
Calvin wanted to scream. To run. To�
It�s fake! They�re fucking with you. Don�t puss out. They want to make sure you�re worth your salt. Mr. Spindle isn�t a fucking necrophiliac, he�s just a Gorehound with morbid sensibilities. He�s just a part of an elaborate bout of hazing.
Calvin tried to breathe through his mouth as not to inhale the putrid stench, as well as avert his eyes from staring at Mr. Spindle�s filthy, gore-coated family jewels.
�What do you think as you walk in here, Calvin?� asked Mr. Spindle. �What are your first impressions?�
Calvin�s mouth opened as if to say something, but nothing came out before Mr. Spindle rose his voice and said, �Do you think I�ve been fucking her?�
Both men�s eyes darted toward the corpse. It was an old one, the lips rotted away displaying yellowed teeth, the body waxen. Calvin�s stomach lurched again as he drew in a deep nose-full of foulness. The corpse looked and smelled far too real to be a fake.
�What do you want to do to her?� asked Mr. Spindle. �Do you want to fuck her?�
Calvin shook his head slowly, contemplating, once again, what the hell he had gotten himself into. It was becoming increasingly difficult to convince himself that the Gorehounds weren�t fucking with him for their own pleasure.
�No?� said Spindle. �I didn�t think so. We�re far and few between, those of us who enjoy such delicacies. You really shouldn�t knock it till you try it, though.�
The glint in Mr. Spindle�s eyes left Calvin feeling cold inside. It was bad enough that the man stood there in the nude, filth-ridden with gangrenous human matter, but worse that he had the look of carnality in his eyes.
�Touch her,� said Spindle, his voice breathy with passion.
�I� I don�t want to.�
�This is a test, after all, and I am your instructor. I want you to touch her. I�m not asking that much of you. You do want to be a Gorehound, don�t you?�
No.
�Yes.�
Calvin knelt before the decayed body, putrescence radiating like waves over hot asphalt. His gut churned, acid coating his esophagus as he choked back the urge to vomit.
His hand moved cautiously, trembling fingers reaching for the dead woman�s mottled flesh, green and black and disgusting. He may have experienced the taking of someone�s life, but this was plain out sick.
�Don�t be shy,� said Mr. Spindle. �She certainly isn�t.�
Calvin drew in a deep breath and exhaled through his nose as his fingers made gooey contact with her thigh. It wasn�t anything like he thought it would be, and there was no way of telling whether she was a fake or not. She was cold, and when he removed his fingers her gore lightly coated them as if she were melting, and Calvin supposed she was. In death, we all slowly melt away from the bones.
�That was nothing,� said Spindle. He knelt beside Calvin. His hand glided over her thigh and into the vortex where her legs met her torso. Spindle chuckled and this time Calvin spun around quickly and spewed onto the floor.
Spindle laughed.
�You give her a complex vomiting like that,� said Mr. Spindle before drawing his hand away from the defiled cadaver, his fingers decorated with clots of decay. �I make the decision whether you move on or not, and merely touching my dear Jenny with fingertips will certainly not suffice.�
Calvin wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt. More than ever he wanted to be out this dump. He wanted fresh air, a bottle of water�sanity! Regret consumed him�regret for what he�d done to Celia, the man Hazel brought to the Museum of Death, what he�d done to Ronnie. He regretted ever going back to that forsaken museum and meeting up with Mr. Ghastly in the first place. Most of all he regretted going to the Hall of Hell. Had he ignored the invite he never would have become involved in all of this.
�I�ll give you a choice,� said Mr. Spindle. �You can either lick Jenny�s deliciousness off of my fingers, or you can give her a kiss. Which one will it be?�
Heart beating double time, Calvin said, �I don�t think I want to be a Gorehound any longer. I don�t think I�m cut out for this.�
Is that really what you want?
�Remember what Mr. Ghastly said. There are only two ways out of this place, the way you came in and the exit. The only way to the exit is by passing our tests. After this there is only one more test, then the riding of the dead.�
�I don�t want to ride the dead.�
Spindle tilted his head and squinted his eyes as if by doing so allowed him to better size Calvin up.
�Don�t worry, boy, it�s nothing like this. Now what do you want, my hand or a kiss?�
Spindle held out his gore-coated hand. Calvin knew, as he looked up at the man�s hand, that he was going to kiss Jenny, if for nothing else than a means of escape from this particular corner of hell. Besides, he knew giving up wasn�t an option. Better to endure a night of pure madness than live an eternity on the Wall of Suicide.
Calvin breathed evenly through his mouth, still trying not to taste the sweet mingling of vomit and death that perfumed the air. His eyes had grown tired and he felt weary, estranged.
�I�ll kiss her,� said Calvin, his voice flat, dead.
Spindle, whose face had become slack, grinned wide. He nodded and said, �Very well,� just before placing his index and pointer finger into his own mouth and sucking them free of gore.
Scare tactics! Kiss the corpse and get the fuck out of dodge!
Calvin tried desperately not to look Jenny in her cataract eyes, well, what was left of them. He knelt down before the chase lounge and the body of a woman that may have once been beautiful, perfectly kissable�now a thing of horror and revulsion.
Lingering would work against him by fueling his mind with further paranoia. He had to get the kiss over with as quick as possible. He would have to hold his breath to avoid another regurgitation, but he could do it. This was all for the sake of survival.
They�re getting to you. Don�t let them get to you.
The face wasn�t as sticky as the legs, but more like a clammy, cold ghoulish head formed in wax by the hands of a madman. Calvin placed his lips over what remained of hers and kissed. He could feel her teeth on his lips but ignored the awful sensations sent through his body, the horror, the gag reflex. His skin went cold and immediately tightened into a wash of gooseflesh.
There was no way for Calvin to understand what constituted a kiss to the skinny freak licking his chops like a kid on a cookie dough spoon. Calvin drew away from the stinking body, stood, and looked into the eyes of the devil, deep, dark, and listless. They had gotten to him. They had pulled him to the precipice and forced him to look within the folds of madness, no, to lick the grue from between the folds. And still they wanted him to take it and smile.
�I suppose that�ll do,� said Mr. Spindle. �It�s not for everyone, that I know and understand. Back in the hallway. Follow the candles.�
Calvin nodded, closed his eyes, and turned his back on the most revolting individual he�d ever had the displeasure of dealing with. He exited the room into the thrashed hallway where a new series of candles led him in the opposite direction he had come from. He could swear he heard the skinny bastard whisper to his beloved cadaver, �Don�t worry, my dear, he just doesn�t understand,� but Calvin couldn�t be sure of anything. At that point he wanted nothing more than to make distance between him, Mr. Spindle, and the corpse.
Calvin spit, but the flavor of death seemed to be embedded in his mouth like liquor after a night of binge drinking. His mind swooned as he followed the candles, fearful of what atrocity he would be subjected to next. One more test and then he would have to �ride the dead�, and quite frankly he wanted nothing to do with riding the dead. He wanted nothing to do with the Gorehounds, and he was beginning to wonder about his obsession with death in general. Perhaps his obsession wasn�t so healthy. Perhaps he was perfectly happy with his and Ronnie�s vanilla life.
Maybe I�m the center of an elaborate joke!
Maybe they want to kill me.
That thought had occurred to him, and yet as sadistic and bent as this misadventure had been, he was quite sure these freaks were pleased to have found someone as twisted and all alone as them. In an absurd way they were opening their arms to him, but they had to be certain that the man they were letting into their select group was indeed one of them. Just as goddamned depraved and rancid in the head.
Calvin stopped in the hallway for a moment to collect his thoughts. He couldn�t accept the possibility that the Gorehounds were involved in something as vile as grave robbing, but that taste� he couldn�t get it out of his mouth. He shuddered and then dry heaved. Images raged through his mind at random like someone took the most gruesome scenes from his favorite horror movies and spliced them together for one hell of a gore reel. The final images were of Celia�s body on his living room floor and what was left of Danny after Calvin and Hazel had finished with him.
You�re no better than this, he told himself. You deserve every bit of this. Killing is killing. The dead are dead whether freshly killed by your own hands or dug out of the ground. You�re no better than them. You�re no better than Mr. Spindle.
Head somewhat collected, Calvin followed the candles to a stairwell on what he thought was the back of the building. He followed the candles down the stairs, through a hallway and into another room, only this one was familiar, and it stunk of something far different from the last room he had been subjected to. This one smelled of blood, piss and shit, and the reason for said odors was sitting in an old wheelchair, butchered beyond recognition. This person�s mother wouldn�t recognize him, but Calvin recognized the mass as the man he had seen butchered on the television screen at the beginning of this macabre journey.
Heart palpitating, sweat beading on his brow, gooseflesh breaking out on his shoulders, arms and back, increased breathing�mind on the verge of cracking up. Calvin stepped toward the body, his footfalls the only sound in the desperate room. His mind played a grave slideshow of images from the video he had seen.
A machete protruded from the red mass the way one leaves axe embedded into a cutting block. Calvin wasn�t startled when a female voice spoke up from behind, commanding him to grab the machete. He didn�t turn around for he knew who it was, had seen her in the video. There was no use fighting it. Calvin grabbed the blood speckled handle of the machete and yanked it out of the husk. The body quivered just slightly, the blood having begun to coagulate as rigor mortis set in.
�Now, I want you to practice,� said the female voice. �Go ahead, get a feel for it. It�s not like you imagine it to be. You�ve killed someone before or you wouldn�t be here, so don�t be shy.�
The machete felt strangely natural in Calvin�s clenched fist. He stared at the bloody body like it was a side of beef in the back of a butcher shop. It could be anyone. It could be Mr. Spindle, or the girl behind him, or even Ghastly himself. Any one of them would be worth hacking up. They deserved it. Calvin deserved it.
Self-loathing set in. Calvin stared blankly into the contours of hacked flesh and dried blood like some kind of candy coating on a human sundae. He could do anything now and it wouldn�t matter. Anything. Life was fragile and death a blessing.
Sharks roll their eyes back when they attack. Perhaps this is because they need to tap into some kind of preternatural madness for the kill, but whatever it is, Calvin found that very place within himself, and he too closed his eyes as he laid the machete into the formless torso, ripping it into something less recognizable than it had been. His anger, fear, and the madness of the whole night came out in waves that were translated into ripped flesh and chunks of thick, jellied blood.
Calvin left the machete the way he found it. His chest heaved, a wild roar of white noise slowly dissolving through which he could hear the woman�s voice from behind him. She sounded pleased.
�Very nice. I think you�re ready to ride the dead. Someone with your savagery will fit in nicely with our little group of fuck ups.�
Calvin hardly heard her words. He stared at the minced body, the red of it seeming to cloud his mind like chum-blood spreading in still ocean water. Oh� shit. He�d lost it. He�d had enough. Yet he couldn�t turn around and kill the crazy bitch, or the skinny fuck, or ol� Mr. Ghastly himself.
Because he was them as they were him.
Calvin was a murderer, a sadist, a soul killer, a monster, a necrofascist, a misfit, a lunatic�
A Gorehound.
A hand clasped his shoulder. It would have scared the shit out of him only a moment ago, but now he was a certifiable madman. �You have one more test�the final test.
�You�re going to ride the dead.�
Calvin nodded as if he were a hardened warrior going into a grave battle, one he had little chance of winning.
�Follow me,� said the woman. �Mr. Ghastly is waiting for you.�
Calvin followed the woman into the hall and through a pair of double doors that led outside. The air was as fresh and chill as he had ever breathed. By the time he realized how strange it was that the final test was outside the dreary mystique of the building, they came upon yet another building, this one much smaller in scale. More like a cottage or barn in equal disrepair.
Calvin followed the woman into the barn where Mr. Ghastly and the now-clothed Mr. Spindle were waiting like grim statues cloaked in darkness. Candles lit the room to reveal a steel gurney where a man lay as if waiting for an operation. To Calvin�s surprise, he was breathing. On a table beside the gurney was what looked like a man�s skin that had been carefully peeled away from the body and cleaned.
Mr. Ghastly emerged from the shadows to join his counterparts. �How are you feeling, Calvin?� he asked. �Are you ready to ride the dead?�
Calvin�s eyes caught the woman. She looked like death in blue jeans, a real man-eater, literally. He then looked to Mr. Spindle, a skinny freak with powder-toned skin who probably hadn�t seen the light of day in a dog�s age, spending far too many nights fooling around with dead things. And then his gaze landed on Mr. Ghastly, the ringleader of this bizarre trio of third-rate carnival outcasts. Real winners here. Homicidal maniacs.
�It�s rather simple,� said Mr. Ghastly. �And like nothing you�ve ever dreamed of. I guarantee you that.�
Calvin didn�t feel at home with these crazy fucks, but he was involved now and there was no turning back. His mind twitched like a hair on a sixteen-millimeter film that was a moment away from melting. He wondered if he was allowed to leave right now whether he would be able to go back to the regular world. He couldn�t of course. He was a murderer, a wanted man. Life as he knew it was gone no matter how he sliced it, so why not ride the dead? Why not enjoy it, whatever it was?
Calvin nodded. �Yes, I�m ready to ride the dead.�
At the table with the strange skin, Mr. Ghastly said, �What I have discovered is something amazing and unparalleled. You have to swear secrecy, Calvin. What I have discovered is something so precious and dangerous that we have elected to keep it to ourselves. The world isn�t ready for this, may never be. Are you? Can we trust you to secrecy?�
�I don�t have a life in that world anymore. You know that.�
Mr. Ghastly nodded and cocked a sly grin. �You understand that due to the seriousness of what we are about to divulge to you, you will become one of us, and you will be not only bound to secrecy, but you will be torn from this world in the most unusual and sadistic manner were you to have loose lips. Something worse than the Wall of Suicide. There may not be many of us, but there are enough for us to exact a sweet, grim revenge to anyone who crosses us. You have to be one of us, Calvin. You have to commit.�
Calvin nodded his agreement.
Mr. Ghastly gestured to Calvin. �Come here.�
Calvin crossed the room, what appeared to be an old barn fancied up to resemble a makeshift hospital, and approached the steel gurney with the human husk.
As he towered over the table with the strange skin he realized that it wasn�t a skin at all. His brow wrinkled in confusion when he recognized the contents of the table as a latex body suit. At least that�s what he thought it was. He�d never been on a movie set or anything.
�What�s this?� asked Calvin. Suddenly all the madness he had endured became surreal. In his mind he could see and smell the dead as if he were still there, but the colors began to bleed like a watercolor in the rain. The corpses seemed like fakes now, far too pliable to be real. The latex suit was an indication of this rationalization. Calvin�s heavy breathing eased a bit, but his ass was still firmly clenched and his balls wanted to crawl up inside of him.
�I�ll explain how riding the dead works,� said Mr. Ghastly as his duo of creepy counterparts looked on like silent sentinels. It was clear who was in charge here. �You see, I discovered something many years ago. I had always been fascinated with death, the dead, and the mechanics of dying. I learned how to replicate the human anatomy in makeup and latex, worked on horror films for years before they found my presence to be distasteful, my morbid insight disgusting. I discovered that there was no better way to learn about death than to kill, and so I lived out of a suitcase learning the craft of death. I became engrossed with learning about the soul, and then something very strange happened to me. I was replicating a man I had bound and gagged, making a mask of his agonized face with detail that would fool his mother. I had this crazy idea about killing him while wearing the mask, that way the last thing he would see before the reaper took him was his own face. I had to wonder what it was like dying by your own hand without committing suicide. Would it fool his maker into thinking he committed the ultimate sin?�
Ghastly paused. He looked into Calvin�s eyes, but clearly he saw the past. Calvin couldn�t believe what he was hearing: the confessions of a serial killer. For a moment there he regarded the latex and thought it all really was a fa�ade, and then this was dropped on him. They were all murderers. Every one of them. A cult of killers. They weren�t Gorehounds; they were Murderhounds.
�I looked into his eyes, saw the fear that was so familiar to me. I had seen that fear so many times in so many people, had mimicked it with latex time and time again. An actor could very well learn something from observing someone fearing for his life. I cut him, stuck a knife in his gut while staring into his eyes. I wanted to see what he was thinking in that moment when he took his last breath, and then it happened. His soul escaped his body, confused. I couldn�t see it, but it was there, and it recognized me as him and jumped into my body. Have you ever experimented with hallucinogenic drugs, Calvin?�
�Maybe some pot, but��
�Doesn�t matter. Riding the dead is unlike the wildest acid, mescaline, mushroom trip, unlike your most vivid dreams, unlike anything I could properly articulate. The very realms of what we perceive here on Earth, the very laws of human life are bent. It takes every sense you thought you knew and propels them into something so exhilarating, so beautiful�� He sighed heavily. �Ah, but you have to find out for yourself.�
�Well,� said Calvin, wishing his confusion wasn�t showing so much, �what exactly happens? What is riding the dead?�
Mr. Spindle spoke this time, the pitch of his voice so high in comparison to Ghastly that he sounded like he�d taken a hit of helium. �It�s impossible to describe. You fool the soul into thinking you are its cell. It invades your body and you see what it sees. You see the final thoughts of a dead man as well as a lifetime of experience in a matter of moments like random flashes of memory. Fool the soul long enough and you can see things human eyes were never meant to see.�
�You won�t be disappointed,� said the woman.
Ghastly grabbed the latex suit. �Here, I have had one of the Gorehounds create a whole body suit replica of this man from head to toe. It�s absolutely perfect. His soul will have no trouble entering your body once it leaves his. If you�ll allow, I�ll put it on you. This will take an hour or so, but it�s well worth it. When you�re finished with the experience, you will have a new appreciation for life and death, and you will be a Gorehound.�
Calvin drew in a deep breath. He looked to the sacrificial lamb, bound much like the man in Mr. Ghastly�s story. The eyes were laden with fear and dread reminiscent of Dead Danny after he realized Hazel had tricked him.
�Do I have to� kill him?� asked Calvin.
�Only if you want to,� said Mr. Ghastly.
Calvin nodded, eyes never breaking from the deadpan stare he held with the man on the gurney. �Okay, let�s do this.�

Chapter Thirty-Three

Calvin elected not to do the killing. He was uncomfortable enough just being there in the presence of what would become another senseless murder, not to mention layered with pounds of latex applications, makeup and spirit gum. Perhaps if Hazel was there he would have thought twice about killing the man himself.
Where was Hazel? Had she already gone through the tests? He figured she would pretty much pass with flying colors. The rotten corpse test might be challenging, but he wouldn�t put it past Hazel to enjoy something that depraved. She was certainly more mentally equipped for this, or perhaps mentally disturbed.
It was around two in the morning when Calvin was ready to ride the dead, and he really wasn�t ready at all. He had been pushed into it, afraid that were he to decline their invitation he would find himself on the other end of the blade. It would be easy for any one of them to kill him and ride his soul, if what they told him about riding souls was in fact true. They�d probably do something worse. They�d probably lock him into some kind of perpetual state of dying and ride his soul over and over like a roller coaster.
As Calvin stepped up to the gurney, the man lying there became agitated. His eyes grew in his sweaty face as he looked upon himself standing over him. The replica was flawless. The man could very well have been looking into a mirror or at an identical twin.
Mr. Ghastly saddled up beside Calvin, nine-inch blade in hand. His face was a grimace of pure delight causing him to look like a waxen replica of an undisturbed corpse. At that point Calvin wouldn�t have been surprised to find out that Ghastly was indeed a reanimated corpse.
�Don�t move, Calvin,� said Mr. Ghastly. �Just stare into his eyes as he dies. The soul will find you. You won�t be able to see it, so don�t look for it. You will feel it when it enters. Ride it. Enjoy the fruits of this man�s death. It will be the most intense and enigmatic experience you will ever have in your life.�
Calvin wanted to protest, and yet he couldn�t help but stare into the man�s eyes. There was something there, recognition, for the man was looking into eyes covered in contacts to look just as his own, embedded in a face of latex and makeup to look like his doppelganger. Calvin considered calling the whole thing off and saving this man�s life in a last minute revelation that he was disgusted with the Gorehounds and wanted nothing to do with them, but that particular emotion mingled with the fear that they would torture him into eternity. The Wall of Suicide flashed in Calvin�s mind.
He would suffer one way or the other.
Mr. Ghastly jabbed the knife into the man�s gut, pulling it upward, disemboweling him.
Calvin flinched. He wanted to turn away, but felt connected with the man in some way. He stared into the shifting, horrified eyes, tears streaming with sweat until the man passed out of consciousness.
Mr. Ghastly took several steps backward to stand in line with Spindle and the woman. They all wore grins with eyes like memories, as if desperately wishing they could relive that very first time.
Calvin felt the warmth of the man�s guts piled at his feet and soaking into the cuffs of his pants. If he looked down he would surely puke, and perhaps that would be a good thing. Perhaps if he�
Yes! The soul hadn�t found him yet, and perhaps it couldn�t if he turned and fled. What could they do to him? At this point death would be a small blessing.
What about eternal suffering? What about the Wall of Suicide?
Calvin turned. The look of gleeful faces drawn into confusion was priceless. They knew something was wrong. Him daring to refuse to ride the dead was more shocking to them than the most heinous acts of murderous depravity.
�I can�t�� said Calvin before his eyes rolled into the back of his head as something ethereal entered his body.
He saw images like a manic set of slides passing him by at a rate that hardly allowed him to grasp any one picture. Certain faces appeared over and over again: A woman, two children�a family.
There was something like pain as the soul began to realize that it was indeed in the wrong body, however Calvin was grasping onto the images projected into his mind, scanning the faces of a dead man�s life, a dead man�s family. Images of a mundane workplace, fishing at the bay, birthday parties, driving in rush hour traffic, laughing, crying, showering. They were the mentally photographed images of everyday life. Not the important memories, not the things that mattered, but the mundane, the daily routines that were perhaps more etched in a dying mind than those amazing moments in life like wedding proposals, award ceremonies, childbirth, great achievements, or buying a house.
Sensations flowed through Calvin, causing his body to melt. He fell to his knees as the sensations began to blot out his vision. He began to see the ethereal realms where the soul needed to escape to, yet he held onto the soul�s power, its memories of a dead man.
Ghastly said that you could hold on and ride the soul to see things that were never meant to be seen. Calvin wasn�t sure he wanted to see those things, but the idea of letting go frightened him. He couldn�t put the soul back into the dead man�s body, and even if he could the brain will have begun to die. The man would be left in a vegetative state.
And still Calvin didn�t want to let go. He crouched with his hands pressed tight on the sides of his head, as if that would help hold the man�s soul inside. The foreign memories faded and then his mind went black. Frighteningly black. For a terrifying moment he thought he had died and that this was what the end looked like. Just a great big nothing. A vast, cold void.
Calvin came to with Spindle hovering over him. The lanky stickman wore a stupid grin that accentuated his big white teeth. If ever there was a sinister grin, this man owned it.
�That was a hell of a ride,� Spindle said.

Chapter Thirty-Four

Ronnie had been listening in terror to the commotion on the other side of the partition. She had no idea what was going on, but she could make out several voices she wasn�t familiar with. Even stranger and perhaps more alarming was Lance feverishly applying makeup to a woman across the room from her. He�d told Ronnie to keep quiet and she had obliged him. Whatever was going on, this is what he had brought her and Vince here for, and she pretty much figured Vince was dead. People didn�t scream the way he did unless they were enduring momentous amounts of pain. When screams like those he was crying suddenly stopped� that was a bad sign.
An emaciated man and a woman came into the room, both looking at Ronnie like she somehow whetted their collective appetite.
The skinny man asked Lance, �She almost ready?�
Lance nodded. �A damn fine likeness, don�t you think?�
Skinny Guy nodded.
�How�d things go in there?� asked Lance.
Skinny Guy replied, �Pretty good. Kind of weird there for a minute, but that�s how these things are. Your makeup was masterful, as always.�
Lance nodded, applying the final touches to the woman with a tiny makeup brush. Ronnie hadn�t had a good look at her. Lance had blocked her view.
The woman who�d come from behind the partition approached Ronnie and Ronnie didn�t like the look in her eyes. She half expected the woman to smack her around a bit or maybe scratch out her eyes. Instead, she said, �I�m going to undo your restraints, but don�t get cute with me. You are going to lay down here on this gurney and then I am going to restrain you again. You would be smart to do as I say and question nothing. Do you understand?�
Ronnie understood, and though the idea of being restrained on a steel gurney gave her a deeper feeling of terror and anxiety than that she already harbored, she nodded.
The woman unclasped Ronnie�s hands and feet. She wasn�t rough, but rather gentle. Ronnie was only allowed to rub her red, swollen wrists for a moment before being forced to lay on top of the gurney. It occurred to her that this may be her last chance at making an escape, but she was outnumbered three to one, not to mention the man with the impossibly deep voice on the other side of the partition. Even if she managed to subdue the woman with a punch to her nose, Lance and the skinny guy would be on her before she had a chance to think of her next move.
One thing that returned to Ronnie�s mind as she�d sat there in that room for a week was that she had to get out for the sake of her baby. It wasn�t her own life that she was worried about, not anymore. It was the unborn life in her womb. Lance knew this and used it against her, proclaiming that he would put a fist in her gut if she tried to escape.
After lying on the gurney, the woman began to strap Ronnie�s arms and legs down with bands of leather that had buckles like tiny belts. She then strapped Ronnie�s head with a similar leather strap.
�Wait, what are you doing?� asked Ronnie.
�Don�t worry,� said the woman. �It�ll all be over very soon.�
Ronnie�s eyes popped. It�ll all be over soon? What?
The opportunity to try an escape had passed. Ronnie thought that maybe she should have done something, but with so many people in the room she felt helpless. Even if they had to take her down, going out that way was probably better than whatever they had in mind now that she was completely restrained. This sort of thing just couldn�t end well.
Lance stepped back dramatically from the woman he�d been working on, the way an artist does after the final brush stroke applied to a masterpiece.
�She�s a vision of perfection,� he said.
Skinny Guy nodded approval. �You outdid yourself.�
�It takes a lot of work to achieve a perfect replica,� said Lance. He turned to face Ronnie. �But we�ve had ourselves a good time, haven�t we, Ronnie?�
From Ronnie�s new position on the gurney her vision was compromised. She strained to see Lance and his subject.
�Do you have a mirror,� said the woman Lance had been working on. �I�m dying to see what I look like.�
Lance nodded and grabbed a handheld mirror from his workshop table. He took the mirror and placed it beside Ronnie�s head, flat on the gurney. �Come over here,� he said.
The woman crossed the room and came to stand over Ronnie, looking down. Their eyes met and Ronnie froze. She couldn�t believe what she was seeing.
The woman looked into the mirror beside Ronnie�s head and gasped. �Holy shit. I� I can�t believe it.�
# # #
Calvin removed the makeup and latex in silence. Spindle and the woman had gone into another room Calvin had not been aware of. That�s where Hazel was. No one said anything to Calvin about it, but he connected the dots. She had already gone through the tests and was being made up to look like some unfortunate woman.
Mr. Ghastly watched Calvin in silence. It was hard to ascertain his mood, considering that he always had a grim demeanor, but Calvin was sure that Ghastly was sizing him up more than ever. Had anyone gone through with riding the dead and still managed a position on the Wall of Suicide? Did that threat still hang over his head in some way?
Using a rag and some pink facial cr�me, Calvin wiped greasepaint from his face. He felt like a clown or better an actor in a heavy makeup role such as Freddy Kruger or Pinhead. Every time he glanced in the mirror he saw Mr. Ghastly standing behind him, glaring.
Calvin had expected Ghastly to ask him about the experience, but he�d remained silent, perhaps sensing that Calvin was distressed. He walked up behind Calvin and said, �You can join us in the other room when you�re finished. If you want to watch Hazel ride the dead.�
Calvin looked at Ghastly through the mirror. They held a stare that was teetering on the venomous. Ghastly turned away and left through a door at the corner of the room.
Calvin swallowed hard and resumed removing makeup.
The experience should have been liberating. He was supposed to be accepted into the Gorehounds and life was supposed to be great in death obsession. What were they going to do, kill people for fun? He�d done that and he felt horrible about it. He watched himself in the mirror and it felt as if he had been under some kind of spell for a month now, living life in a state of fugue or somnambulism. Thinking back, he had very few memories of what had transpired. He remembered seeing dead people walking, and of course he remembered Ronnie walking out on him. The morning he woke up with Celia�s corpse on the floor was perhaps the worst moment of his life, but somehow he had moved forward. He�d looked at a Polaroid picture and clung to it like it was some kind of talisman. The photo had power. The VHS tapes he�d been watching religiously were powerful as well. And what he did with Hazel� He couldn�t help but wonder if she had power all along, that perhaps since she was clearly the frontrunner in the whole training experience they had gone through, she had somehow possessed some of the power Ghastly had been using to lull Calvin into doing the things he�d done. How else was he to explain the thrill he felt while killing Danny in the museum?
Now the thrill was gone. It was as if without the Polaroid and the movies and Hazel, the enchantment had worn off and he had to go through all of this madness with a sane mind. Only the insane would take pleasure in the stuff the Gorehounds busied themselves with.
Calvin studied himself in the mirror. Stubborn makeup remained in his small sideburns and around the eyes, but he was finished with the pink goop he�d been given to remove the stuff. His hair was mussed and he looked like he�d aged ten years in a week. His eyes burned, perhaps from lack of sleep or maybe from rubbing them vigorously. He was hungry, but food was the last thing he wanted. He grabbed a bottle of water that had been pulled from a mini fridge in the room and placed on the table. He took a drink, thought about running and realized that they would catch up to him. Mr. Ghastly had ways of finding him no matter where he ran.
The Wall of Suicide burned in his mind. More and more it seemed like he had a space on that wall. The Gorehounds wasn�t freedom, but polished slavery for the sick and demented. Maybe Spindle and the butcher woman and Hazel would live long and brutally prosperous lives with the group of fiends, but this wasn�t for Calvin.
And neither was a soulless place on a wall of shame and torment.
Deciding that it was better to go with the program and maybe figure out a way to get out at a later date, Calvin took another swig of water and then walked through the door Ghastly had used.
On the other side he saw a setup similar to the one he had come from, only this time there was a woman on the gurney. He scanned the room. Hazel was in there somewhere. She would be made up to look like the woman on the gurney.
Spindle and Miss Butcher stood together next to the man who had done Calvin�s makeup. Next to the woman on the gurney stood Mr. Ghastly and his infamous knife. Calvin wondered how many lives were ended at the blade of that knife. The woman on the gurney was obstructed by Ghastly�s looming form.
Hazel, back to Calvin, turned around. Calvin�s world shattered.
�Ronnie?� he said.
All heads swiveled at the sound of Calvin�s voice.
Lance said, �You know her?�
�I�� Calvin stammered. He stared at Hazel. Her makeup was so perfect that he could hardly believe that it wasn�t Ronnie. He expected to smell her perfume, to hear her voice, only the voice that came from that face of perfection was not Ronnie�s at all.
�You made it,� said Hazel-Ronnie.
The trance Calvin had found himself in fractured when she spoke. It was the wrong voice for the face. He now understood what was going on.
He knew who was on the gurney.
Mr. Ghastly moved out of the way. Calvin�s eyes dropped to the woman lying on the gurney, a woman he knew intimately. Her eyes were wide and terror-stricken, following the people hovering over her. Her gaze followed that of Mr. Ghastly and landed on Calvin. She gasped.
�Calvin?�
So many things appeared to be registering in Ronnie�s mind. For the first time since the experience, Calvin wondered if it was Ronnie who found Celia�s body in his apartment. She was probably making all kinds of connections and who knew what these freaks told her about him. They might have dirtied him up real good.
The atmosphere in the room had changed considerably. Ronnie spoke, but Calvin couldn�t hear her words. Mr. Ghastly spoke and then Ronnie�s impossible voice came out of a second Ronnie. They weren�t arguing, but their voices murmured and mixed together like random chitter chatter in an elevator.
Calvin suddenly jerked upright, his head thrown back, eyes slammed shut. He clenched his teeth tight in a grimace and made a twisting sound of agony.
Mr. Ghastly�s eyes narrowed. �What the hell is wrong with you?� he asked. Calvin heard this through the din that abruptly quieted. It sounded as if there was but the faintest ringing of fear in Ghastly�s booming bravado.
Calvin�s eyes closed but bounced back and forth behind the lids like REM sleep. In his mind he traveled the avenues of life the dead man had lived. The dead man�s soul had somehow become trapped within Calvin�s earthly husk. Calvin traveled years in mere seconds and soon he transcended far beyond one dead man�s life. He was in the past, living memories of a warrior, a soldier, what became of the men the soul breathed life into once upon a time. He saw images that enraged him�violence, blood, gunfire, war�yet within the flashes of memory, the last memories of each life the soul lived far more vibrant than the previous ones, he remembered the family that would be without a father and husband. He realized how selfish he had always been relishing in the final moments of people�s lives, glorifying the images of their stinking corpses as if they were nothing at all but something invented for his entertainment.
Mr. Ghastly raised the knife, a damn threatening knife, but not threatening to the memory of the soldier, and not to Calvin who had seen enough death to last him a lifetime.
Calvin�s eyes opened. They were cataracts, milked over like a dead man�s. The soul could now see Mr. Ghastly wielding the knife, his cautious approach like that of a skilled hunter. Behind him Hazel covered her open mouth. Her eyes popped wide. Spindle, Lance and the woman expressed a general sense of confusion, as if they had never before had to deal with the potential negative repercussions of what they were involved in.
�It�s not right,� said Miss Butcher. Her voice was faint, but Calvin heard her and he agreed. No, this wasn�t goddamned right at all. None of this was.
�There�s something wrong with his eyes,� said Mr. Spindle.
Within Calvin the soul became enraged for it read his thoughts and knew what had gone on in this place not once, but many times. It began to understand the deviant souls in its presence. Three of them were the proprietors of so much senseless violence and murder and worse, the kind of sickos who defiled and treated the dead as mere playthings for their amusement.
Humans are sacred to the soul, a vessel that allows them to release their power by creating life, though short-lived in the scheme of their existence. The soul is allowed to inhabit hundreds of lives, the memories of said lives living with them until they eventually fade away into the ethers of the universe.
Not all souls are good. Some have been tainted by years of negative past human experience. Sometimes those souls influence their husk with the taint, breeding a new, stronger human of hatred and violence.
To treat the dead the way these three had was a reprehensible use of a soul�s power. Even Calvin was at fault, not only due to his acts over the past few hours, but his lengthy obsession with death. Hazel and Lance weren�t saints either.
Within Calvin�s body the dead man�s soul touched base with Calvin�s soul. Though souls can no better communicate with one another than they can with the human whose very life they fuel, the invading soul stopped Calvin�s heart from beating, releasing his soul to the ethereal realm. Before Calvin�s body could fall to the ground, the soul imploded, which, in turn, created an explosion that disintegrated the body, shooting rays of intense, molten light that diced Mr. Ghastly and his counterparts before engulfing them in searing ethereal flames.
The extinguished soul left the burning remains of a little known group of macabre individuals who called themselves the Gorehounds. His blood now mingling with theirs, Calvin had indeed become one of them.

Epilogue

Ronnie�s head felt about as big as a watermelon and as sore as an exposed thatch of raw flesh. She tried to feel the contours of her throbbing head, but her arms were restrained. That�s when her eyes popped open.
And she remembered where she was.
The smell hit her, so heavy in the air that she could taste the butcher shop odor, the mingling of singed meats and melted hair, and Ronnie couldn�t hold back the rise in her gut. She turned her head to the side and vomited onto her left shoulder.
�Hello?� she said, voice cracking. �Is anybody there?�
But there was no answer.
As Ronnie�s eyes adjusted through the bloody haze, the thin veil of singed flesh, she could see clearly where the source of the meat locker odor came from. She realized, too, that she could taste it because her body was covered in a thick frosting of minced human like a slathering of homo sapien tartar.
A whimper escaped her throat and an indistinguishable chunk of gore dropped into her mouth. She spit it out and squirmed and tried to flail, but she couldn�t move. Ronnie screamed, but there was no one there to hear her pleas.
Blood dripped from the ceiling, ran down the walls, dragged by ornery chunks bent on reaching the floor.
And Ronnie, poor Ronnie, screamed and screamed and screamed again.
If the devils of Earth are dead all around you, do the angels hear you scream?
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